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  ♦


  Mama and papa died when I was five years old.


  Right when I was starting to be aware of my surroundings, when I started to recognize my papa as my papa and my mama as my mama, the two of them went to heaven.


  They had died in a traffic accident, or so they told me.


  Apparently, they had both died instantly.


  I was only five years old at the time, and I found out because everyone was talking about it.


  To be honest… I didn’t even understand what they were saying.


  When they told me that papa and mama were dead, I didn’t understand it well.


  It didn’t make any sense to me.


  Even now that I’m fifteen years old, it’s still complicated, so there was no way for a five year old me to understand it at the time.


  Henceforth, during both the ceremony and the dinner that followed, I was just sitting in silence, without spilling a single tear.


  The adults around me called me a ‘well-mannered girl’, but that didn’t mean I was. I simply didn’t know what to do, so I simply sat there motionless.


  I couldn’t keep up with the situation at all.


  Well, actually just a bit.


  Somehow, even though I was a five year old girl, I could understand some of the atmosphere surrounding me.


  I realized that… it was a sad moment.


  The adults at the funeral were spoiling me and repeated “poor girl” over and over, which made me understand the situation.


  Oh, I get it.


  I’m a poor girl.


  Regardless of my opinion, they made me understand.


  They forcefully made me understand that.


  And during the dinner… My uncles and aunts started to argue about who would take care of me. Without mincing their words, thinking that a five year old girl wouldn’t understand a thing.


  But… they were right. I truly didn’t understand well what the conversation was about… But even a little girl could understand it somehow.


  I was a hindrance.


  I was a nuisance.


  Countless dark thoughts filled my hearts… I had a hard time breathing… I wanted to cover my ears, close my eyes and disappear…


  “—I’ll take care of this girl.”


  And then, in the middle of all this chaos, the person who saved me appeared.


  Ayako Katsuragi.


  Mama’s little sister… My aunt.


  The person I now call ‘mom’.


  That’s how mom picked me up and then a year went by.


  Well… Even if I say “picked me up,” she was actually the one who moved into my house, where I used to live with my parents, so it didn’t feel as if I had been picked up, but that’s not really important.


  Anyways… It’s been a year since I started to live with my mother.


  “Hey, Taku-nii.”


  During the afternoon on a free day.


  At the living room of my house.


  That day, Taku-nii came over to play.


  Mom had to stay in her room for a while to work on an urgent matter, so Taku-nii came to watch over me.


  This… happened pretty often.


  Taku-nii often played with me.


  I had a lot of fun, but now that I think about it… It may not be that fun for him. It’s unlikely for an average boy to find it fun to play with a girl five years younger than him.


  He surely wanted to play with his school friends or play in his own home.


  But Taku-nii never complained a single time and happily played with me all the time.


  “What’s wrong, Miu-chan?” Asked an eleven year old Taku-nii.


  In his hands there was an unfinished beaded ring.


  Today we were playing at making fake jewelry with beads.


  “Uhm.” Began to say six year old me.


  Continuing to thread the beads, I asked:


  “Is Miu a ‘poor girl’?”


  Taku-nii’s face tensed up.


  “…Why do you say that?”


  “Yesterday, at kindergarten, Haruto-kun and Ma-chan said that to me. ‘Miu has no papa or mama, what a poor girl’.”


  Within a month, all the neighbors and parents from kindergarten knew about what happened to my parents.


  The incident was shocking, which is why it spread so rapidly.


  And if you add a beautiful story like ‘The deceased mother’s sister started to take care and is raising the daughter’, it would be quite the big gossip.


  Well, I was lucky, I should say.


  There were so many people with common sense around me that they didn’t try to make fun of or libel me openly… But when the rumors started to spread, they couldn’t stop them anymore.


  Before I had realized, the rumors spread from the adults to the kids and my classmates found out about my parents.


  “The teacher scolded them right away. She said that they couldn’t say that. Haruto-kun and Ma-chan apologized to me… But Miu didn’t understand anything.”


  It wasn’t as if I blamed them or anything.


  Haruto-kun and Ma-chan didn’t have ill intentions obviously.


  They simply felt bad for the death of my parents and thought I was a poor girl.


  I think it really was just a case of childhood innocence.


  But… at the time I didn’t understand that.


  The meaning of what they said and the reason why the teacher got angry.


  “Is Miu a ‘poor girl’ because her papa and mama died?”


  “…”


  Taku-nii’s face was taken aback.


  Now that I think about it… Yeah, I made a pretty difficult question and now I’m a bit sorry for that.


  No, rather, a difficult and heavy question.


  It wasn’t a question for an eleven year old boy.


  As expected… Taku-nii put a face as if he was thinking about it quite hard.


  “…Miu-chan,” he began to say. “The fact that your parents died… is very sad. Incredibly sad and terrible.” With a conflicted and doubtful face and voice, he kept his eyes firmly looking at me. “That’s why some people could call you a ‘poor girl’ for being in such a difficult situation. But… I don’t think you’re a ‘poor girl’.”


  “After all,” he continued.


  “Miu-chan… has Ayako mama.”


  “…”


  “You love Ayako mama, don’t you, Miu?”


  “Yes, I love her!”


  “Is it fun being around her?”


  “Yes, it’s really fun!”


  “That’s why you’re not a ‘poor girl’. A girl that lives with such a wonderful mother can’t be a ‘poor girl’, don’t you think?”


  “That’s true…”


  I don’t believe Taku-nii’s words were perfect at all.


  He spoke with uncertainty in his voice, and his reasoning was a bit forced.


  Somehow, it was weak and childish… And despite that.


  “That’s good, then Miu is not a poor girl.”


  His words had reached my heart.


  His honesty had reached me, and six year old me felt relieved.


  It wasn’t about the words themselves; I was just happy that he was looking straight at me and was so earnest.


  “Miu is very happy now.” Being in a good mood, I started to talk. “Of course, it’s really sad that papa and mama died… But now aunt Ayako has become my mama and kindergarten is also fun… Besides, Taku-nii plays a lot with me too. Sometimes I feel a little sad, but I have fun more than that.”


  “…I see.”


  “I hope that mama and papa in heaven are happy that Miu is having fun.”


  “Yes, they’re definitely happy. I’m sure of it.”


  “I see. Then Miu will have a lot of fun from now on.” I said, nonchalantly, as a six year old girl should. “Ah, that’s right.”


  I dropped the beaded ring and got up.


  I grabbed something from the small drawer in the corner of the room.


  “Ehehe, I wanted to show you this today.”


  After saying that, I gave it to him… A drawing.


  A small framed drawing.


  “This… Did you draw this?”


  “Yes.” I nodded happily.


  Back then, I thought I had done a very good job and wanted to show off… But looking back at it… It was such a bad drawing that I’m embarrassed to even remember it.


  Smiling faces with eyes and a mouth, the typical kindergarten kid drawing. The boy and the girl were weirdly aligned on the front, with the hands stretched weirdly and intertwined weirdly.


  The reason he was able to understand who the kids on the drawing were, despite being drawn so poorly, obviously wasn’t because I managed to properly capture each other’s characteristics.


  It was because the names ‘Taku-nii’ and ‘Miu’ were written in hiragana next to the boy and the girl. (TLN: Basic Japanese alphabet. It’s the standard for children to write everything in hiragana and evolve to kanji as they grow up.)


  “Wow! You draw so well, Miu!” Taku-nii praised me with a smile.


  At that moment, I felt immensely happy.


  “Mama also praised me and said that it was a nice drawing. She also said that we had to decorate it and bought a frame. She also taught me how to write these characters, so I tried my best writing them!”


  I pointed at the characters of ‘Miu’ and ‘Taku-nii’ in the drawing.


  And also.


  There was another phrase written in the drawing.


  “When I grow up, I want to get married to Taku-nii.”


  “Get married?”


  “Yes.” With a big smile on my face, six year old me said it with no embarrassment at all.


  To me, this drawing was like a tanzaku on Tanabata or a drawn vow with a wish… and at the same time, a love letter to express my feelings. (TLN: Tanabata is a festival that celebrates the meeting of the deities Orihime and Hikoboshi. People celebrate it by writing a wish on tanzaku, a small piece of paper, and hanging them on bamboo.)


  “When Miu grows up, I’ll marry Taku-nii!”


  Miu Katsuragi.


  Six years old.


  A lot of things happened, but… Even though there were times in which people who didn’t know anything about me called me ‘poor girl’, I kept living happily with my new mother.


  And also.


  I really loved the boy next door who always came to play with me.


  Volume 3 Chapter 1


   

  
    
      

      
    

  

  ♥


  A single mother’s morning starts pretty early.


  I get up early, rub my sleepy eyes, and make lunch each morning for my high school daughter.


  Although, on rare occasions I oversleep and can’t do so, but I pretty much do it every morning.


  Every day.


  Even if something happened with my daughter the previous night.


  “Uaaahhh… Morning.”


  My daughter came down the stairs after I finished making breakfast and lunch.


  Miu rarely gets up on unless I wake her up, but it seems that she got up on her own today.


  The moment that the living room’s door opened, my hands stopped…


  But I made a conscious effort to move my hands and…


  “Good morning, Miu.” I said, trying to sound as I always do.


  I desperately suppressed the tension and anxiety that was eating me up.


  She, still on her pajamas, sat down on the table and frowned.


  “Huh? Ham and eggs for breakfast again?”


  “What’s wrong? You like them, don’t you?”


  “Yeah, but… Haven’t you only been making this lately?”


  “Well… That’s because we still have a lot of eggs that Grandpa gave us. They’ll spoil if we don’t eat them soon.”


  “I knew that already, but despite that… Ah, I know, why don’t you make eggs benedict tomorrow? I saw them on TV the other day and they’re easy to make.”


  “I’d rather not have to cook something in the mornings that I don’t know how to make. If you don’t like what I cook, then get up early and make breakfast yourself.”


  “Boo… If you put it like that, then I guess I’ll keep my mouth shut.”


  And with that exchange, we started to eat breakfast.


  It was the same as always.


  So much that it seemed unnatural.


  Miu’s expressions and behaviors weren’t different from the usual.


  It was as if nothing had happened yesterday.


  Everything was so normal that I thought it was a dream… but..


  Soon I would realize.


  That what happened yesterday was unmistakably, reality.


  Ding-dong.


  Right as I finished eating breakfast, the doorbell rang.


  When I went to open the door, the one waiting there was the young man who lived next door.


  Takkun.


  Takumi Aterazawa-kun.


  A 20 year old university student that lives next to us.


  And also, a weird boy who is in love with a woman 10 years older than him, me.


  Actually, he declared his feelings to me, but I “postponed” my answer until later.


  “Good morning Ayako-sa-…” In the middle of his morning greeting, his eyes opened wide in a state of shock.


  His cheeks got red and he looked away.


  “W-What’s wrong, Takkun?”


  “Uh… Uhm, well… I-It’s nothing.”


  “There’s no way it’s nothing when you’re so flustered.”


  “Uhm…”


  He looked at me… More specifically, my clothes, and then, with some difficulty, he said:


  “For a moment… I thought you were naked under the apron.”


  “Huh? Naked under the apro…~~~~?!”


  I slowly looked down and understood the meaning of his words. Since it has been hot lately, my outfit today was a lot more informal than usual, composed by a black camisole top and white shorts. (TLN: Refer to the chapter title image since I don’t know clothes.)


  And on top of that I had an apron… Wow, that’s interesting.


  Looking at it from the front, it certainly can look as if I’m only wearing an apron.


  “W-What are you thinking?! There’s no way I’m naked under the apron! Look! I’m properly wearing clothes!”


  I lifted my apron, desperately trying to show the camisole and shorts I was wearing.


  “Y-You’re right… I’m sorry…”


  “What’s with you… Saying such weird things in the morning. You’re so dirty minded that even when I wear normal clothes your mind is in the gutter.”


  “…I-I’m sorry.”


  Burning with embarrassment, I started to scold him and Takkun bowed. It looked like an honest apology, but there was some discontent on his face. His expression looked like it was saying “I’m not the only one responsible here, you’re also guilty for dressing like that.”


  An awkward silence fell on the entrance.


  And then, Takkun started to look for words to say.


  “Uhm… Yesterday, after everything that happened, was everything alright?” He said. “I mean… Since we went through a lot, you know, you could be fatigued and such.”


  “Everything’s okay, thanks for your concern.”


  Two days ago, on Saturday, we had our date.


  Our first date.


  The amusement park date he had planned was perfect, but then, we went through all sorts of accidents.


  On the way back, a tire blew out and due to the sudden heavy rain, we were forced to spend the night at a… l-love hotel…


  A lot of unexpected things happened.


  But… it was fun.


  Even with all the accidents, they were wonderful memories.


  “What about you, Takkun? You said that you didn’t sleep well at the hotel.”


  “Completely fine. I’m still young, so it doesn’t matter if I don’t sleep for a night or two.”


  “Y-You’re right… You’re still 20… A true partygoer can stay awake all night… Unlike me.”


  “Oh! I-I didn’t mean that, sorry! I didn’t mean it that way!”


  I got depressed from an unexpected blow and he got into a panic.


  And when that exchange ended…


  “…Taku-nii, good morning!” Said Miu happily, coming from behind me.


  And then… She suddenly hugged him.


  She tightly hugged Takkun at the entrance.


  “Huh…?”


  “…Wha?”


  We didn’t understand what was happening and were perplexed.


  While the mood got heavy, Miu just smiled widely.


  “Ehehe. I wanted to see you so badly, Taku-nii. You look so handsome today as well.” She said.


  With a coquettish voice that I had never heard before.


  And with a seductive gaze I had never seen before.


  “Wha… What are you doing, Miu?”


  “Huh? What are you talking about?”


  “Don’t play dumb…”


  “Ehehe. It’s nice to do this once in a while, don’t you think?” Miu answered calmly to the bewildered Takkun and finally let go of him.


  Then she put on her shoes, stood next to Takkun… and this time she intertwined her arm with his.


  The way that couples do.


  And pressed her chest against his forearm.


  
    
      

      
    

  

  “My… What a lucky girl I am. I can monopolize Taku-nii every morning and flirt like this.”


  “…What are you saying no—?”


  “Well, you see, I don’t want to make this hard to understand, so I’ll be straight with you… I’ve decided to compete with mom.”


  “Compete…?”


  And without any hint of embarrassment, Miu answered the bewildered young man.


  “A competition to see which one of us can make Taku-nii fall for her.”


  ““…””


  We were left speechless.


  Takkun and I were left standing in place with our mouths open.


  “Mother and daughter competing for a man… Fufufu. Looks like things are going to get pretty hectic.”


  In contrast to us, who were frozen in place, Miu had a confident look in her face.


  “Get ready, Taku-nii. I won’t hold back for you. I’ll make you say that you love me more than you love mom!”


  “…W-Wait a minute, Miu…”


  I had foreseen that this would happen to a certain degree ever since the incident from yesterday happened, so I recovered from my astonishment a little before Takkun, but right as I was about to say something:


  “Oh my, would you look at the time! If we don’t hurry, I’ll be late to class!” Exclaimed Miu loudly on purpose.


  And then she looked at me.


  She had a provocative smile and a piercing gaze.


  “See ya, mom. Bye~bye.” She said happily, took Takkun’s hands, who was still perplexed at the situation… and left out the front door, still glued to him as if to show it all off to me.


  “…”


  I was left dumbstruck. Even though I was bewildered by the series of shocking events that had just happened, I also felt a sensation of certainty in the deepest part of my heart.


  I see…


  It was real after all.


  Yesterday’s war declaration wasn’t a dream… It was real.


  “…I’ll go out with Taku-nii.”


  Yesterday afternoon.


  That’s what Miu told me while I was in a good mood after my date.


  She looked straight at me with her clear eyes.


  “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.


  “…”


  “Hey, mom.”


  “…”


  “You’ll support me, won’t you?”


  My daughter made a request… No.


  A war declaration.


  And I…


  “…Yes, obviously.” I said after a brief pause.


  Even though there was a huge chaos happening inside my mind, I did everything possible to hide it and continued talking as calmly as possible.


  “If you go out with Takkun… Nothing would make me happier as a mother. It’s as you said, I’ve always wanted for you and Takkun to be together.”


  “…”


  “If you start dating, I, as your mother, will support you with all my heart.”


  After saying that, I took a small breather.


  “…If you’re serious about it.” I added.


  “If I’m serious about it…?”


  “Yes, that’s right.” I said. “It’s true that I wanted for the two of you to be together… but that’s because I thought you were in love with Takkun.”


  I always thought that.


  I thought they were very good childhood friends and made a good couple.


  That Miu had always been in love with Takkun, but simply couldn’t be honest about her feelings…


  “Unfortunately… I recently realized that everything was just a misunderstanding from my part.”


  “…”


  “What you said before… About wanting to take him because I’m not good enough for him, if it’s for that reason that you’re going to date Takkun… I’m sorry, but I can’t support you. It’s disrespectful to date someone with such intentions.”


  “Hmm… Gotcha.” Miu answered with an irreverent tone after listening to what I said. “You’re quite good at making up excuses.”


  “E-Excuses…?”


  “You could have been upfront about it. That you love Taku-nii so much that you won’t give him to me.”


  “What?! I-It’s not that! What are you saying now?!” I hurriedly denied it and Miu started to laugh.


  “And despite that… It’s true. You supported our relationship when you mistakenly thought that I liked him… and that he liked me.”


  He… Takkun also loved Miu.


  I certainly misinterpreted it that way.


  I thought that both of them loved each other mutually.


  “But now you know Taku-nii’s true feelings. It wasn’t me, bur rather you who Taku-nii always loved. So it’s not weird that you don’t support me on this.”


  “…”


  “Okay, I get it. Then negotiations are off.”


  “They’re off…?”


  “Yeah. Like I said before, I’ll go out with Taku-nii. I’ll take certain actions from now on to do that, hence why I asked for your help, but you rejected it.”


  “…”


  “That’s why negotiations are off… We’ve got nothing else to talk about.”


  “…W-What are you saying? Actions…? Miu, what the heck were you going to do?”


  “I can’t tell you. I mean, aren’t you my opponent on this?”


  “…”


  “I can’t be telling my rival about my secrets.” She smiled mockingly.


  “R-Rival…?”


  “That’s right, we’re rivals. After all… From now on, we’ll be competing for Taku-nii.” She announced while smiling boldly, then turned her back on me and left the living room.


  “Hey, Miu… Wait a moment, Miu…”


  I called her many times over, but it was all for naught.


  Miu shook her hand as if saying “there’s no reason for us to talk anymore” and went to her room.


  And that was it.


  That’s where the memory ends.


  That’s everything that happened last night.


  Miu declared war and I answered back.


  Negotiations broke down.


  From there, a declaration of hostility.


  The night passed and then came the morning.


  And as if ignoring my wish for everything to be a dream, Miu seemed to have taken immediate actions.


  And I… Didn’t understand anything anymore.


  In my heart, I asked a question to my daughter.


  Miu,


  What the heck are you planning?


  How serious are you really?


  ​♠


  “…Hey, Miu.”


  “Mm~ Something wrong?”


  “That’s enough already, let go of me.” I said, a bit angry and tired.


  It had already been ten minutes since we left the Katsuragi house.


  We were about to get to the station, but Miu was still holding onto my arm.


  No matter how much I tried to free myself, she didn’t show any sign of letting me go.


  “Eh? Why? Let’s stay like this for a bit longer.”


  “Yeah, right… Let go of me.”


  “You’re actually happy about this, aren’t you?”


  “I’m not.”


  “Hmm… Then do my breasts not excite you at all? You only like mom’s monster tits?”


  “Don’t say things that can be easily misunderstood!”


  Also, don’t call Ayako-san’s breasts monstrous.


  No, I get what she’s trying to say, but there are better ways to express that.


  Like… Holy?


  Holy breasts?


  Or goddesses’ breasts?


  …No, no. That one doesn’t work either.


  “Haa… I think I got some, but they can’t be compared to mom’s. I guess I’ll have to wait and see how they grow. We’re related, so I feel like there’s still a chance!”


  “…How much longer are you going to talk about your breasts?”


  “But! I have the big advantage of being a ‘High Schooler’!” Yes, a sacred sanctuary that most men in the world wish and yearn for but can’t touch! With my value as a forbidden fruit, couldn’t I compete with mom’s tits?!”


  “I’m sorry, but I’m not the type of man that finds charm within ‘High schoolers’.”


  “Wha…? You’re not interested in ‘High Schoolers’…? It’s as I suspected… You really are an extreme mature woman lover.”


  “I’m not a mature woman lover and Ayako-san is still too young to be considered mature.”


  “Wait a minute, Taku-nii… Don’t talk about mature women in the middle of the street, it’s embarrassing.”


  “You started it!”


  We were having a pretty inappropriate conversation. People would’ve probably distanced themselves from us had they heard us. Good thing that there weren’t that many people around.


  “Ahaha, yeah, you’re right.” She laughed and finally let go of me.


  When she freed my arm, I let out a small sigh.


  “So, what was all that about?”


  “Nothing at all”


  “Don’t ‘nothing at all’ me. I’m sure it’s because of something. What did you mean when you said you were going to compete with Ayako-san…? Or that thing about making me fall for you?”


  “Actually,” Said Miu, lowering her tone slightly. “Yesterday, I had a small argument with mom. I ended up telling her that if she kept playing dumb, then I’d go out with you.”


   “…You—”


  “Ah, it’s okay. I know what you’re going to say, so you don’t need to.” She put her hand in front of me without letting me finish. “Because everything is just an act.”


  “An act…?”


  “Yes, that’s right. Just~a~simple~act. An act and a strategy to get you two closer. I have no interest in going out with you, so you don’t have to worry. After all, I don’t see you as a man.” Said Miu calmly and unnaturally happy.


  “Why did you lie…?”


  “Hmm… How to explain it… My mother’s indecisiveness simply angered me… and I felt like I had to do something about it as soon as possible.”


  “…”


  “Due to the fact that I declared war, I’m sure that mom will try to do something. She won’t be able to take it easy ever again. In short, I’ll be the push on the back you both need to move forward.”


  “…”


  I didn’t understand anything.


  What the heck is this girl thinking?


  “C’mon, don’t look at me like that. I know I’m doing something I shouldn’t.” Miu pouted and sighed deeply. “I’m not trying to get in your way with my mom, Taku-nii. It’s the opposite, I want to support you both as much as I can. You just keep following your plan to conquer my mom, and I’ll… act on my own for a bit.”


  “On your own…?”


  “No worries. I promise you that I won’t do anything that would hinder you.”


  Saying that, Miu took a step forward and got closer to me.


  She looked straight at me with serious eyes.


  “Trust a little in me.”


  “…”


  “We’re childhood friends and maybe I may become your daughter in law.”


  “…When you joke like this, it’s hard to believe you.”


  “Ahaha… I guess so.”


  Her serious eyes suddenly changed, and she started to smile frivolously again.


  “Anyways… The strategy is already underway, so it’s too late to stop. And whether you like it or not, you’re gonna have to play along with me.


  “…”


  “And all of this has to be kept a secret to mom. In front of her, I’ll act as if I’m in love with you… But don’t misunderstand and fall for me, got it~?”


  After finishing the conversation with that kind of joke, Miu went walking on her own to the station.


  And all I could do was to stay looking at her back with amazement.


  During the lunch break at the university.


  After having lunch in the cafeteria, I headed to the campus grounds with my friend Satoya Ringou.


  After warming up a bit, we took a certain distance from one another and started throwing a frisbee.


  Satoya and I belong to the ‘Ultimate’ Club. (TLN: It’s a sport by that name, look it up.)


  ‘Ultimate.’


  A sport crowned as the definitive sport, but it’s not very popular in Japan.


  A simple explanation of it would be… A combination of American football and basketball with a frisbee for a ball.


  You have to move and pass the frisbee to your teammates so that the adversaries don’t steal it from you, and if you catch it in the opponent’s goal zone, you score.


  In Japan, a lot of people start to play this game when they go to university… And I wasn’t an exception, hence I also started to play when I got into university.


  I didn’t even know it existed until I started to assist university.


  They invited me to join the club during the welcome party for new students and I liked the general environment it had, so I decided to join.


  The sport itself is relaxing and we only have to practice once a week.


  I didn’t have serious plans of doing sports while going to university, but I wanted to move my body at least once a week, so this was a good fit for me.


  “Hmm, I see. So Miu-chan did that.”


  I was telling him what had happened in the morning while we were throwing the frisbee at each other and Satoya was nodding in understanding.


  Even though Miu said I had to keep this strategy a secret… I was probably allowed to ask for Satoya’s advise.


  “What do you think, Satoya?”


  “About what?”


  “What do you think Miu’s planning?”


  “How am I supposed to know?” He laughed between his teeth and threw a slow forehand.


  The frisbee flew with a beautiful trajectory and I caught it.


  “You’re right.” I nodded and returned it with a backhand.


  “I’ve only seen Miu-chan a couple of times. There’s no way for me to understand something that you, who has been with her for over 10 years, don’t understand.”


  “That’s true, but…”


  “Well… You know. Maybe it’s because you’re so close that there are things that you can’t see.”


  “…”


  I couldn’t answer anything back to Satoya, who spoke with certain conviction.


  Miu Katsuragi.


  The girl next door who’s 5 years younger than me.


  We’ve known each other for over 10 years.


  And about our relationship… You could say that we were pretty close.


  “I wonder what she’s planning. The situation itself should be like a romantic comedy’s consultation about you suddenly not understanding your childhood friend’s feelings even though you’ve known her for many years… But in your case, things are always more complicated.” Said Satoya with a troubled expression. “It’s as if a tired salaryman father, whose daughter had just hit puberty, was asking me for advice because lately he has had trouble understanding his daughter’s feelings.”


  “…Who are you calling a tired salaryman…?” I answered back, but not too firmly.


  Hmm… It does certainly feel like that.


  If I assume that Miu will be my daughter in the future, should I be talking about my teenage daughter (theoretically) with my friend right now?”


  T-This is so complicated…


  “Hmm… Let’s see… If you don’t mind me giving my personal opinion…” With that prelude, Satoya wildly balanced his arm and threw the frisbee with a hammer throw.


  After drawing a great arc, the frisbee flew toward me.


  “I think you should let Miu-chan do whatever she wants.”


  “Whatever she wants.”


  When I asked the question while somehow catching the frisbee, whose trajectory had drifted away from me, Satoya nodded.


  “I’ve only met up with Miu-chan a couple times and I can’t say I have a close relationship with her… But even then, I understand something very well about her. How much she cares about you and Ayako-san.”


  “…”


  “I think that Miu-chan is a pretty smart girl. And I don’t mean that in the academic sense… but in a human sense. She can read the mood, is sociable, and even though she looks like she’s mindlessly sitting around thinking about nothing, it’s the completely opposite… She’s a lot more thoughtful than most high school girls.”


  “You’re praising her too much.”


  “I’m just stating what I believe your opinion is of her.”


  “…Then you’re exaggerating my opinion.”


  “I don’t think it’s wrong to let a girl as smart as Miu-chan do as she wants.”


  “I wonder if that’s true…” Feeling a light discontent, I returned the frisbee.


  Satoya easily caught my throw, who had become a bit stronger during the flight.


  And then a shadow was cast over his expression.


  “But it’s exactly because of that… that it worries me a bit. Because she’s so strangely smart.” He continued. “She smiles and talks a lot… but in a certain way, she’s quiet and observing, even more than necessary. Saying it flat out, she’s very perceptive… but in a bad way… As if she was trying to force herself to be an adult.”


  “…”


  “Although, I guess I may be overthinking it.” After deeply exhaling, Satoya held the frisbee again. “In the end, it’s all about what you let her do. Don’t worry too much and simply brace yourself. Whatever Miu-chan is scheming or happens as a result of it, just accept it with all your generosity.”


  He turned the upper part of his body and threw the frisbee. He threw it firmly with a backhand, using all the muscles in his body.


  “Good luck out there, ‘Takumi papa’.”


  “Who the heck are you calling ‘Takumi papa’?” I replied jokingly, firmly grabbing with both hands the frisbee that flew with the most strength today.


  ♥


  “I’m home.”


  During the afternoon, Miu returned from school.


  “Mom, I’m hungry, is there anything to eat? Like a light snack before dinner? Didn’t you make castella or egg pudding with the remaining eggs?” (TLN: Castella is a sponge cake.)


  As if I had prepared something so convenient.


  Or something like that.


  Normally, I would have answered her frivolity with an angered tone.


  But today…


  “Miu, take a seat.”


  I simply ignored her words; I didn’t welcome her and addressed the girl who had just come into the living room.


  “We have to talk, so sit down.”


  “…”


  Without saying a word, she sat in front of me.


  I took on a harsh attitude, but she wasn’t affected at all.


  She seemed to have been expecting this.


  “So, what you wanna talk about? Although, I’ve got a pretty good idea about what it is.” She lightly smiled and went straight to the point.


  “…What was that this morning.”


  “What do you mean ‘that’?”


  “You know… ‘That.’ Well, uhm… In front of me, you suddenly held Takkun’s arm t-to… y-your chest… and… declared that you were going to compete with me…”


  Uuh… For some reason it’s really embarrassing.


  I wanted to talk as much as possible, but due to the topic, I couldn’t help but be embarrassed.


  “Don’t tell me that… You two went walking like that all the way… That didn’t happen, right? The neighbors would have seen you after all, so make sure to not do anything too—”


  “Mom. By any chance… Are you jealous?”


  “What?”


  “You know, like ‘I still haven’t held Takkun’s arms like that’ jealous”


  “I-It’s not like that! What are you saying?!”


  Certainly, we had barely held hands and we still haven’t held arms like lovers do… But that wasn’t the point!


  “I’m not jealous… I’m just worried as a mother. You saw Takkun’s confused face, right? I don’t know what you’re planning, but please stop bothering him.”


  “…As a mother, huh…” Repeated Miu deliberately. “Well, I think that what you say is right, but I also don’t want you meddling in my love life with such a mediocre argument.”


  “L-Love life…?”


  “Yes, my love life. I told you yesterday, didn’t I? I’m going to date Taku-nii.” Said Miu. “Since confessing out of nowhere would be useless, I thought I’d start by making he see me as a woman. Taku-nii only sees me as a little sister, so I have to be on the offensive, otherwise it won’t work at all.”


  “…That’s enough.” My voice turned low and cold. The only way to suffocate the unrest and uncertainty within me was by forcing myself to take a cold attitude. “I understand what you’re thinking.”


  “Huh…?”


  “The truth is… that you’re doing all of this to provoke me, right?”


  “…”


  “You’re only faking your interest for Takkun because I never properly gave an answer to his confession and left everything in a limbo state, so you’re trying to hurry me and give him an answer… Am I wrong?”


  I’m not that stupid.


  I’m not such a naïve woman to believe everything my daughter tells me.


  I thought it through today… and I finally understood.


  Miu decided to take on the rival and villainess role to get Takkun and me closer to each other…


  “…”


  Miu lowered her gaze without saying anything.


  “Listen, Miu… Your intentions make me happy, but you don’t need to push yourself so much for our sake. It’s… our problem. I-I’m not postponing my answer without a good reason… How to say it… T-These kinds of things take time and I don’t want to take a hasty decision and—”


  “…And wrong!”


  Even though I was embarrassed, I managed to pick my words with care, but Miu made a cross in front of her chest with both hands as if trying to ridicule my words.


  “What a shame. That’s the wrong answer, and by a long shot too.”


  “…”


  “There’s no way I would push myself so much for your sake. Geez, aren’t you being selfish thinking that the world revolves around you? Do you think I love you that much?”


  “…”


  “Like I said yesterday, I feel bad for Taku-nii, since he has to put up with your indecisiveness, so I’ll date him in your place. That’s it, no more, no less.”


  With her usual cheerful smile, she completely denied all my assumptions.


  Her smug and mocking attitude made me feel awkward… So I also started to get angry.


  Argh!


  What’s wrong with this girl?!


  Why…?! Why is she mocking me so much?!


  “By the way, mom… Are you afraid?”


  “A-Afraid?”


  “Afraid of losing against me if we compete for Taku-nii?”


  “Wha…?”


  I involuntarily stepped back from the obvious provocation.


  “C-Compete for him? What are you saying? Takkun is not an item.”


  “Well, I get why you’re afraid.” Miu continued, ignoring my words.


  And had an irritating smile, as if trying to get me mad no matter what.


  “No matter how young you look, you’re still in your 30s. Right now, you’re pretty much an old geezer.


  “An old geezer…?”


  “And I’m a teenager brimming with life! A high school student! The winner of such a competition couldn’t be any more obvious…”


  “…Fu… Fufufu.” I laughed.


  I was so angry that I couldn’t help but starting to laugh.


  I wanted to solve things as peacefully as possible… But after everything she said, I couldn’t stay put any longer.


  For the honor of all women in their 30s, I must retaliate!


  “…Y-You don’t understand anything, Miu. A woman isn’t always better when she’s young. There’s a sort of calm and tolerance that only older women can display. And that’s what a lot of married men look for in women these days.”


  “Calm…? Tolerance…?”


  “Don’t give me such a surprised look!”


  She looked at me as if saying “Huh? Where can you see any of that within you? You know what objectivity is, right?” and I wanted to cry.


  W-Well… It’s true that I may not have that.


  When Takkun confessed to me, I had neither calm nor tolerance, and I was just having a mental breakdown at all times!


  “If we’re talking about love… You definitely don’t have a 30 year old woman’s calmness, mom.” Said Miu indifferently.


  Not in a tone as if to annoy me… but a pity one.


  “You can’t do anything on your own, you’ve been delaying the answer to his confession, and if he were to date another woman, you’d get angry. It really pisses me off. You’re not even at a high school student level, you’re a middle schooler. No, it would be an insult to middle schoolers to compare them to you. Geez, how to say this… Your actions are simply pathetic compared to any normal woman.”


  “…U-Ugh…”


  I-I couldn’t retort. Her words stabbed my guts, but they were completely right, so there was nothing to object to…


  Uwaa, I’m such a problematic woman!


  It’s really tough when you’re told all the objective facts directly to your face.


  “Now you get which one of us is more fit to date Taku-nii, right?”


  “…It’s true that I… am a problematic woman… that is neither calm nor tolerant despite being over 30… I can’t deny that… But” I said. “Takkun said that he loves me the way I am!” I yelled strongly, getting emotional. “Takkun loves me! So no matter what you do, he won’t fall in love with you! Because… Takkun really loves and worries about me and… Well, because of that… Yes.”


  While I was talking, a ferocious feeling of embarrassment polluted my thoughts.


  No, wait a moment.


  What am I saying?


  Aren’t I… saying extremely embarrassing things?!


  “Hmmm… Yeah, you may have a point.”


  Unlike me, who was dying from embarrassment, Miu kept a complete calm stance.


  “Taku-nii is in love with you, so you have a considerable advantage in this competition. I’m overwhelmingly disadvantaged. I knew this from the start. But… as you are right now, even I have a chance to win. That’s why…” Said Miu.


  And she looked at me with a defiant gaze in her eyes.


  “All that’s left is to compete, mom. And to fight seriously for Taku-nii’s feelings.”


  “…”


  “And just so you know, you have no permission to say no. Well… you can say no if you want, but that’s not going to change what I’ll do. I’ll do everything possible so that Taku-nii falls in love with me. And if you hate the idea, then you’ll have to seduce him with your charm. Simple, right?”


  “…”


  “Or… Are you actually that afraid to lose?”


  In response to my silence, Miu kept provoking me.


  “Despite having the advantage, you have no confidence in winning? If you were to lose to your daughter in the woman’s charm area, wouldn’t you lose all your dignity as a mother?”


  “Guh… Y-You really have a sharp tongue.” I stared back at her aggravating gaze. “…Alright, whatever.” I said. “I don’t know what you’re planning, but I’ll accept your provocation.”


  I’m conscious of how stupid it was.


  Giving into my daughter’s provocation and participating in a ridiculous competition.


  But… I didn’t know what else to do.


  Whether I accepted or not, Miu would continue doing what she started, so it was useless to keep arguing at this point.


  And above all.


  My daughter was challenging me directly, so as a mother, I couldn’t back down.


  “I’ll never give Takkun to you, Miu.”


  “Good, that’s how it should be.” Miu smiled with satisfaction. “Fufu, I can’t wait any longer. How will the mother-daughter battle for Taku-nii develop… how everything will turn out.” She said, as if it was someone else’s problem and then stood up.


  She walked around the living room, heading to the calendar on the wall.


  “We’re lucky, we’ll have a summer event soon.”


  And then she pointed… at a date toward the end of July.


  A date in which many schools start their summer vacation.


  And the date pointed by Miu had this written on it:


  “Aterazawa and Katsuragi families trip toward Hawaiian Z!!”


  “Fufu. What kind of swimsuit should I use to bewitch Taku-nii?”


  “…”


  Contrasting Miu’s cheerfulness, I was in shock.


  Yes, that’s right.


  I had completely forgotten about it.


  When summer vacations started… We had our annual family trip!
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  End of July…


  3 days before our family trip to the spa.


  That day, I went to Tokyo on the bullet train for work related matters.


  The company I work for, LightShip, is an independent company founded by Yumemi Oinomori, a charismatic ex-editor from an important editorial company. The company’s activity range is diverse and hard to explain… but we’re involved in a variety of entertainment businesses like manga, anime and video games.


  LightShip’s main office is located in Tokyo.


  I usually work from home, but at least every 2 months, I’m called to the main office or for some important matters.


  Although we live in a world where long distance work is used broadly, there are still a lot of jobs that require physical attendance.


  “Hmm, I guess that’s it for our meeting.”


  Oinomori-san stretched while we headed out of the building where the client’s company was.


  As always, she wore her usual pantsuit.


  And today, I was also wearing a suit for the first time in a long time.


  I normally work in loose house clothing, or sometimes in pajamas, but despite that, I feel relaxed when I’m wearing a suit.


  It makes me feel as if I’m seriously going to work.


  “Sorry for dragging you everywhere. It’s just been a long time since you’ve come, so there were a lot of companies and people I wanted to introduce to you.”


  “No, it’s fine.” I shook my head.


  After finishing my work at the main office, Oinomori-san took me with her in order to introduce to me the new companies and creators which she had just started doing business with.


  And although she apologized for dragging me, I was very thankful for the opportunity to do some networking.


  And above all… I was an exception who was allowed to work at home.


  There was no reason to complain, no matter how many times the president dragged me all around Tokyo.


  “But well… It’s so hot lately.” Oinomori-san complained while she made way between the city crowd.


  It was past 4. The high point of temperature had passed already, but the summer heat still remained in the asphalt.


  “Isn’t this heat hard for you who lives in Tohoku?”


  “Not really. Our house is at the south of Tohoku, within a valley. There’s almost no wind, so the summer is quite hot.”


  “Oh… So it doesn’t snow then?”


  “…It does snow actually.”


  In Tohoku, summers are hot and winters are snowy.


  I think I live in a very problematic area.


  “Katsuragi-kun, will you stay the night?”


  “Yes. I’ve already made a hotel reservation. I also want to do some work at the office tomorrow.”


  When Miu was young, I always tried to return home the same day, but when she got into middle school, I started to stay the night. Miu herself said “You worry too much, I can survive on my own for a day.”


  “I see. Then enjoy your first night alone in a long time. Why don’t I tag along? Let’s go to Kabukicho* or something like that.” TL/N: Entertainment district best known for their adult-oriented nightlife.


  “K-Kabukicho…? Where do you plan on taking me?”


  “To one of my favorite host clubs.”


  “I’m not going.”


  “Then, what about a boys bar?”


  “No thanks!” I rejected her as hard as I could.


  “You don’t have to be like that… It’s not as if it were a suspicious place, you know? It’s just a place to have a nice drink while you’re surrounded by handsome men. It’s just what ladies like.”


  Even if she says such a thing, I can’t go to any of those places.


  Kabukicho, a host club, a boys bar, all those places are impossible for me.


  I know I’m talking with prejudice because I’ve never been to any of those places… but regardless, those kinds of places are out of my reach!


  “Good grief. You’re so fussy, Katsuragi-kun. This may be your last chance, you know?”


  “Last chance…?”


  “If you start dating Aterazawa-kun, you won’t be able to go out and have fun anymore at night. If you want to get a bit crazy, it has to be now. After all, everything you do now, won’t be considered cheating.”


  “…Don’t say something like a boss that invites his subordinate to night places for his bachelor’s party.” I replied downheartedly and Oinomori-san laughed.


  “Well, I won’t force you. But at the very least, let me invite you to dinner.”


  “If it’s just dinner, I gladly accept,”


  “All right. But… what do we do for now? It’s too early to have dinner and we’re too far from the office by now.”


  “…Uhm, Oinomori-san.” I said. “Since we have time… Could we go shopping together?”


  Led by Oinomori-san, we walked around the streets of Tokyo.


  After grabbing a taxi, we headed to the nearest station and walked everywhere through the station’s building.


  Haah… Tokyo streets are so complicated. The stations and their surroundings are like labyrinths. If it wasn’t for Oinomori-san, I would have definitely gotten lost.


  I couldn’t have done any shopping.


  “…Heh. A 2-day family trip to a spa?”


  We were walking to the big warehouses at the station.


  And that’s how the woman answered when I told her everything.


  “…And besides, the Aterazawa family will also be going.”


  “…My father has stocks there and every year he gets free tickets because of it. Since we get free tickets for 2 days every year, I once offered them to the Aterazawa family as thanks for everything they’ve done and they told me ‘Since this is a rare opportunity, why don’t we go together?’, and ever since then, it’s become an annual summer tradition…”


  “Hmmm. That sounds pretty fun, so why the long face?”


  “…This year it’s a bit special.” I said with a sigh. “Since it’s a very popular tourist spot, it’s very busy during the summer vacation, so I made the reservation 6 months ago… But this year, Takkun’s father had an urgent job come up for that date.”


  We tried changing the reservation, but there were no more slots for the remaining of the summer vacation.


  So Takkun’s father won’t be able to come.


  And feeling bad for her husband, Takkun’s mother also decided not to come.


  “Since his parents were not going, Takkun also hesitated on coming… But I insisted on him coming…”


  “Eh? You invited him, Katsuragi-kun?”


  “…Yes.”


  “Wow. So bold of you.”


  “I-It’s not like that! The time I invited him… was before he confessed to me!”


  I think it was at the beginning of April.


  Takkun was hesitating on whether or not to go on a one-night trip with just Miu and I, but I insisted.


  “Let’s go, Takkun. It’s our annual trip. Come on, it will be more fun for Miu and I if you come with us.”


  Something like that.


  “…At the time, I still wasn’t aware of what Takkun felt for me… So I invited him casually as if he were a son or a brother…”


  “And Aterazawa-kun couldn’t say no when you invited him that way.”


  “Furthermore… we’ll be sleeping in the same room…”


  “Eh…? You and Aterazawa-kun…?”


  “Yes… Of course, Miu will also be with us… But I also suggested that.”


  “…How do I say this… You’ve become a full-on carnivore before I realized.”


  “I-I said it’s nothing like that! I didn’t think about anything related to that back then! It was before Takkun confessed…”


  I had originally made a reservation for 2 rooms and Takkun insisted on him staying alone in the room meant for the Aterazawa family… But I opposed that completely.


  “That’s no good, Takkun. It’s a waste, so let’s cancel that room. Either way, we’ll only spend 1 night there, so, why don’t you sleep in the same room as us? Somehow, it’s a bit too luxurious to stay in a family sized room all for yourself… Plus, if we cancel, there will be more people who will be able to lodge there, isn’t that right?”


  Something like that.


  He kept resisting until the end, but I finally managed to convince him.


  Uwaa… Uwaaaa…!


  What the heck did I do in April?!


  I can’t believe I suggested staying in the same room as Takkun on my own…!


  “Good grief, what an ironic story. On one hand, you trusted in Aterazawa-kun as much as a family member. On the other, you didn’t perceive him as a man at all. Since you were completely unaware of his feelings, you were able to invite him on a one-night trip without batting an eye.” Oinomori-san shrugged exaggeratedly. “And Aterazawa-kun himself somehow has been holding back against this temptation for the last 10 years. I can’t help but feel pity for him.”


  “…Ugh.”


  I had no reply, so I couldn’t do anything but grunt.


  Anyways, this was past me’s fault… This family trip and turned into a trip in which mother, daughter and Takkun would spend the night in the same room.


  Ahh… How did this happen…?


  I want to strangle past me, who lived such a carefree life, so much…


  Well… we’ve already spent the night together at a love hotel, although that doesn’t mean I’m used to sleeping with him. I’m so nervous and anxious that I panic at the mere thought of it.


  Besides.


  This year’s trip, despite being filled with so many worries already, had created a new one.


  “I see. I have a general idea of the situation. In that case, let me, Yumemi Oinomori, help you pick the swimsuit in your next family trip.”


  “…Please.”


  I wanted someone to come with me shopping… so that they would help me pick a swimsuit.


  I’m sure that Oinomori-san, who wears elegant brand clothing, knows stores that sell swimsuits that would look good on me. In this trip to Tokyo, I was thinking of asking her the favor if she was free.


  “However, I didn’t expect you to ask me something like this.”


  “Eh…?”


  “Didn’t you say you always went shopping with Miu-chan?”


  “That’s… true, but…”


  These last few years, Miu has been coordinating my clothes often. I used to pick clothes for her when she was little, but Miu now knows more about fashion than me.


  And I was actually going to buy a new swimsuit with Miu too, but…


  “Well… it’s become a bit hard to ask her about it for now.”


  “Hmm? That’s weird. Did you have a fight?”


  “It’s… not really a fight.”


  Rather… I think it would have been better if it was a fight.


  Would have been better to state our opinions and fight over them.


  But now, I can’t stop feeling uneasy all the time.


  “Lately… I don’t understand what Miu is thinking at all.”


  “Heeh… That’s pretty normal.”


  “Eh?”


  The unexpected answer took me by surprise.


  That’s normal?


  “Not understanding what a high school student thinks… This is a rather common worry for a mother. It’s normal for parents to not understand what their children are thinking during puberty.”


  “…”


  “That’s why I think it’s extremely healthy and normal to have such worries. Rather, on the contrary, those parents that say ‘I understand my child perfectly. I know him better than anyone else in the world’ are strange. Such parents seem to think that they know their children, but that’s not the case at all.” Said Oinomori-san eloquently and fluently. “I’ve only seen Miu-chan a handful of times… but I think that she’s a good girl. That she has taken a rebellious attitude… Fufufu. It’s not bad. That means that she sees you as her mother and wants to act like a spoiled girl.”


  “…Is… that so?”


  She’s… acting like a spoiled girl?


  That’s not what it looked like to me.


  “Well, that’s just my intuition. You shouldn’t take it at face value.” Said Oinomori-san slightly insecure, something rather unusual for her. “These are just the words of a woman who’s never raised kids, basing it all on things I’ve heard. Don’t take it too seriously.”


  The usual fearless and sarcastic smile was drawn on her lips, but there was some sort of sadness in it.


  After entering the big warehouses, the two of us took the elevator.


  When we came out in the floor we were going to, there were a lot of brand stores lined up.


  Oinomori-san gallantly walked around the luxurious place and I followed her nervously.


  Soon after, she entered a store, as if it were normal to her.


  “O-Oinomori-san…? T-This place? We’re going to buy a swimsuit in this place?”


  “That’s my intention.”


  “But… This looks so expensive.”


  It was a brand shop with a quiet and elegant atmosphere.


  It had such a high-class aura that it would make even a young woman in her 20s hesitate to step inside. There was a swimsuit section in the corner of the store, but it was totally different from the swimsuit sections that I had visited before in my life.


  All the swimsuits lined up were beautiful, not too pretentious, but rather simple and elegant. Designed not for young women, but rather adult women.


  And probably… for rich women.


  “They look like the type of swimsuits foreign celebrities would wear…”


  “That’s right. This brand is popular among foreign models and celebrities.”


  “I can’t allow myself to pay so much for a swimsuit…”


  “Don’t worry too much about it. It’s true that expensive swimsuits are from expensive brands, but this store also has some relatively cheap ones. You should be able to buy a good swimsuit here at a reasonable price.”


  “But… how to say it… Aren’t these too stylish for me? Maybe I’d look better going to a normal store.”


  “What are you talking about? When I asked what kind of swimsuit you’d like, you said a mature one.”


  “I-I did say that, but…”


  “Katsuragi-kun, you’re an adult and mature woman already. It’s about time you got one or two decent swimsuits.”


  “But…”


  “Besides.”


  While I hesitated, Oinomori-san turned to me.


  She looked at me from head to toe… and then focused on my breasts.


  “On other places… we probably won’t find the size you need.”


  “…”


  She hit the nail.


  That’s completely right!


  I can’t find my size anywhere! There are many cute bras and swimsuits that I want… but most of them aren’t available on my size!


  “Well, for now let’s take a look. You can choose if you want to buy it or not after trying it.”


  “…All right.”


  Oinomori-san convinced me to at least look at the store’s swimsuits.


  Heh, what a sight.


  There are many fashionable swimsuits.


  The designs are mature and elegant… Some are a bit revealing, but nothing too vulgar… The prices aren’t that expensive either, just like Oinomori-san said.


  If it’s one of these… I don’t mind trying them.


  I was a bit uneasy at first, but I started letting myself go a bit.


  “So, Katsuragi-kun, I found a really good one here, can you try it out?” With a swimsuit in hand, Oinomori-san patted my shoulder.


  “Eh, that was fast… Please, wait a moment. I’m still looking around…”


  “It’s fine, come on, hurry up.”


  “W-Wait… I’m still not mentally prepared…!”


  “Don’t worry, come on, hurry up.”


  She forcefully grabbed my hand, dragged me to the fitting room and gave me the swimsuit.


  As expected of a luxury store, the fitting room was quite big. There was a big full-body mirror and a basket to put your stuff in. And also… everything a woman needs to try a swimsuit.


  “…Haah. She’s always going at her own pace.” Sighing, I started taking off my clothes and underwear. I was tired of going against her, so the best course of action was to quietly go along with her. Resigned, I proceeded to change clothes.


  And then… 5 minutes later.


  I was wearing Oinomori-san’s handpicked swimsuit. I was wearing it, but…


  Uwaa… W-What’s this…?


  Uhm… Isn’t this a bit too much?


  No matter how you look at it… isn’t this too lewd…?


  “…Are you done already?”


  “Hyaaaa?!”


  Fshh.


  The curtain behind me suddenly opened and I let out a surprised scream.


  
    
      

      
    

  

  “G-Geez! Don’t open up without permission, please!”


  While my complaints seemed to have little effect on her, Oinomori-san kept looking at me with great interest.


  At my body in a swimsuit.


  “Oh, so cute. It looks really good on you.”


  “It doesn’t look good on me! What’s with this lewd swimsuit?!”


  The swimsuit that looked good on me, was basically, a V.


  V.


  The letter V.


  Two strips of cloth extended from the shoulders to the crotch, hiding the important parts with just a fine stretch of cloth.


  No.


  Strictly speaking… it barely covered anything.


  My crotch was barely hidden and the meat on my chest was spilling out considerably. And the cloth in my ass… was getting between my butt cheeks.


  The reflection of my rear was basically just my bare back.


  “Yes, it looks good, but… It’s 10 times more obscene than I expected.”


  “Of course it’s obscene! This is pretty much the same as being naked!”


  “Hmm. Looking at you again… you have a violently erotic body, Katsuragi-kun. Specially those explosive breasts. Even though they’re enormous, they’re firm and flexible and look so soft… Even I, a woman, am about to lose my mind… And that ass—”


  “Stop saying things like that, please!” I objected strongly, stomping the floor.


  But… that movement proved to be a fatal mistake.


  The fine V suimsuit cloth didn’t safely cover my breasts, so when I started to stomp the floor… the swimsuit slipped.


  Boing.


  My breasts came out with a boing.


  “Wha?!”


  “Eh… Kyaaa!”


  Oinomori-san even stepped back, and I hurriedly started to cover myself.


  Ahh… Uuhh… I’m starting to get tired.


  Why does this happen to me…?


  “…Wow… I-I just saw something amazing. I even thought something had exploded.” Said Oinomori-san, bewildered and a little embarrassed. “Geez, what are you doing showing that kind of fanservice?”


  “I-I didn’t do it because I wanted to!”


  “Do these kinds of things in front of Aterazawa-kun.”


  “No way!” I screamed while in tears.


  Pouting at Oinomori-san, I quickly fixed the swuimsuit.


  “Uuh… I’m out of here.”


  “Now now, no need to pout.”


  “I’m not pouting. I’m not pouting at all… I’m just tired.”


  I have no strength left.


  My energy disappeared instantly.


  I tried to gather all my courage to come and buy a new swimsuit… but this embarrassing incident made me lose all my energy.


  “After all… these stylish swimsuits don’t look good on me. It looks shameful that a common woman like me wears something she isn’t used to. Besides, I’m too old to focus so much on pools. Wearing an attractive swimsuit at my age… is embarrassing.”


  “…”


  “Last year and the one before, I went to the pool, but I didn’t wear a swimsuit, I simply saw Miu and the others have fun… So I think I only have to do the same this year.”


  “…”


  “For starters, the pool is full during summer vacation, so you can’t swim a lot. Yeah, there’s no need to buy a new swimsuit—”


  “—Katsuragi-kun.” Said a sharp voice.


  Oinomori-san, who had been smiling all the time, erased her smile and stared at me. There was disappointment, surprise and a silent wrath in her eyes.


  “Why did you want to buy a new swimsuit today?”


  “Eh…?”


  “You just said you didn’t use a swimsuit last year and the one before, so, why were you thinking of wearing one this year?”


  “Well…”


  “To show it to Aterazawa-kun?” Said Oinomori-san, knowing the answer. “You wanted to show your swimsuit to the boy that likes you. And since you were going to show him your body anyways, you wanted to look as beautiful as possible, am I right?”


  “…Yes.”


  Overwhelmed by her assertive tone and piercing gaze, I nodded obediently.


  Yes, that’s right.


  Of course, it wasn’t as if I had a sense of rivalry with Miu, who was competing with me, but the main reason was because I wanted him to see me in a swimsuit…


  “B-But it’s not as if I wanted to show it to him… I just thought that maybe he wanted to see me in one.”


  I wondered if Takkun wanted to see.


  To see me in a swimsuit.


  If we go to a pool, he’d expect something like this.


  Even last year… I hadn’t even thought about it.


  Because I had no clue that Takkun liked me.


  I thought that no one would be interested seeing me in a swimsuit.


  But this year…


  “…I-If Takkun wants to see me, I wanted to reach his expectations… Although, well, it would probably seem a bit ridiculous.”


  “I don’t think it’s ridiculous or anything. It’s a completely natural instinct for a woman to want to look more beautiful. Specially if the other person likes you… If he desires you as a woman. There’s nothing to be ashamed of.”


  “…”


  “Worrying about age is just a waste of time, it’s stupid.”


  “S-Stupid…? I’ve been seriously worried about—”


  “Listen, Katsuragi-kun.” Said Oinomori-san in a high voice, without letting me finish. “It’s true that you’re not young anymore. You may have reached the age where some people may call you ‘Aunt’. And it’s possible that they want you to behave in a way that goes according with your age.”


  “But” she continued.


  “For the rest of your life, the moment you’re the youngest is ‘now’.”


  “…!”


  I felt like she said something incredible.


  Stab!


  Those words pierced my heart.


  I felt as if something incredibly sharp had been nailed in the deepest part of my heart.


  “Both you and I get older every day. After 30, we stop growing, we simply get older. Tomorrow we’ll be older than today, the day after more than tomorrow, every day we keep getting older.”


  The tone of her voice turned gradually more intense. Thinking that this came from a woman who had lived in this world longer than me… her words carried a different weight.


  “You’re ashamed for using an attractive swimsuit for being over 30? If you say that now, then you’ll be more embarrassed the next year and the one after. It’s as if you’re cursing yourself… and will never be able to use a swimsuit in public.”


  “…”


  “Whatever the reason is, you wanted Aterazawa-kun to ‘see’ you in a swimsuit, right? You wanted to see him even a bit more beautiful if possible, right? Then cherish these ‘now’ feelings.” Oinomori-san smiled and declared in a magnanimous tone. “Don’t be ashamed and use whatever swimsuit you want. And for the rest of your life, show Aterazawa-kun the youngest body of Ayako Katsuragi.”


  “Oinomori-san…”


  I felt a gust of warmth sprout in my chest.


  Overwhelmed by emotion, the corners of my eyes started to heat up.


  “…I’m sorry. I used my age as an excused again.” After bowing slightly, I said. “I’ll gather my courage… and wear a swimsuit that’s a bit attractive and show him the youngest me!”


  “That’s good.”


  “But…”


  Everything was resolving itself well, but there was still a problem that I couldn’t overlook even in this emotional state.


  I opened my mouth, looking at myself.


  I looked at this V shaped swimsuit that made me feel completely naked.


  “One thing for sure… It will definitely not be this swimsuit.”


  “Don’t worry. I picked that one as a joke, the next one will be normal.”


  So she was joking.


  Since the next one will be normal, she definitely didn’t pick this one seriously.


  I wanted to punch her in the face.
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  End of July…


  This is the season in which many students start their summer vacations.


  And also the time of year in which the Aterazawa and Katsuragi families make a joint annual trip to the Spa Resort Hawaiian Z, a tourist spot at the south of the prefecture.


  A family trip of one night and two days.


  This year, due to unavoidable circumstances, my parents will be absent.


  And I’ll go alone with the mother and daughter of the Katsuragi household.


  The day of the trip, we gathered up early in the morning on the Katsuragi’s house parking and the three of us got in the car.


  It was Ayako-san’s car, and after talking about it, I was in charge of driving.


  Taking the highway, I drove south for 2 hours…


  And then, we reached our destination.


  “Hnng! We’re finally here! Haa, I’m so tired.”


  It was Hawaiian Z’s parking lot.


  When Miu got out from the back seat, she stood in the parking lot and started stretching.


  “Miu, what are you so tired of if you were just sitting the entire time?” Said Ayako-san with a sigh as she went out the passenger’s seat.


  “That’s what I’m tired of. Wow, this place is as beautiful as ever. The sea is close by, and even though it’s hot, the sea breeze balances the heat and feels nice.”


  “Geez… I’m sorry, Takkun. You had to drive the entire way.”


  “Don’t worry, it wasn’t a problem.”


  While he answered, I came out the car and took out my shoulder purse. We left most of our luggage with the hotel staff when we passed by the entry.


  I looked up… and saw a clear blue sky.


  The weather was nice.


  The sun was shining brightly, but just as Miu said, it didn’t feel that hot.


  The area around the parking and the hotel gave the impression of it being a tropical country with a lot of palm trees lined up that gently swung back and forth with the sea breeze.


  The Spa Resort Hawaiian Z was a complete recreational complex with pools, hot springs, hotels, golf courses and a lot more.


  It was one of the biggest water theme parks of the Tohoku region with a Hawaiian theme.


  From the palm trees to the Hawaiian shirts that the staff wore, everything about the facilities was designed to give the impression of a tropical country.


  Many people visited the park not just during summer, but also during winter since they had indoor pools with climate control.


  It certainly was Hawaii in Tohoku.


  There are many commercials about this place on local TV and it’s so popular that anyone in the prefecture knows the songs by memory.


  As a resident of the prefecture, I’ve come here many times since I was a kid, and during the last few years, even though I still come here once a year for our family trip, despite being 20, I still get excited.


  However, this year will be different from last’s.


  My parents aren’t here, and I came with Ayako-san and Miu.


  And the most important difference… is that I confessed.


  A two-day one-night trip after telling Ayako-san my true feelings. It was an enormous change comparing it to last year, when we were just neighbors.


  For me and very likely for her…


  “Let’s get in quickly, mom, Taku-nii.”


  Miu got in first and Ayako-san and I followed after.


  We entered the hotel and checked in at the reception.


  An employee with a cart that carried our luggage led us to the room we would be lodging in.


  “Wow… Amazing.” Said Ayako-san surprised, looking around.


  A modern Japanese style room with squared Ryukyu tatami mats. At the center of the room there was a large table and chairs with back support.


  “What a big room.”


  “It really is.”


  “It’s a shame that Takkun’s parents couldn’t come.”


  “My father was also frustrated, since we had reserved a very expensive room this year.”


  “It somehow leaves a bad taste in my mouth. We’re going to spend the night in the room that your family had reserved. And we’re only going to pay for half of it.”


  “Please don’t worry about that.”


  The Aterazawa and Katsuragi families originally reserved different rooms.


  But my father had to cancel due to work related matters and Ayako-san suggested that I stay in the same room as them.


  Since the number of people lodging in this room would be three, we went with the room my parents and I were going to formerly stay at. Since it was for three adults, it was more convenient in this case… As a result, the Katsuragi mother and daughter, and me lodged at the room my family had reserved.


  “I think my parents will be happier if we enjoy it to the fullest.”


  “You’re right.” Ayako-san nodded, crossing the room and putting her hand on the shoji door. TLN: Look it up if you’re interested, it’s just a Japanese style sliding door.


  And then opened it strongly.


  “As expected of an expensive room, the view is wonderful. You can even see the sea… Eh?”


  In the middle of her excitement, Ayako-san froze.


  At the other side of the shoji door… there certainly was a beautiful view.


  Blue skies, a blue sea, green trees rustling from the wind.


  A grandiose summer view that would move anyone’s heart.


  But Ayako-san’s gaze… was fixated on what was past that scenery.


  “T-This is…”


  “Wow! Amazing, there are hot springs in the room!”


  Miu stood next to the surprised Ayako-san, look out the window and raised her voice excitedly.


  There was… a small bath.


  It was a space surrounded by bamboo walls. There was a slightly cramped area to rinse off and a squared bathtub made of cypress. Hot water fell onto the bathtub through a wooden faucet, generating white vapor.


  “Wow, amazing. There’s a bath in the room! Taku-nii, can I go there whenever I want?”


  “Y-Yeah.”


  “Heh, I’m impressed. It’s the first time I see one. I’ll go take a look.”


  Miu happily ran to the dressing room.


  Ayako-san on the other hand, opened her mouth tensely.


  “S-So it was a room with a private outdoor bath…”


  “Yes… It’s a family bath.”


  My father always wanted to calmly sit down in a hot spring and drink from a cup, so this year, the Aterazawa family reserved an expensive room with a family bath.


  “…I’m sorry. I should have told you beforehand.”


  “N-No, it’s fine. I’m just a bit surprised. This is the first time I lodge in a place like this.”


  Even though she said it was fine, judging by her expression, it was obvious she was tense and nervous.


  “A family bath… it’s a bath in which the entire family gets in together, right?”


  “Y-Yes. It’s like a private hot spring for families and couples.”


  “Then that means… that it’s a mixed bath?”


  “Yes, sort of. Well, there’s no problem with men and women bathing together. It’s private after all.”


  “Men and women…”


  And then… Ayako-san looked at me.


  Her face got red from shame and then gave me a weak glance.


  I returned her glance on reflex, and for a few seconds we stared at each other.


  ““~~!””


  Immediately, both of us got red and looked away rapidly.


  “W-We simply can! T-That doesn’t mean we have to get in together!”


  “Y-You’re right! We don’t have to go in together if we don’t want to! Besides, there are a lot of hot springs here!”


  “T-That’s right! There’s no need to use this bath specifically!”


  “Right, right.” Ayako-san nodded vigorously. “Besides, we came with Miu, so there’s no way we can bathe together… Eh? Ah… I-I didn’t mean it that way! I didn’t mean it as if we could do it if Miu weren’t here! I-It’s just a manner of speech!”


  “Y-Yeah, I know!”


  After a back and forth exchange, we started to breathe heavily.


  Turning around, I took a deep breath.


  Haah…


  I really wonder if everything is going to be fine.


  This night, us… the three of us are going to sleep here.


  I’ll spend the night with the woman I love and her daughter on the same room.


  Of course I’m happy about this, but I’m also anxious and nervous. I hope nothing strange happens.


  I prayed in my heart for this… however.


  My prayers were in vain.


  My bad feeling became real.


  In that moment, I should have paid more attention to what Miu was doing instead of getting distracted with Ayako-san.


  Miu had gone to check the family bath and had not returned yet. Later on, I found out that she had put her plan in motion.


  After we finished setting up our luggage in the room, we headed to the pool.


  And separated in front of the dressing room. There I quickly changed clothes.


  When I entered the indoor pool area, the noise and heat the reigned over the place covered my entire body.


  This was a huge dome shaped water park that could take on bad weather.


  There were different types of pools, including large ones, for kids, giant spiraled slides and more.


  There was also a food court where you could eat on your swimsuit and a stage where you could enjoy seeing hula dances and fire dances.


  Since it was summer vacation, the pool area was full of people. Everyone seemed to be enjoyed the water complex in the summer heat.


  I went down the stairs that led to the dressing room and headed to the entry of the food court where we were supposed to meet up.


  I waited there for a couple of minutes.


  “Wow, it looks like this year there are a lot of people too.”


  And then Miu and Ayako-san showed up.


  “Yahoo. Sorry about the wait, Taku-nii.”


  Miu raised her hand to greet me, wearing a bright colored bikini.


  She had a firm and slim body without any extra meat. But she has the appropriate amount on the right places, displaying a healthy and beautiful physique.


  “What do you think? Do I look good on my new swimsuit?”


  “Yeah, you look really good on it.”


  “…My, aren’t you quite innocent… It’s too boring if you don’t get flustered and blush over my figure, you know?”


  “…Did you really expect that?”


  “Haah… All right, fine. I was expecting a weak reaction. More importantly… you have to hear this, Taku-nii.”


  After complaining with a slightly grumpy voice, Miu changed topics.


  And looking at Ayako-san with disdain, who was next to her.


  “Mom doesn’t want to take off her sweatshirt at all.”


  “M-Miu…” Ayako-san raised her voice immediately.


  She was using a light sweatshirt with long sleeves.


  Apparently, she had a swimsuit under the sweatshirt, seeing how her bare meaty thighs were peaking under the hem.


  “Despite bothering to buy a new swimsuit, in the end she got cold feet. How pathetic.”


  “I-It’s not like I got cold feet or anything! It’s just that… When I looked around, there was an unexpected amount of people with sweatshirts and jackets, and I didn’t want to stand out, so I decided to read the mood…”


  “Isn’t that what getting cold feet means? Well… I can somewhat understand why you feel like that.” Said Miu in amazement. “Your swimsuit… is too lewd.”


  “What?!”


  “I didn’t know what kind of swimsuit you had bought until today… but I never thought it you’d come with such an aggressive swimsuit just to compete with me.”


  “U-Uuh…”


  “If you didn’t have an ounce of modesty, I would have given up… If my own mother walked around the pool dressed like that… I’d feel cornered.”


  “U-Uuh… I-It’s not like that, Takkun! It’s not that lewd! It’s normal, really… I-It just… has a slightly mature design.”


  Miu spoke exaggeratedly and Ayako-san started making up excuses.


  And I tried to contain the exciting rising up within me.


  Really? Was Ayako-san wearing such an amazing swimsuit?


  I want to see it. I really want to see it.


  But I can’t force her to show it to me… Damn… What do I do?


  “Well, it doesn’t matter… From here on, we’ll be splitting.” Said Miu taking ahold of the conversation again while I remained in agony.


  “Split up?”


  “Yes. I had a small talk with my mom on the way and we’re competing for you right now, isn’t that right? So… we’re taking turns being alone with you. It’s the typical seduction moment you see on romance shows.”


  “Seduction moment…?”


  Looks like another terrible plan has started.


  I glanced at Ayako-san.


  “I-I didn’t consent to this. But when Miu decides to do something, she doesn’t listen to anyone…” She answered sounding troubled.


  Looks like it was Miu’s decision after all.


  “That’s right, not stop complaining with what’s been decided.” She said annoyed. “Well then… It’s my turn first.”


  Miu walked to me and grabbed my arm.


  The way couples do.


  “Let’s go, Taku-nii. Let’s leave my guardian who’s clearly in a bad mood and let’s go have fun like the young free spirits we are.”


  “Y-Yes…”


  “Ah, the water slide is a bit empty right now! It’s a great opportunity! Let’s go to the line quickly, Taku-nii!”


  She started pulling me energetically.


  “W-Wait, Miu…”


  “I’m sorry, mom, first come first serve.” She answered with a mocking tone. “All right then, how should I serve myself now that we’re alone?”


  Miu shamelessly threw out a provocative line and dragged me along with her.


  Ayako-san, who stayed by herself where she stood, had a very complicated expression on her face, a mix of worry and loneliness.


  The water slide is the most popular attraction on the pool, even if it’s not full of people.


  There was a long line of people waiting at the stairs leading to the slide.


  “…Fufufu. Did you see mom’s face? She was a complete mess.” Said Miu happily while waiting in line. “It’s so fun to do all of this when she shows reactions like those.”


  “…Are you going to continue with that plan of yours?”


  Miu was pretending to boldly go after me in order to incite Ayako-san to act up, a pretty simple plan.


  This strategy started before vacations and has been doe frequently until now.


  When I picked her up for school in the mornings or when I gave her house lessons, Miu always tried to have some skinship with me.


  Of course, only when Ayako-san was present to see.


  “Of course I’m going to continue.”


  “…To me, it only looks like you’re playing, though.”


  “I’m not playing. This is all part of my love strategy.” She proudly objected.


  Strategy, huh…


  “I’m sure that mom is burning with jealousy right now.”


  “…I heavily doubt that.”


  “She is, I’m sure of it.” Affirmed Miu. “Ah, that’s right. Taku-nii, when it’s mom’s turn… use your craftiness and get her to take off her sweatshirt.”


  “…Huh?”


  Make her take off her sweatshirt?


  “W-Why should I…?”


  “Because… you want to see mom in a swimsuit, don’t you?”


  “…I-It’s not like I don’t want to, but…”


  “I’m completely done with mom’s cowardice. She bought a swimsuit like that, but is embarrassed to show it…? Why are you going through all the trouble for nothing?” She complained exaggeratedly and then looked at me. “She seems strangely stubborn when I’m in front of her, so I’m afraid that she won’t show it if I’m there. Try to convince her somehow when you’re alone. I know that she bought that new swimsuit specially for you, so you should at least be able to see it.”


  “For me…?”


  “Of course. No matter how dense you are, I’m sure that you noticed, right? The reason mom bought a new swimsuit this year was obviously not just because… she wanted to compete with me.”


  “…”


  Just as Miu said… I already imagined that was the case.


  I hoped that was the case.


  If the reason Ayako-san bought a new swimsuit is even a bit related to me… If it’s the result of her recognizing me as a man…


  Nothing could make me happier.


  “Therefore, Taku-nii, it’s your duty to see mom’s swimsuit. Can I leave this task to you?”


  “…I’ll try.”


  “Yup, yup, that’s the spirit.”


  While we were talking, the lined was moving and we were now at the top.


  We followed the staff’s guide and sat on the inflatable floatie, one on the front and one on the back.


  “…Hey, Taku-nii.”


  Miu, who sat in the front, turned her head toward me.


  “I’ll do my best for the two of you during this trip… but I also want to have fun, so don’t forget that.”


  “…Understood, my dear princess.”


  “Hmhm. I’m counting on you.”


  I nodded with an ironic smile and Miu smiled with satisfaction.


  And the floatie we were sitting in started to slide quickly.


  After we finished going down the water slide, we walked around for a bit and after 30 minutes, Miu’s time was up.


  It was Ayako-san’s turn now.


  “Good luck out there, mom. Well, no matter what you do, I doubt you can top my intense turn.” Spitting a typical villainess phrase, Miu went somewhere on her own.


  “Seriously, what’s wrong with that girl…” Said Ayako-san in amazement and then lightly bowed before me. “I’m sorry Takkun… for getting you involved with something weird.”


  “No, it’s fine.”


  Ayako-san then stopped for a moment, as if hesitating.


  “Then… H-How was it?” She asked.


  “Eh?”


  “Your time with Miu. I was wondering if you liked it or not…”


  “Well… It was normal. We got into the water slide and swam around a bit in the pool…”


  “…Really? She didn’t cross any lines?”


  “No. Not even a bit.”


  “I see…” She nodded, as if feeling relieved and then said. “I-It’s not like I care or anything. It’s just that I was a bit worried… Y-Yes, as a mother, I was worried that Miu would do something strange.”


  Ayako-san hurriedly started making up excuses.


  “…”


  Is she… Jealous?


  Was she worried about Miu flirting (pretending) with me?


  Did Miu’s simple strategy work…? But it’s also possible that she’s worried as a mother about her daughter doing something strange. Hmm.


  “Uhm, Ayako-san.” I said.


  Suppressing my embarrassment, I made up my mind.


  “Let me make something clear… You’re the only one for me.”


  “What?”


  “Whatever Miu does or tries, won’t affect me.”


  “Uuh… I-I understand…”


  Blushing completely, Ayako-san’s eyes darted around.


  “Geez… What are you saying in public?”


  “I-I’m sorry.”


  “These types of things are said in private… Eh? Ah, w-wait! I didn’t mean it like I want you to tell me things like these when we’re alone! I just mean it in general, it’s better for people to say those romantic words in private…”


  “Y-Yes, I understand.”


  We both made quite the ruckus.


  There was a lot of noise around us, but just between the two of us, there was a weird atmosphere. Awkward, but also comfortable. A slightly contradictory atmosphere…


  “Uhm… Ayako-san, should we go somewhere together?”


  “Y-Yes.”


  “Then, Ayako-san, would you like to go to the water slide?”


  “…I-I think I’ll pass. To be honest… I’m not good with that. I’m deathly afraid of the slides’ curves. I’m afraid of going out flying…”


  “T-Then, let’s do something else. There’s no need to force yourself to do something you dislike. Let’s see…”


  I started to make a plan in my head.


  Miu said that the moment to seduce Ayako-san, but from my point of view, it was also the time to make myself look better.


  I have to make Ayako-san have fun, but… Oh.


  Now that I remember, Miu also asked me to take off her sweatshirt.


  But even though she said to take it off, how do I do that…?


  The easiest way was to suggest swimming, but that sweatshirt seems to be for practicing water sports. The material is waterproof, so it can get wet without any problems and can be used to play in the water.


  Besides, it’s not like she would take it off if it were to get a bit wet… And more than anything, I don’t want to be rude making Ayako-san get wet on purpose.


  In that case… Should I be honest and ask her directly?


  Like “Please show me your swimsuit, I want to see it.”


  …I wouldn’t be having such a hard time if it could be done that way.


  “…H-Hey, Takkun.” While I was thinking, Ayako-san walked to me.


  Her eyes were trembling from anxiety and nervousness, but at the same time there was a hint of determination within them.


  “Can you come with me for a minute?”


  “Uh… That’s fine, but, where are we going?”


  “Uhm… Actually…”


  Her next words made me realize something.


  Ayako-san wasn’t as cowardly as Miu said.


  Both Miu and I believed that, if we didn’t do anything, she wouldn’t wake off her sweatshirt on her own, but apparently, she made up her mind.


  “…I want to show you my swimsuit.”


  ♥


  It has to be now, I thought.


  Our time alone is my chance, I thought.


  Because… I didn’t want to take off my sweatshirt next to Miu.


  Partly because she’d make fun of me, but… above all, I hated the idea of taking it off next to a young and slim girl.


  What’s with that girl?!


  Her body is like a model’s!


  I didn’t have the courage to wear a swimsuit next to such a perfect figure.


  But… I already bought the swimsuit, it would be a waste to hide my swimsuit under a sweatshirt all the time. I thought that it would be a shame, that everything would be in vain and I would definitely regret it.


  So I gathered the courage to show it to him at some moment… and the moment was right now.


  “…Yes. I think here should be fine.” I said, looking around the room surrounded by lockers.


  Although the area around the pool was lively, not every place was full of people. There were places where there weren’t that many.


  For example… The locker room on the corner of the pool area.


  It’s a place where people that want to play at the pool store their valuables. It’s also full of people before lunch or when it’s getting dark, but there tend to be times when there are very few people around.


  “Not a lot of people will come at this hour… Yes, I can do it.”


  “Uhm, Ayako-san, if you’re embarrassed, you don’t need to force yourself…”


  “I-I’m not forcing myself.” I said and grabbed the hem of my sweatshirt. “At first… I was going out on my swimsuit without wearing this. But… I hesitated because there were a lot of people here… Besides.”


  “Besides?”


  “L-Like Miu said… the design is pretty bold… I ended up feeling embarrassed at the last second.”


  “I-I see…” Takkun’s face looked awkward.


  “That’s why, well… I-I thought that you should be the only one seeing me in a swimsuit.”


  “Huh…?”


  “I-I didn’t mean anything strange by that! Before the others see it, I want you… or rather, I’d like to have a pre-evaluation!”


  “…A pre-evaluation?”


  “To know if it deserves to be worn in public. Miu definitely won’t answer me truthfully… So I want to hear your opinion on whether or not to wear this swimsuit in public…”


  Aah… What am I saying now?


  Pre-evaluation…? I don’t even understand what I’m talking about.


  No matter how embarrassing it is to take off my sweatshirt in front of people, taking Takkun to a deserted place to show him my swimsuit in secret…


  Aren’t I doing something more embarrassing than going out on my swimsuit?!


  Ah, no no no, I don’t have any other intentions or hidden motivations! I just asked because I know that Takkun will answer honestly… It’s not like he’s the only person I want to show it to or anything…


  “I-I understand. In that case.” Takkun who despite his embarrassed embarrassed, spoke with a serious face. “If you’re fine with me, I’ll gladly look.”


  “T-Thanks… But you don’t need to be so serious about it…”


  I wanted him to take it easier. Because the more serious he was, the more I was going to hate myself for what I was doing.


  I took a deep breath.


  “H-Here I go.”


  After making up my mind, I grabbed the zipper of the sweatshirt.


  I thought that if I started hesitating, it would be impossible to take it off, so I lowered the zipper immediately and took off the sweatshirt with the same momentum.


  “…”


  Takkun opened his eyes wide and held his breath. But he never stopped looking at me. It was understandable, I asked him to look after all.


  My swimsuit… was a black bikini.


  
    
      

      
    

  

  The amount of cloth… was quite minimal. The black strips that extended across the length and width of the body accentuated the whiteness and meatiness of the skin.


  As expected from a high fashion brand, it was a very mature and sexy swimsuit.


  With the purpose of helping me compete against Miu.


  If I had to compete with Miu in terms of youth… It would be absolutely impossible to win against her.


  It was ridiculous to challenge a youthful and healthy figure in a swimsuit head on. That’s why I decided to focus on something different.


  And that was… the mature focus.


  My plan was to use a swimsuit that a teenager wouldn’t use and show the beauty that only a mature woman possesses.


  It certainly exposes a lot, but I don’t feel like it’s lewd at all… I think.


  I-I’m not so sure… It looked very sexy and elegant on the mannequin, but… What if it looks lewd on me…?


  “H-How do I look?”


  “…Extremely beautiful.” Takkun was very embarrassed, but he gave me a straightforward praise.


  With such a direct compliment, I felt my temperature rise up instantly.


  “Y-You mean it?”


  “I mean it. You look so beautiful and bewitching that I want to look at you for the rest of my life.”


  “…W-What are you saying now?! You’re praising me too much…! Rather… Y-You’re staring too much! Don’t stare so intensely!”


  “Ah… S-Sorry, I didn’t mean to.”


  “Didn’t mean to? Geez…”


  My heart was racing, and I felt as if smoke were to come out of my head. I don’t know if I should be happy or extremely embarrassed.


  “I… am not special… My stomach… well, I tried working on it for the sake of this day, you know? But it didn’t flatten much…”


  “You worry too much. That can’t even be considered as you being fat.”


  “…But compared to Miu…”


  “There’s no need to compare yourself with Miu. Ayako-san, you are you… and you’re very beautiful and charming the way you are.”


  “Takkun…”


  “…But… Ah, no, it’s nothing.”


  “Eh? Eh? W-What?! Come on, speak up, I’m curious now!”


  “Well… how to say it.” Said Takkun, hesitating on whether to speak. “I heard that it was a very bold swimsuit, so I prepared myself mentally… but it ended up being even bolder than I had imagined.”


  “…”


  “I-I don’t know how to express myself better, but… isn’t this too erotic?”


  “…~~?! I-It’s not like that! There’s a reason for this!” I couldn’t help but refute his words. “I went to buy this swimsuit with Oinomori-san… At first, she pranked me and made me try a ridiculous and depraved swimsuit. Once I wore it, I kind of lost my sense of shame a bit…”


  That ‘V’ was the start of my nightmare.


  With my eyes getting used to that depraved swimsuit’s principle, no matter what kind of sexy swimsuit she suggested after, I though ‘Well, at least it’s better than that V.’


  As a result, the two of us got carried away, and since I originally wanted a mature swimsuit… I ended up buying quite a bold one.


  “That’s why, well… I bought this swimsuit when I wasn’t thinking well in my head, it’s as if I was being manipulated…”


  “D-Did you try a depraved swimsuit…?”


  “That’s what you’re focusing on?!”


  “Do you… have a photo of that?”


  “I don’t! And even if I did, I wouldn’t show it to you!”


  “…I see.”


  Takkun was visible disappointed.


  Does he want to see me in that depraved swimsuit that badly…? In that case, maybe… No, no, absolutely not! Absolutely no more of that stupid V!


  I’ll never wear that thing again!


  “G-Geez… Takkun, sometimes you’re pretty perverted, you know?”


  “…I can’t deny that. But you’re also at fault, Ayako-san. You’re always tempting me without realizing.”


  “Eh… I-I’m never trying to tempt you.”


  “So you say, as you wear such a revealing and erotic swimsuit…”


  “Like I said, I bought it due to circumstances beyond my control… And it’s not that e-erotic for starters! It’s just a brand swimsuit designed to emphasize a woman’s beauty… That’s why it’s just a bit revealing. If you think that it’s an erotic swimsuit, it’s because you see it that way…”


  “Yes, you may be right, but…” Embarrassed and slightly sulking, Takkun continued. “What can I do? If the woman I love is wearing such a provocative swimsuit… Of course I’ll look at it that way.”


  “The woman you love… U-Uuuh.”


  It was a direct love statement and a declaration that he was looking at me “that” way. I felt as if I had been confronted head on with both pure love as well as lust and I couldn’t do anything but stay quiet.


  An awkward silence extended for a while and then:


  “…Excuse me.” Said Takkun, grabbing my sweatshirt.


  Fshhh.


  And hung it over my shoulders, covering my swimsuit.


  “Eh…”


  “You said you wanted me to give my opinion, right? About whether or not it was okay to go out in public with that swimsuit.”


  “Y-Yes.”


  “Well… I think you shouldn’t go out like that.” Said Takkun. “I think you should wear the sweatshirt.”


  “…”


  I felt a pain in my chest.


  “…Ahahaha. Y-You’re right.”


  I laughed to dissimulate my shock.


  I felt embarrassed of myself for being in shock and having expected something.


  I should have known something like this was going to happen.


  “If an old lady like me wears a swimsuit like this, I would only look like a pathetic woman with midorexia*. I’m sure that Miu and you would feel embarrassed for being next to me. Thanks, Takkun, for telling me so directly…” TL/N: Label for middle-aged people who act younger than they are.


  “Eh… No, it’s not like that! I didn’t mean it like that.”


  While I desperately held back the tears that were about to overflow and pretended to somehow be calm, Takkun hurriedly corrected himself.


  “It’s not you, Ayako-san… It’s me.”


  “You?”


  “Well, how to say it… I-I don’t like the idea of other men seeing you dressed like that.”


  “…”


  “That swimsuit is very charming… but it exposes too much, therefore a lot of other men will keep looking at you with lustful eyes.”


  “…”


  Eh? E-Eeeehhhhh?!


  He doesn’t want me being in this swimsuit… in that way?!


  He meant that I should use a sweatshirt like a worried boy who’s worried because his girlfriend’s skirt is too short kind of way?!


  I didn’t expect this at all.


  I never expected Takkun to say something like that.


  In other words, it was some sort of jealousy full of possessiveness.


  Speaking objectively, some women can find it quite unpleasant for a man who’s not even their boyfriends to say something like that. And even if their boyfriends say it, it’s possible that some of them dislike being told how to dress.


  But.


  I… didn’t find it unpleasant.


  It was the opposite… An indescribable feeling of embarrassment and happiness filled my chest and my heart beats started to accelerate.


  The young man that tried his best to show his love and wanted to have me all for himself… looked incredibly charming to me.


  “H-Hmm. So it was that.” I said, desperately trying to hold my smile. “Fufu, you’re unexpectedly the possessive type, Takkun.”


  “…So it seems. I’m surprised myself.”


  “Geez… It’s because you’re thinking about lewd things all the time that you worry like that. The other men probably wouldn’t even turn to look at me.”


  “Ayako-san, you’re not conscious of how attractive you are… Nor are you aware of how badly your body can drive men crazy.”


  “Wha… S-Stop it, you say it as if I were some sort of vampire lady or something… Geez.” I sighed and put my arms inside the sweatshirt that was hanging on my shoulders. “…Fine, I’ll wear this for today.”


  I moved the zipper all the way up.


  “I’m sorry…”


  “No, it’s fine. You’re right, Takkun… It’s too revealing. If I walk out there dressed like this… I’d look bad as a mother.” I said with an ironic smile. “Unlike our last date, Miu is with us now. Today I’m here as a mother and a guardian, therefore I have to behave as such. So it’s fine. Besides…”


  ‘I’ve already had enough.’


  Those words escaped from my mouth.


  “You had enough already…?”


  “Eh…? Ah, i-it’s nothing! Ahaha.” I laughed immediately to dissimulate.


  That the person I wanted to show my swimsuit the most was able to see it and that was enough for me.


  After coming out of the locker room, we walked for a while and the time ran out.


  We grouped up with Miu at the meeting point that we had agreed on.


  “Hmm. I think it’s fine for each one to have her turn… but now that we tried it, I feel like it’s a bother to act separately… and a bit boring. It’s a total waste of time when we’re here during our vacations.”


  “…That was more than obvious from the beginning.” Replied Takkun.


  “Ahaha. So, from now on, let’s have fun the three of us.” Said Miu with a casual smile.


  After that, as per Miu’s request, the three of us headed to the pool with a current.


  And on the way.


  “…Hmm.”


  “Miu walked to me and gave me a careful glance, as if she wanted to tell me something.


  “W-What’s wrong?”


  “You didn’t take off your sweatshirt when you were alone?”


  “…Of course not. I’ve decided to not take it off today.”


  “So you say, but I’m sure that you showed your swimsuit to Taku-nii in private.”


  “I-I did no such thing! At all! Absolutely not! I didn’t show him anything near the locker room where there were no people!”


  “Hmm. Then, why is the zipper all the way up?”


  “…?!”


  “Last time it was only up to your collar. It’s as if you took off your sweatshirt and then put it on again.”


  “W-Well…”


  Her argument was somewhat forced, and had I wanted to, I could have made up an excuse easily.


  But I panicked so hard that I couldn’t make a proper excuse and remained quiet.


  “Fufun, I knew it.” Miu gave a winning and mocking smile. “Hiding your swimsuit and showing it to him in secret… A pretty bold move. As expected of my rival.”


  “…Who is your rival?”


  My daughter saw right through me and all I could do was shrink and keep walking.
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  After the three of us enjoyed the pool, and the hot springs that we could go in with our swimsuits, we went back to our room and put on some sort of yukata.


  While we enjoyed the game center and the hula dance show, it was time for dinner.


  Dinner was included in the lodging plan, and the time and place were set. We went to the assigned restaurant and enjoyed the hotel’s cooking that we rarely had the chance to taste.


  “Aahh… I can’t eat anymore…” Said Miu satisfied while we were heading back to the room. “I mean, if you’re going to a buffet, you’ve gotta stuff your face completely, don’t you think? But, you didn’t eat much at all, mom, are you okay?”


  “I ate enough.”


  “Really? Even though you could have eaten all you wanted, you only one a cake from the dessert bin.”


  “…Miu, one day you’ll understand. When you become an adult… you no longer get excited for buffets… Even if they offer you all the delicious food that you could ask for, you start to think that you’ll get fat from eating too much or that it’s better to save the rest for tomorrow… and you eventually reach a state of enlightenment in which you’re happier with eating a moderate amount of delicious food…” Said Ayako-san with a completely serious face.


  However, her comments were ignored.


  “What do we do now?” Said Miu, changing topics. “Are we going to the hot springs?”


  “That’s fine by me.”


  Hawaiian Z has 2 areas for hot springs.


  The one we were in before, where men and women can get in wearing their swimsuits.


  And the other is a hot spring where men and women bathe naked, separated by gender.


  The first one feels like some sort of pool, while the other one feels like an authentic hot spring.


  Since we were here, I wanted to enjoy both.


  “Well, I also think that’s fine. I want to take it easy and immerse myself in them for a while.” Agreed Ayako-san.


  “Okay, to the hot springs then!” Nodded Miu satisfactorily.


  After returning to the room, each one of us got ready to head to the hot springs.


  “Taku-nii, if you’re ready, you can go ahead.” Suggested Miu, who was scavenging through her luggage while I, in typical men’s fashion, had gotten my clothes and towel ready fairly quickly.


  “I’ll wait. I’m in no rush.”


  “I didn’t say it because of that… Haah. You seriously have no delicacy. Women have a lot of things to prepare. There are things we don’t want men to see, ain’t that right, mom?”


  “Huh? Uhm… W-Well, that’s true. There are certain things like that.”


  “Since we’re staying in the same room today, you’ve gotta be more considerate about these things.”


  “…I-I understand.”


  That was certainly quite tactless from my part. With me here, they won’t be able to get ready properly. They needed to prepare underwear for the hot springs and many other things as well.


  After agreeing on a meet up place where we’ll see each other after coming out of the hot springs, I went out the room.


  I headed there alone and without being hasty.


  “…Haa.” I sighed. It was the first time since we started this trip that I was by myself.


  It’s not like I was tired or was having a bad time. In fact, I was having fun… but at the same time, a part of me was constantly tense and nervous.


  Being with Ayako-san all the time made me feel happy and embarrassed… And also.


  “…What’s Miu thinking about?”


  Satoya said that Miu was a smart girl, so I didn’t have to worry about her. That whatever she was scheming, I should accept it generously.


  And for now, I intended to follow that advice.


  On one side, I was going to wait and observe.


  On the other… I was going to stay on the sidelines.


  I was just following Miu’s plan to get Ayako-san and I together. Until now, no problems had occurred… rather, something good happened, so I was very thankful… but.


  I wondered if this was fine.


  I still didn’t know Miu’s true intentions.


  “…Hmm.”


  While I was thinking about it, I got to the hot springs. Well, it’s fine. For now, let’s just take a bath in the hot springs and take it easy.


  I was about to cross the curtains to the dressing room when I received a call.


  The call… was from Miu.


  “Ah, hello, Taku-nii?”


  “What’s the matter?”


  “Did you get in the bath already?”


  “Not yet.”


  “Nice, I made it in time! Listen, Taku-nii, do you have a preference with the baths here? Do you need to bathe in one of them specifically or you don’t really mind?”


  “What’s with that question out of nowhere…? But… I guess I have no preference…”


  I like the hot springs here, but I don’t have that sort of obsession over them because I always take a bath in these springs whenever we come here every year.


  “Well, if that’s the case, why don’t we take a bath in the family bath instead of the regular hot springs?”


  “…Huh?”


  “Since we’re staying at a very expensive room, it would be a waste to not use it. We were on our way to the baths and mom and I were talking about it.”


  “…”


  “Ah. Don’t worry, of course I mean taking a bath separately. I’ll go in with mom, and you’ll go in by yourself. We aren’t taking a bath together if that’s what you were thinking.”


  “I know that already, that much is obvious.” I said firmly.


  Although, I did in fact, think for a moment that the three of us would go in together.


  “Therefore, I want to ask you… Taku-nii, could you go in first?”


  “You want me to go in first?”


  “You see, our room’s family bath… has a nice view, but I’m afraid that you can see the interior from outside.”


  “…There’s a fence and the hotel should have foreseen things like this.”


  “But just in case, Taku-nii. Or do you want someone to see me naked?”


  “That… well, I guess I don’t want that to happen.”


  “They could also see mom naked.”


  “What was that?! All right! I understand perfectly! Leave it to me! I’ll go first and check everything meticulously!”


  “…Why do you have such a different reaction?” There was some discontent in Miu’s voice.


  I had said it as a joke, but she apparently took it seriously.


  “A-Anyways, I’ll leave it to you. I want to take a bath as soon as possible, so do it as quickssible as you can.”


  “It’s the first time I’ve heard that word.”


  Although, I guess I understand what she wanted to say.


  After that exchange, I made a U-turn and headed back to the room as ‘quickly as possible.’


  When I returned, there was no one there.


  Looks like they weren’t back yet.


  Hmm. In that case, I better go inside… and do what I came to do.


  I went to the dressing room, got naked and got into the family bath with a towel in hand.


  “Oh.”


  When I went out, a fresh night breeze went through my body.


  I looked up… and saw a myriad of stars in the sky.


  Over the fence, you could see the night sea that emitted an indescribable atmosphere.


  “I guess it was the right choice coming here.”


  Being able to see this view and have this space all for myself was quite the luxury.


  I guess this is the true charm of the private bath.


  “…Ah, that’s right. I have to check the bath.”


  I went to the bamboo fence that surrounded the place and reviewed it carefully.


  Hmm… Everything looks normal. There are no holes and it’s tall. If you don’t get really close to the fence, they won’t see you from the other side.


  “Geez, that Miu, worrying about weird things.”


  After checking the fence, I lightly washed myself and got into the cypress bathtub.


  Submerging my shoulders, I let out an “Aah.”


  It feels so nice. Hot springs are the best.


  It’s not too big, but it’s enough for a person to stretch and relax.


  A private family bath where you can enjoy the night sky and scenery.


  I understand why my father likes to drink here.


  It’s like a paradise…


  “…”


  But as I thought that, I also felt somewhat lonely.


  It’s not bad to enjoy a hot spring without worrying about anyone else… but I think that it’s a lot more fun and nice if you’re with someone close.


  Like your family or… your girlfriend.


  “Haah…”


  I’d like to take a private bath like this one with Ayako-san someday.


  If that dream came true, I could day happily.


  It was at that moment that I submerged in the bathtub and let my imagination free that it happened.


  Something incredible happened… I was so lucky that instant, that I thought I’d have to compensate with my own lifespan.


  “…Wow, it’s amazing. The stars look beautiful.”


  That voice.


  A familiar voice and the sound of the door opening resounded behind me.


  I turned back on reflex… and held my breath.


  What I saw behind the steam was Ayako-san.


  And she was… naked of course.


  She simply held a towel on her hand which covered the front side of her body. It covered her breasts and her crotch, but that was it.


  It barely covered her private parts.


  Her white and shiny skin. The nape that emphasized her tied hair. The elegant curves of her body, from her shoulders to her breasts, from her breasts to her hips and from her hips to her thighs… all of that was clearly visible.


  
    
      

      
    

  

  Besides, the towel was plenty small, so it barely covered her abundant chest. Most of her soft meat was visible.


  The body of a mature woman covered with a thin cloth.


  I was speechless and could do nothing but admire the view, which was quite seductive and sensual. My male instincts didn’t let me take my eyes off the woman that exuded such charm.


  “Hey, Miu, how’s the water?”


  Without hesitating, she got into the bath and walked by the stone floor.


  Her heavy breasts swayed wildly with the slightest of movements. The towel that hid her intimate parts fluttered in the night breeze and seemed like it would fly off at any moment.


  “Miu…? Are you listening? Mi— Eh?”


  Perhaps confused at why she wasn’t getting an answer, she directed her view from the stars to the bath and then froze in place completely.


  I also froze like a statue the moment are gazes met.


  “T-Takkun…?”


  “Ayako… -san…?”


  For a few seconds, we stared at one another as if time had stopped.


  “…Kyaaaaaa!”


  Ayako-san screamed and cowered in place, while I hurriedly looked away.


  “W-What…? W-W-Why?”


  “I-I’m sorry! I’m very sorry!”


  “Eh? Eh? Why are you here, Takkun? Miu… Where’s Miu?”


  “M-Miu? She isn’t here.”


  “…N-No way…”


  There was confusion and embarrassment mixed in her voice.


  “Miu told me she wanted to go to the family bath. We were on our way to the hot springs and then she turned and returned on her own, saying she would go in first… That’s why I thought she was here… But, what are you doing here, Takkun?”


  “…M-Miu told me the same thing. That she wanted to go to the family bath, but was worried about being seen from outside, so she asked me to get in first and check.”


  “Wha… So you too…?”


  I knew it… This is all Miu’s plan.


  I don’t know the details yet, but it looks like she arranged all of this on purpose.


  That Miu… What’s she thinking of?


  She went too far with this one.


  I can’t believe she made Ayako-san and I ‘meet up’ in the bathroom.


  “…I’m sorry, Ayako-san.”


  “Y-You don’t need to apologize. It’s not your fault, Takkun.”


  “No, but… I did take a very good look.”


  “…~~! G-Geez, you’re way too honest! In moments like these, even if it’s a lie, you could have just said that you didn’t see anything!”


  “I’m sorry… Uhm, well, I’ll head out immediately.”


  I’d feel bad for Ayako-san if I stayed here any longer.


  I grabbed a towel, covered my crotch and tried to get out of the bathtub quickly, but…


  “W-Wait!”


  Right as I was going out of the bathtub, Ayako-san raised her voice.


  “…I-It’s fine. You haven’t done anything wrong, Takkun, so you don’t need to leave. Everything… is Miu’s fault.” Speaking with a shaky voice due to the tension, she stood up slowly. “I’m sorry for screaming earlier, I was just surprised.”


  “…No, you were completely justified on that.”


  “Hey, Takkun.” Said Ayako-san. “This is… a family bath, right?”


  She tried to speak with a calm and serene voice, but it was clear that she was forcing herself. Her voice was still shaky, and her face was incredible red.


  “However.” She said.


  Almost naked, looking straight at me.


  “It’s an exclusive bath for the room, so it’s fine if men and women go in together.”


  “A-Ayako-san…?”


  “That’s why… if you don’t mind…”


  With a hesitant voice, but with determination, Ayako-san said something incredible.


  “…Can we take a bath together?”


  ♥


  Even I don’t understand how I made such a bold move.


  Not only did I panic because of the sudden situation, but I also didn’t want to do something like kick out Takkun, who had done nothing wrong.


  But the main reason… was pride.


  The pride of a mother facing her daughter.


  All of this happened because of Miu.


  Geez… That girl has been toying around with her mother nonstop…!


  If one of the two went out running, she would definitely laugh at that person. I’m sure that she’d be happy to know that her clever plan was successful. I’m sure that she’s expecting something like that.


  Hmph!


  Tough luck!


  I won’t react the way she wants me to!


  Panicking and getting embarrassed after finding Takkun in the bath… I’m not giving her the satisfaction!


  Now’s the time to show how calm and tolerant an adult woman can be!


  I won’t panic just because I’m in the bathroom with a young man that I know very well. I won’t panic, I won’t act hastily, and I won’t hurt him… I’ll take a bath with him without hesitating.


  That’s how an adult reacts.


  When I get out of the bath and see Miu, I’ll tell her: ‘Oh, Takkun was there so we bathed together, but so what?’.


  Or something like that.


  Well.


  Thinking that, I quickly decided to take a bath together, but…


  “…”


  As a result of taking a bath together… an overwhelming embarrassment took ahold of me and I intensely regretted acting so proudly in the heat of the moment.


  Ah, geez… What the heck am I doing…?


  “…M-My, this… is some really nice hot water.”


  “R-Right, it’s some really nice hot water.”


  “…It’s truly good hot water.”


  “…True, it’s absolutely good hot water.”


  Our small talk of “this is some good hot water” kept repeating endlessly. I don’t know how many times we repeated it. But I had no choice but to continue. If I didn’t say anything… I’d be thoroughly crushed by my own embarrassment.


  The squared Japanese cypress family bath was pretty tight for 2 people.


  It was tight. Much tighter than I expected.


  Both him and I were sitting diagonally from each other shrinking our bodies.


  Certainly, I wasn’t completely naked. I was using a towel to cover the front part of my body. I may be ignoring the ‘don’t go into the water with a towel on’ rule, but since this was a private bath, we could overlook it.


  He also covered his intimate parts with a towel on his legs.


  But… That was it.


  Just that, nothing else.


  We were sitting in a tight bath, practically naked, covering only our intimate parts. And, for starters… it’s a lot harder for a woman to cover her parts with just a towel. Besides, if the towel gets wet, it sticks to your body and will clearly reveal the silhouette… resulting in a very lewd view.


  It was simply impossible to not think about this.


  “~~.”


  T-This is so embarrassiiiiing…!


  Why the hell did I suggest this?!


  It was a complete mistake on my part! Ah… I should have gone back to the room silently! I should have treated it as a fanservice event and gone to the next chapter! Why did I have to take it so far?!


  I mean, I wanted to show that I was an adult and mature woman, so I suggested taking a bath together… but thinking about it some more, doesn’t that make me look like a huge bitch?! Asking a man without hesitating if he wanted to take a bath together after he had gone in first, what else could I be other than a huge bitch after that?!


  “…Haah…”


  Agonizing over my own suffering… I suddenly looked at Takkun and realized.


  He was at the other side of the bath.


  With his legs folded, in a very tight position.


  He was shrinking more than necessary.


  Probably being mindful of me.


  He was trying to not touch me under any circumstances.


  “Takkun… Are your legs not cramped?”


  “Eh…? No, I’m fine. Are you uncomfortable?”


  “I-I’m fine. But your legs are longer than mine, so it should be harder for you. You can stretch them out more if you want.”


  “No, I’m fine. You stretch yours…”


  We both yielded the space to the other, and a weird pause followed.


  “…Well, then.” I said, making up my mind. “L-Let’s stretch them together.”


  “Huh…?”


  Yes, that’s okay. That would be the best choice. Yes, we’re in a private bath for starters, so I don’t feel like we have to sit and shrink in place.”


  “…But if we do that, our legs…”


  “I-I don’t mind if you touch my legs a bit.” I said insistently and Takkun agreed with an “Okay.”


  We both started stretching our legs towards the other carefully.


  Although we were hesitant, we moved our legs forward, and in the end, my legs were over Takkun’s.


  Our skins were touching each other.


  ““…””


  It was simply my naked legs touching his naked legs. It was just that, but I felt as if an electric shock went through my body.


  My heart was beating incredibly fast.


  Uuh… Why? Our legs were just touching each other a bit, so, why did this make me feel so weird…?


  “S-See? It feels good to stretch your legs, don’t you think?”


  “…Y-Yes, that’s right.”


  I desperately tried to pretend that I was calm, and Takkun replied absentmindedly.


  His eyes were focused on my legs, which were over his.


  “What’s wrong…? Ah, sorry. Are my legs heavy?”


  “Huh? Ah, no… It’s not that.” He said. “I just thought that you also had some pretty beautiful legs, Ayako-san.”


  “…~~. W-What are you saying now? Seriously…”


  “S-Sorry…”


  “My legs aren’t beautiful at all… And my thighs are a little fat.”


  “They’re not fat. They just have a lot meat.”


  “Don’t say they’re meaty!”


  Anyways… What’s with him saying my legs are also beautiful? My legs “also”…


  Ah~… Uh~… Geez, what’s with him? Why does Takkun have the need to keep complimenting me over and over? If he keeps doing that, I…


  “…”


  Momentarily, I looked at him.


  And immediately looked away in panic.


  I had just realized this since we started taking a bath together. It wasn’t just my “legs” he was looking. He was staring at my whole body nonstop.


  No matter how hard he tried to pretend, at this distance it was impossible for me not to notice.


  He’s looking.


  Takkun is looking at me.


  He’s looking at me in this embarrassing state.


  Under that fiery gaze, my naked skin also started to heat up.


  Ah…


  It’s incredibly embarrassing.


  It’s embarrassing that he’s staring… but I’m more embarrassed for feeling a bit happy about it.


  If we stay here for a bit longer, something will definitely happen…


  “U-Uhm… Ayako-san!” Takkun raised his voice.


  His face got red all the way up to his ears and he lightly bowed forward.


  “Eh… W-What’s wrong?”


  “I’m sorry… can I?”


  “Can you what?”


  “…I already at my limit.”


  “At your limit…”


  Hmm. Limit? What limit?


  Let’s try to objectively analyze this situation.


  A man and a woman completely naked in front of each other.


  And then the man… says he’s at his limit.


  His face is red, his breathing is irregular, and he seems to be desperate and serious.


  So in this situation, what he means with being at his limit is…


  “…~~?!”


  E-Eehhhh?!


  He’s at his limit… i-in that sense?!


  Limit of his sanity?!


  That means that his sanity to suppress his sexual desire is about to collapse?!


  “Y-You can’t, Takkun! W-What are you saying now…?!”


  “I’m sorry… I thought I could hold it, but I can’t do it… I’m really at my limit… I can’t take it anymore…!”


  “Y-You can’t take it anymore…? U-Uuh…!”


  Takkun desperately claimed with a fiery gaze. His frankly explosive words made me panic, but at the same time I felt guilty.


  Yes, this is my fault.


  Due to my strange stubbornness, I suggested taking a bath together and now Takkun is having a hard time.


  We’re man and woman.


  Besides, I’m, well… the person that Takkun loves.


  And now that we’re taking a bath together… It’s normal for his sanity to reach its limit.


  I couldn’t blame him for not being able to hold his sexual desire in this situation.


  It’s natural for a man his age to turn into a beast.


  But… wait a moment.


  I understand this in my head, but wait a moment.


  I-I’m still not ready mentally…


  “I’m sorry, Ayako-san…”


  “…Y-You don’t have to apologize. It’s not your fault, Takkun… I-It can’t be helped. Anyone would go through it in a situation like this, right?”


  “…Yes, I guess so.”


  H-He admitted it! Are you just going to flat out admit it?!


  “So… Can I?”


  He admitted it and is then asking for permission!


  He’s a carnivore! Ready to come after me!


  “W-Wait, Takkun… C-Calm down a bit…”


  “…I’m sorry, I can’t wait any longer.”


  “N-No way…”


  “I’m really sorry. I’m already… at my limit. I have to do something about it right now.”


  “Right now?!”


  In other words… Right here and now?!


  Wait, wait, you can’t, you can’t do that!


  I have to prepare first…


  “I’m sorry, Ayako-san, I…”


  “Eh, ah… Y-You can’t… because… U-Uuu~…” I raised my voice, being completely nervous. “B-But if you insist, at least close the door…”


  “…Can I get in?!”


  We yelled at the same time.


  While I screamed about closing the door in panic, Takkun also screamed.


  Eh?


  Get in?


  “…W-What do you mean?”


  “Huh? Well, it’s too hot here, so I’m getting dizzy… I can’t take it anymore, so I wanted you to let me return to my room…”


  “…That’s what you meant?!”


  He meant his resistance to the heat was at its limit?!


  He wanted to get out of the bath because he was too hot and was getting dizzy?!


  “What else could I have meant?”


  “Eh… N-No, no, no other meaning! T-T-That’s the only meaning! I certainly knew that from the start!”


  T-This is so embarrassing… How could I do such a mistake?!


  But thinking it through… it’s true. Takkun wouldn’t behave like a beast! And despite that, I… misunderstood everything, panicked and even screamed at him to close the door, as if I had accepted his wish… U-Uuuhh~!


  “Uhm… Then it would be better if you got out quickly. It would be problematic if you fainted here.” I tried to speak calmly, repressing my self hate. And you don’t have to ask for permission for something like this… If you were feeling hot, you should have gone out immediately.”


  “That’s true, but…” As if having a hard time saying it, Takkun continued. “Uhm… could you close your eyes when I go out?”


  “Hmm?”


  “I-It’s just that… I don’t want to show you something embarrassing.”


  Something embarrassing?


  What does he mean?


  He’s covering his most important place with a towel, so…


  “Your ass?”


  “Eh…? Ah, yes, t-that. I don’t think it’s fun to see my ass cheeks, so I wanted you to close your eyes!” gibbered Takkun.


  “O-Okay.”


  I thought that he didn’t need to worry about his ass, but he seemed really serious about it, so I decided to respect his wish.


  I closed my eyes and turned around.


  “…Well then, if you’d excuse me.”


  I heard a splash of water behind me as he went out the bath. And then I heard his footsteps as he gradually headed to the door and got out of the bath.


  When I was alone, I started to reflect about something that was on my head.


  “Something embarrassing he didn’t want me to see…?”


  I thought that it was his ass, but in the case of men, if they wrap a towel in their hips, they could also hide their ass.


  So… It wasn’t his ass?


  Something that you can’t hide with a towel even if you wrap it around your hips… something that you could notice even if you cover it with a towel… Something he didn’t want to show me…


  “…~~~~?!”


  I realized really late what Takkun was hiding, what he didn’t want to show me.


  Still inside the bathroom, my body temperature went up abruptly and my head started to boil.
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  After managing to somehow to come out from that happy and embarrassing family bath, I laid down in my room’s bed to rest.


  I didn’t faint, but I was close to it.


  My body was hot, and my head was a little dizzy.


  I think the main reason was due to the long length of the bath, but I also think that the view had a lot to do with it.


  It was simply amazing.


  Ayako-san’s appearance in the bath was simply stunning.


  Her blushing face after getting into the bathtub was a bit sexier than usual… and her glamorous body under the wet towel was extraordinarily provocative.


  I thought I’d die a few hours ago when I saw her wearing a pretty bold swimsuit, but I never thought I’d see something even lewder than that…


  I thought that I shouldn’t peep too much, but I couldn’t control my earthly desires and repeatedly took glances.


  Haah… I’m sure that she noticed that I was looking at her.


  I wonder if she hates me.


  And also… I wonder if she really didn’t know what I meant by “embarrassing thing I didn’t want to show.”


  I’m wondering if she really thought it was about my ass.


  Ah, shit, she definitely must hate me…


  I showed too much of my sexual impulse back there…


  “Oh, what’s wrong, Taku-nii?”


  While my depressed and worried head was in chaos, Miu returned. When she noticed me laying down, she walked to me and sat nearby.


  There was a cheeky smile on her face.


  “You seem tired.”


  “…And whose fault do you think that is?”


  “Ahaha. From what I can see, it seems like you enjoyed it. I did a pretty great work making a pretty lucky and perverted event, don’t you think?”


  She smiled happily, as if she had done nothing wrong.


  “So, did you meet with her? Seeing mom’s naked body for a bit must have been pretty destructive, right?”


  “…Well, yes.”


  Looks like Miu’s plan was to simply have us meet each other.


  That I’d go in first, then Ayako-san and we end up meeting up, and that’s it.


  I’m sure that she never even thought that we’d take a bath together.


  In that case… it’s not necessary to tell her about what happened. Or rather, it’s just too embarrassing… I don’t want to tell her I got dizzy there.


  “Then, where did mom go?”


  “She went out to buy me something to drink.”


  “Hmm, I see.”


  “Hey, Mi—”


  “Taku-nii.” Said Miu, ignoring me. “Raise your head a bit.”


  “My head?”


  Although I was hesitant, I followed her instructions.


  “Yes, that’s right… Raise a bit more. Yup, that’s good.”


  Miu slid her legs under my head.


  And my head ended up over her thighs.


  “…What are you doing?”


  “Hm? Giving you a lap pillow.” Said Miu looking at me with a cheeky expression from above.


  “I know that. I’m asking why.”


  “Why not? It’s good to do this once in a while.”


  “…”


  “Don’t make that face. Be happier, will you? You’re getting a lap pillow from an authentic high school girl. I think that experiencing something like that is priceless.”


  “…I already told you that I’m not interested in high school girls.”


  “Haah. Yes, yes you did. You won’t be happy unless it’s mom’s fat thighs.”


  “Don’t call them fat…”


  Although… I guess Ayako-san’s thighs really are fat… But even then!


  The image of her stretching her beautiful legs in the hot water came to my mind.


  They’re not too thick, but not very thin either. They’re beautiful thighs with just the right amount of meat. I only touched them a bit with my legs, but I can still feel the fresh texture of her soft and moist skin.


  “…Sorry.”


  I was about to drown in my own obscene fantasies when Miu’s voice sent me back to reality.


  It was a serious voice, completely different to her previous lightheartedness.


  “I guess I went too far.”


  “…Seriously, you.” I sighed deeply. “Don’t apologize before I get mad. If you do, I can’t get too mad at you.”


  “That was my intention.”


  “…”


  “It was a joke. I’m legitimately really sorry.”


  “Don’t apologize to me, apologize to Ayako-san.”


  “Yes, I know.”


  After that, there was a moment of silence. It was a calm and quiet atmosphere that I lost the opportunity to get off her lap.


  “Taku-nii.” Miu’s voice sounded from above. “Do you remember that promise?”


  “Promise…?”


  “10 years ago… Or was it 9…?” Miu looked up, as if she was looking at something far away.


  As if she was remembering happy times.


  “When mom locked herself in a room due to an urgent work, you came to play with me and made all types of accessories with beads… and I showed you a drawing I made. The one mom framed, a drawing of you and I. Do you remember it?”


  “…I do remember it, of course.” I replied.


  It was impossible to forget.


  It was one of my most special and irreplaceable memories.


  However, it was somewhat embarrassing to admit, so I replied with a slightly indifferent tone.


  “…I see. So you do remember.”


  Miu looked surprised for a moment and then smiled with satisfaction.


  “I thought you had already forgotten such an old promise.”


  “I thought you would be the one to forget things like that. You were only 6 at the time, weren’t you?”


  “I still remember despite only being 6 at the time.”


  ‘Something so important… I could never forget it.’


  Smiling softly, Miu said that, got me off her lap and then stood up.


  “Well, service time is over~.”


  And with that last joke, Miu went out of the room.


  ♦


  After going out of the room, I closed the door standing behind my back.


  “…Fufu.”


  Ah, I can’t help it.


  In the end, I couldn’t help but smile.


  In my face, there was a smile of pure joy that I couldn’t show anyone.


  “I see… So Taku-nii does remember our promise.”


  It was a promise we made when we were kids.


  A promise of marriage.


  A promise of marriage when we were adults.


  From outside, it may have looked like mere nonsense.


  Something like playing house.


  A marriage promise made when we were kids has no validity. Rather, it’s pretty unreasonable to stick to such a promise despite it being almost 10 years old.


  But.


  Taku-nii remembered it pretty well.


  He remembered the promise of “marriage” he made with me.


  And that… was more than enough for me.


  I couldn’t ask for more.


  I don’t regret nor feel sorrow, so I can support mom and Taku-nii to the fullest…


  I was feeling such joy and happiness that I was in a rare, if I’m allowed to say it myself, in a really rare state of vulnerability and defenselessness.


  That’s why…


  “…Miu?”


  I didn’t realize.


  That my mom was next to me holding sports drinks.


  ♥


  Miu who was standing in front of the room, was surprised when I called out to her.


  “Mom…”


  “What’s wrong, Miu? Why were you standing there?”


  “No, it’s nothing…”


  She looked elsewhere, embarrassed.


  “…Hey, mom.” This time, she looked at me with scrutinizing eyes. “Uhm… Did you hear that?”


  “Eh? Hear what?”


  “…Hm. No, it’s nothing. If you didn’t hear it, then it’s fine.” She answered with some indifference and relief in her voice. “Those drinks are for Taku-nii?”


  “Yes, that’s right. Although I may have bought too many.”


  “You should give them to him soon. He looks really tired.”


  “…And whose fault do you think that is?”


  “You’re right. I’m sorry.”


  Her tone was light, but Miu bowed her head firmly.


  “I’ve reflected on my actions and realized I went a bit too far with sending you both to the bath together.”


  “…Your apology sounds surprisingly honest for a change.” I said with a small sigh. “Well, that’s fine. I-It wasn’t that bad. For an adult woman like myself, meeting with a man in the bath is nothing.”


  “Hmm, I see.”


  “Don’t apologize to me, apologize to Takkun.”


  “…That’s the same thing he said.” Said Miu in amazement.


  “…Listen, Miu… What is it that you’re trying to accomplish?” I asked.


  I got completely serious and began.


  “You flirt with Takkun, especially in front of me, and constantly try to provoke me… When I think about it, you do nothing but laugh at Takkun and me like what happened in the bath… I don’t get your thought process at all.”


  The words came out of my heart.


  With an exasperated voice begging for help to understand.


  I was tired of being manipulated by her absurd actions, and I also felt guilty.


  I felt pathetic for not being able to understand my daughter’s feelings.


  “Miu… Please tell me.” I begged. “What are you thinking? What is it that you want?”


  “…You don’t get it.”


  Her response was cold and dry.


  As if she were stunned and disappointed.


  “You don’t understand anything, mom.”


  Miu looked at me with piercing eyes.


  There was some anger in her cold eyes.


  “I-I don’t understand… that’s why I’m asking. I’m not omniscient, so I won’t know unless you tell me.”


  “That’s not what I mean… Hnng, ah, just forget it.” She said, as if resigning herself, then extended her hand toward the bag I held. “I don’t want to ruin the trip, so let’s continue after we get back.”


  She took out a sports drink from the bag, saying “I’ll take this.” And left.


  “Miu…”


  I was left there.


  Throwing questions at her while she went away.


  Miu.


  What is it that you want?


  And why don’t you tell me how you feel?


  And…


  


  —I see… So Taku-nii does remember our promise.


  


  The truth is… that I heard it.


  What Miu said to herself while she was standing in front of the door.


  In that moment, Miu looked incredibly happy. It wasn’t a conscious smile, but rather a natural smile full of happiness coming from the bottom of her heart.


  When I looked at that smile… I got even more confused.


  Hey, Miu.


  What are you thinking about?


  That I don’t understand anything…? What is it that I don’t understand?


  And what was that promise you made with Takkun?


  After that, everything went as usual.


  When Miu returned to the room, she had gone back to normal and I tried to act as I usually did.


  While we were chatting and laughing, we were watching TV and the night gradually advanced.


  And it was now 11 pm.


  Time to sleep… but before that, it was necessary to solve a rather important topic.


  A matter of positions, about who would sleep where.


  “Hey, Taku-nii, do you want us to sleep together on the same futon?” Said Miu, smiling cheekily, in front of the 3 lined futons in the middle of the room.


  Takkun’s face was completely perplexed.


  “No way.”


  “Eh, Why not? We used to sleep together a lot like that, didn’t we?”


  “How many years ago was that?”


  “Miu, stop playing dumb. And as your mother, I don’t allow it.”


  “Hmph, mind your own business. Why don’t you go sleep in that corner on your own?”


  “…Who know what you could do. Therefore, you’ll sleep next to me. I’ll sleep between you and Takkun and I’ll keep an eye on you.”


  “So you say… But surely you aren’t planning to sneak into his futon, are you?”


  “Wha…? I-I’m not going to do that!”


  After discussing it, it was finally decided that Takkun would sleep in the middle. Well, I guess it’s better this way.


  The three of us got into our respective futons and turned the lights off.


  After the lights turned off, Miu tried to sneak into Takkun’s futon, but only during the first 5 minutes.


  The dark room went silent pretty fast.


  No one spoke.


  It looked like both of them had fallen asleep.


  But I… couldn’t sleep.


  I was nervous because Takkun was next to me, but there was something else that worried me.


  Miu.


  I was wondering in my futon what my daughter was thinking about.


  I tried to act as if nothing had happened in front of them, but in a silence like this one, I couldn’t help but think about various things.


  My mind was a mess.


  “…”


  Since I couldn’t fall asleep, I silently got up from the bed and sneaked out of the room without making noise.


  I walked alone on that dark hallway.


  While I was aimlessly walking, trusting only in the faint light that illuminated my feet, I saw the vending machine’s light.


  I bought decaffeinated tea, held my back against the wall and started to take sips of it.


  On the opposite side, there was a crystal wall.


  You could clearly see the scenery outside.


  The summer stars shined in the night sky through the crystal.


  I was hypnotized by the fleeting, yet beautiful shine of the stars… and then.


  “Ayako-san.” Someone called out to me.


  When I turned around, I saw Takkun getting closer.


  He was looking at me a bit worried.


  “Takkun…”


  “Did something happen for you to take a walk at this hour?”


  “…I just couldn’t sleep. You too, Takkun? Ah… I’m sorry, did I wake you up?”


  “No, I also couldn’t sleep. I knew you had gone out, so I followed you.”


  It looks like Takkun couldn’t sleep either.


  “I feel like a kid that can’t fall asleep during a trip.”


  “You’re right.”


  I joked and Takkun chuckled. And then he turned his eyes toward the night sky beyond the glass.


  I followed his gaze and looked at the night sky once again.


  “The stars look really beautiful today.”


  “Yes. I thought so too at the bath, but they really look beautiful…”


  “In the bath…”


  “Yes. The bath’s view was simply wonderful…” I said and then I was invaded by a deep embarrassment.


  Uwaaa, this is bad!


  Why the hell am I talking about the bath?!


  Takkun blushed in embarrassment. He must be remembering what happened in the bathroom. I also felt really embarrassed when I remembered it. Why do I just love digging my own grave?


  In an awkward atmosphere:


  “Uhm… Ayako-san.” Said Takkun, putting the conversation back on track. “You looked a bit depressed just a moment ago… Are you okay?”


  “Did I look like that?”


  “Yeah, sort of.” He said clearly, but with a pained face.


  After a brief pause, I sighed in silence, as if I had been defeated.


  “…Yes. Actually, there is something I’m worried about…”


  “You mean… Miu?”


  “Ah, is it that obvious?”


  “It’s obvious given what’s happened lately.”


  He gave a wry smile.


  He seemed to be thinking about Miu’s sudden change.


  “…To be honest, we recently had a small argument.”


  “An argument…?”


  “Oh, but it’s nothing serious. Even hard to call it an argument… More like our points of view disagreed on something.”


  Disagreeing with our points of view.


  Even if we stan in front of each other and I look straight at my daughter and she looks straight at me, I don’t feel like we’re seeing each other. I feel this weird sensation of alienation, as if we were standing on completely different levels while we talk.


  “I don’t get what’s happening to Miu… I asked her, but she didn’t tell me anything… It’s the first time this happens, so I’m a bit confused.”


  I don’t understand.


  I don’t understand what Miu feels.


  I even gathered the courage to ask, but she refused to talk.


  Oinomori-san said that this is pretty normal, but I can’t be too optimistic.


  “…Yes.”


  Gradually, I was drowning in darker and darker thoughts, and I couldn’t help but think about certain things.


  Things that weren’t worth thinking about.


  “If I was her true mother… I wonder if I could have done it.”


  If I was her biological mother.


  If we were related by blood.


  If I was my deceased mother.


  I wonder if I could understand her better.


  Or even if I couldn’t, I wonder if I could have remained firm and calm without feeling so anxious and insecure.


  “If we were true mother and daughter, then maybe—”


  “—Ayako-san.”


  A strong and high voice resounded in my heart that was almost entirely covered in darkness.


  When I looked up in surprise, Takkun was looking at me with a severe look.


  “Even if you say that as a joke, I’ll get mad.”


  “Eh…”


  “Ayako-san… How can you not be her true mother?” Said Takkun with an earnest and serious tone. “These 10 years that you’ve been with Miu, you’ve loved and raised her… If these feelings aren’t real, then what is?”


  “…”


  “I’m sure that Miu thinks the same. That’s why… I won’t forgive anyone who says that Ayako-san is not her true mother. Not even… if that person is you.”


  “Takkun…”


  I felt my chest heating up after facing against that silent wrath that was hiding behind that amazing kindness.


  My heart was racing, but my mind was calm and sound… I was enveloped in a mysterious feeling of peace.


  “…You’re right. I’m sorry for saying such pathetic things.”


  I’m so pathetic.


  I’ve been complaining without a basis for it. Thinking that if I were her true mother… and repeating it as some sort of excuse to run away from my problems.


  “…I’m also sorry. I got carried away with my beliefs.”


  “No. Rather, Thank you, Takkun. Thanks to you, I feel a bit better.” I said smiling. “It’s weird… Your words… somehow have a way of piercing my heart so easily.”


  His words echo in my heart deeper than any other person.


  I’ve always thought it was strange… but I think I understand it a bit now.


  It’s because Takkun is really worried about me.


  That’s why his overflowing feelings reach the deepest part of my heart through his words.


  “After all, Takkun… you’re really special to me.”


  “…In what way?”


  Excitedly, he looked at me.


  And belatedly… I realized that I had said something pretty suggestive without meaning to.


  “Eh… Ah, no, uhm… W-What I mean with special is not in a weird way! H-How to say it…” I desperately tried to come up with an excuse. “A-After all… we’ve known each other for so long. Since you’ve been looking at me until now, that means I can fully trust what you say in cases like these, that’s what I mean…”


  “…Not just ‘until now’.”


  While I kept making up excuses, he stepped forward and got close to me.


  And then.


  He grabbed my shoulders with both hands.


  “Eh…?”


  Suddenly, my heart skipped a beat.


  Those were some big masculine hands.


  But they were grabbing me tenderly and were trembling slightly.


  In a dimly lit hallway.


  His eyes looked straight at me.


  
    
      

      
    

  

  His eyes were full of tension and anxiety, but his passion and determination far exceeded those.


  “Ayako-san, if you allow me, I want it to be ‘from now on’… I want to be with you forever. Being together forever…”


  “Takkun…”


  I was attracted by the unbreakable light in his eyes. The sweet and ferocious words seemed to melt my heart and make my head feel dizzy, as if I was intoxicated.


  “Ayako-san…”


  He put a little more strength in his hands and pulled me closer to him.


  I didn’t have any strength to resist him anymore.


  I was now at his mercy.


  ““…””


  We looked at each other in silence. One second, two seconds, three seconds… A mysterious flow of time, as if it were an eternal moment, enveloped us. I felt like we could understand each other’s thoughts without exchanging words.


  There was no one here.


  Only the summer night sky was looking at us.


  In this case… maybe only for now, I could get rid of all appearances and excuses, and give myself up to the young man I had in front of me.


  Little by little, Takkun’s face got closer and closer.


  Without rejecting or resisting, I naturally closed my eyes and…


  Tap, tap.


  Suddenly, from the other side of the hallway, the sound of someone walking in slippers could be heard.


  ““~~~~?!””


  We separated our bodies on reflex and took distance from one another.


  The ones walking toward us… were an unknown around 40s couple. They should be hotel guests just like us. Whispering between each other, they walked by us.


  I held my breath and waited for them to leave.


  My heart… was beating terribly fast.


  On the other side, my dizzy head cooled down rapidly.


  “…”


  One moment. Wait just one moment.


  What was I just about to do now?!


  What was I just about to do with Takkun now?!


  T-That was close… way too close…! That flow wasn’t good at all… Everything happened so naturally that I let myself go in the moment. I felt as if I were drunk. For a moment I thought ‘I don’t care about what happens anymore.’


  What was that?! What the hell was that?!


  Is this what they call a Trip’s Magic?!


  “…Ayako-san.”


  “Y-Yes?”


  I shuddered and turned around, and saw that his scary passion had already disappeared from his eyes.


  Embarrassed and with great pain, Takkun said:


  “It’s getting late, should we head back?”


  “…Yes.” I nodded weakly.


  Then the two of us returned to the room.


  I felt relieved… but at the same time, a bit disappointed. A very complex mood.


  I had lightened a bit the first worry that caused my sleeplessness, but now I couldn’t sleep for another reason.
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  The next day after home returning from the trip…


  Miu went out for a bit with her friends in the morning.


  Perhaps she made plans to avoid talking with me… but perhaps I was just overthinking it.


  As a full member of society and as a housekeeper, summer vacations don’t really apply to me.


  I had a lot of things to do, like my job and house chores… However.


  “…Haah.” I sighed, laying over the living room table.


  In my hands there was the treasure that I had taken out of my room.


  A colorful pistol with many decorations.


  It was a toy gun, but it had costed me over 50,000 yens.


  It was from the fourth season of ‘Love Kaiser.’


  The most ambitious and controversial season of the series, ‘Love Kaiser Joker.’


  And it belonged to the show’s secondary Kaiser, Hiyumi Kuinajima.


  To transform into ‘Love Kaiser Solitaire,’ she uses this transformation revolver called ‘Trepid Magnum.’


  This isn’t a kids product that was released during the anime’s original broadcast, but rather an adults product that was released later by Premium Danbai.


  It was so extraordinarily detailed that it gave a sense of satisfaction, as if you were holding the real article from the show. And if you press the buttons it has, famous lines, theme songs or the main theme of the anime can be heard.


  I pressed one of the buttons.


  —Here’s my trump card… Reversibility.


  The famous line from episode 36 sounded from the pistol.


  The same voice.


  Hiyumi Kuinajima’s beautiful voice… Or rather, the recording of the voice actress that played her, Maria Tsunagi-chan.


  Despite it being years after the anime’s original broadcast, she came back to record some original voice lines for the release of this adults toy.


  “Haah… Precious. You’re just too precious, Hiyumin.”


  A scene from episode 36 appeared in my head and my entire body was filled with joy.


  Furthermore, if you play the theme song that was played in this scene, you can feel as if you were there, as if you were Hiyumin in the flesh…


  And well.


  That’s what I was doing right now, trying to escape from reality.


  “…Haah.” I sighed heavily and lowered the pistol.


  Playing with a pistol worth over 50,000 yens helped me quickly dissipate most of my stress and worries… but today, no matter how much I played with it, I didn’t feel any better.


  No matter how much I reaffirmed Hiyumin’s wonderfulness, I still felt bewildered in the depths of my heart.


  “Miu…”


  Even after returning from the trip, my relationship with Miu remained equally awkward.


  She behaved like usual without showing any worry in particular, which made me feel even more anxious.


  Thanks to Oinomori-san and Takkun, I didn’t feel too depressed or distressed… but that didn’t mean I was feeling completely calm.


  What should I do?


  I wonder how Miu feels right now…


  “…Wha? It’s been so long already?”


  I suddenly looked at the clock wall and was shocked.


  While I was ignoring my worries and escaping from reality with my transformation toy, most of the morning had gone by in the blink of an eye.


  Uwaa, this isn’t good!


  I still have a lot to do!


  I haven’t hung the clothes, washed the dishes, haven’t completed my work and I promised to bring over some souvenirs to Takkun’s house this afternoon…


  “…Calm down.” I said to myself and got up.


  First, laundry.


  The clothes I had put in the morning were done already, so I took them off the washing machine and hung them outside.


  I then took the clothes I had washed and folded yesterday to our respective rooms.


  I stored my clothes first and then I went to Miu’s room.


  I stood in front of my daughter’s room… ad knocked on the door.


  Even though I knew she wasn’t there, I called on her door due to habit and went into her room.


  Some high school students don’t like their parents going into their rooms without permission, but Miu doesn’t mind.


  She said that I could get in and clean her room whenever I wanted. She appreciated the benefits of her mother cleaning her room more than her privacy. Geez…


  I went into her room, stored Miu’s underwear and clothes in the dresser like usual.


  I thought about cleaning a bit, so I looked around…


  “…Hm?”


  I noticed something.


  In the shelf above her desk, between the vertical files of textbooks, there was clearly something that didn’t fit, but was inserted forcibly.


  “What’s that…”


  I had curiosity and took it out to find out that it was a photo frame.


  And inside…


  “… …?!”


  There was a drawing Miu made inside.


  A drawing that she made when she was six, in which she and Takkun were holding hands.


  And there was something clumsily written in the corner.


  “When I grow up, I want to marry Taku-nii.”


  “…”


  Inexpressible feelings of emotion sprout within me, and I felt as if I was suffocating. The dam deep inside my memories was opened up, letting out a flood.


  Ah… So many memories.


  I remember when I taught her how to write those characters.


  Miu asked me to teach her hiragana.


  “Wow, incredible! You draw so well! These are Takkun and you, right?”


  “Yup.”


  “Amazing. You’re a genius. You could be a painter or illustrator in the future.”


  “Hey, mama. I want to write a wish here; can you teach me how to write it?”


  “A wish…? Like a Tanzaku?” TL/N: The paper you write a wish on for the Tanabata festival from the prologue.


  “Yes! I want to write one! And when I write it, I’ll show it to Taku-nii!”


  “Got it, got it.”


  Miu persistently insisted, so I taught her.


  Maybe it was just me being a pampering mother, but the drawing looked really good to me, so I decided to frame it.


  And then…


  A few days after drawing it.


  Miu said that she had shown it to Takkun.


  It was the day I locked myself in my room due to an urgent work and asked Takkun to take care of her.


  “…Mama, are you done with work?”


  That afternoon, Miu came to my room.


  “I’m almost done. I’m sorry, Miu. I couldn’t play with you all day.”


  Taking my eyes off the computer, I patted Miu’s head.


  “It’s fine. I played a lot with Taku-nii, so it’s okay.”


  “I see… I’m glad, I’ll have to thank Takkun later. Wait here a bit, I’ll go down and bring some sweets so we can eat together.”


  “Okay.”


  “…Oh?”


  Then I noticed the drawing in Miu’s hands.


  “Did you show the drawing to Takkun?”


  “Yes. I showed it to him. Taku-nii said I’m really good at drawing!”


  “I see. That’s fantastic.”


  “And you know what? Taku-nii also promised!”


  Miu’s eyes shined with joy and she looked really happy.


  She hugged the framed drawing in her hands with love.


  “What did he promise?”


  “We made a marriage promise when we become big! That promise… Ah, I-I said it!”


  Her happiness face suddenly changed, and Miu started to panic and looked regretful.


  “It was a secret! I promised not to tell anyone! We decided to keep it a secret, even for mama…”


  “Oh, I see. Fufufu, don’t worry. Mom didn’t hear anything at all.”


  “R-Really?!”


  “Yes. Right at that moment, my ears were blocked.”


  “I see… Thank god.”


  I smiled at Miu with tenderness, who believed my lie and smiled in relief.


  That’s what I remember about that day…


  “…”


  That’s right.


  I remember.


  Why was I supporting Miu and Takkun’s relationship?


  Before knowing Takkun’s feelings, why did I want the two of them to get together and marry?


  Because that is… what Miu wished when she was a girl.


  That’s why supported their relationship…


  “…”


  My hands shook and I almost let the drawing fall, but I hurriedly grabbed the frame strongly.


  In the drawing, both of them were smiling.


  Miu and Takkun were happily smiling while holding hands.


  Oh…


  I see.


  So it was that.


  Now everything makes sense.


  The problem that had been bothering me, that I couldn’t digest, now made sense.


  I now understand… what Miu is thinking.


  There in the hotel.


  In front of the room, she said something about a promise.


  And in that moment, she looked extremely happy.


  She was talking about her marriage promise with Takkun…


  “…So that’s what that was about.”


  I felt as if the floor under my feet was opening. My head was turning, and everything looked surreal, but the piercing pain in my chest told me that this was all real.


  Miu… loves Takkun.


  Ever since she was a kid.


  And even now… All this time…


  
    
      

      
    

  

  Volume 3 Chapter 7


  
    
      

      
    

  

  ♥


  I felt that I finally had an explanation for Miu’s mysterious behavior these days.


  —I’ll go out with Taku-nii.


  I think the reason she said that and tried to compete with me was to provoke me in the end.


  She was trying to get me to give the next step, after all, I was just delaying and prolonging my answer.


  She thought she wanted to support the relationship between Takkun and me.


  But.


  She did it… to suppress her feelings.


  The truth is, Miu loves Takkun… But she repressed her feelings and tried to support me.


  It makes sense if you think about it.


  It’s natural for Miu to get angry over my indecisive and ambiguous attitude.


  Because Takkun is the man Miu loves.


  And that man keeps passionately trying to get close to another woman.


  However, that woman is trying to keep an ambiguous and convenient relationship, postponing her answer, instead of rejecting him.


  It’s natural that she feels angry about this…


  I wonder how Miu felt.


  I wonder how she felt when Takkun declared to me.


  I wonder how she felt when I couldn’t give him a straight answer due to my indecisiveness and left everything in limbo.


  I wonder how much sadness and pain she had to repress to support our relationship.


  Nothing.


  I noticed nothing.


  How cruel have I been with her?


  —…Yes, obviously.


  I suddenly remembered.


  When Miu asked me if I was going to support her, that’s how I answered her.


  —If you go out with Takkun… Nothing would make me happier as a mother. It’s as you said, I’ve always wanted for you and Takkun to be together.


  —If you start dating, I, as your mother, will support you with all my heart.


  —If you’re serious about it.


  She was serious…


  Miu meant what she said.


  No matter how much she faked it, the reason behind everything was her love for Takkun.


  She really loved him.


  Probably from very long ago.


  She has loved him for many years.


  The same as…


  Takkun has been in love with me for the last 10 years.


  Miu has also been in love with him for a long time.


  In that case, I…


  “…Ayako-san?”


  I was called and I came back from my own thoughts.


  “Huh…?”


  “Are you okay? You seem a bit out of it.”


  “…Ah. Y-Yes, I’m fine. Sorry, I was thinking of something.”


  “All good then.”


  Takkun’s mom… Tomomi-san smiled in relief and put a cup of tea in front of me.


  At the Aterazawa family living room.


  In the afternoon, I brought souvenirs from the trip at the accorded time, and Tomomi-san invited me to come in and have some tea.


  “Thanks, Ayako-san.” After sitting down, Tomomi-san looked at the box of souvenirs and said. “We had to cancel our plans due to unexpected circumstances, but you even bothered to buy us souvenirs.”


  “It’s nothing big. Rather, thank you very much for paying half of the lodging fee. Thanks to you, we could stay at a very beautiful room.”


  “Don’t mind that. Tell me about the family bath, did you go in there? Was it good?”


  “Y-Yes… It was very nice.”


  For a moment, several images of the family bath went through my mind, but I quickly took them off my head.


  Tomomi-san opened the souvenirs and we ate it together.


  What I bought was a pineapple dacquoise* set.


  It was one of the standard dessert souvenirs from Hawaiian Z.


  Of course, Tomomi-san and I have eaten it many times before… But I guess that it’s the feelings that matter. Besides, it’s delicious no matter how many times you eat it.


  By the way, dacquoise is a traditional French dessert that uses almond merengue. As for this dessert souvenir, the pineapple jam is put in between the crunchy dough, giving it a tropical flavor.


  “Then… Ayako-san.” After eating the desserts, Tomomi-san asked with uncertainty. “Are how things with, uhm… with Takumi?”


  “Uh…”


  “It’s been two months since his confession, right? I was wondering if there was any progress. You had a date once, right? What’s the current situation between the two of you right now?” Asked Tomomi-san feeling a bit guilty, but being surprisingly assertive.


  It didn’t feel as if she was trying to meddle too much into her son’s affairs.


  Rather, it seemed completely natural to me.


  After all, her only son wants to have a relationship with a single mother who is 10 years older than him.


  As a mother, it was natural to be curious about the result of this love relationship.


  “Uhm… S-Sorry. Actually, things haven’t progressed much… I still haven’t replied to his confession. We really did have a d-date… And now, h-how to say it… W-We are more than friends, but less than lovers?”


  …It was hard to say that.


  Explaining the current situation is… hard.


  I’m not sure how a mother would feel if a woman over 30 told her that her relationship with her 20 year old son is in a state of more than friends but less than lovers…


  “…I see.” Tomomi-san’s reaction was like a mixture of disappointment and relief. “Sorry for asking that.”


  “N-No… Rather, forgive me for being such an indecisive woman…”


  “Oh, don’t worry, it’s no big deal. I’m not blaming you or anything.”


  I deeply bowed and Tomomi-san quickly followed up:


  “He has his own circumstances, so there’s no need to hurry. You have Miu, so it’s natural that you’re careful about all this.”


  After speaking with complete sincerity, she gave a wry smile.


  “Of course… I would be lying if I said that I didn’t care about the result, but… you don’t need to worry about us and make a choice in a hurry.”


  “…”


  “I was just curious, that’s why I asked… But you don’t need to worry about me. I don’t want to blame you or anything, it’s the opposite… I’m a bit happy that you’re taking my son so seriously.”


  “Tomomi-san…”


  Her kindness pierced my heart.


  I was about to burst in tears.


  Oh, she’s such a good mother.


  She doesn’t blame me for being pathetic. On the contrary, she speaks to me tender words. I’m so thankful to her that I feel guilty.


  “…Why?”


  When I came to, I had opened my mouth.


  “Why… do you approve of our relationship?”


  “Eh…?”


  “…Ah. W-We’re not dating yet, so there’s nothing to approve of, but… well… you don’t seem opposed to it.” I chose my words hesitantly and continued. “If I had a son that was going out with someone like me, who is 10 years older and has a son… I would normally oppose that relationship.”


  “Well.” Tomomi-san’s face turned pensive. “Like I said before… I opposed it at first. But I’ve been closely observing Takumi’s efforts to become a man worthy of you for 10 years… When I saw this, I gradually started to feel like supporting him… Oh, I see.”


  In the middle of her words, she suddenly reacted as if she had realized something.


  “The reason why I opposed it and the reason I started to support it could be the same.”


  “The same…?”


  “I just wanted my son to be happy.” Said Tomomi-san. “After all, all parents wish for their kids to be happy.”


  “…”


  “The parents that support their kids’ dreams and wishes, and the parents that oppose them, can have the same reasoning. In both cases, they just want their kids to be happy.”


  I thought that was right.


  For example, when a kid tries to go through a hard and challenging path, parents that support them and even the ones who oppose them, don’t want to deny their kids’ choice for no reason.


  It’s because they want them to be happy, and because they want them to be happy more than anyone else in the world, that they don’t want them to take the hard path.


  Be it their career, job, and of course, love relationships.


  “There are many forms of happiness, but being with someone who you really love is probably one of the highest levels of happiness in life, don’t you think? That’s why… I can’t interfere with my son’s happiness. That’s how I started to see it, I guess.” Said Tomomi-san with some hesitation.


  “…You’re wonderful.” I answered. “You’re amazing, Tomomi-san.”


  “Eh? Geez, Ayako-san. There’s nothing to praise me for.” She smiled shyly. “It’s something normal after all.”


  ‘There are no parents that don’t wish happiness for their kids.’


  She modestly said as if undervaluing herself.


  And I… all I could do was smile.


  Without letting the pain in my chest show up in my face.


  I went out the Aterazawa family house, desperately keeping a smile on my face so that the anguish and pain that whirled in the depths of my heart didn’t show.


  When I passed through the house next door’s door, I had already made up my mind.


  “…Phew.”


  I took off my shoes and let out a small sigh.


  I made up my mind.


  I’ve already made up my mind.


  I… won’t go out Takkun.


  I’ll completely reject him.


  Because… there’s no way we can date.


  As a mother, I can’t date the person my daughter loves.


  It was only recently that I started to think of him as a man, so I can’t take him away from Miu, who has loved him for many years.


  Therefore, I won’t go out with Takkun.


  And… I’ll support Miu.


  I’ll do everything I can to support Miu so that she and Takkun can go out.


  I’ll do it.


  If Miu was serious, this is the only thing I can do.


  It’s fine.


  It’s a matter of going back to what things were before.


  When Takkun had not declared to me yet.


  When he was just a good kid who lives next door, when he was like a younger brother or a son to me… nothing more, nothing less.


  It may not be possible right off the bat, but I’m sure that we can return to our previous relationship. And if we can’t I’ll have to carry this burden to the end of my days due to my sin of delaying my answer so much.


  This is fine.


  I can handle it.


  I just… need to go back a bit further.


  When I wasn’t conscious of Takkun’s feelings.


  I’ll adopt the position of a regular mother who supervises the relationship between her daughter and her childhood friend.


  And I’ll say: “Oh, ufufu, it’s so nice to be young.”


  I’ll get this weird and peculiar love story back on track.


  The boy won’t date his childhood friend’s mother, but rather his childhood friend.


  From the “more than friends, but less than lovers” relationship we have, we’ll just return to being regular neighbors.


  That’s all, nothing more.


  It’s fine. I’m sure that everything will be fine.


  If Takkun and Miu end up together, I’ll be able to smile from the bottom of my heart.


  Because I… am Miu’s mother.


  Even if I didn’t give birth to her, I’m her true mother.


  More than anyone in this world, I’m the one who should wish and pray for my daughter’s happiness.


  For the sake of my daughter’s happiness, I can support anything.


  After all, there are no parents in this world who don’t wish for their kids’ happiness.
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  Click Clock.


  The sound of the clock’s hand resounded in the living room where I was by myself.


  It was already past 6 p.m. Miu said she’d come a bit late. Apparently, she was going to grab dinner with her friends.


  As for me, I was waiting for Miu without eating. I had no appetite. I wasn’t in the mood to eat anything.


  Click Clock.


  The clock’s second hand kept moving.


  I felt strange. I waited for Miu to get home, but for some reason I wished for time to stop.


  There was a part of me that was afraid of my daughter coming home, of seeing her face to face.


  But… I can’t run away any longer.


  I have to face her properly.


  And fix everything…


  “…I’m home.”


  The door opened and a languid voice resounded.


  “Welcome home, Miu.”


  I went to the entrance and greeted her as usual.


  “I need to talk with you, do you mind?”


  “…”


  Without saying anything, Miu went into the living room and sat in the sofa.


  I, on the other hand, sat on the table. It was something I had to speak with her face to face, but I was afraid of losing determination.


  After a brief and painful silence…


  “…So, what did you want to talk about?” Said roughly to break the silence. “Well, I can guess what you want to say. You want to resume the conversation that we began during the trip, right?”


  “…There’s no need to anymore.” I shook my head. “Because I get everything now.”


  “…Huh…?”


  “Miu… I finally understand what you were trying to do.” I said. “Your recent actions… were to make Takkun and me get together after all, wasn’t it? Like I said at first, you were just pretending to want to date Takkun to provoke me…”


  “Like I said before, that’s not—”


  “But.” Interrupting her objection, I continued. “That’s not all.”


  That’s not all.


  It’s not like what I said before wasn’t true, but that wasn’t all.


  “From the beginning, you were trying to support our relationship, this hasn’t changed. You started to compete with me for him… because I was indecisive and couldn’t give him a proper answer and was just taking advantage of Takkun’s kindness. Regardless of what you did, you did it for me, but…”


  My voice shook.


  I couldn’t breathe well.


  But despite that, I desperately tried to squeeze out the words. I felt like I wouldn’t be able to talk again if I stopped for a moment.


  That’s why… I kept talking.


  Once I said this, I couldn’t go back.


  But I had to tell her.


  “…You actually love Takkun, don’t you?”


  ‘You’ve loved him ever since you were little, right?’


  I asked.


  I did it so there was no way back. The retreat path behind me seemed to be crumbling like a fine layer of ice that couldn’t stand its own weight.


  “You said you would date Takkun… You pretended to be interested in him… I thought that you were just faking it to provoke me… but that’s not it, is it? You’ve actually liked him for a long time.”


  Her no-interest in Takumi Aterezawa… was an act in itself.


  She acted deliberately as if she had no feelings for him.


  Miu was actually playing 2 roles.


  And she tricked me completely.


  I couldn’t notice my daughter’s lies.


  “I’m sorry, Miu… I didn’t notice your feelings after all this time.”


  “…So what?” She asked with an emotionless, scary, cold voice.


  Miu spoke calmly without an emotion showing on her face.


  “Even if you’re right and I like Taku-nii… What will you do?” She slowly turned her head towards me and looked straight at me with piercing eyes.


  Her defiant gaze piercing the depths of my heart.


  “You’ll support me, won’t you?”


  That’s what she had said a couple of weeks ago.


  But the situation now was different from then.


  I now know Miu’s true feelings.


  Knowing everything, I had to make a choice.


  “…Miu, listen.” I said, taking a deep breath.


  To be honest, I wanted to run away from this place right now. I was about to be crushed under a mysterious pressure.


  But… I couldn’t run away.


  I’ve already crossed the point of no return, so I must keep pushing forward.


  “I’m your mother.” I said with determination, I stood up from my chair and walked toward her.


  I walked to the sofa where Miu was sitting.


  “I didn’t directly give birth to you… but I think of you as my true daughter. Maybe I’m being too intrusive… but I, more than anyone else in the world, want you to be happy.”


  ‘—There are no parents who don’t wish for their kids’ happiness.’


  I remember Tomomi-san’s words.


  Yes, that’s right. That’s exactly it.


  If you’re a parent, it’s natural to wish for your kid’s happiness.


  “I want you to be happy. And in order to do that, I’m willing to do anything for you. That’s why… I can’t date the boy you love.”


  I can’t.


  I simply can’t.


  A mother can’t steal the man her daughter loves.


  Such a thing… I can’t do it.


  “I’m very happy and thankful that you wish for my happiness and repress your feelings to support my relationship with Takkun. But, Miu… I can’t accept such feelings from you. After all… I’m your mother, that’s why, I can’t…”


  10 years ago…


  I chose the mother’s path.


  I skipped several processes that a lot of mothers go through, like falling in love, marrying, getting pregnant and giving birth, and I suddenly found myself living as Miu’s mother.


  I didn’t give birth to Miu, nor am I her biological mother.


  So I at least wanted my feelings as her mother to be real.


  I wanted to raise Miu with genuine love that was in no way inferior to my sister’s and her husband’s.


  That’s why, I can’t.


  I can’t put my feelings as a woman… above my feelings as a mother.


  “…So you’re going to reject Taku-nii for my sake?”


  “It’s more about how I want to be your mother. Anyways, it’s mostly for my own sake…”


  “So… you’ll support my love?”


  “…Yes. That’s what I’ll do.”


  I felt a stinging pain in my chest, and it became difficult to breathe.


  Clenching my fists, I desperately squeezed out those words.


  “After all… that’s how it should have been from the start. It’s more natural that you and Takkun go out together.”


  Childhood friends with a slight age difference.


  The two of them end up together… it’s a more normal and real love story.


  The mother of the childhood friend has no role to play there.


  Other than to show up every once in a while, see them and say ‘Oh, ufufu. It’s so nice to be young.’


  After all… That was my role 2 months ago.


  So what I had to do now was something easy.


  It was just a matter of returning things to what they were.


  Before he declared to me.


  That’s normal.


  Natural.


  And the most proper way…


  “That’s why… I’m going to support you…”


  That’s how it was supposed to be.


  But my voice sounded like it was about to break.


  “That’s what I wanted. I really thought of doing just that. I really thought… about clearly rejecting him, forgetting everything that happened these last 2 months and pretending like nothing had happened… And then I’d support the two of you… But… But… Uuuh…”


  The tears I had been holding all this time started to gradually flow from my eyes.


  Unable to keep standing, I fell on my knees.


  


  


  A few hours ago…


  When I left the Aterazawa family house, I decided to speak with Miu this night… The moment I decided to tell her ‘I’m not going to go out with him. I’m going to reject him.”


  Sting.


  I felt a pain in my chest.


  “Uuh… Uugh…”


  Sting, sting, sting, sting, sting, sting…


  Just an unbearable pain. Incredibly sharp, as if they were hammering needles in my heart.


  Why?


  Why is it so painful?


  Why does my chest hurt so much?


  I just… want to return everything to what it used to be before.


  Return to what it used to be 2 months ago, when I didn’t know anything about Takkun’s feelings.


  Just that. Then, why, why, why…


  


  Why do I hate the idea so much?


  


  Despite things not meant to be like this.


  Despite it being what I need to do as Miu’s mother…


  “…Eh?”


  I received a message in my phone while I suffered from this unknown pain in my chest.


  The sender was… Takkun.


  “I’m sending you the pictures of the trip.”


  The album’s file updated, and pictures were added.


  There we were, all of us, together, with a smile on our faces.


  At the pool, at the hot springs, at the game center, at the restaurant and at the room where we were lodging… Pictures of the three of us taken in several places of the hotel.


  Probably because Takkun had taken the pictures, there were many pictures of me by myself.


  There were also a few pictures showing him and I together.


  In the album app, the pictures of our last date at the amusement park were still there, organized by files.


  “…!”


  While I was looking at the numerous pictures, memories flooded my mind.


  It had been 2 months since Takkun had declared to me.


  And the way I saw him had changed drastically in that time… Now I didn’t see him as a son or as a younger brother, but as a man.


  This also unchained the memories of the last 10 years.


  I felt that even the days in which I only thought about him as the kid next door became irreplaceable and special memories with vivid colors.


  More messages came to my phone.


  ‘I’d like to keep doing these family trips together.’


  ‘And also.’


  ‘If there’s a chance, I’d like to go to a pool or hot springs. Just the two of us.’


  “…”


  The moment I saw this, I started crying, holding the phone in my hand.


  I finally had realized what this stinging pain in my chest was.


  


  “…I’m sorry, Miu. I love Takkun.” I said.


  Supporting myself with my hands on the floor and with my head down, I burst into tears.


  With a sorry appearance, I said those words.


  The answer I’ve been prolonging and avoiding… I finally had found it in my heart after all this time lying to myself.


  “I love him… I love him so much that I can’t do it…!”


  I admitted it.


  I couldn’t do anything but admit it.


  It was pathetic and ironic.


  I was about to back down for my daughter’s sake, and in that moment, I realized what my true feelings were.


  I couldn’t believe that I had to be taken to this point so I could face my true feelings directly.


  “I can’t go back to how things used to be… I can’t smile as if nothing had happened… Because I now know… I know how much Takkun loves me…”


  I wanted to answer and reward those feelings.


  Not because there was some sort of obligation or sense of duty.


  I was simply because I was charmed.


  I was incredibly happy.


  Everything about him. Every movement, every action, made me happy and charmed me…


  “The first time he said that he loved me… I was very confused and scared. I was afraid of facing him and even ran away… But Takkun decided to wait for me to give him an answer, even though I was so pathetic. He kept telling me he loved me while he waited. After all that… There’s no way I wouldn’t fall in love with him!”


  I like him.


  I love him.


  I love Takkun.


  When I admitted it, my feelings completely overflowed.


  “…I’m sorry… for saying something so selfish… I didn’t realize anything until he declared to me… Before, I only thought of him as my daughter’s friend. And you’ve been loving him all this time…”


  Just like how Takkun has been loving me for 10 years, Miu has also loved Takkun for 10 years.


  To the point that she still remembers the promise she made as a kid.


  And I was taking him from Miu, who has loved him for so many years.


  Such a selfish thing was unacceptable.


  I understood it in my head.


  But my heart didn’t listen to me.


  “Since Takkun declared to me and I started to see him as a man, only 2 months have passed… Compared to you, it’s been far too little… I get that. I get that, but… even then… I can’t help it! It’s only been 2 months… and I know it may sound ridiculous… but I fell in love with Takkun… I’m head over heels for him…”


  The feelings oppressing my chest were let loose and escaped through my mouth.


  I had a hard time saying words.


  But the tears kept overflowing nevertheless.


  “That’s why… I can’t… support you and Takkun… I don’t want to give him to you… I can’t reject these feelings… U-Uuh…”


  The tears fell from my eyes to the floor.


  Sobbing, I revealed my true feelings.


  “I’m sorry… I’m sorry, Miu… For being a bad mother… Despite being your mother, I’m sorry for not being able to put you first…”


  Ah…


  Horrible…


  I really am a horrible mother…


  What I need to do now is face my daughter and apologize from the bottom of my heart…


  But despite that, the only thing I can think about is Takkun.


  His smiling face, his angry face, his sad face, his crying face, his childish face when he was a kid, his current handsome face… And many other faces came from my memories and filled my heart.


  My thoughts about him overwhelmed my and I couldn’t stop thinking about him…


  “…I like Takkun… I love him. I want to go out with him, I want to be with him forever… I don’t want to lose him… That’s why… That’s why, Miu… I’m sorry, I’m so sorry…”


  ‘Give up on Takkun…!’


  I screamed.


  Without shame, without vanity, without dignity, without the mother’s mask, without the adult’s mask. I threw it all away and revealed my true feelings without excuses.


  Like a spoiled child, I complained selfishly and cried.


  After screaming out everything I was holding, I suddenly lost strength, lost my balance and almost fell in place.


  But then…


  I was enveloped and supported softly.


  Like a mother hugging a crying child.


  
    
      

      
    

  

  


  “Okay.”


  


  A soft, gentle voice sounded near my ear.


  It was a beautiful voice and as soft as a feather.


  “Since you want him so much, I’ll let you have Taku-nii.”


  Miu, who had been hugging me, slowly let go of my body while she said that with a very, very soft tone.


  I finally saw my daughter’s face, which I couldn’t do since I started to cry.


  “Geez, you cried too much. What are you, a toddler?”


  She wiped my tears with her sleeve.


  Miu was smiling.


  She had a very happy and satisfied smile.


  “I’m happy that you finally understood your own feelings, mom.”


  


  We sat in the sofa next to each other until I calmed down. I was so tired after crying that I couldn’t help but support my body with Miu’s.


  Miu put her hand over my sorry head and patted me softly.


  Somehow, it felt like I was the daughter and Miu was the mother…


  “…Hey, mom.” She said with a soft voice.


  In a soft and calm tone, like a mother reading a picture book to her daughter.


  “Do you remember the day I called you ‘mama’ for the first time?”


  “…I do.”


  There was no way I could forget.


  Besides… Not too long ago, she reproached me for it.


  That every time I got drunk, I started to talk about it and then I cried a lot.


  “It was a month after my parents died. I woke up in the middle of the night and cried a lot. I had a dream about my parents… and started to cry…”


  “That’s right.”


  I still remember it perfectly.


  Miu woke up in the middle of the night, crying extremely hard.


  During the funeral, she didn’t shed a single tear, but there, she cried.


  “I don’t remember the details… The dream was probably a happy one. I dreamt that I had a good time playing with my parents. And when I woke up, I realized everything was just a dream… I felt as if I had been hit once again with the fact that my mother and father weren’t there anymore… and felt so sad that I started crying.”


  Like a small girl, Miu probably didn’t immediately understand what it meant for her parents to be dead.


  That’s why she didn’t shed a single tear and her new life with me didn’t seem strange to her.


  But I don’t think that was healthy for her.


  Her heart was simply paralyzed by not being able to accept her parents’ death.


  And her paralyzed heart started to function normally after dreaming about her parents.


  “You hugged my all night long and comforted me… but I couldn’t calm down. And the next night… I sneaked out.”


  The desperation and fear from that moment were still livid in my memories.


  While I was busy making dinner, Miu disappeared in an instant.


  Her shoes weren’t in the entryway, so I immediately realized she had gone out.


  “Many adults didn’t tell me that my parents had died, but rather, they had gone far away or that they lived in heaven. I was 5 and hoped that my mother and father were out there somewhere.”


  “…”


  “That’s why… I thought about looking for them. If I went to look for them, maybe they would look for me and we’d find each other… I really thought that. I really was an idiot, wasn’t I?”


  I shook my head.


  I couldn’t laugh at a 5-year old’s feelings.


  “Well, they were just childish fantasies. In the end, I felt alone a little after leaving the house, but it was dark, and I couldn’t find the way back. And when I was scared and irritated, I fell down and hurt myself… As a result, I ended up crouching and crying next to the nearby park’s playground.


  Now Miu spoke about it with a smile, but back then, it must have been very hard and lonely for her.


  “The sky was completely dark. My knees hurt… I was afraid and I couldn’t stop crying. I was also calling my deceased father and mother… and then.” Miu looked straight at me. “You found me, mom.”


  “…”


  “While I cried, without knowing what to do, you went out looking for me and found me.”


  “…It wasn’t just me. Takkun and Tomomi-san helped me.”


  She sneaked out of the house for less than an hour.


  But I don’t know how scary it must have been for a little girl. I still regret not being able to find her more quickly.


  “When you found me, you were angry at first, but then you cried and hugged me. And I too… cried with you.”


  “…That’s right.”


  Despite it being nighttime, we both cried out hearts out without caring.


  “From that day on, I was able to accept that my parents were dead. And… That I wasn’t alone. That’s why I decided to call you ‘Mama’ instead of ‘Aunt Ayako’.”


  “…”


  “From that day on, you became my true mother.” Said Miu.


  She closed her eyes, and then opened them again to look not at the past, but at the present.


  “My parents died when I was very young, and I guess that I was a ‘poor girl’ to the eyes of the world, but… During those 10 years, I never felt lonely. There was just happiness. I lived a happy life, and it’s all thanks to you. That’s why you aren’t a bad mother.”


  “Miu…”


  “Like I said before, I think of you as my true mother. And just as you wish for my happiness, I also wish for your happiness. That’s why… You don’t have to hold back because of me. I want you to think about yourself.”


  “Myself…?” I repeated and Miu pouted.


  “Mom, you’re always thinking putting me above you. This time too. Well, I’m also to blame for inciting you… But you only thought about my feelings. You didn’t even think about what you wanted for yourself.”


  ‘You didn’t try to understand yourself.’


  Said Miu.


  “…”


  Oh, I see.


  That’s what she meant by ‘You don’t understand anything.’


  I tried to understand Miu’s feelings and looked away from mine.


  To the very end, I couldn’t look at myself.


  “I wanted to hear your true feelings. Without holding back for my sake… Nor your feelings as a mother, but rather, the feelings of the woman called Ayako Katsuragi. That’s why… I’m happy. That I could hear the passionate scream of love from my mother.”


  “…”


  “Like for real, that was great. I was actually wondering how many times you were going to say: ‘I love him.’ I almost died from embarrassment hearing you say all that.”


  “S-Stop making fun of me.”


  Miu spoke in a teasing tone and I felt very embarrassed.


  After a chuckle, Miu continued with her calm voice.


  “Mom… You said you started being conscious of Taku-nii these past 2 months, but I don’t think that’s the case.”


  “Huh…?”


  “He was always there, that’s why you didn’t notice. Taku-nii’s confession was just the trigger. You’ve spent 10 years next to Taku-nii, that’s why you fell madly in love with him, right?”


  “…”


  “Ahaha. It’s like a romance between childhood friends.”


  A romance between childhood friends.


  When a person is constantly close to you, it becomes normal to see them, until you realize how dear they are to you.


  “You fell in love properly. So don’t be ashamed, don’t hesitate before anyone, and openly scream that you like Taku-nii.”


  “…But, Miu, are you sure?” I asked.


  The anxiety and doubt that I couldn’t erase from my mind came out from my mouth.


  “After all… you’ve loved Takkun all this time.”


  “Ah… Well, yeah.” She scratched her head. “But not in a romantic way.”


  She looked the other way and looked awkward.


  “…Huh?”


  “I didn’t have a chance to deny it after you spoke so passionately all that time… But I don’t like Taku-nii in a romantic way. Like I said before, I don’t care about him as a man.”


  “…Eh? Eh? Eh?”


  “Like you said, I did all this to provoke you. I really don’t think of him that way.” She said indifferently.


  I don’t understand anything.


  “T-Then… What about the promise?”


  “Promise…?”


  “During the trip, you said in front of the door with a happy face that he remembered your promise…”


  “…Ah.” Miu looked even more awkward and looked at the ceiling.


  “So you did hear it…”


  “…You were talking about the promise of marrying you made as a kid, didn’t you? You said you had promised to do so when you showed me the framed drawing…”


  “…By any chance, did you see the drawing in my room?”


  “Y-Yes…”


  “Oh… I see. I found it when I cleaned my room and stored it carelessly, and then you found it…” Said Miu troubled. “Uhm… It’s true that I made a promise with Taku-nii back then, a marriage promise. And I was really happy that Taku-nii remembered it… But that drawing, was actually… Ah, hmm, how to say it…”


  After clumsily whispering, she got up from the sofa, as if we she trying to run away.


  “…Ah.”


  She looked around the living room until she found an item.


  She went to the table and grabbed it.


  The item… Was the transformation revolver, ‘Trepid Magnum.’


  I was playing with it the first half of the day and I forgot to put it back.


  Clumsily smiling, Miu grabbed the pistol and pressed the button.


  And Huymin’s famous phrase from episode 36 was heard.


  —My trump card… Reversibility!
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  The next day…


  Satoya-san called me.


  The meeting place was the cafeteria near the station where we had met up before.


  From what I had heard… seems like he was worried about me.


  Taku-nii had asked him for advice about me, and he told him to believe in me, but after that, he started to get worried that he might have said something too irresponsible. Therefore, he asked me to come meet him over a tea or something.


  He’s a very kind person.


  Although, to be honest… it was a bit late.


  The strategy I came up with had already bore fruits wonderfully.


  “…I see, so everything has already solved itself.” After listening to me, Satoya-san took a sip of coffee and gave a wry smile. “In the end, everything turned out how you planned. You’re quite the scary high schooler, Miu-chan.”


  “Ahaha. Oh please, you flatter me too much.” I laughed slightly and started to stir the Frappuccino with a straw. “Not everything turned how I expected. I’m sorry for being so careless with my plan. Both mom and Taku-nii acted outside my expectations… The entire process was a disaster, but fortunately, the result was just what I wanted.”


  “With result… you mean that Ayako-san came to understand her own feelings?”


  “Yes, that’s right.”


  “Hmm, sounds like it was quite complicated.” Said Satoya with a bewildered face. “If that was really all you wanted, wasn’t there a much easier and straightforward way? Why did you bother doing all of that to pair them up…?”


  “…Because, it wasn’t fair.” I said. “I simply thought it wasn’t fair.”


  “It wasn’t fair?”


  “It wasn’t fair that Taku-nii did so much to make mom fall in love… and for her to act all arrogantly with a ‘Well, since he insists’ attitude and not taking him seriously at all.”


  I understand that this is just my selfishness.


  That’s why I hated this situation.


  The day she arrived home after her first date… I was extremely pissed at how my mom was giving Taku-nii’s affection as a given.


  “That’s why I wanted mom to love him. I wanted her to take his love seriously… so seriously that she’d be willing to steal her daughter’s first love mercilessly. I wanted her… to scream her lungs out saying she loved Taku-nii.”


  “And that’s why you pretended to love Takumi, to become Ayako-san’s rival and stir her up.”


  “That’s right. She was in a comfortable zone with no one to compete with, so she needed a rival to get her anxious and jealous.”


  Although the result… wasn’t very good.


  I don’t know why, but mom didn’t believe me and immediately realized that I was only pretending to provoke her.


  But everything turned out well in the end.


  “And now I’m relieved of my duty. Thank God.”


  “…Really?” Satoya-san asked.


  He erased the smile he had on his face and got serious.


  “Is this really what you wanted?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “What I mean is… That you actually like Takumi, don’t you, Miu-chan?”


  “…”


  “To support them, you pretended to like Takumi… But, were you really pretending? The reason you’re pushing for their relationship so fervently… was to overcome your own feelings and forget Takumi—”


  “That’s not it.” I said.


  I said with a smile and a light tone.


  “You’re completely wrong. My objective from the start was always to get them closer. Just that. I’m not interested in Taku-nii that way.”


  “…”


  Satoya-san looked at me suspiciously, so I sighed and continued.


  “Well… I’m also a woman… So I’d be lying if I said I had never felt conscious of Taku-nii as a member of the opposite sex, but… the feelings I have for him are not romantic, but rather the kind you feel for your family.”


  ‘After all’


  I said, shrinking my shoulders.


  “He already rejected me a long time ago.”


  


  9 years ago…


  “When Miu becomes big, I will marry Taku-nii!”


  When I was six, without feeling any sort of embarrassment, but with a serious heart, I told Taku-nii that I loved him.


  Most adults would probably overlook a kid telling them something like this. It’s better to give a vague and affirmative answer to not bother the kid. In fact, it would be crazy to answer seriously.


  But…


  “I-I’m sorry, Miu-chan.”


  Taku-nii who was 11 at the time, seriously bowed in apology to the proposal that the 6 year old me had made.


  “I’m happy that you want to marry me. I’m very happy, but… I’m sorry, I can’t marry you…” He said, feeling really apologetic. “I like Ayako mama.”


  He blushed from embarrassment, but his eyes were extremely serious.


  I blinked a few times.


  “Taku-nii… likes mama?”


  “…Yes.”


  “I see…”


  “Yes… I was to marry Ayako mama one day.”


  He continued with his love lines as if he had lost control over his own mouth.


  “I understand that it’s impossible now… but when I grow up and become a respectable adult worthy of Ayako mama, I’ll confess my love to her.”


  “…”


  “That’s why… I’m sorry. I’m really happy for your feelings, but I can’t marry you, Miu-chan…” Said Taku-nii with way an outrageous amount of honesty.


  He rejected a 6 year old girl’s innocent proposal with total seriousness and honesty.


  And I, frankly, wasn’t very bothered by it.


  I was simply surprised and shocked.


  But little by little, I started to understand the meaning of his words…


  “Then, is Taku-nii going to marry mama?”


  “…If it’s possible, I would like to. O-Of course, I don’t know how Ayako mama would feel about it. I don’t know if she’s interested in a man younger than her, even after 10 years of knowing each other…”


  “Then… if mama and Taku-nii get married… Taku-nii will become my papa?!” Asked 6 year old me.


  Without holding back the excitement.


  “Y-Yes… That’s right.” Taku-nii nodded while embarrassed. “If Ayako mama and I get married, I’ll become your new papa, and the three of us will live just like a normal family.”


  “I like that! It’s better like that!” I yelled out happily and excitedly. “I would be much happier if Taku-nii became my dad instead of my husband!”


  That… was no lie, it was the complete truth.


  I said it from the bottom of my heart.


  In that moment… I really thought that.


  The future where mom and Taku-nii got married and I lived as their daughter, for some reason, seemed like a more wonderful future than the one where I married Taku-nii.


  My dear brother and my dear mother would become my family.


  I’d be with them and would have the best parents for me.


  Such a future looked like the happiest to me…


  “Do you best, Taku-nii! Make sure to marry mama! Miu will support you!”


  “Thank you. W-Well… there is still a long time for that to happen. At the very least, I don’t think Ayako mama will take me seriously until I’m over 20 years old.”


  “I know! I’ll rewrite my wish!”


  I grabbed the frame from the table.


  “Taku-nii, help me take this off! I have to make a new drawing!”


  “Eh… B-But it’s already properly drawn…”


  “Don’t worry! I’ll draw it on the back!”


  “No, but… W-Wait a moment, Miu-chan! Uhm… T-This has to be kept a secret from Ayako mama!”


  “Eh? Why?”


  “…Just because. Please, keep it a secret. It will be a secret between us.”


  “A secret between us… Fine. Okay! I won’t tell anything to mama!”


  “Please, promise me.”


  “Yes, I promise! You also have to promise me! When you become big, you have to marry mama!”


  “…Yes, I promise.”


  And thus, we traded promises.


  Our marriage promise.


  For the promise that Taku-nii would marry mom.


  After that, we took out the drawing from the frame. I made a new drawing on the backside and wrote a new wish while he taught me how to write it.


  My new wish.


  A dream for the future, an innocent wish… and our promise.


  When I finished writing it, I turned it around so you couldn’t see the back and placed it back on the frame.


  So that mom wouldn’t find out.


  
    
      

      
    

  

  On my way home after separating from Satoya-san in the cafeteria…


  I took out my phone on the way.


  “Ah, hello, Taku-nii?”


  “Something the matter?”


  “Nothing serious. I just wanted to tell you something.” I said. “My ‘pretend I like you’ strategy to provoke mom… I’m putting a stop to it.”


  “…”


  “It didn’t go as well as I thought it would, plus I’m getting tired of it, so I’m dropping it.”


  “…You’re doing things out of the blue again.”


  “Huh? You don’t sound too happy. I thought you’d be happier… Ah, could it be you’re sad? So you did like to be loved by a high schooler after all, even if it was just play pretend.”


  “I’m simply amazed at your selfishness…”


  “Ahaha, I see.” After a happy laugh and a brief pause, I said, “Taku-nii… Thank you.”


  “I don’t remember doing anything that would make you thank me, though.”


  “Yeah, that’s it. Thank you for not doing anything.”


  Taku-nii weirdly enough had not done anything these last few days.


  Maybe I’m not the best person to say this… But I think that I exaggerated a lot this time. I didn’t do anything but make mom and Taku-nii nervous.


  But… Taku-nii didn’t stop me.


  He didn’t even try to persuade or question me.


  He simply stared at me in silence, while I thought and moved on my own…


  “You believed in me and watched me carefully, right?”


  “…Not really. I simply thought it would be bothersome to deal with you, so I simply let you do as you pleased.”


  “You’re not honest at all.” I laughed. “Well, anyways… my plan ends here.”


  And as if trying to emphasize that, I said:


  “I won’t do anything weird anymore, so don’t worry.”


  “That’s good to know.”


  “Besides… It’s probably not necessary anymore.” I added with a low voice.


  “Huh? What was that?”


  “Nothing.” I said and took a deep breath. “Taku-nii, I hope you can marry mom as soon as possible.”


  “…You… Ah… Well, yeah…” He said embarrassed but couldn’t deny it.


  “You promised, so make sure to do your part.”


  “…I’ll try.”


  “Fufufu, good luck, future dad~.” I teased him and ended the call.


  My heart felt calm, fresh and happy.


  While I walked home, a small breeze blew.


  A warm and slightly fresh breeze surrounded me.


  When I looked up, I saw the blue summer sky that extended infinitely.


  I don’t know if heaven exists or not, but…


  If my deceased mother and father are really there, they’re probably looking at me with kind smiles on their faces, as if they’re relieved. For some reason, I thought that.


  Miu Katsuragi.


  15 years old.


  I lost my parents when I was very young and everyone called me a “poor girl” and thought I was unhappy, but…


  I have a mother that I love, and there’s a man that really loves her too.


  And he also loves me and really wants to love me as his daughter.


  I have a father and a mother that both love me, and I love them, of course.


  ♥


  Knock knock.


  Even thought there was no one there, I called out the door anyways.


  I went inside the room and stored the washed clothes in Miu’s closet.


  And when I was about to go out, I saw a framed drawing in the wall.


  “…”


  I couldn’t help but smile.


  I felt as if I was brimming with happiness.


  Yesterday, Miu showed me the backside of the drawing.


  The true wish the laid hidden behind the frame.


  The promise the young Miu made with her heart and that she treasured for so long.


  Since there was no point hiding it anymore, she turned the drawing around.


  It was reversible, a trump card in a certain way.


  


  “I wish that mama and Taku-nii get married so the 3 of us can become a family.”


  


  In the drawing, there were Takkun and I smiling, with a Miu a bit smaller than us between us.


  The 3 of us were holding hands.


  This is the dream that Miu had wished for since she was 6.


  The promise she has been longing for since a long time ago.


  When I looked at the drawing… several emotions dwelled up inside me.


  I felt happy and embarrassed, as if I had been played.


  Miu and Takkun and been living with this promise since they were young.


  Keeping it all these years like a valuable treasure while she kept it hidden from me.


  When I thought about my daughter, all kinds of feelings mixed up and I felt sad, but…


  “…Thank you, Miu.”


  The words that came out of my mouth were those of gratitude.


  Thank you.


  Thank you for being my daughter.


  Thank you very much for wishing me happiness.
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  ♥


  Tonight, Takkun will come give some tutoring classes to Miu.


  Miu was locked in her room on the second floor, hurriedly doing the homework she had barely touched. She seemed to have completely forgotten that she was told to have it ready for today.


  I was sitting in the living room’s sofa, waiting for him to arrive.


  “…I hope that Takkun will come soon…”


  I felt weird.


  My heart was beating like crazy, but at the same time, I felt oddly calm. My head seemed to be enveloped in a fervent delirium, but my feet were firm and stable.


  I think that’s probably because I’ve found the core of my feelings.


  I won’t hesitate anymore.


  Thanks to my meddling daughter, I finally came to know my own true feelings.


  My daughter gave me that push I needed.


  So I can’t keep running around.


  “…”


  I closed my eyes… and everything that had happened until now came to my head.


  When we met 10 years ago,


  And when he declared to me 2 months ago.


  Inside my memories, there are many different kinds of him. Every him has a different age and face. Every him seems to shine, but the one that shines the most… is the face I’ve seen recently. The handsome face of the young man who said he loved me.


  I love him.


  I love Takkun.


  It was very weird, but once I admitted it… once I admitted that this feeling was love, I felt incredibly relieved.


  As if I was freed from a lie I desperately forced myself to believe.


  Maybe I had not realized it, but in reality, I had been in love with Takkun for a long time. From the start, I’ve been seeing the boy 10 years younger than me as a man, and as a love interest…


  “…No, that would be a crime.” I joked with myself and laughed. It was a bit embarrassing. I was so happy that even I was conscious of it.


  Of how happy I was, of how good my mood was, of how excited I was.


  Ah…


  I can’t wait to see him. I want to see him as soon as possible.


  Hurry, hurry, hurry…


  And then, the bell rang.


  “…”


  He’s here.


  I jumped from the sofa and ran to the door.


  “Good evening, Ayako-san.”


  The moment I saw his face, I felt as if my heart was about to blow up inside my chest.


  Ah, Takkun.


  I love you.


  I love you, love you, love you.


  I love you a lot…!


  Why was I hesitating so much before?


  What was I afraid of before?


  I can’t believe I couldn’t reply to this wonderful man’s confession on the spot.


  But everything is fine now.


  Thanks to my daughter, I managed to realize my own feelings.


  “Takkun…”


  I gave a step forward.


  I’m not going to hesitate anymore.


  I’m not going to hesitate anymore!


  He loves me and I also love him.


  That’s all, that’s all that matters in this world.


  There’s nothing that’s stopping us.


  So all that’s left is to give ourselves to these passionate feelings inside our hearts.


  Everything is fine.


  There’s nothing to worry about.


  We don’t need words anymore…


  
    
      

      
    

  

  …And so.


  Due to the incident with Miu, since I was in a completely strange mood, I skipped every step couples take and went straight for the kiss.


  As if I succumbed to my repressed feelings, my mind and heart changed to love gear and I floored the accelerator.


  Naturally, due to my hurried actions… due to me expressing my feelings skipping over several steps… another mishap happened between us.


  I realized later that I should have really said something.


  After all, words were necessary.
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LOVE KAISER GLOSSARY 3

 "MY TRUMP CARD ... REVERSIBILITY.

THE SECONDARY KAISER, LOVE KAISER SOLITAIRE, HIYLMI KUINAJUA, SAID THIS LINE IN EPISODE 36 OF
LOVE KAISER JOKER. SHE WAS BRAINWASHED INTO BELIEVING THAT SHE WAS THE "JOKER® THE 00T OF
ACL 2L, AND TEMPORARILY ABANOONED, THE BATTLEFIELD AFTER FINOING OUT ABOUT THE EANWASHING.
HALEWAY INTO THE MAIN STORY. HOWEVER, IN ELYSILM, & PLACE BETWEEN THIS PLACE AND THE
LNDERWORLO, SHE FINDS LOVE KAISER KITTY AGAIN, WO SHE HAD KILLED IN THE FIRST EPISODE, FROM
HER, SHE RECEIVES THE POWER OF THE ACE OF HEARTS AND RETURNS TO THE BATTLEFIELD AS LOVE
KAISER SOLITAIRE, ENPRESS FORM

HOWEVER, THE EMPRESS FOPM, THAT FUSES THE ACE OF HEARTS AND THE QUEEN OF SPADES CARDS, IS
A FOREIDDEN POWER THAT SHORTENS HED LIFE THE LONGER SHE USES IT WHEN THE LOVE KatSER
BATTLE STARTEQ 10 QEACH TS CLINAY, THE ENPRESS FORM STARTED TO EAT INTO HIVUMI'S BODY AND.
SOUL. TN EPISODE 35, THE LAST BOSS APPEARED AND SHE FOUEHT JOKER IN HER EMERESS FORM, BUT
LOST "NexT Tite YOL TRANSFORM, YOUR LIFE WILL REACH ITS END. JOKER WARNED HER, HOWEVES, IN
EPISODE 3¢, WITH THE PLIRPOSE OF PROTECTING, THE CITY FROM JOKER'S SOLDIERS, SHE MADE HER.
LAST TOANSFORMATION WHILE PRONOLNCING THE WOBDS PREVIOSLY MENTIONED. HED FINAL
TRANSEORMATION, IN WHICH SHE GAVE HER LIFE, WASN'T WITH THE PLIDPOSE OF DEFEATING HER NENESIS,
THE JOKER, OF FOR HER OWN VICTORY IN THE BATILE BETWEEN THE KAISEGS, BUT RATHER SINPLY FOR
THE PURPOSE OF PROTECTING THE COMMON FOLK FRON THE SOLOIERS. IN EQISODE 37, AFTER
PROTECTING THE CITY AT THE END OF THE MORTAL BATILE, HIYUNI'S ENTISE B00Y TUBNS INTO DUST ANO.
DISAPPEADS DUE TO THE COST OF EXERCISING A FORBIDDEN POWES BEYOND ITS5 LIMITS,

DESPITE HER DEATH BEING TERRIELE, HIYLI DIED HAPPY AND SATISFIED.

SHE ALWAYS LIKED GEING ALONE AND NEVER GOT ALONG WTH THE OTHERS WELL, AND ALWAYS SAID
T S0 B CE NeRSELx TOF HER OWN SURVITAL: BUT 41 THE END OF T FEROZIOLIS BATTLe,
S S ENGE S T Sre A Ay OREANT ABOLT SECONNE THe HEROINE, D SACPEIED Hee
QN TIFE 00 42 SALE OF PLOAE SIE NEVER KNEw THE HOVED THEHEART OF MANY SPECTATORS
B TS Tt ENPRESS FOOM INEIS00ES 56 AND 37 WECe GIPCELENT FROM NOBUAL, N THE 1Y
T LO04E Lee S MiB BT VNS FEd S0k A5 THE HPGIL WERSHE CALLED 1 T New

THE EIGHT WINGS WERE A COUNTER FOR HER LIFE, AND WHICH SHE WAS LOSING ONE BY ONE AS TIE
PASSED, AND WHEN HIYUM LOST HER LAST WING, SHE OTED.

INITIALLY, THEQE WERE NO PLANS TO GIVE HER A LNIQLEE FINAL FORM TO 4 SECONDASY KAISER, BUIT
YU KUNAJINA BECANE UNEXPECTEOLY POPULAR, WHICH IS WHY THEY HAD TO HUPPIEOLY THINK Up OF
NEW EPISODES AND A NEW FORM, BECALISE OF THIS, THE TOYS THAT WERE RELEASED DUGING THE.
ORIGINAL RUN DION'T INCLUIOE THE SPECIAL SOUNDS OF THE "NEW EMPRESS FORM' TRANSFORMATION.
HOWEVER, AFTER THE SEGIES ENOED TS BROADCAST, THE RELEASED TOYS WITH SPECIAL SOUNDS AND
VOICES FOR AN ADULT AUDIENCE THROLEH PRENTLIN DANEAL

« MARIA TSUNAGI

A IAPANESE VOICE ACTRESS, SHE MADE HER DEGT IN LOVE KAISER JOKER AS THE SECONDARY KAISER,
LOVE Khieze =OLTilee, EVEp SNCE Hep DEGLT SHE'S GEeN A HEATED COMIEGSATON TOPIC, SiCE

LNCARING ATTITIDE DREW THE ATTENTION OF THE DIPECTOR AND SHE WAS APPROVED FOR THE ROLE OF
HIVEM KUNATHA,

OUOING THE SHOW'S GEOAOCAST SHE CALNLY 10 HEE WORK AND HEE CACEER 4S A UOICE ACTOESS
R G Bt SRRB2 T T ENBIIE D2 Tk SH, SVB SHIpSENLY SANGLNCED Tt SHE
VES | ERINE e SOk S oERLy SATY. " GINT G2 WANT 10 BE & VOIZE ACTRESS, T BN T
O 7O NG o O AL AINE Fop GioLe 1GE LOVE KAGER - Wi TS, S SPAPKED 0T OF
R B o G A e S GLNE s ia it AN YOICE e SHTEe
R e e AN AMATION I FOp ACHLTS T WO b SECEASED I
BE cantal 16 2k L o e ORI O Lo

B o e N e 2 S I ST o oo premcioare
R N e N S GeeeR d ot RSS2 AN IO PR
O S ROEd (122 Vet N THE HOWES, Gu BLE 10 A PROSLEN Wit THE VOICE ACTRESS,
SRBNoBLGe e

HOWEVER, LAST YEAD, DURING THE ANNLIAL SLWNER MOVIE "LOVE KAISER  FOREVER MEMORIES, " MARIA
TSUNAG! HERSELE SHOWED Lip AS A VOICE ACTRESS AND PLAYED HYLIAI KLINAJINA SINCE SHE HAD

THE LOVE KAISEQ SEQIES WS A DAGK HISTORY TO HEG, HER SUDDEN APPEAPANCE, WHICH NO
INFORMATION HAD BEEN GIVEN BEFOREHAND, WAS A BIE SURPRISE TO THE FANS.

ALTHOLIGH THEQE WERE SOME FANS THAT WEREN'T HAPPY AGOUT HER RETUBN DLEE TO HER OLD.
COMMENT ABOLIT ANWIE FOR GIELS LIKE LOVE KAISER.* MANY OF THEM WERE REJOICING WITH THE
BETUGN OF HIYLIM KUINAJINA. AFTER THE MOVIE, MASIA TSUNAS! GAVE A FAVORABLE COMMENT, SAYING
THAT: *HIYLM] KLINAJWA 1S A SPECIAL AND DEAS CHARACTER TO M, AND WHAT SHE THINKS ABOLT HER
DEGUT IN THE SERIES RIEHT NOW... ONLY SHE KNOWS.
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