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  Volume 4 Prologue


  
    
      

      
    

  

  ♥


  “This… isn’t good enough, Shirando-sensei.”


  Staring at the eyes of my work colleague through the monitor screen, I chose the words carefully… however, the words weren’t the most comforting ones.


  “The plot of the sixth volume… how to say, it’s very redundant and doesn’t seem at all like your style. You’re just repeating the same things you did in the previous volumes and the story doesn’t move at all.”


  The person who I was talking with was Hakushi Shirando-sensei.


  She’s a writer working for me who mainly writes light novels.


  Originally, she was someone who posted her novels in a website, but 4 years ago, I contacted her and helped her debut as a novelist.


  Since then, I’ve been her editor in chief.


  We’ve worked together in several works and are currently publishing a romantic comedy titled “I want to be your childhood friend.”


  The protagonist, a university student who lived a grim youth, suddenly obtains the ability to time travel one day. Using this ability, the protagonist tries to become childhood friends with a girl from his club, who he has an unrequited love with. Things don’t go as well as he planned and at the same time, he ends up becoming the childhood friend of another girl… A very unusual romantic comedy.


  Currently, 5 volumes have been published.


  It’s been really popular since its release and there’s already an anime in the works.


  By the way, “Hakushi Shirando” is a nickname that gives the impression that the author is a male, but she’s an author in her 20s. She’s young, very young…


  “The ending of the last volume ended up being quite exciting, and I thought that Reiji and Akina would finally end up together… But their relationship started to stumble again. I can’t approve this setting.” I said clearly.


  It was something difficult to say, but it wouldn’t be good for either of us if I didn’t.


  The draft’s setting of the sixth volume was clearly terrible.


  It wasn’t something that the usual Shirando-sensei would write.


  I was wondering if there was a reason for it, but the subsequent answer from Shirando-sensei cleared my doubts.


  “I see… So you wrote it thinking about the anime adaptation.”


  “——”


  “I understand that you want to prolong the series as much as possible if it’s going to get an anime adaptation. After all, if the plot advances and the main characters end up together, the anime series would be shorter.”


  “——”


  “Frankly speaking… I can’t say there won’t be any risks of sales lowering if they end up together. For the romantic comedy genre… it’s undeniable that people tend to lose interest when the conclusion is getting closer.”


  I think there are many different ways to enjoy romantic comedies… but I think one of them is because you want to find out how its conclusion.


  The conclusion… the ending of the story.


  In harem romantic comedies, the story ends the moment the protagonist picks one of the heroines.


  Or in romantic comedies with only 1 heroine, the story ends when the two main leads date after many mishaps within the plot.


  The process of reaching those conclusions is one of the best parts of romantic comedies… The readers want to enjoy the development of relationships in real time.


  As if it was a live show.


  Since the love story’s ending is not yet decided, they’re excited to see what’s next.


  And on the other hand.


  If you know how it’s going to end, there’s a risk of people losing interest in the story’s romance… Like that sensation you get when a festival reaches its conclusion.


  “Pairing up the protagonists before the anime begins… could have negative repercussions for the anime. A lot of spoilers could spread on the internet and people might just say ‘I already know who he’s going to end up with, so what’s the point of watching?’”


  But despite that, I kept going.


  “The most important part of a literary work is to be interesting.” I said. “The anime is the anime, and the original work is the original work. If you get obsessed with the anime, it will have a negative effect on your writing. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not saying prolonging the series is wrong in itself… But in this case, it’s very obvious that you’re forcing it to prolong the story.”


  “——”


  “Of course I noticed. After all, I’ve been in charge of you since your debut.”


  “——”


  “Shirando-sensei, please don’t worry about the anime and write a story you’re satisfied with. You don’t have to worry about prolonging it. For the sake of your writing and the characters, it’s better if you write something that’s as natural as possible, without worrying about external factors like those.”


  “——”


  “Yes. Plus, the fact that they become a couple doesn’t mean that the story ended. I believe many readers will want to see what happens after they start going out. So, to meet your reader’s expectations, I think you should keep writing what happens to them after they start dating.”


  “——”


  “Yes, right. In the first place… if they don’t start going out after the emotional way the previous volume ended, the readers will be very disappointed. ‘Those 2 are still playing dumb? You can’t be serious’, that’s probably what they’ll think. Hesitating indefinitely… they know their feelings are mutual, but they keep beating around the bush… There’s a limit to how indecisive people can be.”


  “——”


  “Anyways, prioritize how to make your novel interesting, and leave the anime to us, LightShip. We’ll do everything possible so the anime lives up to your expectations. Right, Oinomori-san?”


  “Yes, leave it to us.”


  In he shared screen, Oinomori-san, who was next to Shirando-sensei, nodded.


  The three of us were having a meeting today.


  “…I’m sorry, Oinomori-san. You’re here with us, but we’re the only ones talking about this topic.”


  “No, it’s fine, I don’t mind. I was the one who forced you to include me here after all.” She shook her head and started laughing. “’KimiOsa’* is going to be an important project for our company. I just wanted to see how you usually hold your meeting, but there doesn’t seem to be a problem. Keep up the good work you two.” 


  *TL/N: Kimi means you, Osa is short for osananajimi which means childhood friend.


  “Ahaha. Thank you very much.”


  “——”


  “What are you saying now, you’re giving me too much credit, Shirando-sensei! I haven’t done anything special. The series become a hit and got an anime because of your own hard work.”


  After going through some of the remaining details about the adaptation, Shirando-sensei left the videocall.


  Only Oinomori-san was on my screen.


  “Shirando-sensei looked really motivated.”


  “Yeah. After all, this is her first anime adaptation.”


  Anime adaptation.


  For a light novel author, I think it’s something special.


  Obviously, it was for us editors as well.


  “It’s great that she’s motivated, but make sure she doesn’t push herself too much.”


  “I know. The author’s health is above everything else.”


  “And of course, same goes to you. And sorry for scheduling a meeting at this time despite you just getting back home.”


  “It’s fine. Shirando-sensei is also working hard during her Obon week. I can’t be the only one taking things easy.”


  TL/N: Obon (お盆) or just Bon (盆) is a Japanese Buddhist custom to honor the spirits of one’s ancestors. Dates vary due to different calendars as it’s celebrated the 13th to the 15th of the 7th month (August in the lunar calendar).


  While I said that, I looked at my surroundings.


  This wasn’t the usual house Miu and I lived in.


  I was in the second floor’s room of the house where I lived during my childhood.


  It was mid-august.


  First day of the Obon break.


  Miu and I were visiting my hometown at the north of the prefecture.


  I was at my parents’ house.


  We had arrived around noon and were planning to stay here for a few days.


  Since this house finally got the Wi-Fi network installed, I managed to do some work for a laptop I brought with me.


  “…I’m looking forward to seeing the anime adaptation of KimiOsa.” I said happily.


  “Now that I think about it, this is the first time for you.”


  “Yes, this is the first anime adaptation from something I’ve been working on from the start.”


  There have been several projects I’ve been managing halfway through, but this is the first one that I’ve been doing from the beginning that has received an anime.


  That’s why I was feeling very happy, and naturally, very excited.


  “If given the chance, I’d like to get involved in as many things as possible… but, well, guess that’s not possible. Life in Tohoku isn’t that easy.”


  In this modern era, where even places in the countryside, like my parents’ house, has Wi-Fi, long distance work is even more recommended.


  Although I lived in a suburban area, I somehow managed to land a job as an editor for an agency… but when we talk about anime, the story is a bit different.


  Unlike publishing a book, there are many different industries involved in the creation of an anime.


  Editorials, animation studios, recording studios, marketing companies… It’s an enormous project that gathers professionals from different scopes to sell that content.


  That’s what it means to get an anime adaptation.


  Getting involved in this huge business, even in the current world where you can work through the internet, it’s incredibly hard if you don’t live in Tokyo, or at least the Kanto Region.


  “I’ve been thinking of some promotional material I want to make for the anime… but since I live here, it’s impossible to me to work actively on this. I’ll send you a proposal and you can decide whether to accept it or not.”


  “…”


  “I’ll keep working with Shirando-sensei in the original work, so I’ll let the anime related stuff to you all.”


  “…Hm, well, I guess we have no choice but to work like this, at least for now.” Said Oinomori-san after thinking for a bit.


  She looked like she wanted to say something else, but before I could ask her what it was, she said:


  “By the way,” She said, changing topics. “What happened with Takumi Aterazawa-kun after that?”


  “…”


  I couldn’t say anything.


  My entire body got rigid in an instant.


  “W-Well…”


  “You’re starting to act suspiciously all of a sudden. Even though when you were working a bit ago, you were speaking so fluidly and you really looked like a very reliably editor.” Oinomori-san showed a teasing smile. “Geez, you’ve become a great editor in these last 10 years, Katsuragi-kun, but when you deal with romantic matters, you become quite pitiful.”


  “Ugh…”


  “Are things still awkward between Aterazawa-kun and you?”


  “…Yes.” I nodded.


  That’s all I could do.


   “I can’t believe you kissed him and you’re still not dating… Geez, what are you doing now?” With a sarcastic tone, she continued. “It’s basically like that, right…? In your own words, aren’t you prolonging this too much?”


  “Ugh…”


  “It’s very disappointing to not see you two dating after the emotional way it ended. You’re all still playing dumb. Hesitating indefinitely… You know that your feelings are mutual, but keep beating around the bush… There’s a limit to how indecisive you can be.”


  “U-Uuh…”


  All the words I had proudly spoused a while back were just used against me.


  “…T-That’s not fair, Oinomori-san. You can’t mix fiction and reality… Not every author and editor that work in romantic comedies are love experts.”


  “Ahaha. Well, you’re right.” She laughed heartily. “Not only authors and editors, but everyone. Dealing with fictional romantic comedies, celebrities having affairs or the romantic relationship of a friend… When it’s about other people’s matters, anyone can talk as if they were an expert. But when it’s about yourself, nothing goes like you planned. That’s just how love works.”


  “…”


  I think that she’s completely right, no matter how much I hate to admit it.


  As an editor or reader, you can look at the situation calmly and give a logical opinion.


  The protagonist’s behavior isn’t manly at all, the heroine lacks assertiveness and is stressing, those kinds of developments tend to be disliked by readers. And it’s not limited to just romantic comedies, everyone can speak wisely about this and that about celebrities’ affairs and divorces.


  But.


  When you’re the one involved, you’re surprisingly unable to act like you want to.


  You can’t choose the best solution, and even if you know it in your head, you can’t put it into practice.


  Your heart and body act on their own and you end up behaving in a weird way.


  To the point where you start to hate yourself.


  “Why don’t you try looking at yourself objectively? Look at yourself from an editor’s perspective. What should the editor Ayako Katsuragi do so that the heroine in a romantic comedy story about age difference, Ayako Katsuragi, becomes a more attractive character?”


  “…No, I’m not a heroine. I mean… It wouldn’t be easy. A heroine in her thirties and with a daughter?”


  If a writer proposed me a story like that one, I’d definitely reject it. I’d try to persuade him, telling them ‘No matter how much the age of readers is increasing nowadays, light novels are directed to middle and high school students.”


  “Well… it’s certainly may not be easy. But what if you directed the story to an adult audience?”


  “…I’m an adult heroine?”


  “With those breasts you got, yes.”


  “M-My breasts have nothing to do with this!”


  Well, they may have something to do!


  If it’s for both adults and middle and high school students, the breast size can be an important factor for sales.


  “Well, jokes aside.” Said Oinomori-san. “Since you’re now back at your childhood house, this is a great opportunity for you to get away from him for a while. Take this chance to… think calmly. About him and yourself.”


  “Haa…”


  I let out a small sigh.


  And then, slowly, I started to remember.


  Everything, from that day, from that impulsive kiss to this day, when I returned to my parents’ house.


  And about how awkward things were between us now.


  After overcoming all the obstacles, we were supposed to be together, but our romantic relationship… amazingly continued without any progress in the end.
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  I’m Ayako Katsuragi, 3X years old.


  It’s been 10 years since I started taking care of the daughter of my sister and her husband, who died in an accident.


  I spent my days thinking about how happy I’d be if my daughter married our neighbor, Takkun, in the future… but one day all of a sudden, he confessed his feelings for me.


  He said he loved me, not my daughter.


  That was surprising.


  Like a lightning bolt had suddenly struck the ground out of nowhere.


  After his confession, our relationship changed entirely.


  We couldn’t keep being simple neighbors.


  This caused me to have several internal conflicts and I came up with the pathetic decision to “postpone” my reply to his confession, but the kind Takkun willingly accepted my proposition.


  After that, we went through some events.


  I took care of him when he got a cold, we had a date and we even spent a night in a love hotel due to unavoidable circumstances.


  I was more and more conscious of him as a man as time passed and was attracted to him as a member of the opposite sex.


  And then Miu declared war on me for him… though the intentions she had for declaring it were good.


  Thanks to my daughter, I could finally realize what my own feelings were.


  I like Takkun.


  I love him.


  I simply can’t think of him as just the boy next door.


  Once I admitted it, I felt my heart being freed.


  As if the worries I was carrying had never been there to begin with.


  What was I afraid of?


  The age difference?


  Having a daughter?


  What nonsense.


  He knew all of that and said high and loud that he loved me.


  If there ever was an obstacle in our way, it was my own imagination.


  There’s nothing to fear.


  No reason to doubt.


  He loves me and I love him.


  Then, there can only be one course of action.


  If I follow my passionate feelings, everything will be all right.


  No problem.


  There’s nothing to worry about.


  We don’t need any more words.


  And then.


  Well.


  I succumbed to my feelings.


  After returning from our family trip.


  Two days before the Obon holidays.


  I kissed Takkun in the doorway when he came to give tutoring lessons to Miu.


  Completely out of nowhere, without saying a single word.


  If you’d allow me to explain, I understood my feelings and accepted them… Which made me feel as if everything came to its conclusion. I felt an overwhelming feeling of freedom, as if I had just completed all the work I had accumulated and went out to have a long vacation.


  My repressed until now feelings exploded, and I expressed excessive affection.


  Although, we still had one more important step to take.


  After the tutoring from today ended and Takkun left…


  “…Hey, mom.” Said Miu, coming into the living room. “Takkun behaved kinda weird today… He was daydreaming all the time and no matter how much I talked to him, he was still absent minded.” She said, while I was in the kitchen.


  I was in a good mood, humming to myself while washing the dishes.


  “Did something happen between you two?”


  “Hmm, well.” I answered vaguely.


  I couldn’t help but smile.


  “You could say that.”


  “W-Why are you being secretive now?”


  “Ufufu. Well, it’s probably a bit hard for you to understand. It’s an grown-ups thing.”


  “…You know, it really annoys me how you say it.” She said displeased but couldn’t hide her interest. “So… what happened?”


  She tried to act indifferently, but her curiosity was visible.


  “Hmm, well… Something happened. Something memorable.”


  I couldn’t say it!


  I was too embarrassed to tell my daughter about my first kiss with the boy I like.


  But I actually… really want to tell her!


  I want to brag a little!


  “D-Don’t tell me…” Miu, who seemed to have guessed something based on my behavior, asked, “Mom, did you finally start dating Taku-nii?”


  “…Yes, that’s what it seems.” I answered shyly and Miu’s eyes sparkled.


  Yes!


  Takkun and I are finally in a relationship!


  We’re dating!


  We’re a couple!


  A lot of things happened, but now everything’s in the past. All the incidents and obstacles only strengthened our forbidden love. Like Romeo and Juliet!


  Ah, I feel invincible!


  As if I could do anything!


  I may even cosplay as Hyumin after such a long time!


  “Heh… Heh. I see, I see. Mhm.” Miu nodded very exaggeratedly.


  There was surprise and joy mixed in her face.


  “Finally, huh… So someone’s finally taken your hand.”


  “W-Wait a moment, what do you mean by that…? You say it as if I was going to marry him. Don’t hurry things up so much.”


  “Oh, well, you do look pretty happy.”


  I felt embarrassed, but Miu looked at me in amazement.


  “Well, I am pretty surprised actually. I thought you were still going to keep hesitating for a while, but once you set your mind to something, you go all out, huh? I see you in a better light now, mom.”


  “Ehehe.”


  “Well, I guess everything went according to my perfect plan.”


  “That’s… yes, I thank you for that. Everything is thanks to my splendid daughter who gave me the little push I needed.”


  “Mhm, you’re welcome.”


  After a cheerful exchange:


  “But, really… I’m happy for you.” Miu smiled and said in relief. “Congratulations, mom.”


  “Miu… thank you. Thanks a lot.”


  Miu and I smiled.


  Ah, such bliss.


  It’s as if the entire world was dyed pink.


  My daughter encouraged me to be happy… The two of us, as family, desired the same happiness. It was something really exultant and wonderful.


  Well… soon enough, we may be 3 in the house, rather than 2.


  Just kidding!


  It’s still too soon for that!


  “Hey, mom.” Miu, who seemed to be insatiably curious, asked, “What did you tell Taku-nii when you started to date?”


  “…Huh?”


  What?


  What did I tell him?


  “What do you mean ‘huh’? You must have told him something, right? Like a confession or something like that.”


  “Oh, so that’s what you mean.”


  I nodded exaggeratedly and started to laugh.


  “You’re young… too young, Miu. What need is there for declarations and such things? Listen, adult love… doesn’t need words.”


  Yes.


  Adult love doesn’t need words.


  Most adults don’t say anything. Bothering to make a love confession to start dating… is something you only do when you’re a high schooler!


  
    
      

      
    

  

  That kiss must have been enough to express my passionate feelings!


  A kiss is a better expression of love than a million words!


  Such was my logic for adult love, but…


  “No, it doesn’t work like that.” Miu denied it completely.


  Geez, youngsters nowadays have no appreciation for passion.


  “You didn’t ask him to date or anything? Something like ‘Sorry for taking so long replying to your confession’ or ‘please treat me well from now on’.”


  “Well… Uhm… I didn’t say anything like that…”


  “…Hmmm?”


  The happiness on Miu’s face disappeared and changed to that of suspicion.


  “Huh? You didn’t say anything?”


  “No, nothing…”


  “Then… Did Taku-nii confess again?”


  “…No, actually no… Takkun didn’t say anything either…”


  “…Hmm?”


  Her suspicion then became confusion.


  As if she had just been lied to by a fox.


  “Hey, mom…” She asked in anxiety. “Are you sure you’re dating Taku-nii?”


  “…”


  Huh?


  


  “No, you’re not dating.”


  The next day.


  Holding on to the last string of hope I had, I decided to consult with Oinomori-san, but she denied it completely.


  By the way, since the matter I wanted to consult her on was really embarrassing, I used the ‘it’s a friend’ excuse, but it didn’t work at all.


  Although, well, I had already talked many things with Oinomori-san, so there was no need to get embarrassed now… but this time was a bit different.


  I was very embarrassed to consult her about this.


  That I impulsively kissed the boy that confessed to me and was wondering if we were dating now…


  “W-We aren’t dating…?”


  “No.”


  “R-Really…?”


  “Yes really.”


  “A-Are you sure…?”


  “One hundred percent.”


  It seemed to be absolute.


  She said she was one hundred percent sure… that Takkun and I weren’t dating.


  “E-Eeeeehhhh?! No way…”


  I fell to my knees and almost dropped the phone.


  “Honestly, that’s my line.” Said Oinomori-san complete amazed. “Rather, I want to ask you, why did you even think you two were dating?”


  “W-Well, because… I, uhm, how to say… Takkun confessed to me. And I was prolonging my answer…”


  “Because you’re a complicated woman who didn’t stop beating around the bush.”


  “That’s not true!”


  Well it is… That really is what happened in the end…


  But… even if it’s true, that doesn’t mean she can call me whatever she wants!


  “In short, I made him wait for my answer and then I… k-kissed him. That’s the same as accepting his confession, right? Isn’t that a more eloquent answer than anything I could say?”


  “Ah… I get it now.” Said Oinomori-san in a complicated voice. “I think I understand what you’re trying to say. Basically, the kiss was your way of saying yes, right, Katsuragi-kun?”


  “T-That’s right.”


  Of course it means yes.


  Otherwise, I wouldn’t have kissed him.


  Well… I really didn’t think much about it, but my emotions took ahold of me and I let myself get carried away.


  “B-Because in adult relationships, you don’t confess your feelings before you start dating someone, right…? It’s more about the mood, and atmosphere… and uhm… somehow, the relationship forms itself naturally, right…?”


  I think that’s how it is.


  Books and the internet also say that.


  “Well, yes… It’s true that we don’t tend to confess formally, the way high schoolers do… But that doesn’t mean you have to suddenly kiss him, right…? In the first place, I’m not sure that your romance can be considered an adult one.” Oinomori-san continued in a hesitant tone. “And in the end, what matters most is Ateraza-kun’s reaction itself, isn’t it?”


  “Takkun’s reaction…?”


  “If he understood the message well, then you’re good. Although, replying to his confession with a kiss is quite shitty—Ah, I mean, I think it’s quite romantic.”


  “…It’s too late to correct yourself.”


  I could clearly listen a ‘quite shitty.’


  Though she probably wanted me to hear it.


  “In the end, romance is a matter between the involved parties. There isn’t a clear-cut way to do things, so while you two are happy, it’s okay. Yes, you two.”


  “…”


  “Tell me more about what happened. What did you talk about when you kissed? Be as specific as you can without acting like a teenager in love.”


  “…Uhm.”


  After taking a deep breath, I started to remember what had happened.


  I tried to remember as objective as possible the happy memories dyed pink and the exchange we had when I was drunk on love.


  


  Our lips touched for about 10 seconds.


  Takkun was completely rigid, probably due to the shock.


  As for me, I took advantage of him staying still to do as I pleased. I put my arms around his neck and hugged him, pressing my lips against his.


  With passion, momentum and fierceness.


  I enjoyed his soft lips as if I were devouring them.


  Eventually, that wonderful moment came to an end.


  Slowly, I separated my lips from his as if I was forced to let them go.


  “A-Ayako-san…?”


  While I was rejoicing in the aftertaste, Takkun raised his voice, terribly confused.


  “Uh… W-What was that…” He asked with his entire face painted a bright red.


  And I… Put my index finger on his mouth.


  This time, I used my finger to touch a place I had never touched with my lips.


  As if telling him to not ask such trivial things.


  “…”


  “It’s okay. You don’t have to say anything, Takkun.” I said with a calm voice, as if I understood everything in the universe.


  I thought I didn’t need words.


  I thought I could never express these passionate feelings with just words.


  With a passionate kiss, I thought I could express him everything.


  That the two of us were finally connected…


  “Uh… U-Uhm…”


  “Come on. Miu is waiting for you. Do your best tutoring her.”


  “…Y-Yes.”


  Takkun’s face remained bewildered from beginning to end, and seemed like he wanted to say or ask something, but in the ended up not saying anything and went up the second floor where Miu was waiting for him.


  We didn’t discuss anything specific about our relationship…


  


  “…What?! We’re not dating?!” I exclaimed with a surprised voice when I finished assessing my memories objectively.


  “Huh? Huh?


  We’re not dating at all!


  In fact, we didn’t even speak about the matter!


  One side had the impression that everything had concluded, while the other didn’t understand anything and nothing had concluded for him.


  It’s weird… In the world from my point of view, the flame of passion calmly burned and thought everything had been settled romantically, like the climax from a black and white movie, but in the objective world, nothing had been settled.


  Rather, we haven’t communicated properly!


  “I see, looks like Aterazawa-kun had a very normal reaction to the situation. He tried to ask a natural question about the sudden kiss. Normally, that would have led to talks about whether you’d date or not.” Oiomori-san continued. “But you, Katsuragi-kun… didn’t let that conversation begin.”


  “…?!”


  Noooo!


  W-What did I do?!


  Why?!


  Why didn’t I let Takkun talk?!


  Why did I interrupt him as if telling him not to ask trivial questions?!


  It wasn’t trivial at all! It was very necessary!


  ‘It’s okay. You don’t have to say anything, Takkun.’… As if!


  Why did you behave as if you were a damn love expert?!


  “My god… the hell are you doing?” Said Oinomori-san exasperated.


  It was rare for her, who usually spoke sarcastically and teasingly, say something in a voice of pure exasperation.


  I guess that’s just how bad my situation was.


  “It’s… It’s not like that, Oinomori-san… I-I had no ill intent, I was just excited and extremely happy at the time… I felt like I had overcome all obstacles and reached the finish line…”


  “Well… I get that.” Said Oinomori-san. “It must not have been easy for you to admit your feelings for Aterazawa-kun. The age difference, your daughter, changing your perception and seeing him as a man and think about a future life with him… You had to think a lot of things, so I understand it took you some time and bravery to make a choice.”


  “…”


  “Thanks to Miu-chan’s push, you managed to make a choice… But since you short-circuited your brain so badly before that, now that you finally made up your mind, you got too excited and thought everything was set and done…”


  “Y-Yes…”


  Yes, it’s just as she says.


  My love story with Takkun.


  All the obstacles on the way were created by me, or to be more specific, everything could be solved if I made up my mind.


  And I did make up my mind.


  I reached the conclusion that I loved him.


  To be more accurate… I was so willing to date him that I was willing to steal him from my daughter, though it turned out she also supported me.


  I felt so liberated.


  I was so excited for getting a happy ending.


  But in the end… I kissed him impulsively, and then told him he didn’t need to say anything, acting like a mysterious woman who is telling him to guess my intentions.


  “How to explain it… it’s as if a recent graduate had just landed a job in the company he wanted, but then went out to party in order to celebrate, and caused a ruckus, which resulted in him getting fired.”


  “…That sounds horrible.”


  It’s too cruel.


  It’s a catastrophe that can change your life drastically.


  Losing all the hard work you had done so far.


  “Well, I guess it can’t be helped that you act rashly. For you, this is your first boyfriend in 10 years, isn’t it? Since you started taking care of Miu-chan 10 years ago, you haven’t dated anyone. If you suddenly start a car that has been abandoned for 10 years, it’s not strange that an accident happens.”


  “…What 10 years, I’ve never…”


  “Huh…?”


  “Ah, wait.”


  “Katsuragi-kun… Don’t tell me you…”


  “…T-That’s right! Do you have a problem with that?! I’ve never had a boyfriend in my life!” I yelled, throwing a tantrum before she said anything. “…I-I’m not at fault that a chance never showed up for me. I went to a high school and university that had more girls than boys… And I didn’t have time for those things after I started taking care of Miu…”


  “So that’s how it was.” Said Oinomori-san understandingly. “I’m sorry for being so surprised. There’s nothing to be ashamed of. I don’t think it’s even than unusual nowadays. I guess that’s way you’re so pure.”


  …I don’t think that’s a good thing, though.


  And it’s not like there never was an opportunity, I simply didn’t try to do anything by myself.


  “I see, I now understand that this isn’t your first in 10 years, but the first in your entire life. I understand now why you were so hesitant and scatterbrained.” And then she added. “So… Katsuragi-kun, given that you’ve never had a boyfriend… was your kiss with Aterazawa-kun your first kiss?”


  “…T-That’s right.”


  “Haah… I see. I don’t know what to tell you… You went all out on your first kiss.”


  “U-Uuh…”


  Uwaa, geez, what the hell was I doing?!


  That was my memorable first kiss!


  Why did I lose all self-control?!


  “W-What should I do now…?”


  “Explain everything with words.” Said Oinomori-san with a sigh. “I love you, please go out with me. You have to express it with words.”


  “…I guess so.”


  It’s the only way.


  I have no choice but to express it with words.


  I was so excited that I thought I didn’t need to say anything, but that wasn’t the case.


  Looks like words are necessary after all.


  I get it.


  I get it in my head.


  But…


  “…Um, err… Uuh… What kind of face should I make when I say that…?”


  I mean, we kissed already.


  And I now have to turn back and confirm if we’re dating or not?


  S-So embarrassing… It’s entirely my fault, but still, it’s embarrassing.


  “I guess you’ll have to do your best explaining it from zero. Tell him you got so excited that you decided to reply to his confession with a kiss.”


  “…”


  …Isn’t that a bit hard?


  It’s like having to explain your own jokes.


  “I know it’s embarrassing, but I’d feel bad for Aterazawa-kun if you didn’t do it soon enough.”


  “…Uuh… Y-You’re right.”


  I’m only thinking about myself, but the one having the hardest time here is Takkun.


  From my point of view, I felt I had settled everything with a romantic reply to his confession, but from Takkun’s point of view…


  I suddenly kissed him, and when he tried to ask why, I interrupted him, telling him he didn’t have to say anything.


  


  Uwaa… Uwaaaaaaaa!


  “Takkun is probably really confused, isn’t he…?”


  “I’d bet that’s the case…”


  “…D-Do you think I’m being too cruel here?”


  “Not cruel per se… I’d say repulsive.” Said Oinomori-san with slight disgust. “If you look objectively at the facts… A woman on her 30s kissed the boy who lives next door, without his consent… You should be thankful Aterazawa-kun is 20 years old, because if he was underaged… What you did would essentially be a crime.”


  “…”


  I felt like my soul was about to leave my body.


  I was so ecstatic because our feelings were mutual that I completely renounced the need for communication and got excited by myself… But looks like I had almost committed a crime.  


  


  I have to do something.


  But what?


  The next day, I kept thinking about this nonstop.


  Of course, I understand there’s only one thing to do.


  But… It’s really embarrassing for some reason.


  It’s unusually embarrassing.


  I don’t know what face to make when I see him.


  Ah, geez, why did I have to kiss him? If it hadn’t been for that kiss, I feel like I wouldn’t have as many problems. I feel like I can’t do anything but make things worse, despite how well things were aligning for a happy ending.


  It’s as if the straight road had turned into a labyrinth…


  But I can’t give myself the luxury of worrying about this forever.


  Because even in this moment, I’m sure that Takkun is having a hard time.


  I need to clear things up soon… But it’s embarrassing. Saying it directly is impossible, so I need a plan… Argh, I better not. If I do that, I’ll definitely make things even more complicated. It would be better to get carried away and… No, well, I’m the type of woman that if she gets carried away, will kiss him without asking or explaining anything. Be it a well thought out plan or a direct attack, everything leads to my own destruction… What kind of woman am I? Ah, geez, what should I do…?


  I had spent some time worrying and agonizing just like this.


  And apparently, God wasn’t kind enough to give a miserable woman a lot of time to worry.


  “Huh…?”


  “Ah.”


  Suddenly, I met with Takkun in front of my house.


  Because he and I are neighbors.


  Even without trying to, we ended up seeing each other coincidentally at least once a week.


  We crossed each other right as I was about to go buy groceries for dinner.


  He was wearing a sports shirt and carried a bag over his shoulder, which made me think he was heading to a club meeting at his university.


  “Ayako-san…” His face showed a mix of embarrassment and awkwardness.


  On the other hand, I… wasn’t worried about the awkwardness anymore.


  “Uhm… about yesterday…”


  “…~~~~?!”


  Turn.


  I turned my head as hard as I could.


  Uh? What? Why?


  Why… did I turn my head? No, I can’t do that. But although I understand that in my head… my body isn’t obeying me.


  I can’t look at him in the face.


  Extreme tension, embarrassment, anxiety and guilt for yesterday’s incident… and a renewed feeling of love.


  Too many emotions surged all at once and my head went blank.


  I felt overwhelmed.


  “…Ayako-san…”


  “D-Don’t come any closer!”


  I extended my arms to prevent him from coming any closer.


  I acted as if I was rejecting him on reflex.


  “W-Wait… P-Please, minute a minute…”


  I was panicking quite hard.


  I didn’t know what to say.


  My brain wasn’t working at all


  But… I had to say something.


  I had to explain to him the embarrassing action I took to reply to his feelings, the kiss, was just momentaneous madness…


  “I-It’s not what you think… What happened yesterday, well, how to say it… I wasn’t thinking right! So, if possible, could you please forget it happened…?”


  “Huh…?”


  While I was desperately trying to make excuses, Takkun raised his voices, dumbstruck.


  It was a clearly shocked ‘huh.’


  “You weren’t thinking straight…?”


  “Y-Yes. I wasn’t thinking straight, or rather, an outburst of the moment…”


  “Outburst of the moment…?”


  Takkun said with a deeply despaired voice… Hm?


  Huh?


  Wait a second…


  What I just said… Isn’t that as if I just said that the kiss was just something I did on a whim?!


  No, no, it’s not like that!


  What I meant to say with that was that I was feeling ecstatic and used the kiss as an answer to his confession!


  That’s what I want you to forget!


  I kissed you… because I wanted to kiss you. It wasn’t an error or a whim.


  T-This is bad…


  I had to properly tell him my feelings.


  Otherwise, I’ll turn into the worst kind of woman who kisses for fun and then immediately tells the person to forget it.


  I’ll become a villainess who seduces and plays with pure-hearted boys!


  And that was probably also Takkun’s first kiss…!


  “Then it wasn’t that important for you…”


  “Y-You’re wrong! It’s not like that… It’s not like that.”


  I desperately thought about how to explain everything, but my head wasn’t working.


  I was started to get impatient because I couldn’t talk and think clearly.


  “It’s not like it wasn’t important to me… but there’s a part of me who got carried away… that’s why I didn’t like it… Ah, but that doesn’t mean I regret it… No, maybe a little… But… Argh, it’s not like that, it’s not like that… Uuh…”


  I couldn’t believe the tangled mess of words that was coming out of my mouth.


  And my thoughts were even worse.


  My head and feelings were in a complete chaos, and I didn’t know what to say at all.


  Regret, disappointment, tension, guilt, embarrassment… I felt overwhelmed by a lot of different feelings.


  I wanted to run away from here right now… But.


  I couldn’t leave now.


  If I did, I would only make the misunderstanding worse.


  And more importantly… I would deeply hurt Takkun.


  I had already confused him enough with the kiss.


  I’m sure that he must have been very confused and bewildered.


  I definitely wanted to avoid prolonging this and confusing him any longer.


  “W-Wait a moment, Takkun… Fuu, Haa. Fuu, haa.”


  I breathed deeply to recover myself mentally.


  Okay.


  I can do it.


  I’ll explain everything right here, right now.


  No matter how embarrassing it may be, I’ll tell him everything.


  I’ll explain how this happened and about my own feelings.


  Words are not needed… I’ll let go of those silly presumptions and tell him everything with words.


  “L-Listen, Takkun…”


  I finally made up my mind and opened my mouth.


  However, God felt like giving me one more trial.


  For some reason, God didn’t like me at all.


  I wonder if this was some sort of punishment God was giving me for making him wait for so long.


  “Oh, you two.”


  “…?!”


  
    
      

      
    

  

  I got startled.


  My breathing, that I had regulated with deep breaths, suddenly went haywire again.


  The person who showed up was Tomomi Aterazawa-san.


  Takkun’s mother.


  She walked to us with a reusable bag in her hand.


  It was pure coincidence.


  Since… we’re neighbors!


  We’re neighbors!


  I meet up with them by chance at least once a week.


  Both Takkun and her mother.


  Besides, it was about time to make dinner, so, just like me, many were on their way home after doing their respective grocery shopping.


  That’s why… There was nothing weird with meeting with Tomomi-san, who also was returning from dinner shopping, outside my house.


  It was just a coincidence, but one that had a high likelihood of happening.


  But even then.


  Why did it have to be right now…?!


  “What are you two doing here?” She asked us.


  “No, we’re not doing anything in particular.”


  “U-Uhm…”


  And of course, we both panicked.


  We both looked away from Tomomi-san and the mood turned very awkward.


  And then.


  “…Huh? Oh, could it be that…” Her eyes widened for a moment and then smiled wryly, “am I interrupting something?”


  “…”


  “M-Mom…”


  We both shuddered.


  It looked like Tomomi-san, who already knew a little about our relationship, had guessed and imagined things in this indescribable mood.


  “Oh, my… I’m so sorry. I saw you two and couldn’t help but greet you. I don’t want to third wheel you two, so I’ll leave right now. Please keep goi—”


  “I-It’s nothing!” I was so embarrassed and nervous that I couldn’t help but scream. “It’s really nothing! We simply met up by chance and decided to talk a bit… Uhm, well… I need to make dinner, so if you’d excuse me!” I said and got away from that place as if I were escaping.


  In the end, I never managed to give Takkun a proper explanation.


  My chest was full of guilt… But I couldn’t do it!


  It was impossible!


  I had made up my mind and prepared for it.


  I did breathing exercises and gathered all my courage.


   I didn’t want cause Takkun any more trouble, so I decided to give it my all.


  But it was impossible!


  I don’t have the courage to confess to him in front of his mom!


  


  After that.


  The relationship between us… became even more awkward.


  Well… that’s entirely my fault.


  It’s not Takkun’s fault at all.


  Everything is my fault.


  And to make things worse, the Obon holidays started the following day.


  I was planning to return to my hometown with Miu.


  I’d be physically away from home for 2 days, where the encounter rate with the neighbors was very high.


  “Miu, did you forget anything?”


  “Nope.”


  Early morning…


  After getting our luggage in the trunk, Miu and I got in the car.


  “Did you finish all your summer homework?”


  “I haven’t, but it’s fine.”


  “…What do you mean it’s fine? Miu, you haven’t done any of your homework at all, haven’t you?”


  As a mother, I couldn’t help but express my worries.


  I’ve seen her doing the homework Takkun gave her, but I think she hasn’t done many of her high school’s.


  So, what was ‘fine’ here?


  We’re halfway through summer already.


  “I’ve been regressively planning everything from the last day, so I’m fine. If I get serious after Obon, I’m sure I can do it. There are no errors in my calculations.”


  “…If you had the time to plan everything out, why didn’t you just do them instead?”


  Why wait until the last day to do them?


  It’s a dangerous planning that, if you get sick even for a day, you’re done for.


  Well… there are some writers working for me who say ‘I can’t get motivated unless I’m cornered.’ That kind of people… show a tremendous momentum trying to finish everything on time, though they sometimes don’t make it for the first delivery term.


  “Well, let’s forget about me. How about you, mom? Aren’t you forgetting anything?”


  “Me? I’m fine. I have my laptop on me. By the way, Miu, I may have a meeting later, so can you and your grandparents—”


  “I’m not talking about that.” Said Miu, without letting me finish. “I don’t mean anything physical, but rather psychological.”


  “Psychological…?” I repeated like a parrot, not understanding her.


  And then I looked out the passenger seat’s window.


  I looked at the house next door, meaning, the Aterazawa family household.


  “Oh, it’s Taku-nii.”


  “~~~~~?!”


  I hid on reflex on the driver’s seat.


  I desperately crouched as much as possible so my head wouldn’t be visible from outside.


  And after a few seconds…


  “Just kidding.” Said Miu happily.


  “…Huh? I-It was a lie…?”


  “Looks like you did forget something important after all.”


  Seeing my so startled, Miu let out a big sigh.


  Forgot something psychological.


  I finally understood the meaning of those words.


  “Geez, why are you hiding?”


  “B-Because… No reason in particular, it’s just awkward for me to look at his face right now.”


  It’s not like I want to avoid him.


  But… It’s awkward for me.


  I don’t know what face to make when I see him.


  Until I’m mentally prepared, I won’t know what to say.


  And due to that anguish and conflict, I hid on reflex.


  “Haah… I can’t believe this.” Said Miu, completely dumbstruck. “I thought you two were finally dating, but it was in fact, just you getting excited on your own and misunderstanding everything and you two are actually not dating yet. How are you so talented in making everything much more complicated than it needs to be?”


  “…S-Shut up…”


  “Yesterday you met up with Taku-nii and didn’t make any progress either, right?”


  “Well, that’s because… I-I couldn’t help it. When his mother showed up… it became impossible to continue talking about that, so… Uuh…”


  “And you plan on starting your Obon holidays leaving things awkward, right?” Miu said and then shrugged her shoulders. “Why don’t you just fix everything right now?”


  “Huh? N-Now…?”


  “Taku-nii is probably at home. Fix everything before we leave.”


  “W-Wait a moment, Miu…” I said, hurriedly trying to oppose her suggestion. “I can’t just get in and do that, you know?”


  Fix everything before we leave?


  It’s not as simple as going to the bathroom.


  “F-For starters… this is really important for both of us, so we need to wait for the right time when we’re calm and then discuss everything in private…”


  “Don’t you keep overcomplicating everything because you always say things like that?”


  “Ugh…”


  Miu looked at me coldly.


  “Think about Takkun’s feelings a little bit more, will you? Right now, he must be on limbo without knowing what to do.”


  “…I know.” I nodded, bearing her reproachful gaze. “I know I’m causing harm to Takkun. That’s why I don’t want to make him wait any longer.”


  I made up my mind.


  “When we return… I’ll speak to him properly.”


  I’ll do it when we return from my parents’ house.


  When the Obon holidays are over.


  In other words, in three days… I’ll confess my feelings to Takkun.


  I’ll reply to his confession, which I’ve been prolonging for so long, and tell him exactly what I feel about him.


  “You mean it?”


  “I-I mean it. I won’t prolong this any longer. I’ll contact Takkun right now.”


  I took out my phone and started to write a message to Takkun.


  First, I started by apologizing for yesterday’s incident.


  Then, I informed him we were visiting my parents’ house.


  And lastly…


  


  ‘When I return, I want to talk with you.


  It’s something important.


  That’s why… please, just give me some more time.’


  


  The moment I was about to press the send button, I was still hesitating.


  But… I pressed it anyways.


  There was no other option but to press it.


  I know that what I’m doing is pathetic. Asking him for more time at this stage. That’s why, I at least wanted to contact him. If I was going to make him wait more, I wanted to make sure I would tell him right after.


  “…Sent.”


  “Hmm.” Miu nodded indifferently.


  I turned on the car.


  And, taking a look at the Aterazawa family house, we passed by it.


  Volume 4 Chapter 2
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  “…Haah, I don’t understand anything at all…” I complained out loud, holding a glass of highball* on my hand.


  *TL/N: Type of whiskey.


  Satoya, who was sitting next to me, was laughing at my sorry state.


  The first night of Obon…


  We were drinking alcohol together in Satoya’s room.


  Like typical university students, we were drinking in an apartment.


  His house was outside the prefecture, so he lived on his own in a students’ apartment. This year, he had already returned home at the start of August, to avoid the Obon traffic jams.


  He had told me before that his girlfriend would return to her parents’ home, so he’d be free during Obon.


  Thus, I gave him a call and went to drink at his apartment.


  Neither Satoya nor I are particularly big on drinking, but today I wanted to drink something.


  “Shit… Why is she making me suffer like this…?”


  “Fufufu. It’s quite rare to see you lose composure like this.” Satoya tilted his glass and laughed as if it was someone else’s problem.


  
    
      

      
    

  

  By the way, he was drinking canned Chūhai*.


  *TL/N: Abbreviation of “shōchū highball” (焼酎ハイボール), look it up if you’re interested.


  Looks like he liked sweet alcohol that tastes like juice.


  “But it’s unusual for you to want to drink something like this.”


  “…Sometimes, I just want to drink something.” I said, pouring more whisky on my empty glass and adding some carbonated water.


  When I tend to drink highball, I prepare it with a balanced taste in mind, but right now, I don’t care about that. As long as I could get wasted, anything was fine.


  “I… really don’t get Ayako-san.”


  Due to the alcohol, I was saying things I wouldn’t normally say.


  “The day after she suddenly kissed me, she clearly looked awkward and when I thought she was going to say something, my mom comes and interrupts us… What was all that about? What’s with all the insinuations? What am I supposed to do now…?”


  In the last few days, my head has been full of thoughts about my kiss with Ayako-san.


  The unexpected and first kiss of my life.


  Furthermore, it was the person I love who kissed me.


  It’s impossible for me to not be happy.


  I don’t know how many times I’ve fantasized with kissing her these last few years. I’ve had a lot of perverted fantasies in a lot of different situations.


  But… I’ve never fantasized a situation like this one.


  Of being suddenly kissed and then being avoided.


  “There, there. She texted you, didn’t she? She wanted to speak to you when she gets back, so just hold on for a couple days.”


  “…Well, that’s true.”


  I received a message this morning.


  “When I get back, I want to talk to you. It’s an important conversation.”


  If she says something like that, I can’t do anything but accept.


  I’ll have to be patient for a couple more days until Obon is over.


  Considering that I’ve waited for 10 years, this isn’t much.


  But…


  “Right now… a couple days seem to be as long as life itself.”


  What does she want to talk about?


  What’s she thinking of right now?


  You can’t help but imagine all kinds of things and I was dying to know the answers.


  These 3 days of Obon felt like an eternity.


  “Ayako-san doesn’t understand… how much influence she has over my heart with every unconscious action she takes. She’s always been like this…”


  I’ve been one-sidedly in love with her for 10 years.


  I don’t know how many times my heart has beaten faster for these unconscious gestures.


  To Ayako-san, I was just a kid… That’s why she was always acting defenseless and was full of openings, and somehow, there were a lot of indecent moments due to that.


  To be honest… I’ve seen her underwear many times.


  “Certainly. Ayako-san definitely is at fault this time.” Agreed Satoya. “When you told me you’ve been in love with a woman who’s 10 years older than you for 10 years, I was wondering what kind of wonderful adult woman she was, but… Ayako-san doesn’t look like an adult at all.” He smiled wryly. “Of course, as a member of society and as a mother, I think she’s an excellent person… But when it’s about love, I don’t know if it’s inexperience or immaturity, but I just feel she’s dumb… To be honest, I think she’s a rather problematic woman.”


  “Hey, that’s enough. Don’t you dare talk any more shit about her.”


  “Huh…?”


  When I complained, Satoya’s face looked like a person who had just been betrayed.


  “I was just trying to support you… Or rather, you’re the one who started complaining about her.”


  “I get pissed when others do it.” I took a drink and continued. “…But to be honest, I also share your opinion a little. Ayako-san is quite problematic… Makes me wonder if she’s really over 30. But… I can’t help but love that problematic side of hers!”


  Yes, it’s hopeless.


  I was a little angry at her insinuating and incomprehensible attitude… but the happiness of being kissed by her overwhelmingly surpassed that.


  My feelings for her kept getting stronger, while my anger kept withering rapidly.


  “Shit… It’s no use, I love her too much. No matter how much she makes me suffer, I can’t stop loving her… What’s with her, is she a vampiress? To make me this mad in love, isn’t she actually a formidable love master?”


  “Nope, nope, that’s not likely.” Satoya refuted immediately. “Your relationship is clearly not on that level… How to say it, it’s more like a game between amateurs who don’t understand the rules, so the game doesn’t advance.”


  “…Gulp.”


  I could only take a sip. I felt as if he had said something horrible, but I couldn’t answer back.


  A game between amateurs.


  Maybe it was.


  I’ve had an unrequited love for 10 years, so it was obvious that I was an amateur in love.


  I’ve never heard of Ayako-san’s love relationships, but it doesn’t seem like she dated anyone in these last 10 years, and Miu has also confirmed this to me.


  She and I are just amateur players in the game of love.


  And when 2 amateurs like us converge, it may look funny from outside. So, it’s inevitable that it looks like a low-level game of love.


  “Getting back on track.” Said Satoya in a calm voice. “You say that she, without noticing, has been making you suffer during these last 10 years. And everything because she wasn’t conscious of her feelings. But… it’s different now, isn’t it?”


  “…”


  “Ayako-san knows how you feel. I’m sure that she’s conscious of it this time. About how much you must be suffering… and how anguished you must be.”


  “…”


  That… may be so.


  The day after the kiss.


  When we met in front of her house, she looked awkward and was avoiding me.


  And to be honest, I thought I had messed something up.


  But her face, while was repeating incoherent excuses… was full of impatience and guilt.


  I could feel her desperation and seriousness so badly, that my chest hurt.


  I was sure that Ayako-san didn’t avoid me because she wanted to, but because she had her own concerns, conflicts and torments.


  “I understand you’re frustrated… I know you want to get some kind of answer as soon as possible, but don’t be so impatient. If you wait 2 more days, I’m sure that you’ll finally get the answer you want so badly.”


  “…Well, who knows. There’s also the possibility that she’ll reject me.”


  “That won’t happen… I think… I can’t say for sure, it all depends on Ayako-san.” Satoya smiled wryly. “In any case, you only have to believe in her and wait. I also think that it’s a good time to take a breather after how intense things have been lately.”


  “You think?”


  “Of course. This rest will also allow her to get her feelings sorted out. Besides, Miu is also with her, so nothing bad will happen.” Said Satoya plainly, but there was a clear trust in Miu within his words.


  Hmm. Now that I recall, I heard that Satoya and Miu met up again after our family trip… Did something happen at that time?


  Something that made him think that Miu was a trustworthy person?


  “Well, in the end, it’s just a matter of time.”


  “…How so? That ‘everything will be solved soon’ or that ‘we need to wait longer’?


  “Hmm, both?”


  “Both?”


  “You need to wait, but that waiting period is important.”


  It sounded contradictory, but I could understand it.


  I needed to wait a little longer, but that little time was completely necessary.


  It may even seem trivial, but it’s a moment you can’t ignore.


  That’s why… It’s a matter of time in 2 ways.


  I was shocked seeing it that way.


  “Well, what do I know?” Added Satoya, ruining all seriousness with those reckless words of his.


  “You don’t know?”


  “Ahaha. Takumi, let me tell you something. It’s better not to listen to drunk people. They seem to talk passionately about something, but they’re actually just speaking in the heat of the moment. It’s silly to take them seriously.”


  “…Oh, I see.”


  Letting out a deep sigh, I took a sip again.


  After that, the two of us kept drinking, making meaningless conversations until the clock hit past 9.


  “…Hm? Isn’t it raining kind of hard?”


  “That’s true… Wow, it’s really raining harder than I thought.”


  When I opened the curtains, it was raining hard outside.


  Since we were drinking in a closed room with the television on, I didn’t realize that it was raining hard outside.


  “Really…? The weather forecast said it wasn’t going to rain.”


  “What are you going to do, Takumi? Want me to lend you an umbrella?”


  “Since it’s raining this hard, I’ll get soaked even with an umbrella.”


  “Then, would you like to spend the night here?”


  “Yeah, I’ll do just that, thanks… And sorry for bothering.”


  Like a typical university student, I took the decision to spend the night outside home.


  “Fufu. It’s been some time since you spent the night. I’m starting to get excited.” Said Satoya happily as I was texting my mother and returning to the table. “I won’t let you sleep tonight.”


  “…Last time you said that, you fell asleep immediately.”


  “What should we do? Want to put on makeup today?”


  “Not at all.”


  “Huh? Why? It’s fun. Even kids like to put on makeup nowadays. It’s not right to be prejudiced against them.”


  “It may look good on a guy with a pretty face like you, but it would look terrible on a big guy like me.”


  “That’s discrimination. There are many tall crossdressers.”


  “Regardless, I’m not doing it.”


  “Booo. Well, that’s alright. I’m not going to force you.” He said, slightly sulking. “Then, tell me an interesting story instead.”


  “…Stop asking such absurd things.”


  “But it’s nothing too complicated. Tell me some story about Ayako-san.”


  “About Ayako-san?”


  “Yes, tell me… some lewd story about her.”


  “…That’s still absurd, you know?”


  “Geez.” I sighed.


  I’m not sure if it was due to the alcohol, but Satoya seems to have gotten somewhat horny.


  Although I don’t know if he’s drunk or not since he didn’t look drunk at all.


  A lewd story…


  Well… I do have those!


  I got a lot of lewd stories about Ayako-san!


  I’ve been storing every single one of those events in my brain for the last decade.


  Ayako-san always looked at me like a kid, hence why she was always defenseless and full of openings, so that gave me the privilege of experiencing many settings full of fanservice.


  But there are so many stories that it’s hard to pick just one…


  Suddenly, a story came up to my head.


  Yeah, let’s go with that one.


  It happened almost 10 years ago.


  When I addressed myself in a more childish way.


  And I called Ayako-san ‘Ayako mama.’


  Just like today, it started raining unexpectedly.


  ♠


  “Haah… we were supposed to have a fun barbeque party together, but unfortunately, the weather forecast was wrong, and it started to rain pretty hard.” Said Ayako mama, sounding disappointed, standing in the afternoon on her house. “We can’t do anything on this rain, so the barbeque will be postponed until next week. Therefore, let’s have a lot of fun inside the house, yay!”


  “Yay!”


  “Y-Yay…”


  A 6-year-old Miu-chan rose her hand and yelled happily, but it was a bit embarrassing for 11 year old me.


  In the Katsuragi household living room.


  Just like how Ayako mama said, we were supposed to have a barbeque together.


  We had made many preparations, but it suddenly started to rain hard.


  So, there was no choice but to postpone the barbeque.


  But, Miu-chan, who had been waiting for this day, got very sad, so Ayako mama and I decided to play with her.


  “Takkun, is there something you want to do?”


  “Something I want to do…? I don’t know.”


  “Anything is fine. We can play house or with building blocks.”


  “…U-Uhm…”


  Hmm.


  After all, Ayako mama seems to think that I’m a kindergarten kid the same age as Miu-chan.


  But I’m 11 years old already.


  I’m at an age where I tend to play with a PlayStation or a DS.


  “I don’t want to do anything in particular, so whatever Miu-chan wants to play is fine.”


  “My, how admirable, Takkun. You’re an excellent brother, good boy.” Ayako mama praised me and patted my head.


  Uuh… She really treats me like a kid.


  “Then, what do you want to do, Miu?”


  “Hmmm.” After thinking about Ayako mama’s question a little, Miu-chan replied: “I want to play doctor!”


  “D-Doctor?”


  “Yes, Taku-nii. There are doctors in Love Kaiser now, you know?”


  “I know, but…”


  “—That’s right! Love Kaiser’s theme this year is medicine!”


  Ayako mama intervened with an amazing momentum.


  “’Love Kaiser White’… After the ambitious and controversial Love Kaiser Joker from last year, I wasn’t expecting much from this new series… but I never thought that they’d make a serious medical story for a morning block anime. It completely surprised me.”


  “…”


  “The main plot is a simple development in which the heroine, who is a doctor, transforms to defeat pathogens… But behind that plot, there’s an intense political drama set in a university hospital. Covering up medical errors, rampant plagiarism of studies, an antiquated society dominated by men, a terrible and ferocious and terrible fight between factions… In this corrupt university hospital, the scalpel of a lone and talented surgeon now shines!”


  “…”


  “I find it amazing how they molded a basic element of the series like grouping the Love Kaisers to gather a surgical team to tackle difficult surgeries. This weird, the lone and talented operating room nurse, joined the team, and the next week, looks like the lone genius anesthetist will finally make her debut—Ah.”


  Ayako mama, who was speaking passionately, finally got back into her senses.


  Probably because I had an indescribable look on my face.


  “…T-That’s what it seems to be about. I watch it only because Miu wants to, so I don’t pay much attention to it, I don’t really get what’s happening. Haah, I’d much rather prefer keep sleeping my Sunday mornings.”


  “Huh? What are you saying, mom? I said it’s fine to record it in the mornings, but you insisted on watching it live, so—mmgh.”


  “Miu, shh, shh.”


  Ayako mama hurriedly covered Miu-chan’s mouth when she started to tell the truth.


  Looks like Ayako mama was very hooked on the morning block anime ‘Love Kaiser.’


  I realized this when we went out to buy Miu-chan’s morning gift together.


  But it seemed like Ayako mama wanted to keep a secret from me.


  Though I don’t think there’s a need to be ashamed because of it.


  Well, I guess it’s some sort of adult pride I still don’t understand.


  In any case, I didn’t want to hurt her dignity, so I read the mood and pretended not to notice.


  “Hmm. Then, just like Miu wants, let’s play doctor.”


  Ayako mama went up to buy some toys from the second floor, among them, a syringe and a stethoscope, all so we could play doctor.


  “Here, Taku-nii. You’ll be the doctor.”


  “Huh? No need to. Why don’t you play as the doctor, Miu-chan?”


  “No, I;m alright. Miu will be Jinko-chan and I’ll correct the doctor every time he’s wrong.”


  “…Huh?”


  “Ah, that was a couple of weeks ago.”


  I didn’t understand anything, and Ayako mama nodded in understanding.


  “It’s about a scene where the protagonist, Jinko, notices an illness overlooked by a doctor with his prodigious observant eyes. That was great. Though she’s a surgeon, her medical examinations abilities are better than a specialist, that’s just how talented the lone surgeon, Jinko Utozaka is. And even when the doctor that misdiagnosed the patient goes to thank her, she mocks him arrogantly and stoically, telling him ‘The existence of incompetent doctors is a sin in itself”… That queen like attitude is just irresistible! For Miu to pick that scene… you know your stuff.”


  “…”


  So there was a scene like that.


  It’s a scene that makes me think: ‘Is it alright for the protagonist of a children’s show to say that…?’


  For now, looks like I must play the role of a no-name doctor whose only purpose is to make the protagonist, a lone and talented surgeon, shine.


  “If Takkun is the doctor and Miu is Jinko-chan… then I’ll be the patient you’ll diagnose.”


  Now that the roles had been assigned, we moved to our respective positions.


  With a stethoscope around my neck, I sat down on the floor and Ayako mama sat in front of me.


  Miu-chan was standing a little farther away from us.


  On the place where the protagonist shows up when the examination is about to finish.


  With everyone on their spots, we started to play doctor.


  “Uhm…”


  When I was wondering what to do…


  “…Takkun, don’t worry about getting this part perfect. The medical examination scene wasn’t shows in the anime, so don’t worry about it and just improvise.” Said Ayako mama in a low voice.


  On one hand, I thought it was a kind advice, but on the other, you could interpret it as she saying that she won’t allow me to improvise the scenes that were shown in the anime and I felt a bit scared.


  “Err, then, Katsuragi-san, what brings you here today?”


  “Coff, coff. Doctor, I haven’t stopped coughing since yesterday.”


  “Cough, uh? That sounds terrible.”


  “Coff, coff. Doctor, please cure me soon.”


  Ayako mama and I were playing doctor.


  I was wondering if it was right to let Miu-chan completely out of the picture, but I chose not to think about it too much.


  “Well then, let’s hear your chest.”


  Trying not to be especially conscious about it, I tried saying something a doctor would say.


  But then I realized that I had just said something ridiculous.


  Huh? Chest?


  Hear your chest…


  “Please, doctor.”


  Not noticing my panic, Ayako mama leaned forward.


  And then raised her blouse… Or rather, pretended to do so.


  I felt relieved that she didn’t actually do it, but she puffed up her chest and pushed it against me.


  “…!”


  I audibly gulped and was breathless.


  H-Huge…


  Ayako mama’s breasts are really huge.


  Without embarrassment nor hesitation, Ayako mama pushed her enormous breasts up, who were as big as my face, in front of me.


  I felt overwhelmed by the enormous power of these huge lumps.


  “…What’s the matter, Takkun?” She asked curiously after seeing me freeze up. “Come on, check me up with a stethoscope.”


  “~~~~~~”


  Really?!


  I could touch Ayako mama’s breasts with this toy stethoscope?!


  W-What do I do…?


  Of course, it’s not the same as touching them directly… But if you touch them with a toy like this, it will almost feel like you were touching them with your bare hands.


  Ayako mama’s huge breasts… If you’d ask me if I wanted to touch them, well… I’d love to… B-But I can’t, I absolutely can’t!


  How could I, with such dirty thoughts, touch just breasts just because it’s a children’s game?


  I’d be betraying Ayako mama’s trust in me!


  …Well, though I say trust, it’s simply because she treats me like a kid.


  Haah… What should I do?


  I can’t touch them. I can’t do something so dishonest. But… If I hesitate here, she’ll realize that I’m somehow looking at her in a lewd way, and then she’ll feel embarrassed.


  If I just pretend to be an innocent kid and touch her, no one will be hurt most likely… But that will make me an evil liar… Uuuh…


  “Takkun?” Asked Ayako mama worried, while I was overwhelmed with intense anguish.


  “Geez. Do it right, mama.” Miu-chan, who was waiting for her turn, said in a disgusted voice.


  Quickly, she got close to us and stood behind Ayako mama.


  And then.


  “When you let the doctor hear you… You have to do it like this!” She said, grabbing the hems of Ayako mama’s blouse and lifted them.


  As a result.


  Shake


  Two enormous breasts showed themselves shaking violently.


  “…”


  I couldn’t react to the sudden situation, I forgot to look the other way and simply kept staring intently.


  Under her blouse… breasts wrapped in a bra showed up.


  The purple bra decorated with laces emanated an indescribable mature charm.


  It looked like a very big size, but Ayako mama’s breasts were wrapped tightly in that enormous underwear.


  Furthermore, due to suddenly lifting her blouse, her underwear slid off…


  “Kyaa…”


  
    
      

      
    

  

  “…U-Uwaaaaa!”


  The moment Ayako mama screamed slightly backing away, I finally returned to my senses after being so dumbstruck watching her. I also screamed, though late, and looked away as hard as I could.


  My heart was beating like crazy and my face was hot.


  …I-I saw something amazing.


  I saw something totally amazing!


  The way they suddenly showed up… was like an explosion.


  “H-Hey, Miu… You can’t do that.” Fixing her blouse, Ayako mama reprimanded Miu.


  “But… You have to show your breasts to the doctor so he can check you up properly.”


  “We’re just playing, so it’s not necessary.” Said Ayako mama timidly, trying to correct the position of her bra over her blouse. When I saw her fixing up her bra while blushing slightly… I couldn’t calm down for some reason.


  “…Sorry you had to see that, Takkun.”


  “No, i-it’s fine.”


  I was still nervous, but somehow, I managed to pretend to be calm and reply.


  “Haah… Thank God.” Said Ayako mama with a tense smile. “I’m happy that it was just Takkun who saw me.”


  “…Huh?”


  “If you dad had been here, it would have been terrible.”


  “…”


  The words Ayako mama said casually cooled my head down, which was so excited to the point of boiling.


  Why?


  Why was it alright with me?


  Why wasn’t it a problem that I saw them, but it was if my dad did?


  The reason for it… was immediately obvious after thinking about it a bit.


  To Ayako mama… my dad is a “man” and I’m just a “kid.”


  It would be embarrassing for her to have a man see her underwear, while it wouldn’t be shocking if I saw them.


  After all… I’m just a kid.


  I’m like a son or a younger brother for her.


  I guess from Ayako mama’s point of view, she doesn’t consider me a man.


  After that, almost immediately, we finished playing doctor.


  We started recreating the protagonist’s scene, interpreted by Miu-chan, where she enters during the exam, but then Ayako mama…


  “Ah, Miu, the lines there are a bit different.”


  “No, no, Jinko-chan didn’t say that.”


  “That’s right, that’s the pose Jinko-chan makes.”


  She started to give out tips fervently.


  And as expected, Miu-chan started to get bored and said: “I don’t want to play anymore.” Ending the game of doctor.


  When I asked her what she wanted to play now, she said. “Uhm, now… I want to play Hide ‘N Seek!”


  Hide ‘N Seek inside the house.


  It’s a relatively popular game among kids on rainy days.


  As a result of a rigorous game of rock-paper-scissors, Miu-chan would be the seeker, while Ayako mama and I would hide.


  “One, two, three.”


  Miu-chan closed her eyes in the corner of the entrance and started counting to 100 hundred out loud.


  Ayako mama immediately went up the second floor and I started to wander around the first.


  Let’s see.


  Where should I hide?


  The important thing here was… that this was someone else’s house.


  Though we’re good neighbors, I’m not a son of this house.


  I’m just a guest, a stranger.


  So, thinking it logically… I couldn’t move freely inside this house.


  Just because we were playing Hide ‘N Seek, that didn’t give me the right to go up the second floor without permission, and I didn’t feel comfortable opening and closing other people’s cabinets and wardrobes.


  I’m already in 5th grade.


  I’ve already learned quite a bit of common sense.


  Well, even if I hid here or there without permission, the kind Ayako mama won’t get angry… She’ll probably say something like ‘Takkun is like a son to me’ with a smile, but I don’t want to take advantage of their kindness.


  It’s a matter of courtesy and common sense.


  Someone else’s house is someone else’s house.


  I want to be a sensible person who can keep these type of manners… And above all, I want Ayako mama to think ‘My, you’re so educated, Takkun.”


  That’s why, from a common sense point of view, my hiding spots were pretty limited… Plus, there was also one more matter to take into account.


  Hide N’ Seek is Miu-chan’s favorite game.


  Her satisfaction is above all else.


  I can’t hide too well.


  You don’t get anything by competing seriously with a girl 5 years younger than you.


  Therefore, the places she couldn’t find me aren’t allowed.


  However, if the place is too easy to find, then it’s not good either. If she finds out I’m exposing myself on purpose, Miu-chan could get angry. I need something in the middle, so that she could find me somewhere after looking for a bit.


  In summary, my hiding spot has to be:


  -A place where guests can be.


  -A place where Miu-chan can get a sense of achievement when she finds me.


  It’s necessary to satisfy these two points.


  “Let’s see… Ah, that could be a good spot.”


  When I went to the living room, I found a place that met those conditions.


  Behind the curtains next to the window.


  What if I wrap myself and hide there?


  Hmm… Not bad.


  We were playing in the living room just a while back, so I don’t have to worry about being a guest. And I think the curtains are long enough so hat if I hide there, I won’t be easy to find… but it’s going to be noticeable, so if Miu-chan searches seriously, she’ll eventually find me.


  Yes, this is a great place.


  “…Fifty two, fifty three, fifty four.”


  There was still enough time, but I decided to hide as soon as possible.


  I wrapped myself up in the curtain, trying to make it look as natural as possible. At the start, it would be fine to hide seriously, and if it looked like she’s having a hard time finding me, I could show my hands or legs.


  Holding my breath, I started to wait… The count was already above seventy when something unexpected happened.


  Fwap.


  The curtains suddenly opened.


  “Huh…?”


  I was startled. The counting hadn’t finished. At the moment, I thought Miu-chan was cheating, but…


  “Huh? Takkun…?”


  It was Ayako mama who was there.


  “Takkun, were you hiding here? I didn’t realize at all.”


  “W-Why are you here? Didn’t you go hide on the second floor, Ayako mama?”


  “Ah, that was just a feint.”


  “A feint…?”


  “You heard how I stepped loudly, right? After that, I went down without making any noise… So that Miu will think that I hid on the second floor.”


  “…”


  “Fufufu. This is an adults exclusive strategy.”


  “…”


  I didn’t know how to react when I heard Ayako mama say that so proudly.


  She’s going way too seriously.


  Using all those deceitful tricks for playing Hide N’ Seek with her 6 year old daughter.


  T-That’s not mature at all…!


  “After tricking Miu, I was thinking of hiding on the Japanese closet… but something unexpected happened.”


  “Something unexpected…?”


  “…I-I couldn’t get in the closet because it was too small.”


  It was an irredeemable and extraordinary failure.


  “There were more things than I expected, and I thought I could manage, but my ass got stuck at the last minute… Ah, i-it’s not what you think! It’s not that my ass is too big or that I’ve gained weight recently or anything like that! The space there was simply too small for an adults’ ass…” Ayako Mama tried to justify herself desperately. “So I hurriedly tried to find my next hiding spot… But you were already hiding here. Haah… What do I do now?” She said, troubled.


  Miu-chan was already on ninety.


  “Ah, we’re out of time… Well, then…”


  Seeing herself cornered, Ayako mama did something completely unexpected.


  “Takkun, I’ll hide with you!”


  “…Huh?!”


  Before I could consent to it, she got in with me.


  She wrapped the curtains around her body.


  And of course, she also wrapped me up too.


  Wrapped in a big chunk of cloth, we were incredibly near one another.


  “H-Huuhh…?!”


  “Anh. Don’t move, Takkun, otherwise Miu will find us. Come, on, get closer, we need to take up less space.”


  “Mngh…~~”


  I tried to get away on reflex, but Ayako mama hugged me hard.


  And then… press.


  To take up even less space, she hugged me hard. Due to the difference in height, my face was buried in her huge breasts.


  “…One hundred! Ready or not, here I come!” Miu-chan exclaimed very excitedly when she finished counting.


  And then, I heard her go up the stairs.


  “…Good. Looks like Miu fell in my trap and went to the second floor. This will get us some time.”


  Ayako mama looked very happy, but I didn’t share that sentiment.


  What’s the point of taking up more time in a game of Hide N’ Seek? I wanted to comment how the game wouldn’t end until she finds us, but there was no time to talk about that.


  Uwaa.


  Uwaaaaa!


  What’s this?!


  This is… simply incredible!


  My face was buried in her breasts… No.


  It would be more accurate to say that I was embedded in place.


  Since she was hugging me tightly, I could clearly feel the softness, even through her clothes. And not just her breasts of course. Her belly, her thighs… And many other soft spots in Ayako mama’s body were wrapping my small body.


  Ayako mama’s body was big, soft and warm… and smelled nice.


  I know you shouldn’t be sniffing people around, but since the tip of my nose was buried in her chest, the smell entered on its own.


  We were in a dark space, wrapped in opaque curtains.


  I could feel her heat, tact and smell up close… and, except for my vision, all my sense were being so stimulated that I couldn’t calm my accelerated heart.


  I was so excited and nervous that my head was getting cloudy…


  “…Takkun? Are you alright?” She asked worriedly, probably because I hadn’t said a word.


  “I-I’m fine…”


  “I see. Good, just hang on a little longer. Because the real game begins when Miu goes back down to the first floor.”


  Why is Ayako mama being so serious…?


  After that, 5 minutes passed and Miu-chan still hadn’t gone back down to the first floor.


  She seemed to be looking upstairs intensely.


  And during all that time, I was doing my best holding on, but…


  I was attacked by something new.


  “Fuh… It’s getting kind of hot in here.”


  Heat.


  We were hugging and wrapped in a curtain. It was only natural that the heat accumulated inside. It wasn’t that hot, but we were starting to sweat… and in this situation, ‘sweating’ was a death sentence.


  Mwah.


  An unexplainable heat wrapped us in. The good smell coming from Ayako mama became stronger and thicker.


  My eyes got used to the dark and I could clearly see the huge breasts I had in front of me. A deep cleavage. I could see wet drops of sweat roll down her soft skin… and my head stopped thinking entirely.


  Seeing the breasts in front of me, I got rid of all reason and common sense and— No! N-No, no!


  What am I thinking right now?!


  There’s no way I could do that!


  Ayako mama was acting this defenseless because she thinks I’m not that kind of boy!


  I can’t betray her trust!


  She is only thinking of me as a kid, that’s why she touches and lets me touch her without hesitation… But I, but I…


  “…”


  I raised my head and our eyes met.


  “Hm? What’s the matter, Takkun?”


  Ayako mama had a fresh look on her face.


  Of course, it was hot inside the curtains and there was some sweat on her forehead, but it was a fresh look not in a temperature way


  It was a serene and cool-headed face.


  I was at the border of panic due to the excitement and embarrassment, but Ayako mama didn’t seem to be nervous at all.


  Despite us two being so close together.


  Despite me… Touching her breasts.


  “…Ayako mama, are you okay with this?”


  An indescribable emotion left my mouth.


  “Huh?”


  “You don’t mind… Well… Sticking this close to me?”


  “…Uhm.” Ayako mama looked at me weirdly.


  She didn’t seem to understand the meaning of my question.


  “I don’t mind it, of course I don’t…”


  “…Would you get in a situation like this with anyone, no matter who it is?”


  “H-Huuu? O-Of course I wouldn’t…” With a troubled face, she continued. “Well… If it was an unknown person, I certainly wouldn’t touch or hug them like this. And I also wouldn’t let someone touch me like this…”


  “But.” She continued.


  Smiling very kindly.


  “I wouldn’t mind if it’s you, Takkun. After all, I love you a lot.”


  “…”


  That ‘I love you’ was, somehow, a very devastating ‘I love you.’


  I’m sure that Ayako mama loves me.


  I’m not bragging or anything of the sort, I’m reasoning this with a lot of objectivity.


  There’s no doubt that she has feelings of affection for me.


  But that ‘love’ isn’t the same ‘love’ I have for her.


  They’re not feelings of love for the opposite sex, but the ones you’d have for a younger brother or son.


  That’s why she can hug me so calmly without getting nervous at all. Even if I see her underwear or hug her tightly, she doesn’t feel anything.


  Despite my heart beating like crazy, Ayako mama’s heart didn’t change at all.


  I was simply someone she could tell ‘I love you a lot’ without a deeper meaning behind it.


  That’s why I was so frustrated and mortified that I couldn’t take it anymore…


  “…Ah! I see some legs!” Yelled Miu-chan.


  Immediately after, the curtains opened, and we were found.


  “I found you, mama, Taku-nii.”


  “Ah… You found us.”


  “So you were here… I thought you were hidden in the second floor.”


  “Fufufu, you’re too naïve, Miu.”


  “But it’s not allowed to hide in the same place. Now we don’t know who the next seeker will be.”


  “Ah, now that I think about it, it’s true… Then, the next…”


  “…I’ll be the seeker.” I said, and without waiting for an answer, I headed to the entrance.


  I closed my eyes and started counting to one hundred.


  I tried my best to behave like always, but my body was heated.


  And that… wasn’t because I had my face buried in Ayako mama’s breasts. All the excitement and embarrassment seemed to have disappeared instantly.


  Regret, frustration, impatience… and similar emotions burned in my chest.


  I know that these feelings are wrong.


  It’s natural for Ayako mama to treat me like a kid.


  After all, I… am still a kid.


  No matter how hard I try, I’m still just a kid.


  Can’t be helped that she treats me like one.


  For now… There’s nothing I could do about it.


  But you never know what’s in store for the future. When I grow up and become taller, the way Ayako mama will see me should change. I’m sure that she’ll start seeing me as a man.


  So, I’ll do my best.


  I’ll do my best thinking about the future.


  And one day, I’ll become a man that can make Ayako mama’s heart beat rapidly!


  ♠


  Even though they asked me to tell him a lewd story, speaking about them out loud felt as if I was giving out important memories for free, and above all, violating Ayako-san’s privacy.


  So I tried to soften things up and speak about it naturally, but as a result, the story ended up being boring.


  “…So what I want to reiterate with this story is that Ayako-san is a charming woman… Hm?”


  When I realized it, Satoya was already asleep.


  He was snoozing off over the table, holding a can of Chūhai and snoring happily.


  “…So you ended up asleep after all.” I sighed.


  Looks like the ‘I won’t let you sleep tonight’ was just a pretense.


  Well… Maybe it was also because my story was boring. Due to the fact that I tried to skip over all the lewd moments, it simply became a story about praising Ayako-san.


  I princess-carried the asleep Satoya and took him to his bed.


  I returned to the table by myself and drank what was left inside the glass.


  “…The hiding spot, huh.”


  The old memories revived old feelings.


  Yeah, that’s right.


  Back then, she completely treated me like a kid, which let me experience many lewd events.


  But I was too young to think of it as a benefit.


  She wouldn’t get mad or hate me if I touched her breasts… I had the privilege most men in the world wished for, but didn’t feel any gratitude for it.


  Of course, I was happy, and in my childish way, excited, but more than all that, I felt frustrated.


  I felt very frustrated being treated as a boy and not as a man.


  I really wanted to grow up as soon as I could.


  “…It’s a good story.”


  I couldn’t help but smile.


  “Just a kid from the neighborhood… but here I am now worrying about if we’re going to date or not.”


  In that sense, my dream had become real.


  That was my dream as a kid… I may have gotten a little closer to being the man that makes Ayako-san’s heart beat faster.


  I don’t know what she’s thinking of right now.


  But judging by her recent strange and incomprehensible behavior… I’m sure that she’s fighting with something and is still indecisive.


  I don’t know how this will end.


  But for now, I’m going to calm down and enjoy this happiness a little.


  After all, this romantic comedy with Ayako-san has been my dream since I was a kid.


  “…”


  In the end, it may actually be nice to have some time like this.


  I can look back at the past and calm down a little.


  My heart was ready.


  To accept it.


  Whatever her answer is, I’ll accept it without running away.


  And I too… will tell her once again.


  “I really love you.”


  Whatever her answer is, mine will always be the same.


  That’s how it’s always been for 10 years…


  
    
      

      
    

  

  Volume 4 Chapter 3


  
    
      

      
    

  

  ♥


  First night of Obon.


  Since her daughter and granddaughter had not visited for a long time, though probably around 80% because of her granddaughter, my mother made a huge feast.


  “Mm, so good. Grandma, your food is as good as ever,” Miu praised her while stuffing her mouth with karaage*.


  *TL/N: Deep-fried food, usually chicken.


  My mother was overjoyed at those words, showing a smile on her face.


  “Oh, you’re such a sweetheart! I’m so flattered, Miu-chan. I’ve made a lot of food, so don’t hesitate to eat as much as you want.”


  “Yes, I’ll be sure to clean my plate.”


  Following her words, Miu ate enthusiastically.


  “Fufu, it’s so nice to see youngsters eat with so much appetite. I’m not motivated enough to cook this much when I’m alone with grandpa. Lately, we’ve mostly been eating prepared meals from the supermarket,” Said in a calm tone and smiled softly.


  Harue Katsuragi… My mother.


  She had long and well-kept hair and a kind expression on her face.


  She looks like she’s 40, but she’s actually about to turn 70.


  Just like me, for better or worse, she has a childish face that tends to make people believe she’s younger than she actually is.


  “But Miu-chan really has grown. Not too long ago she was graduating elementary school and now she’s a full-fledged high schooler. No wonder I’m so old already,” said my father happily, drinking a beer. It looked like he couldn’t hold back the happiness of seeing his granddaughter after so long.


  Fumihiro Katsuragi… My father.


  He had short grey hair and a wrinkly face. He was already over 60 years old, but his physique was robust, probably due to working as a carpenter.


  “You’ve become a beauty.”


  “Really? It’s probably because of my handsome grandpa’s genes.”


  “Haha. You with your compliments again. Are you looking for some Obon gift money?”


  “No, no, not at all. I was just saying what I was thinking. Grandpa, should I pour you some more beer?”


  “Hahaha. You’re really kind, Miu-chan. Grandma, this girl is a sweetheart.”


  “Fufufu. She certainly is.”


  My parents were completely delighted with their granddaughter, who they had not seen since a long time ago.


  And Miu was also doing pretty well.


  It was as if she knew what the elderly wanted.


  “By the way, Miu-chan, how’s high school? Are you having fun?” Asked my father, as if gossiping.


  “Yes, I’m having fun. Though it’s a bit hard. I have to work harder now since it’s an advanced level high school.”


  “Miu-chan, don’t worry too much about your studies. Have fun while you’re young. I didn’t even go to class half the time.”


  “Miu isn’t like you.” Interrupted my mother, slapping my father.


  And she then turned to Miu again.


  “If you’re having fun, that’s all that matters. So… how’s everything going?” Smiling mischievously, she asked, “Did you get a boyfriend already?”


  “Paghgh,” my father choked on his beer. “W-What are you saying now, grandma? B-Boyfriend…?”


  “Oh? What’s so weird about it? She’s in high school now, so it wouldn’t be weird for her to have had a boyfriend or two. Miu-chan is so cute, I bet there’s a flock of boys chasing after her.”


  “No, no, no! It’s too soon for Miu to have a boyfriend! I won’t allow it. I absolutely won’t allow it.”


  “She doesn’t need your permission to date anyone, does she?” Said my mother, shocked at seeing my father acting like an obstinate father.


  “So, Miu-chan?”


  “D-Do you, Miu-chan?”


  “Well…”


  My parents made a pretty delicate question, but Miu didn’t look offended and answered with the same light-heartedness as ever.


  “Not now. There isn’t a boy worthy of me,” she said happily.


  “Oh, so that’s how it is.”


  “L-Look, I told you.”


  My mother looked disappointed and my father felt relieved.


  I looked at the three of them with a heartwarming feeling in my chest and kept enjoying my mother’s home cooking for the first time in a long time, when suddenly.


  “Oh, but…”


  Miu’s next words took me by surprise.


  “Mom got a boyfriend not too along ago.”


  “…Nngggg?!”


  I was choking on the potato salad inside my mouth.


  “Cough, cough… H-Hey, Miu…”


  Perplexed, I looked at Miu and what I received in return was a sadistic gaze.


  “Right, mom? You’re completely in love.”


  “Wha…”


  What the heck is this girl thinking?!


  What’s she saying in a place like this?!


  “Oh my! Is that true, Ayako?” My mother’s eyes opened in surprise, but immediately smiled happily. “Geez… When did that happen? If you found a nice man, you should have told me.”


  “No, well, it’s just… w-we’re still not dating yet…”


  “Hmm? Is that so? But you said ‘yet,’ which means…”


  “…I-I think that there’s a chance for us to date.”


  “Oh, my… You’ve been having a lot of fun behind our backs. So, what kind of man is he? What does he do for a living?” A happy mother was drowning me in questions.


  And my father.


  “…O-Oh… I-I see… W-Well, you’re already over 30, so it’s natural for something like that to happen. T-That’s good, isn’t it…?”


  He spoke with a calm voice, but his words became awkward.


  Unlike Miu’s case, I could feel how flustered he was this time.


  “Hey, Ayako, what kind of man is he? Tell your mother.”


  “No, well… Uhm, uhm…!”


  Miu~~!


  I was angrily staring at her while screaming internally, but she kept eating as if nothing was wrong.


  


  After dinner, I went to take a bath.


  “Haah…”


  Immersing myself in my parents’ house, I let out a deep sigh.


  It was a complete horror.


  My mother was throwing a barrage of questions at me and my father, who was drinking happily at the beginning, lost his good mood and started to drink alone in silence.


  “Geez… What’s Miu thinking of?”


  Somehow, I managed to free myself from that annoying situation by saying ‘I’ll tell you everything when we officially start dating.’


  But in the end, I’m simply postponing the inevitable.


  Oh… I see.


  If I start datting Takkun, I’ll have to officially tell my parents one day.


  …I-I don’t want to do that.


  What face should I make when I tell them?


  That my boyfriend is a university student 10 years younger than me.


  And that he’s also the boy next door who I’ve known for a long time.


  My parents know how much the Aterazawa family has helped me for the last 10 years.


  So… I don’t know what kind of face they’ll make when they find out I put my jaws on their only son…


  “Uuh…”


  I’m conscious of it, but our age difference isn’t that simple to dismiss by just saying ‘If there’s love, age doesn’t matter.’


  I’m over 30 and I have a daughter.


  That’s no position to fall in love freely by getting carried away by my feelings.


  I can’t help but worry about looks from the people surrounding us, my parents included.


  Of course, Takkun thought about it already, and I… when I accepted my feelings, I decided to prepare for several things.


  It was too late to worry about my position and giving up on our relationship.


  But… When I faced reality again, I lost some confidence.


  Haaaah… I can’t say it.


  I don’t want to tell my parents about Takkun.


  I was reflecting about my own feelings in the bathtub, when a voice suddenly came from the dressing room.


  “Mom.”


  Behind the frosted glass, I could see Miu’s silhouette.


  “What’s wrong, Miu?”


  “Can I get in too?”


  “Huh…? W-Why…?”


  “I’m coming in.”


  Without waiting for my answer, Miu took off her clothes and entered the bath.


  Long extremities without any excess of fat, young and tight skin, a small ass. My daughter is a true beauty… Her figure is simply enviable.


  Her youth… Her youth is dazzling.


  “Mom, make some space for me.”


  After a quick wash, Miu got into the bathtub.


  This bathtub was a bit bigger than our house’s, but it was still too small for 2 people to get in together.


  “W-What’s wrong, Miu…?”


  I couldn’t believe she was taking a bath with me.


  This is very unusual.


  She always looks disgusted when I forcefully get inside the bath with her.


  “Hm, no particular reason. I simply thought it was be faster this way,” she replied indifferently. “My grandparents are going to take a bath after this, won’t they? Both were considerate and let us get in first, so I thought we should bathe quickly.”


  
    
      

      
    

  

  “…”


  “Well, that was just a pretext… I wanted to talk with you alone for a bit,” Said Miu.


  “Talk…?”


  “Yes, talk. Well, it’s not that I want to talk, but I thought you wanted to say something.”


  “…Yes, I have something to say,” I looked straight at her. “What was that earlier? Why did you tell them I have a boyfriend?”


  “Oh, you’re still mad about that?”


  “I’m not mad about it… I just want to know why you did it.”


  “Does it matter? It was bound to happen sooner or later. When you get married, you’ll have to tell my grandparents anyways.”


  “G-Get married…?! E-Even if that happens in the future… everything has steps to follow.”


  Steps, or rather, mental preparation.


  “You only made it worse by telling them now… If they find out he’s a 20 year old university student… I have no idea what they’ll say.”


  “I do. They’ll probably say they’re opposed to it. That’s why I didn’t say more about it,” said Miu unconcerned. “Well, I know it was a little insensitive from my part… but if you don’t get rid of all the obstacles, you’ll only keep putting more and more things on hold to solve later.”


  “Ugh…”


  She looked straight at me and my words got stuck in my throat.


  But even then, I managed to answer her.


  “I-I already told you everything is fine. When we return, I’ll make sure to talk with Takkun.”


  “I wonder if that’s true. Knowing you, as soon as you see his face, you’ll try your hardest to avoid him, like you did this morning.”


  This morning… Ah, that…


  When I fell by Miu’s lie, I hid in the car.


  “…T-That was different. I had my reasons for it.”


  “Regardless of those reasons, you’re simply shunning him.”


  “Shunning him…?”


  “Yes, you’re avoiding him because you love him too much.”


  “T-That’s…”


  Hmm.


  I think the situation is too complicated to be explained in such simple words, but I guess that’s what it is… in simple terms.


  I love him, but when I see his face, I lose my composure and I don’t know what to do, so I avoid him, even if it’s unintentional… Ah… She’s right.


  Looks like I’m really shunning him.


  “Well, shunning the boy you like is something very common for a girl in love. Some of my classmates do it too.” Miu continued, “But let me tell you something, mom.”


  “…No need to. I understand it for the most part, so you don’t need to say it.”


  “A woman in her 30s shunning the man she likes… is very embarrassing.”


  “…I told you not to say it!”


  I’m sorry, okay?!


  I’m sorry for acting like a teenager despite being over 30 years old!


  “Geez, for real, what happened with that dramatic development from last time? Where did my mother, who cried and shouted passionately about her love, go? After that, I thought you were completely ready to give the next step and have a happy ending,” Miu didn’t stop spitting poison on me.


  “…T-That was my intention. But you know, I was a bit dramatic, or rather, very resolute and determined… and well, I learned the lesson that if you put too much eagerness into something, you’ll end up getting carried away and doing dumb things…”


  “Hmm, how to say it… Aren’t you conscious that everyone you know, including Taku-nii, is supporting you in your path to love?”


  “Supporting me…?”


  “Due to your indecision, everyone does as much as possible to clear your way so you can easily reach the finish line. Thanks to everyone’s support, you finally got on track… but then you sprained your ankle in your first step.”


  “Am I that terrible?!”


  I sprained my ankle on my own after having that much support?!


  It’s even a little funny…


  If this was an entertainment show, I would have received 100 points.


  “Uuh… I know. I know I’m doing something pathetic. Despite everyone supporting me… I’m really useless… I’m ashamed of myself.”


  “…Well, I don’t think there’s anything to be ashamed of. Everyone is doing it on their own without asking them to. Sounds good to hear that they’re supporting you, but on the other hand, that means they’re cornering you so that you can’t back away,” Said Miu with light sentimentalism.


  Unlike the piercing tone from before, her voice had turned somewhat soft.


  “In a certain way, it has become hard to back away when the entire world is supporting you so much. You start feeling as if you can’t fail, and even if you succeed, you feel as if it’s inacceptable if you don’t succeed in a grandiose way… I also think you’re under a lot of pressure.”


  “Miu…”


  “You simply didn’t start at the right time… and started to march on your own without any direction. You know what they say, a well paved asphalt road is actually the worse kind for your knees.”


  “…”


  A warm feeling extended on my chest.


  Yes, Miu is a good girl.


  I thought she had come to criticize me for being so pathetic, but it’s not like that.


  In her own way, Miu looked worried because I was being so clumsy.


  She seemed to be, in a certain way, feeling guilty for having pressed me in my love life.


  “…Thanks, Miu,” I said. “For worrying about me.”


  “…I’m not worried. I’m simply sympathizing with you.”


  “But what you say is true… Maybe I didn’t start at the right time.”


  Thanks to the people that surrounded me, and above all, Miu, I realized what I felt for Takkun.


  If it wasn’t for her, I would probably still ignore my own feelings and we’d still be stuck in a no relationship in which we’re more than friends, but less than lovers.


  To put it simply, I was forced to do something.


  But…


  “But I’m very thankful. If it wasn’t for everyone’s support, if you hadn’t given me the push I needed, I would have never done anything,” I said. “Thanks to you, I managed to give the first step.”


  “And giving that step, you sprained your ankle.”


  “S-Shut up.”


  


  After coming out of the bath, I started to prepare the guest room’s beds.


  “Up it goes… Careful.”


  I took out two futons from the closet and threw them on the floor.


  And while I was doing this monotone work…


  “A sprain, huh…”


  I remembered the conversation with Miu in the bathroom.


  Certainly, my love life could have been like a paved road.


  Takkun is eager and chivalrous, but is sometimes passionate and even managed to convince his parents.


  And my daughter, who could be the biggest obstacle in our relationship, was incredibly helpful, trustworthy and smart enough to put up an act, pushing me to act. She was the best daughter ever, who was worried about her mother more than anyone else.


  Oinomori-san is tough, but kind, and Takkun’s mother is a good person… Unlike me, every other person involved in my love life were wonderful people.


  And thanks to that.


  “A 30 year old single mother x a 20 year old university student.”


  A love story, that would in any other circumstance been a narrow road full of obstacles, turned into a beautifully paved asphalt road.


  The only thing left was, to walk straight. A simple route that 100 in 100 people could complete… and I sprained my ankle taking my first step.


  “Haah…”


  I felt disappointed in myself.


  And just like Miu says, everything around me was so perfect that it inadvertently started pressuring me… But even then, I’m the only one responsible for all this.


  There’s nothing more shameful than falling on a flat road.


  “…Oh, now that I think about it.”


  I suddenly remembered the past.


  Speaking of falls and sprains.


  In the past, it happened to me once.


  I’ve lived a very healthy life, without getting injuries or mayor diseases, but I sprained my ankle once in the past.


  And that time, obviously, he helped me out…


  


  ♥


  


  It happened 5 or 6 years ago.


  I don’t remember what season of the year it was, but I do clearly remember how he looked.


  He was about to finish middle school and had stretched a lot.


  But he was still a little shorter than me.


  And besides.


  He addressed himself in a more childish way and called me ‘Ayako mama.’


  “Haah… What a problem.”


  I was on my way home from the nearby supermarket.


  There was ground meat on sale, so I was excitedly walking on the street because I was going to make hamburger steaks that night… when I suddenly fell down.


  There was nothing on the road, but I fell nonetheless.


  And well…


  When you grow up, falling on the street is more embarrassing than it is painful.


  Besides, it’s even more embarrassing that I fell for no reason on a flat road.


  I wonder if it’s due to a lack of exercise.


  Lately, I haven’t done much exercise at all.


  “…Ouch.”


  I put my hand on the railing next to me and rubbed my right ankle.


  Fortunately, there was no one on the street at the time, so no one saw me the moment I fell.


  I wanted to leave before someone saw me, but when I gave a step forward, I felt a strong pain on my ankle.


  It looked like I had sprained it when I fell.


  …Despite it being a flat road.


  “Is it fractured…? Looks like it isn’t.”


  When I took off my shoe and sock, I saw my ankle was slightly swollen.


  The pain wasn’t unbearable, but if I gave a step, the pain suddenly increased. It was going to be pretty hard to walk.


  “W-What do I do…?”


  It’s embarrassing to call an ambulance for something like this, but it would be pretty hard to walk back home like this. What should I do…?


  I didn’t know what to do at the time and it was then when it happened.


  “Ayako mama…?”


  Takkun, who was coming back from class, passed by that road.


  He was dressed in his school clothes and was carrying his backpack on his back.


  Immediately, he suspected something was wrong when he saw my bare feet. Takkun ran to my side in a hurry.


  “What happened, Ayako mama?”


  “Takkun… Well, you see, I fell down and sprained my ankle.”


  “Eh… A-Are you okay?!”


  “Yes. It doesn’t hurt that much, but… It’s hard to walk. It’s most likely just sprained.”


  “That’s terrible…”


  Takkun looked really worried.


  And then, with a serious look, he thought for a moment.


  “…”


  After a few seconds, a determined look appeared in his eyes.


  He moved his backpack to his front side and crouched with his back facing me.


  And then, with a resolute voice, he said, “Ayako mama, get up!”


  “…H-Huuuh?!”


  I was surprised.


  With ‘get up’ does he mean…


  “I’ll carry you to the hospital.”


  Like I thought, he meant that.


  Carry? Me? Takkun?


  An adult woman being piggybacked by a middle school boy?


  “I-It’s okay. It’s not such a big injury.”


  “Don’t underestimate a sprain. It’s better for a doctor to check up on it as soon as possible.”


  “…But it leaves a bad taste in my mouth to bother you so much. Besides… you know… I must be heavy. I recently… gained some weight… yes, it was actually only a little, but I gained some weight…”


  “I can handle it. I do exercise in the swimming club.”


  Takkun had no intention to back down.


  “…Uhm. Well then, if you could.”


  Overwhelmed by the pressure, I decided to accept his offer.


  Ah… but this is really embarrassing.


  Even if there was no one here, I was embarrassed of being piggybacked at this age.


  Besides, the person who’s going to carry me… is a middle school boy 10 years younger than me.


  What will people think if they see us?


  Once more, I looked at Takkun’s crouched back.


  So fragile and thin.


  No matter how much he has grown, he’s still smaller than I am… and he’s probably lighter than me.


  I felt very guilty for making a boy like that piggyback me.


  “I-I’m getting up.”


  Still hesitating, I got up on his back.


  “…Ugh.” Takkun groaned in pain for a moment.


  “Y-You see? I’m heavy, aren’t I? Don’t overexert yourself, you can put me down.”


  “…It’s alright, you’re not heavy at all. You’re as light as a feather.”


  Saying those words, clearly trying to act tough, Takkun gave a step forward.


  One step, two steps, three steps.


  At the start, he staggered a bit, but when he got used to it, little by little, his steps became more stable and he walked normally.


  “See? Everything is fine.”


  “That’s true… You’re amazing, Takkun.”


  I felt a little impressed.


  Amazing.


  I wonder when Takkun became so strong.


  “Hold tight, Ayako mama, I’ll carry you to the hospital quickly.”


  “Y-Yes, all right.”


  Following his dependable voice, I tightly held him.


  I wrapped my arms around his neck and pushed my body tightly against his.


  “…”


  And then, his steps started to stagger again.


  “A-Ayako mama… You don’t have to hold so tight. Uhm… your breasts are pressing against me.”


  “Huh…? Ah, s-sorry.”


  I hurriedly started to straighten up. Since I held him without thinking, I ended up pressing my breasts against him.


  It’s true.


  Takkun is a middle school boy already. He’s in the middle of puberty. He’s at that age where he’s starting to be interested in breasts.


  It’s not like before, where we could take baths together, show him my bra or hug him as much as I wanted inside the curtains!


  Oh, Takkun’s ears are all red…


  Uuh… What do I do? Seeing him get embarrassed makes me embarrassed too. And I just noticed that since he’s piggyback carrying me, he’s holding my ass cheeks.


  I wonder what he’s thinking while he’s touching my ass. I hope he’s not thinking something like ‘Ayako mama has a much bigger ass than I expected.’


  “…Ayako mama,” perhaps because there was an awkward silence, Takkun spoke. “What would you have done if I hadn’t passed by?”


  “…What I would have done, you ask. Maybe just bear the pain and walk home or to a hospital?”


  “You can’t do that. You should have called me if you had any problems. We exchanged numbers the other day, didn’t we?” He said, sounding really worried.


  That’s true, Takkun already has his own cellphone.


  He just got into middle school, but it isn’t unusual nowadays.


  When I was a kid, no matter how much I begged, they wouldn’t buy me one until I got into high school.


  Miu is finishing up elementary school right now, but is already making a ruckus saying ‘I want one, I want one,’ so I guess I’ll have to buy her one when she gets into middle school.


  “Uh… But wouldn’t it bother you if I called you for something like this?”


  “It wouldn’t bother me at all,” he said with a serious expression. “If you’re in trouble, I’ll go running to the end of the Earth if necessary.”


  “Fufu. Thanks, Takkun. It makes me really happy even if you only say it to be considerate.”


  “I-I’m not saying it just to be considerate, I’m being serious,” He objected seriously, but at the same time he looked really adorable.


  There was still some childishness in his voice, face and attitude.


  But… the way he walked with me on his back made him look really manly.


  Her small back now looked bigger and more reliable…


  “You’ve grown, Takkun,” I said sincerely.


  When I met him, he was just a cute boy who looked like a girl, but before I realized it, he had grown so much he could walk with me on his back.


  “…Of course,” replied Takkun, a little embarrassed. “I’m not going to be a kid forever.”


  “Fufu, you’re right.”


  “And I’m going to keep growing. Soon, I’ll be taller than you.”


  “I see. Then, when you grow up and become a handsome and wonderful man… I wonder if I should apply to be your wife.”


  “Huh?!”


  I said it as a joke, but I got an unexpected answer.


  “Ahaha. Oh, Takkun, it was just a joke, don’t be so surprised.”


  “A-A joke…”


  “I wasn’t being serious. You wouldn’t like that, right, Takkun? That a grandma like me became your wife.”


  “…I wouldn’t mind it,” Said Takkun, with a calm, but firm voice.


  Without turning his head towards me, he kept talking, with his ears completely red.


  “I wouldn’t mind it at all.”


  “Takkun…”


  He probably only said it to be considerate, they were just empty words.


  I was sure of that.


  When I spoke self-deprecatingly, the kind Takkun had no choice but to go along with my joke.


  But his voice sounded so serious and full of determination that surprised me and made my heart beat faster.


  
    
      

      
    

  

  “…”


  No.


  No, no, no, no, no!


  No, no, this is weird!


  Why did I get surprised?


  Why is my heart beating faster from the words of a boy 10 years younger?


  Uuh… This is bad, this is simply too much. It doesn’t matter that I’ve lived a life without having any encounters with men, I can’t believe my heart is beating so fast because of my middle schooler neighbor.


  Geez… This is your fault, Takkun.


  Everything is his fault.


  Completely.


  Despite being so small, why is he so cool?


  


  ♥


  


  While I was submerged in nostalgic memories, I felt a sort of tingling from embarrassment and happiness.


  “…Now that I think about it, I think that was the last time. After that, he stopped addressing himself in a childish way and he stopped calling me ‘Ayako mama.’


  Suddenly, his voice started to change.


  He started to develop his secondary sexual characteristics, his voice became much deeper and he soon became taller than me.


  He started to address himself in a more mature way and started calling me ‘Ayako-san,’ using honorifics.


  I remember having feelings of happiness and sadness at the time.


  “Surely, the current Takkun… could easily piggyback carry me.”


  Not just piggyback, but even princess carry me easily.


  In fact… He had already done so.


  He really has grown.


  He’s become so tall, mature and cool…


  “…No.”


  He didn’t do that.


  He didn’t become cool.


  Ever since he was young, Takkun has always been cool.


  He was like a prince was always ready to help me when I was in trouble.


  That’s why… yeah.


  It would be more correct to say that he had always been cool, but had become even cooler. In other words, the current Takkun is the coolest… Ah, but when he was a kid, he was so cute and adorable…


  “…Oh, Ayako.”


  While I was ruminating on my own, my mother came up to the second floor.


  It looked like she had just taken a bath and was in her night gown.


  “I came to prepare the futons.”


  “It’s all right, I can do it on my own. Where’s Miu by the way?”


  “She’s downstairs, teaching your dad how to use a cellphone.”


  This is a common occurrence with the elderly.


  Grandchildren teaching their grandparents how to use a phone.


  My mother and I started to extend the futons on the floor.


  “Are you going to visit the Niozakis’ house tomorrow?”


  “Yes, that’s the plan.”


  The Niozakis are Miu’s father’s family.


  The family my sister married into.


  Well, her husband was the third child, so it’s not like she had expressively joined the Niozakis, but her last name did change.


  That’s why Miu had originally been born in this world with the name ‘Miu Niozaki.’


  After my sister and her husband’s death, I took care of her and changed last name for mine.


  Every year, we visit the Niozakis during Obon.


  I want her paternal grandparents to see their granddaughter… and I also want to visit their graves.


  My elder sister, and Miu’s mother… Miwako Niozaki rests in the Niozaki family’s grave with her dear husband.


  We always visit the grave together after greeting the family.


  “By the way, Ayako,” asked my mother after we finished putting the futon. “Do you really not want to tell me about your boyfriend?”


  “…Y-You’re so persistent.”


  I thought the topic was over, but it looked like she hadn’t given up yet.


  A mother’s curiosity is terrifying.


  “What do you mean persistent? It’s natural for me to be interested in my daughter’s boyfriend.”


  “Like I said before, he’s not my boyfriend yet.”


  “But it’s a matter of time, isn’t it?”


  “That’s… Anyways, it’s a secret for now! We’ll talk when everything is settled, so don’t ask for now,” I ended the conversation forcefully.


  “Geez. I don’t know why you’re being so reserved… I’m simply asking out of curiosity, you know? No matter who it is, I’m not planning to meddle with your love life,” said my mother, surprised at my attitude. “Does he know about your relationship with Miu?”


  “…Well, yes.”


  “Then, that’s fine. It looked like Miu also supported you. If you and Miu think he’s a good person, then I won’t say anything.”


  “…Uhm.”


  “I’m sure that your father feels the same. Well, just like any father, he has reserved feelings about her daughter getting married… But you’re already at a good age. Maybe there won’t be a second chance like this one, that’s why he won’t say anything. Even if he’s against it, I’ll definitely stop him, so don’t worry. Don’t lose this chance, Ayako.”


  “…”


  As expected, the conversation was progressing under the supposed premise that I was going to get married.


  Well, taking into account my age, I guess it’s normal to think that this ‘dating’ as ‘getting married.’


  But… My couple is still just a university student.


  She’ll definitely be against it.


  My mother’s attitude right now is like ‘Thanks for taking my over 30 year old daughter’… But when she finds out that he’s a 20 year old university student, and the only son of the family that has helped us so much, I’m sure that she’ll be incredibly shocked.


  I-I can’t tell her…


  At least not for now.


  “…I think it’s about time you start thinking about your own happiness.”


  While I was digressing on my own internal conflicts, my mother murmured in a dignified voice.


  “During the last 10 years, you’ve been doing your best to raise Miu-chan, Miwako’s memento, on your own. I’m sure that there are many things you had to endure and that didn’t turn out as you wanted. But even then, you managed to raise a wonderful girl on your own.”


  “Mom…”


  “Geez, even though you’re my daughter, sometimes you do really unthinkable things. I was really surprised when you said you’d take custody of Miu-chan at Miwako’s funeral. I thought ‘what kind of silly things is this girl spouting?’.”


  “Ahaha…”


  I remember it. When I took the decision to take care of Miu 10 years ago… My mother looked really worried.


  In the beginning, my mother was completely opposed to me taking care of Miu.


  I was very conscious that she was thinking about my life.


  But I was very stubborn and didn’t back down.


  I don’t know how many times we argued behind Miu’s back.


  But in the end, my mother started to back down and little by little, supporting my choice.


  “I can tell you now… You see, if you started saying ‘I can’t do it after all,’ your father and I would have taken care of Miu-chan. I spoke with your father about this.”


  “Really?”


  This is the first time I’m hearing about this.


  “Because… I thought that it would be completely impossible for you,” said my mother with a deep sigh. “How could a woman in her 20s who had never been married nor raised a kid, raise a girl on her own? I was thinking you were simply getting carried away by momentary emotions and that you’ll soon reach your limit. I spoke with your father and we decided that if you started to complain about how hard it was… We’d take custody of Miu-chan immediately. We thought that we could manage to raise at least one more girl.”


  “…”


  It wasn’t like they didn’t trust me.


  They just thought of a way out for me just in case.


  I’m sure that it’s nothing but the deep love that my parents feel for me.


  “But Ayako, you’ve been raising Miu-chan alone for the last 10 years. You never complained and you fulfilled your role as a mother,” said my mother.


  She looked straight in my eyes and smiled softly.


  “We didn’t understand our daughter at all. We underestimated your determination.”


  “…No,” I shook my head. “When I took care of Miu… I thought I was ready. ‘I’ll show them all I can raise Miu on my own’ I told myself.”


  I’m the only one she can rely on.


  I have to do something.


  I armed myself with that determination.


  With an arrogant determination, as if I was drunk on heroism…


  “But I wasn’t… Like you said, I was simply getting carried away by my emotions.”


  My emotions and an excess of confidence.


  I understand that now.


  After having raised my daughter for the last 10 years, I realized that.


  I realized how dumb my initial resolve was.


  “But I… wasn’t alone,” I said. “I couldn’t have done it on my own. Thanks to the help of my boss, of my coworkers, the school teachers and the kindergarten kids, of my neighbors, of you and dad… Thanks to the help of several people, I could manage up to this day.”


  I can raise her on my own.


  Now that I think about it, that was such a presumptuous idea.


  It was excessively arrogant.


  “Ayako…”


  “And before, you said that it was time for me to think about my own happiness… But during these last 10 years, I’ve never thought that I’ve been unhappy. Of course, there were hard times, but I can now say that I’ve been happy in general.”


  I’ve been happy.


  I really think so.


  Miu is a very good girl and has given me many things.


  There were many people that supported us.


  And also.


  There was a peculiar kid who fell in love with me and has loved me these last 10 years.


  He’s been in love with me and supported me for a long time. I was very insensitive, and didn’t realize the truth for a long time, but once I did, I couldn’t help but be overwhelmed by happiness.


  Elementary school, middle school, high school and university… I’ve been observing him for a long time, at different ages, and I can’t help but want him and love him.


  I have a charming daughter and the people that surround me are kind… and during these last 10 years, I’ve been loved by the coolest prince there is.


  If this isn’t happiness, then what is?


  “So… it’s not a reward for everything I had to bear, but, well, how to say it… it’s a small step towards an even bigger happiness that I had before or something like that.”


  “…”


  I couldn’t say it convincingly in the end, but my mother listened in silence.


  And after a small sigh, she smiled satisfactorily.


  “You’ve become a great mother, Ayako.”


  Her words made me feel a somewhat embarrassed.


  It was embarrassing to be praised by my mother at this age.


  


  The next day…


  Miu and I went to the Niozakis’s house.


  Their house was at the north of the prefecture, so it wasn’t that far from our house.


  After greeting Miu’s paternal grandparents, the four of us headed to the grave together.


  After getting to the cemetery, we went up the long stairs.


  ‘Niozaki family cemetery.’


  Here’s where Miu’s father and mother rest.


  We cleaned the surroundings and prepared new flowers.


  We lit up a new incense stick and put our hands together in front of the grave.


  “…”


  “…”


  We didn’t agree to this, but Miu and I had put our hands together a little longer than usual.


  When we went down the stairs, we were whispering each other so the other 2 wouldn’t hear us.


  “Miu, what did you talk about with them?” I asked.


  Miu smiled.


  “Probably the same thing as you, mom.”


  “…I see.”


  I couldn’t help but smile.


  Miu’s parents are in heaven.


  Every time I came to visit their grave, I was trying to tell them about Miu… but this year I spoke to them more about me.


  Very well.


  I’m ready now.


  I’m sorry Takkun, but I feel a little calmer after these Obon holidays.


  Now that I’ve informed my sister and her husband about this, I’m not going to hesitate any longer.


  When I get home, I’ll tell him exactly how I feel.


  I’ll tell him my feelings directly.


  I’ll end these 10 years of happiness and walk next to him towards a new happiness.
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  Early morning, the day after the Obon holidays.


  “…Fwaaaah…”


  I had a hard time waking up.


  I didn’t sleep enough.


  Last night I returned from my parents’ house and went to bed before 12… but I was so nervous about today that I couldn’t sleep.


  Today, I will reply to Takkun’s confession.


  I’ll explain the kiss, why I shunned him, and I’ll also reveal my true feelings…


  And then… we’ll start dating.


  Probably.


  …E-Everything is going to be okay, right?


  This time, we’re going to start dating for real, right?


  Takkun won’t say something like ‘Actually, let me think about it for a bit,’ right?


  He didn’t start thinking something like ‘Despite being an adult woman, she’s so troublesome,’ right?


  Though, to be honest, I can’t blame him if he started to think that.


  I’ve done more than enough to justify him doing so.


  Haah… I wonder if everything is really going to be okay…


  “…E-Everything will be fine! Definitely!” I convinced myself desperately.


  Yes, yes, I’m sure everything will be fine.


  Or rather… it’s too late for me to back down now, I have to keep moving forward.


  “All right.”


  After encouraging myself, I went out of my room and started my morning activities.


  The clock marked 8 in the morning.


  Miu was still sleeping, so breakfast can wait.


  In the meantime, I’ll use that time to do the other chores.


  And I will meet up with Takkun at… Actually, it hasn’t been decided when.


  I said today, but I didn’t exactly say at what time. I’ll get in contact with him later to set up the time and place.


  I have no idea what will happen and that makes me nervous… but I’m sure that everything will be all right!


  I even wrote a letter just in case!


  I wrote a letter during my free time while I was at my parents’ house.


  My feelings for him are written rather poetically, using my editorial skills and cleverness to the fullest. If I start getting nervous and I can’t say anything, I just need to read this letter.


  …It can be very embarrassing for a woman over 30 to prepare a handwritten love letter… but it can’t be helped!


  Because this love letter is my lifesaving angel!


  An insurance in case an accident happens!


  In the worst case… If a huge catastrophe were to happen and I go out running because I got too nervous, as long as I give him the letter, he’ll know how I feel…!


  “I’ll start with… laundry.”


  It was an urgent situation, but that didn’t mean I could avoid house chores.


  That’s what being a single mother means.


  The first half of the day I had to take care of house chores.


  And laundry was the first one.


  I have to wash the clothes we used during the trip.


  I went to the dressing room and saw a huge pile of clothes that I had taken out from our baggage yesterday. I separated the whites to wash later and dumped the rest onto the washing machine.


  “…Ah, right. I should wash this too.”


  I took off the sleeping bra that was under my pajama. During summer, I sweat even when I sleep, so I have to wash the bras I use when I sleep regularly.


  I put the underwear in a special mesh laundry basket and turned the washing machine on.


  “Now, let’s clean the house… Oh no!”


  Half asleep, I was about to hop onto the next chore when I noticed something important.


  “Today is burnable trash day!”


  I had completely forgotten!


  The collection day is right after Obon!


  This is bad… I definitely have to take it out today. The trash I forgot to take out before Obon is still in the deposit outside…!


  Uwaa, this is terrible!


  The trash truck will pass by any second now!


  I quickly changed from my pajamas and went out running in a hurry out the door. I grabbed the trash bag from the deposit and ran frenetically to the trash container.


  Luckily, I managed to throw the trash in time.


  Immediately after throwing it, the trash truck passed by.


  “Haah… Thank goodness,” I sighed in relief and went back to the house.


  That was close, I barely made it.


  I’m happy to not have met the trash collectors.


  Because right now, I…


  “…”


  I took a look at my chest.


  There… my chest was swinging with every step that I have with a boing.


  It was swinging a lot stronger than usual.


  As if it had been freed from heavy armor… as if I didn’t have a bra on.


  “…”


  That was the case.


  I went to take out the trash without a bra… After taking off my sleeping bra, I panicked, changed clothes and went out running forgetting to put on another bra.


  I realized this halfway through, but there was no time to return… so I went out like this.


  Uwaa, I feel like I just did something incredibly inappropriate.


  Taking out the trash without a bra… What kind of indecent woman am I?


  Besides, at this moment, I was only wearing a thin white blouse. And due to the fact that I wasn’t wearing a bra, if they stared for a bit, they could see everything.


  Ah, shit, I have to return home quickly.


  If someone sees me like this, I won’t be able to walk on the neighborhood anymore…


  “Ayako-san…”


  “~~~~?!”


  Suddenly.


  I met up with Takkun by chance again in front of my house.


  Because we’re neighbors.


  Because he lives next door.


  I had unconsciously forgotten that. I had made up my mind to contact him later and try to meet up during the afternoon, but that didn’t guarantee that we’d meet up before that.


  Takkun was wearing a shirt on his top and shorts and leggings on his bottom. He was wearing fluorescent running style sport shoes.


  He used to swim during middle and high school and was now in a sports club, so he sometimes goes out to run. He didn’t seem to be sweating, so I supposed he was just about to go out.


  “G-Good morning. It’s been a while,” Takkun greeted me with an awkward smile on his face.


  There were more than enough reasons to feel awkward, and I’m sure that he had many things in his head, but tried to behave as he normally did for my sake.


  However, I…


  “~~~~~~”


  Without saying anything, I quickly turned around.


  And hid my breasts with both hands.


  “Uh…”


  “I-I’m sorry, Takkun… R-Right now isn’t a good time…!” I shouted almost crying and hurriedly ran away.


  Ah, geez, why…?!


  Why am I so unlucky?!


  I ran away from Takkun once again.


  I repeated the same thing I did before Obon.


  That’s not how it should be!


  I made up my mind, I wouldn’t run away anymore. During Obon, I had resolved myself to do that. I threw away my mentally weak self who would run away the moment she met up with him.


  But.


  But even then… I wasn’t mentally prepared to meet up without a bra!


  I can’t, I can’t, I can’t… If we talk face to face, he’ll definitely notice.


  And if he does, he’ll be disappointed in me. Thinking something like ‘Oh… she’s the kind of woman that takes out the trash without a bra…’!”


  That’s why… I had no choice but to run.


  I’m sorry, I’m sorry, Takkun, I’m so sorry…!


  I’m not shunning you!


  I’m not running away!


  This is a strategic retreat to protect my honor as a woman!


  What I need to tell you… I’ll do so later, after preparing my mind, and a bra!


  “…Haah, haah.”


  I ran to my front door and stopped to catch my breath.


  I felt tormented by an intense feeling of guilt, but I had to put on a bra as soon as possible, so I reached out to grab the doorknob, and it that moment…


  Hug.


  I was hugged from behind.


  It was so sudden that my heart skipped a beat.


  “I’m not letting you run away, Ayako-san.”


  “T-Takkun…”


  I heard a familiar voice in my ear.


  It wasn’t until a bit after that I finally understood the situation.


  Takkun chased after me and hugged me from behind.


  A hug from behind.


  The fantasy that I once lived in a dream which revealed I was born in the Showa era.


  That fantasy had now become true.


  “…I’m at my limit. I can’t take it any longer,” Near my ear, I heard a voice shaking with impatience and nervousness.


  And despite that… sounded incredibly passionate.


  It was a voice full of desire, that sounded like it couldn’t be held back any longer.


  “…Do you have any idea how miserable I was? You suddenly kissed me and then left me hanging by myself… I thought that I would hear the answer today… but you tried to escape again.”


  “N-No…”


  Today it’s different!


  This isn’t the same kind of escape from before Obon!


  I had made up my mind to talk with Takkun appropriately!


  But… Right now, I’m not wearing a bra!


  I never made up my mind to speak with him without a bra!


  I wanted to explain all of that to him, but there was no way I could do that… Instead, he interrupted me and hugged me even more tightly.


  “I can’t take it anymore…!” He said.


  With a voice that sounded like he had reached the limits of his self-control.


  


  “I really love you, Ayako-san.”


  


  I thought I was going to melt.


  Romantic words from the man I love were whispered to me so close to my ear that I could hear his breathing. They were stronger than any poison and sweeter than honey and clouded my heart and head.


  “I love you… I really love you, Ayako-san.”


  He repeated his romantic words, as if a dam had just broken inside him.


  The feelings he had retained for a long time flowed out.


  “I’ve loved you for 10 years. Ever since I was 10 years old, I’ve been looking and thinking about you all the time.”


  I remembered the last 10 years, the days which I didn’t even think of him as a man.


  “Ever since I confessed in May, these feelings haven’t changed at all… No, that’s wrong. I love you a lot more now than when I confessed,” the passionate words didn’t stop. “After I confessed… you were worried and bewildered, and even though you’re an adult, you got as nervous as a teenage girl… and that made you look really cute and charming. I saw so many new faces that I didn’t know and fell in love even more.”


  I remembered the days since he confessed his love until today and started to think of him as a man.


  “I really love you a so much that… I can’t take it anymore. I won’t hand you over to anyone else. I want to be with you forever.”


  Those were blunt words.


  Sincere and straightforward.


  His hug became even tighter.


  “Ayako-san… Why did you kiss me the other day?”


  “…U-Uhm…”


  Due to my indecisiveness to speak, Takkun kept talking with a voice that sounded as if it could break at any moment.


  “After the kiss… I’ve been thinking about it all the time. Why did you do that? I thought about all kinds of things, fantasizing this and that.”


  “…”


  “But in the end, I only managed to reach an answer. Maybe it’s just my wish, maybe it’s just my vanity… but I couldn’t help but think that,” his voice shook, as if he was about to cry.


  But not from pain.


  Rather… from hope.


  “Ayako-san… The Ayako-san I know would have never kissed a man she doesn’t love.”


  “…”


  “That’s why, with that in mind…” said Takkun.


  With a voice that sounded as if it was about to break, he asked in a shout:


  


  “You also love me, don’t you?”


  


  An indescribable emotion overflowed from my chest and extended throughout my entire body.


  It was as if I had been hit by a violent lightning bolt, but at the same time, my entire body felt ecstasy from a soft and sweet feeling.


  My entire body heated up and my uncontrollable feelings overflowed.


  “…Yes,” I nodded strongly.


  Confirming all of his words.


  “I love you… I love you a lot, Takkun.”


  
    
      

      
    

  

  I… I said it.


  I finally said it.


  I finally managed to express what my heart had decided.


  Maybe I could finally give a little back to him, who has loved me so much to the point of making me feel a little guilty.


  “I fell in love with you, Takkun… When… I don’t know… I don’t know, but I love you… I love you a lot now.”


  My uncontrollable feelings raged like a storm, but my words got stuck in my throat and I couldn’t speak well.


  Even then, my feelings kept flowing out with broken words.


  “After you confessed, the only thing I could think about was you… Every day, my head was full of you, Takkun. After all, you… you’ve always been doing cool things, so you started to occupy more and more space in my head…”


  I wasn’t sure myself about what I was saying.


  I simply let myself get carried away by my instincts and feelings.


  “After the trip, I talked with Miu about some things… and I finally understood my own feelings. I love you, Takkun. Not as a neighbor, or brother or son… but as a man.”


  I didn’t take out the letter I wrote.


  And I didn’t even remember what I had written there.


  The only thing that came out of my mouth were simple, straightforward, words. They weren’t poetic, or clever and they lacked any sort of editorial skill.


  “And when I realized that… I think I’ve loved you for a long time. All of these 10 years I’ve spent with you… have been hopelessly dear and precious to me…! I don’t know if it was love at first sight or fate that brought us together… but it makes me really happy that it was…!” I said.


  I softly put my hands over his, while he was hugging me.


  “I love you… I love you a lot, Takkun.”


  “Ayako-san…!”


  The strength on his arms got even stronger.


  A passionate and gentle hug surrounded me. There was a part of me that wanted to stay in his arms forever, but slowly, I put his arms away.


  I turned around and finally looked straight at him.


  When I turned around to look at Takkun, he seemed to be half crying. There were tears in the corners of his eyes and had an emotional expression on his face that didn’t have a shred of dignity or composure.


  But I probably looked worse.


  My eyes were full of tears.


  Not because I was sad, but because I was overjoyed and couldn’t stop crying.


  “Takkun…” I said, looking at him in the eyes. “I love you too. So… if you don’t mind, would you like to go out with me.”


  ‘But,’ I said.


  “Are you really… all right with me?” I had to ask that. “I… am 10 years older than you.”


  “…Why are you asking that now?”


  “Even if it was just barely… I was born in the Showa era.”


  TL/N: Reminder, Showa ended on 1989 and this novel takes place in 2019.


  “I know.”


  “I have a daughter.”


  “I also know that. I’ve known since I was 10.”


  “I’m not an amazing woman at all… I’m very dense, I have many defects, I don’t know what to do when I have to face hardships and I like to laze around when doing house chores… Besides, I’ve gained some weight lately. Though, I think I’ve been saying that for 10 years…”


  “…”


  “Even if I’m like this, are you really sure you want to be with me?”


  “Yes,” Takkun nodded without hesitating. “I love you just like that.”


  ‘I always have and always will,’ he said.


  And smiled softly.


  “…Takkun.”


  Moved by the emotions I felt, I hugged him.


  Not from behind, but from the front.


  “I’m sorry… Sorry for making you wait for so long, Takkun.”


  “Don’t worry, it’s fine.”


  He returned the hug.


  Confirming each other’s feelings, we hug each other tightly.


  An indescribable happiness surrounded us.


  Oh…


  I’m so happy.


  Everything seems so heartwarming and I feel as if I was blessed by the universe.


  Is it possible to be this happy?


  “I’m very happy… too happy. It’s like a dream. I can’t believe that I’m going to go out with Ayako-san… Huh?”


  With a surprised voice, he came back from his dream state to the real world.


  Takkun suddenly separated from me.


  “Huh? Huh…?”


  He looked straight at me with a shocked and confused look.


  Specifically, around my chest area.


  “A-Ayako-san… Why are you not wearing a b-bra?”


  “Uh… ~~~~~?!”


  For a moment, I didn’t know what he was talking about, but I quickly understood and immediately covered my chest.


  N-No way~~!


  I completely forgot!


  I let myself get carried away by the mood and had completely forgotten!


  I’m not wearing a bra right now!


  I wasn’t wearing a bra during the moving confession scene!


  “…N-No! This isn’t what it looks like!”


  Uwaa… Uwaaaa, this is horrible.


  I didn’t want Takkun to notice.


  It’s because I hugged him from the front.


  Of course he’d notice.


  The two of us were wearing thin clothes, but we hugged each other tightly and my breasts were pressed against him.


  “Uhm, you see… I was taking out the trash and… I normally don’t go out without a bra! I simply overslept today and was in a hurry, so I completely forgot to wear one…”


  “I see… Ah, then… the reason you ran away when you saw me…”


  “…Y-Yes! I ran away because I wasn’t wearing a bra! I didn’t want you to notice! And despite that, you… chased after me.”


  “I-I’m sorry, I thought you were avoiding me again.”


  “Uuh… It’s not like that. I wasn’t going to avoid you today, I was going to reply to your confession… I really planned to do that.”


  It’s just that nothing came out as planned.


  Why did this have to happen?


  I was ready to shed tears from a completely different emotion from before.


  “Uuuh… How did this happen? The day I start going out with Takkun, I’m not wearing a bra…! This is something I’ll probably remember for the rest of my live. Every time we celebrate our anniversary, I’ll be tormented by this embarrassing moment when I remember it…!”


  “…W-Well, let’s celebrate an anniversary like that together many times from now on.”


  “Y-Yes…”


  Takkun gave me an awkward smile, but trying to support me, and I nodded.


  


  I, Ayako Katsuragi, am 3X years old.


  It’s been 10 years since I started taking care of my sister’s and her husband’s daughter.


  And for the first time in my life, I have a boyfriend.


  I beat around the bush a lot before we started dating and even the moment we started dating, I said a lot of silly things to the very end.


  But somehow, I wanted to think positively that all of these complications of mine made me who I am today.


  


  At night…


  “Hahaha. I see. So you finally started to go out.”


  When I informed her about our relationship on the phone, Oinomori-san laughed in satisfaction.


  “My… it really took a long time. If I, a third party, feel like this, I can’t imagine how much Aterazawa-kun had to bear.”


  “About that… No comment.”


  “Anyways, I wholeheartedly congratulate you.”


  “Thanks. I’m really thankful for all your support, Oinomori-san.”


  “I didn’t do anything. I was simply making fun of you,” she said, trying to act humble.


  Although… it’s likely that she wasn’t trying to be humble and was actually just making fun of me all this time.


  “Katsuragi-kun,” she said, lowering her tone a little. “I’m sure you must be feeling very excited for overcoming all your obstacles and finally starting to date him… but the hard part starts now.”


  “…I know,” I nodded seriously.


  I know.


  The hardest is yet to come.


  If this was a fairy tale, when the prince and the princess start to go out, the history probably ends with a happy ending.


  And live happily ever after.


  But… We’re in the real world.


  When you start dating, nothing has ended.


  The history keeps going.


  Couples and spouses, regardless of age, who promised to love each other forever, don’t always remain happy.


  Sometimes they break up.


  Sometimes they divorce.


  And in our case… we’re a couple with a 10 year age difference.


  Thinking everything will be all right and there will be no problems… That’s very unlikely.


  “In real life, dating is just the start of a relationship. The problems and accidents that happened before you started going out are nothing compared to the new ones after you do. Although it doesn’t sound so convincing coming from a woman who has been divorced three times.”


  “Ahaha…”


  It was an unfunny self-mockery, but I had no choice but to give a friendly laugh.


  “…But well, I’m sorry. I’m not trying to spoil your mood or put you in a bind. It’s just that… it looks like I’ll be your next obstacle.”


  “Huh…?”


  The next obstacle?


  Oinomori-san?


  “Seriously, why did it have to be now… I’m not doing this on purpose, it was simply incredibly bad timing,” she whispered in an apologetic tone, ignoring my confusion.


  And then, with a very serious voice, she continued.


  “Katsuragi-kun, starting next month… would you like to work in Tokyo?”
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  The day after I started going out with Takkun.


  That day, I was absent-minded since the morning.


  Miu is a student and was still on vacations, but I’m a housewife and an adult worker, so I had to return to the usual routine right after the Obon holidays.


  However… I got up at the same time Miu lazily got up, barely keeping herself awake.


  I didn’t feel like cooking breakfast, so we simply ate cereal together.


  “…What’s the matter, mom? You’re a bit off today,” Miu, who was sitting at the other side of the table, asked with a suspicious look.


  We started eating together, but when I came to, she had already finished.


  And I still had about half left.


  If I didn’t eat my cereal soon, it would get soggy and would taste bad.


  “…Am I?”


  “Yes, and a lot.”


  “Oh… I see. I guess I am off today.”


  “Why are you so off? You just started officially dating Taku-nii.”


  “…”


  “I was going to record a video and send it to Taku-nii if you acted all excitedly, but with this mood, I won’t be able to do anything.”


  “…”


  “Although, well, I get what the problem is,” said Miu, shrugging her shoulders. “You’re thinking about Tokyo, aren’t you?”


  “…Yes,” I nodded weakly.


  I had talked about it with Miu to a certain point last night.


  


  Yesterday, I was speaking with Oinomori-san on the phone…


  “Work… in Tokyo?”


  “Yes,” affirmed Oinomori-san with a serious tone.


  It didn’t sound like a joke at all.


  “It’s something I’ve been thinking about for a while. Ever since it was decided that KimiOsa will get an anime adaptation.”


  KimiOsa, how the novel ‘I want to become your childhood friend’ is commonly known as.


  TL/N: Not completely sure if this is how it’s written, but I believe it’s 君の幼なじみになりたい (Kimi no osananajimi ni naritai).


  It’s a work I’ve been in charge of and that will get an anime adaptation.


  “As you know, Katsuragi-kun… when a light novel becomes an anime, there’s a lot of work for all the ones involved in the original work. The author, the illustrator… and the editor in charge.”


  “…”


  That… I already knew.


  When the work one is in charge of becomes an anime, the workload for the editor in charge increases to an astounding level.


  I don’t know how to explain it in few words, but there are many types of works that they have to do.


  Besides cooperating with the novel’s author, the editor in charge originally plays a role as an intermediary that connects the author with the exterior.


  And when a work is involved in the media world, the editor will always be the one who communicates with external companies.


  And in the case of an anime… the amount of work that requires is enormous.


  Sometimes the editor has to act as an intermediary or as a mediator between the two parties.


  Besides the email and phone exchanges, it’s normal for the editor in charge to be present in script meetings, audio recordings, real life events, live broadcasts and many other things.


  It’s an amount of work that you can only do if you live in Kanto…


  “Of course, I understand your situation, Katsuragi-kun. That’s why, in the beginning I was thinking of letting you concentrate in the novel and transfer the work related to the anime to another person.”


  “…”


  “From the beginning, I’ve been skeptic about this system of letting all the work fall onto a single editor. It’s not uncommon for an editor to collapse from exhaustion due to the huge amount of work that an anime adaptation calls for. I’ve always wanted to transform this industry in which editors compete to see who spent the most days outside their home into something more reasonable and feasible.”


  “…”


  “That’s why I decided that it would be better to lighten the workload you’ll get from KimiOsa’s anime adaptation. I thought that it would be better to give priority to your life in Tohoku and your life with Miu-chan and not pressing you too much. But… then I started to wonder if that was really what was better for you.”


  “What’s best for me…?”


  “I thought that, as the editor in charge, you’d like to get completely involved in the KimiOsa anime,” said Oinomori-san. “No need to say that, other than Shirando-sensei, you are without a doubt, the person that knows the most about KimiOsa and that loves it the most as well. You’ve been working with Shirando-sensei ever since her debut, and you two together worked on this novel from the ground up until it became an anime.”


  “…”


  “Of course, we’re ready to do everything related to the anime without you. It’s just that… I thought that you, more than anyone else, would want to take part in this.”


  I’d like to.


  I’d like to be there to see how the work I’ve been working in from scratch becomes an anime.


  “If you get involved in the anime, I’d be very thankful to you. It would be easier that way. And even though Shirando-sensei didn’t say it, I’m sure that she also wants to leave it in your hands. I think that it’s natural for her to want to leave something as important as an anime adaptation of her novel, which is like a son to her, in your hands, Katsuragi-kun, the person she trusts the most for this task.”


  “…”


  That may be the case…


  Shirando-sensei is a very reasonable and reserved person, so she won’t say anything about it… but she’d probably like me to be in charge of the anime.


  And above all else, I was also in pain with this.


  We’ve been working together for such a long time in this novel and when it’s about to become an anime, we have to leave it in other people’s hands. Of course that would leave a bad taste in my mouth.


  “…B-But, Oinomori-san,” I said.


  I was still confused due to how sudden everything was, but I asked by reflex.


  “Getting fully involved in the anime means…”


  “Yes, that means moving here,” said Oinomori-san. “Of course, I don’t mean permanently. Although, I wouldn’t mind if you were to move here permanently, but I don’t think that’s an easy choice to make. So, for now, why don’t we try for three months?”


  “Three months…”


  “The company will provide you with housing. You won’t have to pay for it. So, if you are okay with it, I’d like for you to live in Tokyo for three months and do your best working in the anime.”


  “…”


  “Oh, I’m sorry. I dropped all of this at once,” softening her tone, Oinomori-san continued. “It’s natural for you to be confused in this case. I’m sorry for not telling you before. It would have been rude to tell you when nothing was decided, so I didn’t want to touch on the topic until all the preparations were done.”


  “…”


  “Katsuragi-kun, this isn’t an order. It’s just a crazy proposal. If you don’t want to, you’re free to refuse.”


  I was speechless and Oinomori-san continued with eloquence.


  “I want you to think about it before making a choice. Think about Miu-chan… and about your new boyfriend. In the end, you’re the only one who can decide what’s the most important in your life now.”


  


  “If you decide to go, you’ll have to go at the start of next month… that means, next week, right?”


  “…Yes,” I nodded in response to Miu. “Next month, there will be a reading meeting… uhm, a kind of meeting to talk about the script with the animation staff. If I want to participate, I must do it from the start.”


  When a manga or novel receives an anime adaptation, one of the advices, or rather, a request the editor gives the author is…


  ‘Go all or nothing.’


  Something like that.


  Basically, if you’re going to get involved, do your absolute best and if you aren’t going to, then don’t get involved at all.


  If you pick nothing, you won’t be a part of the anime at all.


  You only answer questions they give you, only do work they ask you to do, you don’t get involved with the script or the voice acting casting at all, you simply leave everything in hands of the animation staff and you focus on the most important work, the original work.


  And if you pick all, then you go all in.


  You assist every weekly meeting and to the castings and recordings of the voice actors. If you get an idea, you talk about them and discuss it with the animation staff and do everything possible so that the anime becomes a success, of course, without neglecting the original work.


  All or nothing, whichever you want.


  But it’s better to not do anything in between.


  This isn’t limited to the author, but also the editor.


  The role of the editor in the anime production is fundamental.


  If you’re going to get involved, you must do everything possible and if you can’t, it’s better to not get involved at all.


  “Hmm. But this is still too sudden. This wouldn’t happen in a regular company, right? Only having a week to transfer.”


  “There’s nothing normal in this industry,” I answered sarcastically.


  Well, this is really sudden.


  That’s why, just like Oinomori-san said, this isn’t an order, but a proposal.


  The choice is mine.


  If I refuse, there won’t be any punishments or repercussions on my salary or a future promotion.


  In fact, I’m thankful.


  They’re giving me a good opportunity.


  Due to the fact that I don’t live in a metropolitan area and I have to do long distance work, which can be tricky, Oinomori-san gave me a great opportunity.


  She gave me a great opportunity to get involved in the creation of the anime adaptation of the work I’m in charge of.


  She was even kind enough to prepare a house for me to live in.


  “Mom,” said Miu indifferently while I was engulfed in my thoughts. “I told you yesterday, but you don’t need to worry about me.”


  “…”


  “I can live on my own for 3 months.”


  “…Absolutely not. If I move and leave you on your own, I’ll get worried.”


  When Miu was in middle school, I left her alone for work related reasons several times.


  Even then, the longest I’ve been out of home has been 2 nights and 3 days.


  Of course, this would be the first time I’d be out for three months.


  “I’ll be fine. Besides, you’re going to Tokyo, right? That’s only 2 hours away using the bullet train.”


  “That’s…”


  Well, It’s true.


  It’s not like they’ll transfer me overseas, so I can return easily.


  If I work hard, I could return home every weekend.


  And probably, the company will pay for the bullet train tickets.


  “I’m a high schooler, I can live on my own.”


  “It’s too soon for a high school girl to live on her own.”


  “Huh? Is it? There are many high school students that live on their own in the books you edit.”


  “D-Don’t mix fiction and reality!”


  Although well… there certainly are many!


  The percentage of high school students that live on their own in mangas and light novels is too high.


  The reasons are different for each work… but well, the main reason is to facilitate the development of the story.


  Things would be far more complicated if parents were around.


  But.


  I never thought that I’d have to think about this situation from the point of view of the parents.


  Uwaaa… I’m worried!


  I’m very worried about leaving my high school daughter alone while I go away due to work!


  When I worked in some story as an editor, I could easily suggest ‘why don’t we use the pattern of parents being overseas due to work? That way, you’ll have a lot more freedom’… But now that I have to live that, I can’t stop worrying my daughter!


  Oh… I’m so sorry.


  Parents of protagonists in many works I’ve been involved in… Please forgive me for sending you overseas so frivolously.


  Next time, I’ll think about it carefully and with pain in my heart… I’ll send you overseas anyways.


  “…If I decide to move, I’ll ask grandma to come here.”


  It’s unlikely that she can live here for three months, but she can come by every once in a while, and check on how Miu is doing.


  “You don’t trust me, huh… Well, that’s all right. Living with grandma also seems fun.


  “…I do trust you,” I said. “I’m just worried about leaving you alone… but I also think you can survive alone for 3 months.”


  Despite my daughter’s aspect, she’s unexpectedly reliable.


  She usually doesn’t do it because she thinks it’s too bothersome, but she can basically do every single house chore and also cook. When I was out of the house due to work related matters, she cooked, did laundry, cleaned the house, ironed clothes and went to school.


  She’s the kind of person that doesn’t do her homework until the last moment, but she has a good head over her shoulders and managed to have them ready before the due date.


  She isn’t only reliable, but also smart.


  I’ll try to return regularly and while my mom comes here to check up on her, I think Miu will be fine for 3 months.


  “Hmm? Then, what’s the problem, mom?”


  “…”


  “This is the chance to do the job you want to do. What’s more, they’re even providing you lodging. It’s a super VIP treatment. If it isn’t about me, then why…” In the middle of her words, Miu made a face as if she had guessed something. “Oh, yeah, I see it now. I get the problem now. You now have an important boyfriend.”


  “…”


  I shuddered after hearing her words.


  “Haah, this is quite shocking. I’m so embarrassed for thinking it was about me. I thought my dear mother was being overprotective with me, but I guess you were just worried about your brand-new boyfriend and didn’t care about your daughter at all, right?”


  “T-That’s not it… I was also thinking about you! It’s just that… w-well, I was worried about many things, including Takkun.”


  My voice was getting lower and lower as I went.


  Miu let out a small sigh.


  “The timing couldn’t be any worse. Right when you thought you’d finally start dating, what’s waiting for you is a long-distance relationship. Just like with you, so close, yet so far.”


  “Uuh…”


  That’s right.


  If I went to Tokyo to work… Takkun and I will have a long-distance relationship right after we started dating.


  Although, three months is certainly not a long time… but I’d like to not be separated for any time at all.


  We just started dating!


  We’re now supposed to be in a period to enjoy our relationship to the fullest!


  I don’t have any experience with this, though, so I don’t know for sure!


  Haah… what will he think about this?


  The woman that beat around the bush so much and made him wait so long finally agreed to date, but immediately leaves for Tokyo due to work and will now have a long-distance relationship.


  “Did you already tell Taku-nii?”


  “…Not yet.”


  “You should tell him as soon as possible. It’s important to discuss things like this with your husband.”


  “H-He’s not my husband! He’s still only my boyfriend!” I replied and then nodded. “…But you’re right, I’ll speak with him about it today.”


  It’s better to do it as soon as possible.


  If I decide to go to Tokyo, I have to start getting mentally ready right now… and since it’s me, if I postpone it too long, I will probably postpone it forever.


  So, it’s settled.


  I’ll definitely talk to him about it today.


  And right as I was thinking about setting up a meeting with him before my resolve waned down, my cellphone, which was in the table, vibrated.


  The sender was the person I was about to call.


  “It’s Takkun.”


  “Hmm? That’s some synchronization. What did he say?”


  “Let’s see…”


  I read the message.


  “He wants to meet up today?”


  He began with a good morning greeting.


  And then he asked me if I had time to meet up sometime during the day.


  Hmm.


  It’s rather sudden, I wonder if something happened.


  For now, I’ll answer him.


  “That’s fine, but, did something happen?”


  Takkun replied back immediately.


  “No, nothing in particular.”


  “…Huh? What is the meaning of this? He wants to see me for no reason?”


  Is this some sort of riddle?


  While I was wondering what it was about, Miu said in shock and embarrassment, “No… it’s pretty clear. He just wants to see you.”


  “…Huh? No, I get that part, but, for what reason…?”


  “The reason is that he wants to see you.”


  Hmm?


  The reason is that he wants to see me?


  That means he’s coming to see me just because he wants to…


  “…H-Huhhh?! T-Then, Takkun… simply wants to see me?!”


  “That’s right.”


  “He wants to see me for no reason… It’s as if he was madly in love with me!”


  “He is madly in love with you.”


  “It’s as if he’s dying to see me!”


  “He is dying to see you.”


  In contrast to my flustered attitude, Miu answered coldly to everything.


  “Until now, when Taku-nii wanted to see you, he needed to come up with some reason or excuse… but that’s not necessary anymore. You two are now a couple, so he doesn’t need an excuse to see you.”


  I-Is that so?


  A couple can see each other for no reason?


  That’s great.


  That’s like a free pass.


  Then… I-Is it okay for me to call him just because I want to hear his voice?


  Is it okay to do something so bold?


  “Haah, I wonder what’s this I’m feeling. I was supporting your relationship, but… this, right here, this innocent relationship is too embarrassing to see,” said Miu with an indescribably complex expression. “Am I going to have to see you two flirt like this from now on? This is going to be hard.”


  “D-Don’t say it’s going to be hard.”


  It can’t be helped, he’s my first boyfriend.


  The same applies to Takkun… We’re each other’s first couple!


  It’s not surprising that our relationship is this innocent!


  “Anyways!” Said Miu. “Since Taku-nii is coming, it’s a good chance. Talk to him about your transfer.”


  “Yes, I’ll do that.”


  “…And if you start hesitating at the last second and you can’t tell him, I’ll start to hate you for real, mom.”


  “I-I understand.”


  Looks like I’ve lost a lot of face.
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  Takkun is a university student, so he’s still on vacation.


  He said he didn’t have any plans for today and that we could meet up with me at any time.


  I felt it would be weird to meet up too early or too late, so we settled on around 2 in the afternoon.


  Miu said she wanted to do her summer homework at the library and went out early in the morning.


  She was either being considerate, or she really needed to finish her homework.


  Well… It’s probably both. When you’re in high school, your parents can’t help you with homework anymore, so make sure to work hard on your own, Miu.


  I did all the household chores, worked a little and had lunch.


  While I did, the appointed time quickly came.


  “W-Welcome, Takkun.”


  “H-Hello, Ayako-san.”


  We exchanged awkward greetings and I invited him in.


  After preparing drinks for the two of us, we sat in front of one another.


  “…”


  “…”


  There was an immediate silence.


  W-What do I do…? I’m so embarrassed.


  I can’t look at Takkun in the face.


  And he also seems to be embarrassed.


  We’re a couple now… but I feel like we’re more conscious of one another because of that.


  It’s like… we’ve turned back to how we were three months ago.


  Right after Takkun confessed and I started to be conscious of his actions.


  Back then, I was so conscious of him that I was embarrassed to even look straight at him.


  “…I’m a little embarrassed,” said Takkun, breaking the silence.


  “Y-Yes, me too.”


  I’m embarrassed.


  I’m totally embarrassed.


  After all, we… have finally become a couple.


  That means, we have both admitted that we love each other.


  It’s as if we were constantly displaying our love.


  So, of course, it was embarrassing.


  “Somehow… when I think about it, the idea of dating someone seems very embarrassing.”


  “Why is that?”


  “Well, because dating someone, being in a relationship… isn’t it like you’re bragging to everyone that you have someone you love?!”


  Couples are couples because they love each other.


  So, if you think about it… Dating someone is synonymous to announcing that you have someone you love. In other words, it’s the same as bragging that you have someone you love, and that person loves you too!


  I-It’s very embarrassing!


  “That is, well… A very unusual way of thinking about it.”


  “But that’s what it is, isn’t it? We became a couple because we love each other.”


  “In that case, marrying would be even more embarrassing.”


  “…?! Y-You’re right. Marrying is, after all, bragging to everyone surrounding you that you have someone you love and you’ve promised to spend the rest of your life with…!”


  I-It’s really embarrassing!


  It’s almost like a humiliation game!


  How can people announce something like that so confidently…?


  “…Pfft, ahaha.”


  While I shuddered after finding out the truth about the marriage system, Takkun started laughing.


  “W-What’s wrong?”


  “Sorry. I only thought that you said something incredibly innocent.”


  “Wha? Uuh… You don’t have to tease me.”


  “I-I’m not… It’s the opposite… I really like your innocence, Ayako-san…”


  “…”


  My heart suddenly jumped after hearing him say ‘like.’


  I felt excited, but also… a little dissatisfied.


  Innocent?


  It feels weird to be praised as ‘innocent’ at this age…


  “Honestly… It’s a dream come true to be able to go out with you, Ayako-san.”


  “A dream come true? You’re exaggerating.”


  “I’m not exaggerating. I’ve always dreamt about this. For 10 long years, I’ve waited to have this kind of relationship with you.”


  “Geez, you’re saying those things again…”


  Despite Takkun being embarrassed, he said it so happily that he made me feel embarrassed too. My heart started to beat faster and my entire body heated up.


  “…Hey, Takkun,” I said.


  I asked a question which I could already guess the answer to.


  “Why did you want to see me today?”


  “Why…? Well, no special reason.”


  “Then, uhm… you simply wanted to see me?”


  “W-Well, you could say that.”


  Takkun blushed, but didn’t refuse it.


  “O-Ooh, I see.”


  “It’s normal, right? I want to see the person I like every day.”


  “…”


  He said like again.


  Oh geez, Takkun, why do you keep repeating ‘like’ so much without hesitating?!


  My heart can’t take it anymore.


  “A-Ayako-san, what about you?” He asked.


  He was embarrassed, but looked straight at me.


  “Uh, w-what about me?”


  “Well, you know… did you also want to see me?”


  “…T-That’s… actually, uhm… Yes.”


  The unexpected question flustered me, but in the end I nodded.


  “I also… wanted to see you. When you said you wanted to see me, I got incredibly happy, because… I also love you a lot.”


  “…”


  His face got all red and he covered his mouth with his hand.


  “W-What’s with that reaction…?”


  “No, well… I just thought that you said something really cute.”


  “~~?! I can say the same about you. And stop teasing me.”


  “I’m not teasing you. You really are incredibly cute, Ayako-san.”


  “That’s what I mean, please stop saying things like this…”


  “Sorry, it’s just that… when you react like this, I simply want to say a lot more.”


  “W-Whaa… Uuh, Takkun, you’re so mean.”


  “Hahaha.”


  I gave up and Takkun smiled happily.


  …


  No.


  What’s with this situation?!


  What’s with this nauseatingly sweet atmosphere?!


  Ah, geez, it even makes you want to say ‘ewww’ in disgust.


  Even though we’re having fun, this definitely looks disgusting from outside.


  We’re like one of those couples that flirt all the time!


  It’s a flirting level that would make me want to die if someone saw us.


  But right now, it was just the two of us and I didn’t have to worry about other people’s gazes… that’s why, I felt so happy and fortunate that I could die.


  Ah… such bliss.


  I love you. I love you a lot, Takkun.


  I love him and he loves me.


  It’s something as simple as that, yet it feels like a miracle. I’m overflowing with so much happiness that I feel like I’m drowning in it.


  I can’t believe these kinds of days will continue in the future…


  “…”


  My ecstatic head cooled down for a moment.


  I remembered the important matter I had to talk about today.


  Yeah, that’s right.


  These days won’t last.


  If I move to Tokyo, it will be hard for us to meet up like this after a couple messages.


  It will only be for three months.


  But those three months… should be the happiest months when your relationship begins.


  This is the most important moment for couples.


  Not only did I make him wait because of my indecision, but now that we started dating, it’s my fault that we’ll have a long-distance relationship.


  I wonder if Takkun will forgive me for being such a selfish woman…


  “…Hm? What’s this?” He said, while I was submerged in my own thoughts.


  What he was looking at was a cardboard box in the corner of the living room.


  “Oh, that’s something Oinomori-san sent me.”


  “Oinomori-san?”


  “A work I’m in charge of is going to be adapted to anime and several preparations are being made because of it.”


  “An anime, huh… That’s impressive.”


  “The author is the impressive one. I’m simply supporting her,” I said and headed toward the box.


  I had opened it previously.


  But… when I opened it and saw what was inside, I got disappointed and left it in a corner of the living room.


  “As a part of the preparations, a costume was prepared so that a voice actress would wear it in one of the events, but it turns out there was an error with the size. So, Oinomori-san sent it to me, saying, ‘I think the size is perfect for you, so take it as a gift’,” I complained while I took out the contents from the box.


  “A-A maid outfit…?”


  Takkun’s eyes widened.


   Yes. What she sent me was a maid outfit.


  It was a mostly white design… but it was made to look as a maid outfit from anime or manga.


  It was an outfit with frills and laces, short skit and open cleavage.


  This is Airi’s outfit, one of the heroines of KimiOsa.


  She works part-time at a maid café and often wears a maid outfit in her scenes, so we decided to use this outfit for the event.


  “Seriously… What was Oinomori-san thinking?”


  She sent it to me before Obon… that means, when I still had not started to date Takkun, so perhaps she sent it with the suggestion of ‘wear this and seduce Aterazawa-kun’… But even if that’s the case, it’s an unnecessary gift.


  A maid outfit.


  There’s no way I can use this.


  “…Uhm, Ayako-san.”


  When I sighed in disgust, Takkun opened his mouth.


  His eyes were looking straight at the maid outfit.


  “Did you try it on already?”


  “Huh…? T-There’s no way I’m going to wear this.”


  “I see…” He clearly sounded disappointed.


  Huh? What’s with this reaction…?


  “…Takkun, do you want me to wear this?”


  Uwaa.


  Stop.


  What am I saying now…?!


  “Uh… U-Uhm… Well, yes,” Takkun nodded, embarrassed.


  A short while back I realized something.


  Takkun… is generally reserved, but sometimes he’s very assertive.


  Even if he’s embarrassed, he clearly expresses what he wants!


  “I’m curious of how you’d look with this outfit.”


  “…H-Hmm. I see.”


  I see.


  Takkun wants me to wear this outfit.


  If I wear it, I’ll make him happy…


  “…W-Well, then,” I said with a shaky voice. “I think I’ll try it.”


  


  Normally, I’d never wear this.


  At my age, wearing a maid outfit… would be too much.


  No matter how much they ask me to, I’d never wear it.


  …No, well.


  I acknowledge that I’m weak against pressure, so, if they insist too much, in the end, I’d wear it. Or if they praised and flattered me, even if it’s a trap, I’d definitely wear it… But this time, no such thing happened.


  I skipped the torment that would be debating whether or not to wear it and immediately decided to do it.


  Because there may not be much time left for us to fool around like this anymore.


  So I want to please Takkun as much as possible in the little time we have left.


  So if he wants me to wear this, then I will.


  Thinking like this, I decided to wear the maid outfit, but when I finally wore it, I was assaulted by a deep feeling of regret.


  “W-Welcome home, mas— Sorry, I can’t! I can’t do it after all!”


  When I finished changing clothes in the dressing room and returned to the living room, I thought that if I hesitated even for a moment, I wouldn’t be able to bear it any longer, so I decided to try as hard as I could, but…


  In the end, I couldn’t finish the phrase.


  I simply couldn’t bear it.


  This is too much…


  This outfit is too much…


  My appearance in the dressing room mirror wasn’t anything more than a grandma wearing a revealing maid outfit with frills and laces.


  Besides… physically, it’s a little tight.


  The size was too big for the voice actress, but it was too tight for me.


  It was tight in the chest and ass area… Furthermore, the outfit was like a bikini that exposed my belly button, leaving the area around my neglected stomach completely exposed.


  I felt like my heart was going to break.


  Takkun looked at me in silence while I was suffering lethal damage.


  “…Uuh, Takkun… Please, don’t stay quiet, say something.”


  “Uhm.”


  “Ah, actually, don’ say anything! Don’t say anything at all!”


  “…Do I or do I not?” He asked, perplexed. And then, he said, “It looks really good on you, Ayako-san.”


  It was a very direct compliment.


  “Wha… I-It’s okay, there’s no need to be considerate… You also think this is too much, don’t you? I’m sure that you’re thinking something like ‘I know I was the one who suggested her to try it on, but this is far more embarrassing than I expected’.”


  “That’s not true at all.”


  “Really…?”


  “…Well, maybe a little.”


  “Y-You see?! I knew it!”


  “But that’s the best part! The fact that you’re wearing inappropriate clothes for your age is irresistibly attractive.” Takkun closed his fists and passionately said, “I love when you do inappropriate things for your age.”


  “U-Uhm…”


  Was that a compliment?


  I-It’s pretty ambiguous…


  If taken positively, it can mean ‘you’re young at any age,’ but in the end, doesn’t that still mean ‘so old and she’s still doing so many embarrassing things’?


  And he likes that.


  “…T-Takkun, you know, I’ve been thinking about this for a while, but you have some pretty weird tastes.”


  “Ugh…” He seemed to be in shock for a moment, but then said, “W-Who’s fault do you think that is?”


  He looked straight at me.


  “Huh…?”


  “If I’ve developed weird fetishes… it’s entirely your fault.”


  “N-No way!”


  “I’ve gone through a lot of things ever since I was a kid. I saw you as a woman, but you always treated me as a kid… We bathed together, you wore a santa bikini, hugged me inside the curtains.”


  “…~~! W-Well, that’s because… I didn’t know you were looking at me that way…”


  I didn’t know.


  I had no clue.


  I had not realized he saw me that way.


  That’s why… yeah.


  I really did many crazy things.


  I had a lot of physical contact with him here and there unconsciously… and when I think that all those times he was looking at me as a member of the opposite sex… Guilt and embarrassment invaded me and my entire body started to itch.


  “You always made my heart beat like crazy with your unconscious behavior. If you say that I have weird fetishes, it’s all your fault. It’s because you tempted me to many times… that I’ve reached the point where the only person I can love now is you.”


  The words said as a complaint sounded like a passionate expression of love.


  ‘The only person I can love now is you.’


  I felt like I had been told something incredible.


  “That’s, uhm… I’m sorry,” I didn’t know what to do, so I apologized. “The sin of corrupting an innocent child… Well, I’ll compensate for it.”


  “I-I’d be happy if you did. From now until forever…”


  Both of us laughed.


  “Uhm, Ayako-san. Since you’re like that… Can I take a picture?”


  “A picture?!”


  “As a souvenir.”


  “What do you mean souvenir?! No! Absolutely not!”


  I can’t leave any evidence of this shameful appearance!


  If someone else sees it… I won’t be able to show my face in public anymore!


  “I can’t? I won’t show it to anyone. It’s simply for my own enjoyment.”


  “W-What do you mean by ‘own enjoyment’…? Regardless, a no is a no. I can’t let you take pictures of me in this embarrassing outfit.”


  “…It’s not that embarrassing. Besides, you’ve already done Love Kaiser cosplay.”


  “Love Kaiser is different!”


  It’s a ritual, so it’s okay!


  I do it in my room alone to cheer myself up, so it’s okay!


  I do it entirely for self-pleasure, so it’s okay!


  “Then, I can’t?”


  “N-No…”


  “…But you said you’d compensate me for corrupting me, right?”


  “Ugh.”


  It was a little unusual to hear him say something so evil.


  I can’t believe he used my words against me so quickly.


  Geez… Why does he want to take a picture of me so badly?


  Does he really think I’m that attractive?


  “…Alright, fine.”


  “D-Do you mean it?”


  “But on one condition. You have to be in the picture with me.”


  “Me too…?”


  If the two of us were in the picture, I’d be able to bear it somehow.


  But it’s impossible for me to let someone take a picture of me on my own as if it was a photoshoot.


  “…Fu, fufufu. With this, in case it gets leaked, it will have a domino effect. If something happens, we’ll go to hell together.”


  “Don’t say such scary things…”


  With that, it was decided that we’d take a picture together.


  Takkun grabbed his phone and extended his arm, and I walked up to him.


  “Ayako-san, get a little closer.”


  “O-Okay…”


  Since it was a selfie, we needed to be very close to one another.


  “…Can I put my arm on your waist?”


  “Y-You don’t have to ask everything.”


  Takkun softly put his arms on my waist and hugged me. I replied hugging him lightly, trying to hold back my embarrassment.


  In the phone screen, the two of us were shown taking a selfie like a loving couple.


  
    
      

      
    

  

  Ah…


  I wonder what this feeling is.


  When we embrace like this, I can feel his body heat, his touch and smell. I can feel his presence with my entire body and that makes me really happy.


  Oh, I didn’t know this.


  I didn’t know that embracing the person you love can make you feel so great and happy.


  I think I like this…


  Embracing and touching each other like this… I like it a lot. I really like it. It may be really embarrassing to say what a spoiled child would say when you’re over 30… but I like what I like.


  I want to embrace him more.


  I want to embrace him a lot and for him to embrace me as well.


  I want to flirt more and more…


  But.


  If I go to Tokyo, we won’t be able to embrace each other like this.


  We can exchange messages and listen to each other’s voices through the phone, but we won’t be able to embrace each other. Despite the notable development of technology, there is still no way for a couple to hug at long distances.


  With a long-distance relationship, I won’t be able to feel his body heat or his smell for a long time.


  The moment I thought about that…


  I felt an unbearable sorrow.


  Because I love him too much.


  “All right, I’m taking the pic— Huh?”


  When he was about to take the picture, I hugged him tightly.


  A real hug, different from the light hug from a little ago.


  I put my arms behind his back and pressed my face against his broad chest and hugged him tightly.


  “Mmm…”


  “A-Ayako-san…?”


  “Mm~~. Mmm~~~~.”


  With my face buried in his chest, I made a weird grunt.


  To somehow calm my uncontrollable feelings, I started to behave in an eccentrically absurd way.


   “…Takkun, I’m sorry,” I said, feeling a little calmer. “I was offered to work in Tokyo.”


  


  We sat in the sofa and I told him about my transfer.


  I told him the circumstances that an anime carries and the three-month period.


  …By the way.


  I had already taken off the maid outfit. There was no way I would speak to him in such a ridiculous outfit.


  Since it was an important conversation for us as a couple…


  “You’ll move to Tokyo next month…?” Said Takkun with a dignified expression after listening to me.


  He didn’t seem to be as shocked as I thought he would be.


  I wonder if it’s because he was so surprised he forgot how to react.


  “It’s a little sudden, isn’t it…?”


  “…Looks like Oinomori-san had to make many preparations before telling me.”


  If it was a normal transfer, it wouldn’t be as sudden.


  But this time, it wasn’t an order from the company.


  I’m free to choose what I want to do.


  If I refuse, I won’t receive any sanctions.


  In other words.


  It’s all up to me.


  ‘The company ordered me to, so I had no choice.’


  I can’t use that as an excuse.


  It’s a choice I have to make on my own and I have to take responsibility for that choice.


  “If I decide to do it… Oinomori-san said she’d support me with everything she can. She even prepared an apartment near the company… I’m really thankful to her. I spoke to Miu about this and she told me she could manage things on her own, so I could go…”


  “…Then,” said Takkun, getting straight to the point. “What are you going to do, Ayako-san?”


  “…I want to go,” I replied, with a toned of resigned acceptance. “I don’t think I’ll ever have a chance like this. I think this is a great opportunity to improve my skills as an editor… Besides,” after a pause, I continued. “More than anything else, I want to do it. I want to get involved in the anime adaptation of the work I’m in charge of. I want to see how the work I’ve worked on from the beginning spreads its wings and reaches the finish line.”


  Of course, I want to take this opportunity to get some experience as an editor, but that’s not the main reason.


  The main reason is that I want to oversee the work I’m in charge of with my own eyes to the very end.


  Not from a sense of duty or responsibility, but purely from desire.


  In a certain way, I think this feeling is close to selfishness.


  The most interesting novel written by Shirando-sensei was blessed with a variety of opportunities and is now going to become an anime.


  So, as the editor in charge of said novel, I want to be with her to the very end.


  The person that knows the novel the most, the person that loves the novel the most, besides Shirando-sensei, is probably me. That’s why I want to do it. That’s why I want to get involved in the anime so badly and want to make it a success.


  But this was supposed to be an impossible dream of mine.


  I had given up from the very beginning due to the problem of living in Tohoku. I didn’t tell anything and kept it hidden because I didn’t want to bother anyone with this weird dream of mine.


  But.


  Suddenly, I was given an opportunity, and the desire I had locked in the depths of my heart was freed.


  “…I see,” Takkun smiled. “Ayako-san… you’ve always held yourself back with work, haven’t you? Even if it was a job you wanted to do, you were thinking about Miu first, and reduced your workload to prioritize your time with her above all else…”


  “…”


  “I think that Miu is supporting you because she’s conscious of this. I’m sure that she wants you to do everything you’ve ever had to hold back for her.”


  That’s probably true.


  It’s hard to tell due to her indifferent attitude, but I think Miu worries about me in her own way, and I’m very thankful for that.


  “…What about you, Takkun?” I asked in a low voice. “What do you think about this?”


  “…”


  “Do you not like… the idea of me going to Tokyo?”


  He thought for a moment.


  “Well… I don’t like it at all,” he said with a wry smile. “I’d feel completely alone without you. After all, we just started dating, we’re barely starting out as a couple.”


  “…”


  “But… I don’t want you to give up on your dreams for my sake,” said Takkun, without looking away from me. “I’ve always… wanted to go out with you. I wanted to become a worthy adult that would look good at your side. I don’t know to what degree I’ve managed to accomplish that… but a man that gets in your way is not worthy at all.”


  “Takkun…”


  “Go work in Tokyo, Ayako-san,” he said and smiled softly.


  He accepted a selfish woman like me without complaining.


  “I’ll fully support you in everything you want to do and cooperate in everything that I can.”


  “Takkun…”


  “Well, I’d probably think it more thoroughly if it were two or three years… but if it’s just three months, that’s fine.”


  “…True. It will only be a long-distance relationship for three months.”


  Three months.


  Only three months.


  Besides, we’ll be in the same country, so, if we want to, we can meet up in a couple of hours.


  If I were to whine about it, couples with a serious, long-distance relationship would laugh at me.


  But when I think that I won’t be able to see Takkun easily for three months, it feels like an eternity.


  “Uuh…”


  Several emotions sprouted inside me and tears started to form in my eyes. I tried to hold back the affection and sadness as much as I could, but it gradually weakened.


  Maybe I don’t have to do so much trying to look good.


  After all, we only have a week left.


  There’s no point pretending to be a strong and tough woman.


  Maybe it’s better to forget about appearances and pride and allow myself to be spoiled.


  Thinking like that, I hugged the young man sitting next to me.


  “A-Ayako-san…”


  “…I don’t want to. I’ll feel very lonely without you…”


  I threw away my pride and shame and started to act like a spoiled girl.


  Seeing my embarrassing act, Takkun was surprised for a moment… but then smiled tenderly and put his hands over my head.


  “I’ll also feel lonely, but everything will be okay, I’m sure of it.”


  “I’m sorry, Takkun… That all of this happened right when we started dating. If I had known… I wish I could have replied to you before.”


  “Don’t think about that. For me, going out with you is already a miracle.”


  “…When I leave for Tokyo, I’ll call you every day, so I hope you won’t get mad.”


  “I won’t get mad.”


  “…And don’t cheat on me while I’m not around.”


  “I won’t. Don’t do it either, please.”


  “I won’t have time for that, I’m not going there to have fun.”


  “And don’t take out the trash without a bra.”


  “I-I won’t! It only happened once! It won’t happen again!”


  Sitting next to each other, we talked about trivial things.


  While we talked, I even forgot that I’m 10 years older than him.


  Things such as adult vanity and pride, seemed to disappear.


  I let myself get spoiled by my boyfriend like any other girl.


  It’s been a while since I let myself get spoiled by someone like this…


  “…There’s only one week left until I leave for Tokyo… But until then… I want to flirt with you as much as possible, Takkun,” I said.


  I went and said it.


  Taking advantage of the moment, I said something incredibly embarrassing.


  Something that I wouldn’t say in normal circumstances.


  Looks like the one-week time limit removed the adult armor from me and let my childish instincts go free.


  But even then… what I said was too embarrassing.


  The moment I said it, a great amount of regret and embarrassment took ahold of me, but…


  “Sure, I’d love to,” Takkun didn’t laugh or tease me, but rather, happily accepted my words.


  Ah… I love him.


  I love Takkun.


  “I love you, Takkun,” the voice inside my heart escaped through my mouth.


  “I also love you,” he answered immediately and tightly hugged me.


  An irreplaceable happiness surrounded us.


  “…Uhm, well…”


  After a happy hug that lasted some 10 seconds, Takkun let go of me a little.


  And looked at me seriously.


  “Can we… flirt right now?”


  “R-Right now?!”


  “Yes,” he nodded strongly.


  No, wait. Wait a moment.


  I certainly said I wanted to flirt… but isn’t this too sudden?!


  I’m not ready yet…!


  I started to panic, but…


  “About that, uhm… O-Okay…”


  Under the pressure of his passionate gaze, everything I could do was nod.


  In that moment, Takkun grabbed me by the shoulders as if he couldn’t bear it any longer.


  “Huh…? H-Huhhhh…?”


  While I was confused, Takkun slowly drew his face closer to mine.


  I completely froze up.


  And several thoughts went through my head.


  Ah… he’s going to kiss me. This will be our second kiss. And our first kiss ever since we started dating. I-Is it going to be okay…? I didn’t eat anything weird during lunch, did I? Besides… How do we flirt exactly?! How far is he planning to get?! Don’t tell me… T-To the very end?! I-I’m not prepared for this kind of thing… in broad daylight, but…


  Things like that.


  A lot of thoughts went through my head in an instant, but then everything disappeared.


  I couldn’t think any longer.


  I gave up and let myself get carried by the flow of the situation.


  I wanted to do everything he wanted.


  I closed my eyes and left everything in his hands…


  “…I’m back.”


  Clack.


  I heard the door open and Miu’s familiar voice.


  ““~~””


  We were a centimeter away from each other and then separated immediately.


  I hurriedly fixed my clothes and hair and got up from the sofa.


  “Oh? Taku-nii, you’re still here.”


  Miu came into the living room.


  “M-Miu… you’re early…” I said, desperately pretending to be calm.


  My heart was beating like crazy and I was sweating a lot.


  Why…? Why did she have to come home now…?


  “Yeah, I’m already done for the day. Mom, did you talk properly with Taku-nii?”


  “Y-Yes, isn’t that right, Takkun?”


  “Y-Yes…”


  “Hmm, everything is okay then. By the way, why do you look so worked up…?”


  Even though the air-conditioning was on, we were sweating and breathing heavily, so Miu looked at us suspiciously.


  And soon after, her face got red.


  After seeing our peculiar nervousness, Miu got embarrassed and said:


  “…Huh? Were you doing it?”


  ““We weren’t doing anything!””


  We both shouted in unison.


  In a week, I’ll move to Tokyo alone.


  And our brand-new relationship will become a long-distance relationship.


  Volume 4 Epilogue


  
    
      

      
    

  

  ♥


  September.


  The time summer break was over for students and the second semester started…


  And my transfer to Tokyo.


  “…Phew.”


  When I went out the bullet train, I saw a crowd of people walking around busily. Like always, there’s a lot of people here, and the temperature is a little hotter than Tohoku’s. Though it’s much better now than at the end of July.


  Somehow, I managed to cross through the Tokyo Station crowd while I was carrying my suitcase and got into one of the taxis waiting in line to pick people up.


  From the back seat, I sent a message to Miu.


  “I arrived to Tokyo safe and sound.”


  “That’s great.”


  “Is everything alright over there? Are there are any problems? If something happens, call me immediately.”


  “No, don’t worry, it’s just the first day. It’s literally only been 2 hours since I saw you off in the station.”


  “Do you miss your mom?”


  “How old do you think I am? You’re worrying too much. Grandma is also here, so I’ll be fine without you.”


  I couldn’t help but worry and think about her, but Miu’s attitude was very cold. Geez, don’t children know how dear they are to their parents?


  Well, I’m sure that Miu will be fine.


  And my mom will spend the night with her today.


  When I sent her a message, she said she had already gotten to the house and was making dinner. She seemed very excited, so I could leave the house in her hands without worrying.


  Therefore, I thought about sending a message to Takkun… but my hand stopped.


  “…”


  He couldn’t come to the station to see me off.


  Apparently, he had something to do.


  He didn’t tell me what it was, but said it was something he had to do no matter what.


  I know it’s something I can’t do anything about, but still, it’s a little depressing.


  I wanted to see him once more before leaving… Ah, no, stop.


  Stop, Ayako.


  You can’t back down on the first day!


  Because our long-distance relationship… still has three months to go.


  Everything will be fine. I’m sure I can handle it.


  After all… We’ve been flirting a lot this last week!


  We flirted a whole lot.


  Over and over again, as if we were trying to compensate for the three months we wouldn’t see each other…


  Well, we didn’t see each other all the time because we had things to do and I was worried about other families seeing us, so we couldn’t be so open about it…


  But despite that, we tried to find as much free time to see each other as possible.


  When I thought that I wouldn’t be able to see him for a while… I couldn’t waste the time we had left and I became a lot bolder than usual. Thus, we flirted to the very last moment.


  We chatted, held hands and hugged each other!


  We did a lot of things that make me blush when I remember them.


  The day before yesterday, we had a date and went to see Love Kaiser’s summer movie, and I think that was a plentiful week.


  With these memories, I should be able to endure for three months.


  No.


  I need to endure it.


  Because I was the one who made that choice.


  “…Yes, right here. Ah, could you give me a receipt, please.”


  I reached my destination after a 10 minute trip.


  I thanked the driver and got off the taxi.


  In front of me… there were many tall buildings. Although I was a little away from the center of the city, this still looked very crammed to me, a person who was raised in the northern city of the province. The highway next to me had a traffic volume that was unthinkable in my native city.


  Looks like there’s an apartment complex over here where I’m going to live for the next three months.


  There’s a station, a convenience store nearby, and many restaurants as well, so it looks like a popular place to live. Must be a luxury to be able to live here for free for three months.


  …The station is close by, which means I could have gotten here easily and cheaply from Tokyo Station… but I ended up taking a cab. Well, I had no choice, I have a suitcase with me today. Besides, the company is paying for this.


  After checking the address on my phone, I headed to the apartment complex.


  While I somehow made my way on these unknown streets without getting lost, I received a call.


  “Yo, Katsuragi-kun.”


  The person on the other side of the phone was Oinomori-san.


  “Did something happen?”


  “No, nothing special. I was just thinking that it was about time you were arriving.”


  “Yes, I’m in Tokyo already. I just got off a cab and I’m on my way to the apartment. I was going to call when I got there.”


  “Oh, I see. So you still haven’t arrived. Well, I guess it’s better that way.”


  “Better?”


  “Oh, don’t mind that.”


  “…Okay…?”


  I wonder what she means.


  Well, it doesn’t matter.


  Oinomori-san always does things at her own pace, so it’s better to not think about it.


  “Anyways, I’m really happy about this. We will be able to work together for a long time starting tomorrow. Fufu, I’m really looking forward to it.”


  “…That’s right.”


  Somehow, I felt deeply moved.


  10 years ago, I started working for LightShip under the command of Yumemi Oinomori.


  When I suddenly became a single mother, Oinomori-san had the kindness to allow me to work from home.


  Since then, I’ve been working from Tohoku.


  I’ve worked at home for the most part, only showing up here every once in a while.


  And starting tomorrow, I’ll start working in the main office.


  I was excited and nervous at the same time.


  “For now, just take it easy and rest for the rest of the day. You can start working hard starting tomorrow.”


  “All right… Ah, I see it.”


  While I walked speaking on the phone, I saw the apartment complex that I was heading to.


  “Wow, it’s incredible. It’s a lot better than I imagined.”


  It was bigger and newer than the other apartments around.


  Renting an apartment here clearly wasn’t cheap.


  As to how much it costed… I couldn’t even imagine.


  “It’s incredible, Oinomori-san. I can’t believe you have an apartment in a condominium like this one,” I said, a little surprised.


  The apartment that they provided me wasn’t a corporate house (LightShip doesn’t offer corporate lodging for starters), but an apartment that belongs to Oinomori-san herself.


  “It’s nothing special. It’s just an apartment that I accidentally bought because the real state agency that sold it to me made me think it was a good investment. Seriously… that real state agency is really good at what they do. They sent a handsome young man, just how I like them, to do business with me.”


  “…Haah, I see.”


  Apparently, rich people inadvertently sign contracts for apartments when handsome men come to sell it to them.


  As always, my boss is still a woman that earns a lot of money, but also wastes a lot of it.


  No, I guess that this one is an investment, it can’t be considered a waste.


  “I used to rent it, but lately, it’s become a pain in the ass, so I simply left it abandoned. I’m actually glad you’re going to live there.”


  “In that case, I won’t feel bad about living in it.”


  “Mhm. Actually… in that apartment,” said Oinomori-san, clearly happy. “To celebrate your new life, I prepared a surprise for you.”


  “A surprise?”


  “You’ll see it when you open the apartment, so just wait for it.”


  “…I got a bad feeling about this.”


  “Hey, that hurts. What kind of image do you have of me?” said Oinomori-san, sounding offended.


  Well, the same as I usually do.


  “Don’t worry, it’s nothing bad. I’ve prepared something that will definitely make you happy,” she said confidently and hung up.


  Something that will make me happy?


  I wonder what it is.


  If it was an expensive liquor or a luxurious cut of meat, I’d definitely be happy.


  I entered the condominium’s building while I was thinking about several things.


  Using the key they had sent me beforehand, I passed by the automatic lock entrance.


  I took the elevator to the apartment’s floor.


  “It’s here.”


  I stood in front of the apartment at the corner of the tenth floor and sighed.


  Here is the place I’ll live for the next three months.


  I’ll work hard and do my best.


  I had to get away from Takkun to come work here, so I have to work hard or I’d feel bad for him.


  “…Haah.”


  The moment I remembered Takkun, I felt extremely alone.


  Haah… I want to see him.


  I want to see him as soon as possible.


  I wanted to open this door and find Takkun standing there.


  But there was no way that would happen.


  I inserted the key in the locked while I was thinking of futile things, but…


  “Hm…? Huh?”


  The door was already open.


  Huh? Why?


  Maybe the manager came by? Or perhaps… I got the wrong apartment? Or maybe it’s the surprise Oinomori-san mentioned? Don’t tell me… She came to see me in person?


  Thinking about several things, I decided to press the intercom.


  Ding dong.


  After a few seconds, the door opened.


  And… I was speechless.


  “Huh…?”


  It was a very familiar person who opened the door.


  Someone I’ve known for a long time, who I started to date recently and flirted all week long with, my dear boyfriend…


  


  Takkun was standing in front of me.


  


  “Huh? Wha?”


  Panic. Shock. Confusion.


  I blinked many times.


  At first, I thought it was an illusion. I thought my mind and heart were so desperate to see Takkun that they had created an illusion.


  But… that didn’t seem to be the case.


  No matter how many times I blinked or rubbed my eyes, he was still there.


  A real Takkun was in front of me.


  “Huh, wha…? T-Takkun, why—”


  “…I’m sorry!”


  Before my extreme confusion, He deeply bowed his head.


  “I’m extremely sorry for not telling you until today… but I couldn’t tell you even if I wanted to. I had to keep it a secret from you… That was the condition Oinomori-san gave me.”


  “Huh? Huh?”


  What does this mean?


  Oinomori-san? Condition?


  I don’t understand anything at all.


  What’s going on?


  “Uhm… Where to start… Well… basically…” With an embarrassed expression, but without hesitating, Takkun said, “I’ll live with you starting today.”


  “…”


  Whaaaaaaaaaaaaaat?!


  I shouted internally.


  I barely had enough sanity left to worry about the neighbors… but still, I didn’t understand anything. I don’t understand what is happening at all.


  Don’t tell me… is this Oinomori-san’s surprise?


  What kind of plot did they make behind my back?


  I can’t follow the pace of the situation at all, but the man I had in front of me, was without a doubt, the real Takkun…


  Which means that the declaration of us living together was undeniably true.


  I thought that our relationship, which had finally started, would begin with a long-distance relationship.


  But it looks like it will begin with a ‘living together’ setting.


  


  
    
      

      
    

  

  Picture’s translation:


  Written text at the right: Musume Janakute, watashi (mama) ga suki nano!?


  Volume 4 is here.

At the end of volume 3 I was thinking: “Yay! They’re together now!” But I was on the edge of my seat when the two of them met up this volume…


  But finally, Mama and him got to the starting line!


  It’s fun to delve into mama’s work, and although there’s the obstacle of long distance from now on, I wonder if this is the start of a humorous daily life of a beginner in love…♥


  O-Or rather, that’s what I thought.T-They’re suddenly going to live together?!


  Volume 5!! When is volume 5 coming out?!?!?!


  This postscript illustration is an adaptation of a rejected draft for the cover of volume 2.


  In the rain, a wet married woman* is looking over her shoulder at a pack of hydrangeas (Not actually a married woman)


  I wanted to draw Mama in a way that exuded a moist sexual allure and also a sense of the seasons.


  I hope I can keep drawing Mama more in the future.
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SASICALLY 1T AEOUT HOW 1 HERONS TRaNSF L ANG CECCAT THE MONSTROUS viguses, guT rop

3 05 e
WATTER OF HONORABLE DEATH, WHICH (5 A PRETTY DEPIANT THOLGH IN A DIFFEQENT WAY FROM THE
PREVIOUS 'LOVE KloER JOKES.
AFTER TOMNSFORMING, THE LOVE KAISERS OF THIS, SEQIES GECOME 1 WCROMETER TALL AND €O INSIE
THE PATIENT'S BODY. THERE, THEY FIGHT DICECTLY ASAINST THE PERENNES VIS HOWEVER, THE.
PROTASONIST, JINKO UTOZAKA CSEEN FLRTHER DOWND, DOESN T TRLIST THESE TRANSFORMATIONS
MUCH AND OFTEN EXTERMINATES THE ENEMIES WITH A SURGICAL FOCUS USING TRUE MEDICAL SKILLS.
THE TOANSEORUATION ITENS AND WEAPONS ARE BASED ON SCALPELS, SYRNEES, SCISS0RS, AND
OTHED MEDICAL EQUIPHENT
HOWEVER, THERE'S A SCENE IN THE THIPD EPISODE IN WHICH THE PROTAGONIST SNAPS AT AN.
INEXPERIENCED DOCTOR TELLING Fill "DONT HOLD THE SCALPEL WITH SO LITTLE DETERMNATION!” AND.
THERE WAS A 54D INCIDENT WITH KI0S (N WHICH THEY GOT SCAGED WITH THE SCENE AND STOPPED
WANTING THE SCALPEL SHAPED TOY THAT UNKO LiSES,

SAVING. T DON'T WANT OINKO-CHAN TO GET MAD AT AIE."
RAYEE BECAISE OF THAT. TOV SALES WERE LOW, EVEN
THOLGH THE SERIES AS A WHOLE WAS HIEHLY ACCLANED.

* JINKO UTOZ0KA

28 YEAS OLD SUPGEON. IT'S THE OLDEST PROTASONIST
INTHE SHOW (NOT INCLUDING NON-HLUIAN PROTASONISTS)

CREATED WHEN HER PERSONALITY WASN'T DEFINED YET, SHE
BEGFODMS A SHALL DANCE WITH A SHILING FACE THAT SHE D
NEVES SHOW IN THE MAN STORY.
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