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    Chapter 1: “The Silver-haired Young Girl Attends Preschool”


    



    



    “—Onii-chan, aah~n,” Emma-chan, the silver-haired young girl who was currently sitting on my lap, spoke with an adorable smile and her mouth wide open.


    I picked up the tamagoyaki[1] with my chopsticks and blew on it to cool it down before bringing it to Emma-chan’s mouth, so she wouldn’t get burned. She eagerly closed her mouth with a chomp and chewed before swallowing with a satisfied gulp.


    “Is it delicious?”


    “Mm-hmm!” She nodded enthusiastically as I asked for her thoughts. Honestly, She’s just too cute.


    The reason why Emma-chan was eating on my lap was because, after her clash with Charlotte-san, she had requested that we eat together. Learning from her previous mistake, Charlotte-san readily agreed to Emma-chan’s selfish request and asked me if it was okay. Of course, I was happy to oblige, and that’s how this arrangement came to be. It was a pleasant surprise, although I didn’t expect it to happen twice a day, every day.


    “I wanna eat that, Onii-chan,” As I relished in the happiness of enjoying a meal with Charlotte-san, Emma-chan made a request while tugging at my clothes. I complied and picked up a piece of karaage[2] with my chopsticks. Charlotte-san had made it for me since she knew that our food preferences differed due to our gender. She was considerate enough to only make dishes that Japanese people were accustomed to since I had never tried British cuisine before. She was truly a kind and considerate girl.


    By the way, Emma-chan loved fried food like karaage, although she didn’t have many opportunities to eat it before. But now that Charlotte-san made it for us, she was overjoyed.


    “Wait a minute.”


    Before putting the food in Emma-chan’s mouth, I cut the karaage in half with chopsticks. Next, I blew on it to cool it down before putting it in her mouth. Emma-chan, who swallowed the chicken, smiled happily again. I continued to feed Emma-chan like that. And before long—


    “Ehehe” Emma-chan turned around to me, perhaps because she was already full, and hugged me, her cheeks melting. Then, she pressed her cheek against my chest. I gently wiped Emma-chan’s mouth with a wet tissue and then gently stroked her head. Just that made her happy, and she smiled adorably.


    “Emma, you really rely on Aoyagi-kun a lot,” Charlotte-san, who was sitting in front of us and watching us, spoke with a gentle smile. I thought to myself that she had a motherly expression, but I didn’t say it out loud.


    “Yeah, she’s a really cute kid.”


    “That she is.”


    “............”


    We both fell silent involuntarily. Ever since Charlotte-san kissed me, our conversations have often been interrupted like this. Even if I try to talk about something, when I look at her face, the memory of that kiss comes to mind. Charlotte-san seemed to feel the same way, and she looked uncomfortable with a shy smile on her face.


    “By the way, Emma-chan will start going to preschool tomorrow, right?” I quickly changed the subject because the mood had become awkward. I noticed Emma-chan, who I thought would react, had become quiet. When I looked, she was dozing off in my arms.


    



    
      
    


    



    It seemed that Emma-chan had become sleepy after eating her fill. I tilted her body so that she was lying on her right side. I had researched various ways to prevent any harm to her body because she tends to sleep immediately after eating. I found out that this posture was good for her body.


    “Yes, there is a preschool specifically for foreign children, and Emma can attend there,” Charlotte-san answered happily in Japanese while gently looking at Emma-chan sleeping beside her. Perhaps because Emma-chan was young and couldn’t speak Japanese or looked different, she was worried that something might happen to her at the preschool. She thought that one specifically for foreign children would be safe in that regard.


    “That’s right. Since Emma-chan can attend preschool, let’s have a welcoming party for you that we postponed after the exams end in two days.”


    As long as it’s not too late, the preschool will take care of Emma-chan. If that’s the case, Charlotte-san can participate with peace of mind. Or so I thought, but—


    “I think that will be difficult...” Charlotte-san’s expression darkened.


    “Why?”


    “As you know, Aoyagi-kun, Emma is a difficult child... She had a hard time getting used to the preschool in England, so even this time, she probably...”


    “It’s difficult to leave her for a long time because she might have a hard time getting used to it, isn’t it?”


    “Yes... I don’t want to burden Emma too much...”


    As expected, Charlotte-san seemed to prioritize Emma-chan’s well-being over her own. I understand what she was saying, and I also didn’t want to burden Emma-chan. But I didn’t want to see Charlotte-san suffer too much either.


    “For now, let’s see how Emma-chan feels about going to preschool... Maybe this one’s suitable for her.”


    “Yes... If Emma looks to be enjoying herself, I will take you up on your offer.”


    Charlotte-san answered that way, but her smile was weak. She doesn’t seem to have high expectations. Honestly, I’m not too worried. As she said, Emma-chan was a difficult child, but we quickly became friends. With just one opportunity, this child can become friends with other children. She’s selfish, but also smart and considerate.


    “Well then, I’ll subtly bring it up with Akira. Though I won’t force anything, of course.”


    “Yes. Thank you as always,” Charlotte-san spoke with a cute smile, and started cleaning up the dishes. After finishing up, she picked up the sleeping Emma and left the room. Lately, Charlotte-san had started to leave after our meals. Honestly, it was a bit disappointing, but with the slightly awkward distance between us right now, it was somewhat appreciated. Plus, thanks to that, I had enough time to study. The upcoming test in two days shouldn’t be a problem.


    “Huh, onigiri[3]...?”


    When I went to start studying, I noticed there were three onigiri wrapped in plastic wrap and a letter on my desk. I don’t remember making onigiri, so maybe Charlotte-san made them for me... I opened the letter and read the contents with these thoughts. 【Thank you as always. Please don’t push yourself too hard and do your best.】It was beautifully hand-written with kind words.


    “Charlotte-san went out of her way to prepare a late-night snack for me...” I felt my heart warming up with her consideration, and my motivation went up considerably. “Yeah, I’ll work harder than usual today.” With Charlotte-san’s late-night snack, I continued to study even after the date had changed.


    



    ◆


    



    “—Onii-chan, tada~?”


    The next morning, an angel visited my room.


    I’m kidding, of course. It was Emma-chan in her preschool uniform, spreading her arms and tilting her head to show off her outfit.


    “S-So cute!”


    I couldn’t help myself when shown a preschool uniform that emphasized her innocent smile and childlike cuteness.


    “Ehehe,” Emma-chan giggled happily and clung onto my leg after I called her cute. Is she an angel?


    “Good for you, Emma,” Charlotte-san, who exuded a gentle motherly aura behind, smiled at Emma-chan from behind. Emma-chan looked up at her face and nodded with a big smile. Then she turned to me and spread her arms.


    “Carry...!” Emma-chan’s signature request to be carried. She loved being held so much that she would ask for it at every opportunity.


    “Hold on a sec,” I bent down and slowly wrapped my arms around her body. Once I secured her body with my arms, I lifted her up.


    “Mmm,” Emma-chan pressed her cheek against mine when I held her. It seemed like she loved doing that lately.


    “You look like a father when you do that, Aoyagi-kun.”


    “Huh?”


    “Ah...I-I didn’t mean anything by that—I just found it endearing,” As I reacted to her words, Charlotte-san blushed and looked away with her hands on her mouth.


    “Are you Emma’s papa, Onii-chan?” As I was admiring Charlotte-san, the young girl, who always seemed lost in her own world, began to sparkle with curiosity. This child should have a proper father, so why does she have this misunderstanding… As usual, she’s quite the mysterious kid.


    “Unfortunately, I’m not your dad, Emma-chan.”


    “Boo...”


    When I denied her inquiry, Emma-chan puffed out her cheeks and pouted in a slightly different way than usual.


    “There, there,” For now, I’ll just pat her head to calm her down. Just that was enough to make her cheeks relax and put her in a good mood.


    “You’re really good at handling Emma, Aoyagi-kun,” Charlotte-san said, impressed as she watched our interaction. I didn’t feel like I was particularly good at it, but rather Emma-chan is just simple…I don’t mind being praised though.


    “Haha, thanks. More importantly, I’m glad Emma-chan seems willing to go to preschool now.”


    Since coming to Japan, she had been cooped up at home all the time except when we went shopping, so I was worried Emma-chan might throw a fit about going to preschool. But from the way she was acting now, she didn’t seem to mind. However—


    “I think it’s going to be tough from here on out, though...” Her eyes were distant as she spoke, I understood what she meant by that. What Charlotte-san was saying was that she had been willing to come to my house, but going to preschool from here might be a different story. In fact, it was likely that Emma-chan would start to cry. Or rather, it’s safe to say the likelihood was high, given her current state.


    “Onii-chan, hungry...” Even though we had been talking about her this whole time, Emma-chan didn’t seem interested at all. Right now, she just wanted food more than anything.


    “That’s right. Charlotte-san, I hate to ask, but could I ask you for a favor?” Emma-chan, who was still in my arms, seemed like she was at her limit, so I asked Charlotte-san to help. She smiled shyly in response.


    “Sure, please wait a moment.”


    Charlotte-san, with rosy cheeks, took out the ingredients that were already in my refrigerator and began to wash her hands at the sink, and started to prepare breakfast.


    I couldn’t help but stare at her back as she stood in my kitchen. A beautiful girl wearing the same school uniform as me and humming a tune. Even thinking back on it, I still can’t believe what’s happening. Although she’s been a bit awkward lately, I still felt incredibly happy at that moment. However—


    “Onii-chan, play?” I couldn’t just keep staring at Charlotte-san forever. I shifted my gaze to Emma-chan, who was nestled in my arms and tilting her head cutely.


    “What do you want to play?”


    “Hmm~?” Emma-chan, her head still tilted, took a moment to think. Then, she pressed her face against my chest. What kind of game is this? I observed Emma-chan, trying to figure out what she was thinking. Suddenly, she looked up at my face.


    “Ehehe~” Just our eyes meeting made her cheeks relax. Yeah, she’s still so cute.


    It seemed like Emma-chan wanted to be cuddled more than she wanted to play. So, I gently stroked her head. Emma-chan, who loved having her head stroked, closed her eyes in pleasure. While being healed by her cat-like facial expression, I was careful not to let her fall asleep. Eventually, Charlotte-san was done with preparing breakfast.


    “Today’s breakfast is delicious as well.”


    After feeding Emma-chan, I ate some food myself and shared my thoughts. Charlotte-san blushed slightly and looked shyly at me.


    “I’m glad to hear you say that, Aoyagi-kun.”


    I wondered if it was just a polite remark or if she really meant it. Probably the latter. Charlotte-san had been looking at me with slightly flushed cheeks and eyes tinged with a bit of warmth to them. It was clear to anyone that those were not just empty words—unless you were incredibly dense.


    “Um...thank you for everything, as always.”


    “No, it’s our pleasure to help...so thank you as well.”


    “ “.........” ”


    We exchanged thanks and then fell silent. Ever since that kiss, it had been like this between us. I wanted to talk to her, but as soon as we were alone together, I became self-conscious and my words wouldn’t come out right. If Emma-chan’s there, we could talk normally, but...wait a minute. Come to think of it, Emma-chan was awfully quiet... I had a thought and lowered my gaze to my arms. And then—


    “...zzz...zzz...” The silver-haired little girl was making a cute snoring sound.


    “Oh no...”


    Emma-chan had a high probability of falling asleep after eating...and I let my guard down. Even though she would try her best to wake up if you talked to her while she was dozing off, once she fell asleep, it was hard to wake her up. She was actually quite cranky when she woke up.


    “I’m sorry, Charlotte-san.” I should’ve been more careful not to let Emma-chan fall asleep, so I apologized to Charlotte-san. But she shook her head slowly.


    “No, it’s not your fault, Aoyagi-kun.” It was probably because Emma-chan fell asleep, but she switched to Japanese and gave me a gentle smile.


    “But we have to wake her up…”


    “That’s just part of raising a child. Young children are faithful to their desires, so it’s unavoidable.”


    “But it won’t be good if we don’t wake her up, right?”


    “Well...that’s true. It would be easy to just take her to preschool like this, but if we wake her up there, she might panic...”


    From what I’ve heard, Emma-chan seems to be uncomfortable outside of familiar places. If she woke up in an unfamiliar place and was left there without any explanation, she would probably panic.


    “I’ll wake her up.” Since I’m the one who put her to sleep in the first place, I’ll take responsibility for waking her up.


    “But... Even if it’s you, Aoyagi-kun, I think Emma will resist being woken up...”


    “It’s okay, I can handle it. Even if she resists, she’s just a young child.” ...Well, to be honest, Emma-chan can be quite a handful… When I was setting up the dominoes to help her apologize before, she went wild every time they fell, so it was quite a hassle... But it was definitely better than causing trouble for Charlotte-san because of my own mistake.


    “—Emma-chan, wake up. It’s morning.” I know the words I’m saying aren’t accurate since she was already awake, but I called out to her with the familiar words I usually used to wake her up. I gently tapped her cheek and gave her some external stimulation. Then—


    “Mmm...!” Emma-chan grabbed my finger without opening her eyes. It’s probably her way of telling me to stop bothering her. It’s impressive how perceptive she was, given how young she was, to grab it while asleep..


    “That won’t work...” Charlotte-san smiled awkwardly at her little sister’s attempt to pretend to still be asleep. But I’m not ready to give up yet. I reached for the smartphone on the table and started operating it. Charlotte-san looked at me curiously, but I think actions speak louder than words. And then...


    《meow~. mrrrooowr~. purr~~》 When I held my smartphone to Emma-chan’s ear, the sound of a cat meowing started to play.


    “Oh, that’s the sound of a cat...”


    “Huh?”


    “Wait... it’s the sound of a cat, right…?”


    As I looked at Charlotte-san in surprise, she returned my gaze with a bewildered expression. “Well, yeah...”


    Wait, can she hear that sound? Does Charlotte-san have really good hearing or something? —Why am I surprised? It was because I had turned the volume on my phone to the minimum. I was planning to gradually increase the volume so as not to startle Emma-chan, but even I, holding the phone, could barely hear it. I never expected Charlotte-san, who was sitting a little further away, to pick up on it. This is the first time I’ve met someone with such good hearing.


    Anyway, if I leave it like this, Charlotte-san might think something weird, so I slowly raised the volume. Then, Emma-chan’s eyelids began to move little by little. It seemed to have some effect after all, so I continued to wait. And finally, Emma-chan’s eyes slowly opened.


    “Kitty...”


    Her half-opened eyes were hazy, and it was clear that she was still sleepy. Even so, she seemed to be looking for the cat, as her gaze wandered.


    “Emma-chan, are you awake?”


    “Mm...?” When I called out to her, her unfocused eyes turned to me.


    “Where’s kitty...?”


    “The cat is right here.” I showed Emma-chan my phone, which was playing the sound of a cat meowing. Then, she reached out for the phone.


    I was worried that she might get angry when she realized that she had opened her eyes thinking there was a cat, only to find out it was just a video, but it seemed like she wanted to watch the cat video more. So, I handed my phone to Emma-chan.


    “It’s amazing how easily Emma woke up... From tomorrow, I’ll try it too.” Charlotte-san, who had been watching our exchange, muttered in surprise.


    



    
      
    


    



    I don’t know what she does every morning, but it seemed like she was having a hard time. However—


    “It probably won’t work too often.” This was the first time she was woken up like this, and she only opened her eyes because she thought there was a cat. But once she got used to it, it wouldn’t be a stimulating enough way to wake up, and if the cat wasn’t actually there as a means of waking her up, she wouldn’t even open her eyes. This kind of method wouldn’t work too often.


    “That’s too bad...” Even without me explaining out loud, Charlotte-san seemed to understand what I was trying to say. And if we keep talking like this, just the two of us, she might fall asleep again...


    “Emma-chan, should we go outside soon?” I called out to Emma-chan, who was watching a video with sleepy eyes because I thought she might fall asleep again.


    “Outside...? Where are we going...?”


    Huh? Does Emma-chan not even realize she’s going to preschool? I looked at Charlotte-san with a questioning expression. She just smiled helplessly and shook her head slowly. It seems like she already explained it to Emma-chan.


    “We’re going to preschool.”


    “......Onii-chan, come too...?”


    Emma-chan looked up at me with sleepy eyes and tilted her head. To be honest, if I could accompany her, I would want to go too. But I didn’t think it was appropriate for me, who was not family, to accompany her all the way to preschool, and even if I only went part of the way with her, there’s a possibility that Emma-chan might throw a fit at the fork in the road. Most importantly, if I’m seen with Charlotte-san, it would become a rumor and cause her trouble. So, my decision here was already decided.


    “I’m sorry, but I can’t go with you.”


    “Urg...” Emma-chan pouted disapprovingly when I shook my head. And then she started tapping my hand, she must be saying she wants to go with me. It seems like she’s fully awake now.


    “Emma, let’s go together.”


    “Okay~…” When Charlotte-san peered into her face, Emma-chan reluctantly nodded. She seemed to have become a little more obedient since the last incident. Well, she was still easily swayed by her mood, but if she could be like this when she woke up, we could expect more from her in the future. After that, I went to school alone after Charlotte-san and Emma-chan left.


    



    ◆


    



    “Hey, Akihito. You seem to be in a good mood lately, huh?”


    Lunch break—while eating an A set meal in the cafeteria, Akira, who was eating curry rice[4] in front of me, looked at my face curiously.


    “Is that so?”


    “Yeah, you look like you’re having a fulfilling daily life.”


    Fulfilling daily life—That’s certainly true. Charlotte-san, who was so popular as to be called the school idol, and Emma-chan, her little sister who was as cute as an angel, always clung to me every morning and evening and spoiled me. With that, there’s no way my days aren’t fulfilling. But I never expected to be found out...


    “Did it show that much on my face?”


    “Yeah, you look like you’re having fun. Just like back in junior high.”


    “……” I stopped my chopsticks, which were picking at the main dish of the A set meal, Fried Shrimp, and stared at Akira’s face.


    “Could it be that there was a call from home—” Akira, who was happily talking, stopped when he saw my face. Then his expression darkened, guilt evident on his face.


    “Sorry, it seems I was mistaken...”


    “You don’t have to apologize, but... there’s no way they would contact me.”


    “Hey, Akihito. Are you really not playing soccer anymore? Can’t you play with me like before—”


    “Akira, I told you not to bring up that topic again, didn’t I? I don’t have the right to do that anymore.”


    “You’re the only one saying that...!”


    “No, you saw the reactions of the people around us at that time, didn’t you, Akira? Besides, I took soccer away from them, so how could I face them and play now?”


    “But that’s not your fault—”


    “It is my fault. If I wasn’t there, that wouldn’t have happened.”


    “Akihito...” Akira gritted his teeth in frustration, and I returned a smile to him.


    “Anyways, let’s stop talking about this. More importantly, are you prepared for the test?”


    “Cough—! Wh-why are you... cough cough... suddenly bringing up the test... Don’t... cough cough... mess with me...!” Did water get into his windpipe? Akira looked at me resentfully while coughing painfully.


    “No, you’re overreacting. The test starts tomorrow, you know?”


    “I-I’m fine. Don’t worry. Probably.”


    “Why are you talking in broken sentences...”


    I looked at my friend with a distant look and fully understood that he was not prepared for the test.


    “Later, I’ll give you notes summarizing what will be on the test for each subject, so remember them. At the very least, you’ll avoid failing.”


    “Akihito...! As expected, a true friend is invaluable!”


    “If you say that in front of girls, they’ll think you’re just a convenient guy, so it’s better not to say it.” Akira grabbed my shoulders tightly with a beaming expression, and I responded with a wry smile.


    “Huh...!? Is that why I’m not popular...!?”


    “No, I think you just come on too strong to your crushes.” Besides, Akira wasn’t unpopular with girls. Despite a long hiatus due to a major injury, he was now one of the forwards[5] being watched in the youth league. Now that he’s fully recovered, he might even be called up to the national team...If only he hadn’t been injured, he would have been called up for sure by now... As someone with that kind of talent, Akira is quite popular among soccer-loving girls from other schools. However, for some reason, Akira doesn’t make a move on those fans. In his mind, popularity among fans doesn’t count as being popular.


    “Haaah... Even though I invited Charlotte-san so many times, she never wants to hang out...” I was a bit taken aback when he mentioned Charlotte-san’s name. I still haven’t told Akira that I was practically living with her, and I was starting to feel guilty about it.


    “Ahaha... Well, she’s busy taking care of her little sister, so it can’t be helped, right?”


    “Yeah, but... I wonder if she has a boyfriend...”


    “Huh... Why do you think that?”


    “I don’t know, there’s just this feeling, like when we talk, the vibe just feels different from when we first met...”


    Akira had a kind of wild instinct that was not based on reason, but on intuition. However, it was clear that Charlotte-san doesn’t have a boyfriend. We’d spent so much time together that I would have noticed if there was a man in her life. Moreover, Charlotte-san would not come to my house to hang out if she did. We’ve only been together for a short time, but I knew that she was the type of person who would draw a clear line.


    “It hasn’t even been two weeks since we met. It’s not easy to notice changes.”


    “I guess so... But the way she acts... I’m sure she has someone she likes.”


    “I-is that so...”


    Charlotte-san has someone she likes—a thought crossed my mind as I heard that. But of course, I couldn’t say anything about it, and if I was wrong, I’d be really embarrassed. Besides, in other countries, a kiss on the cheek was a common greeting, so maybe it wasn’t that significant. So, I decided to play it off.


    “Well, we won’t come to any conclusions by talking here. Anyway, let’s head back to the classroom,” I smiled and urged Akira on. As I stood up, I remembered something and turned to speak to Akira in a casual manner.


    “Oh, by the way... How about we have Charlotte-san’s welcoming party on the last day of the exams?”


    “Ah! I forgot about that!”


    No, did you forget—I managed to swallow my retort and continue with a smile. “It’s a good opportunity, so why don’t you invite her? Everyone will be happy to join.”


    “That’s right! I’m on break from practice that day too, so I’ll ask her!” Seems like he is pretty enthusiastic about it.


    “Of course, make sure to confirm with Charlotte-san first. Also, she may have other plans, so if she’s hesitant, don’t force her.”


    “Ah, yeah, you’re right... Okay, I’ll be careful.”


    “Thanks.”


    “Huh? Why are you thanking me, Akihito?”


    “Ah, no... Yeah, I just misspoke. I’m counting on you, Akira.” I laughed it off with a smile and quickly headed to the kitchen to return the dishes. Akira followed me, looking puzzled without saying anything. If it’s like this, I’m sure he won’t force Charlotte-san to come. It’s up to her to decide what she wants to do.


    ...But still, contact from home? That would never happen. They only used me, and they’re not my real parents. They never intended to become my family in the first place….


    



    ◆


    



    “Hey, isn’t our classroom getting noisy?” As we walked towards our classroom, Akira furrowed his brow as it seemed like our classroom was wrapped in some commotion.


    Since Charlotte-san came to study from abroad, people from other classes started to gather around her, making noise every day... but today, it seems different.


    “It’s not just two people, is it...? And... never mind, let’s hurry.” I could hear many voices shouting at each other. They all sounded like boys’ voices, but I could hear a voice as clear as a bell mixed in. So, I hurried to the classroom with Akira. Then—


    “You guys, stop getting carried away! We invited you, didn’t we!”


    “You guys should stop it too! You’re so persistent every day! Don’t get cocky just because you’re seniors!”


    In the center of the classroom, two boys were grabbing each other’s collars. Behind each of them, boys are divided into sides, shouting at each other. One side is my classmates—the other side is third-year students who have been showing up in the classroom almost every day recently. The girls must be scared. They were huddled in the corner of the classroom and looked at the boys with frightened expressions. In the midst of all this—


    “Please, stop it already...!” Charlotte-san raises her voice to try to stop the two boys who are grabbing each other’s collars. But...she looked fearful, even though she was trying her best to speak up. In the corners of her eyes, I could see tears welling up.


    “Those guys...!” Understanding the situation, Akira moved to stop the boys. However— before he could do anything, my body moved instinctively.


    “—What are you guys doing...?” I grab the arms of the two boys who seem to be representatives of the fight.


    “ “Ow ow ow ow! What are you doing!” ”


    The two of them harmoniously raised their voices as if they weren’t fighting and glared at my face. But—when I put more strength into my grip, they tried to pry their arms free while their faces changed color. I thought I was being a bit over dramatic, but I still let go of their arms. The two guys rubbed their arms in pain, but I stared at them without care.


    “What are you boys doing, scaring the girls like this? What did you even come to school for?”


    “ “ “ “ “—Ack!!” ” ” ” ”


    The boys’ faces changed when they saw me, as if they’d seen something they shouldn’t have.


    “N-No, it’s not what you think! We just got a little heated! So don’t give me that look!” The male third-year student who was wrestling with someone on his side gave an awkward smile and made excuses.


    “Y-Yeah! We just got a little rowdy! It was just a joke! So don’t look at us like that, Aoyagi!” My classmates also slapped me on the back and laughed with an awkward “ahaha”. What’s so funny about this? If they think scaring Charlotte-san is a joke, I won’t forgive them. I try to question the boys even more, but—


    “Calm down, Akihito. What good does it do for you to get angry too?” Suddenly, I was hit on the head and brought back to my senses.


    “......I’m sorry, Senpai. It looks like lunch break is almost over, so could you please go back to your own classroom?” After taking a deep breath and releasing the heat from my body, I asked the troublemakers to go back to their own classroom. Judging from the senpais’ behavior, there would be no more arguing.


    “A-ah, sorry for disturbing you...”


    “S-Sorry girls, for making a racket...”


    “Charlotte-san, see ya later...”


    The third-year students seemed to have understood and left in a hurry. They still seemed to have not given up on Charlotte-san, but at least they would be quiet for a few days. While glancing at them from the corner of my eye—regret started to well up inside me. What am I doing...? I got heated after seeing Charlotte-san scared and couldn’t do what I should have done. That’ll just make things worse, not help them calm down. I need to thank Akira for stopping me before it got worse...


    “U-uh, sorry about earlier, Aoyagi...”


    “B-But, you know, they’re so unruly. The third-year students come to our classroom every day, or so I’ve heard...”


    As I reflected on my actions, my classmates came to apologize to me. However, they were trying to shift the blame onto the third-year students rather than truly reflecting on their own actions. Although their behavior irritated me a bit, I wouldn’t repeat the same mistake again. I released the heat that had been building up inside me along with my breath and looked the boys in the eye.


    “No, you don’t need to apologize to me. If you want to apologize, go do it to the girls, including Charlotte-san.”


    I said that and shifted my gaze to the girls who were still sitting in the corner of the classroom. The boys obediently went to apologize to Charlotte-san and the others.


    Although I was a little surprised that they listened to me so easily, I knew that I needed to come up with a plan to prevent this kind of situation from happening again. However, things had already escalated to this point, so instead of taking action myself, I should ask for Miyu-sensei’s help. She had a legitimate reason to intervene and there’s no one in this school who can stand against her when she has a call of duty.


    “.......”


    “Hm? What’s wrong, Akira?” While lost in thought, I noticed Akira was staring at me so I called out to him. Come to think of it, I needed to thank him too.


    “No, it’s nothing.”


    “I see. Well, thanks. Thanks to you, the situation didn’t turn into a big mess.”


    “Yeah, that’s good, but... I didn’t realize you were in a bad mood until you exploded, Akihito… Yeah, let’s make sure not to bring up that topic again…” After saying that, Akira turned his back to me and muttered something under his breath before leaving. His behavior was a little strange, but...


    “Hey, Akira—”


    “—U-um, Aoyagi-kun...”


    “Ah...”


    I turned around, feeling a bit awkward at the clear voice I heard from behind me. Charlotte-san was standing there, looking down and fidgeting…She’s not looking me in the eyes. Is she, scared of me…?


    “Um, is something wrong?”


    “Thank you for earlier...” I spoke to her, and she replied while still looking down. I assumed she came to thank me because she was a serious and polite person. But I was shocked that she wouldn’t make eye contact with me. To top it off, as I tried to reply, Charlotte-san quickly bowed and hurried over to the other girls, as if she was running away. It’s like she’s deliberately avoiding me…this is bad, this is really depressing.


    —In the end, Charlotte-san never made eye contact with me again, and I felt pretty down about it.


    



    ◆


    



    That evening, as night fell, I felt bewildered. The reason was the delicate girl sitting next to me, so close that our shoulders almost touched. She wasn’t looking at the textbooks and notes spread out on the desk, but staring at me intently. However, whenever I looked back at her, she quickly averted her gaze. So, when I try to ignore her and return to my work, she would stare at me again. This had been going on since Emma-chan had fallen asleep.


    Until yesterday, Charlotte-san had always returned to her own house as soon as we finished eating, but for some reason, she seemed unwilling to leave today. She even said she wanted to see me studying, and that’s how we ended up here. Honestly, I had no idea what she was thinking, and I couldn’t concentrate on my studies with her acting like this. But, whenever I tried to speak to her, she would just look away.


    What should I do? I think Charlotte-san is scared of me after what happened today, but then why would she keep coming into my house? I felt lost, like being in a maze, with the same thoughts circling around in my head. Anyway, nothing will be resolved if I just leave it like this. I steeled myself and decided to speak up.


    “Hey, Charlotte-san, can I talk to you for a bit?”


    “Y-Yes!? Wh-Wh-Wh-What is it!?”


    ‘Suspicious Behavior’—That’s the phrase that popped into my head when I called out to her. She glanced up at me, but didn’t meet my eyes.


    That’s it then—She’s completely frightened!


    “Um, I’m sorry.”


    “Huh? Huuh? Wh-why are you apologizing?”


    As I apologized, Charlotte-san looked at my face in surprise. It felt like our eyes met for the first time since this morning. I must be a really simple guy to be happy just by making eye contact. But right now, I should apologize properly to her.


    “I showed you my scary side during lunch break today. I’m really sorry for frightening you.”


    “............” When I turned my body towards Charlotte-san and deeply bowed, she fell silent. I could feel her gaze on me even though I couldn’t see her face. I didn’t know what she was thinking right now. But I wanted her to know that I wasn’t the kind of person who would harm her. And so, I waited for her to speak—


    “Hya!” I heard a cute shout and suddenly felt a light tap on my head. I was confused by the sudden event and looked up to see Charlotte-san’s face. And for some reason, Charlotte-san, whose cheeks were dyed red, puffed out her cheeks cutely. Looking at her face, I became even more confused. Why is she sulking?


    “Ch-Charlotte-san?”


    “Aoyagi-kun, you’re just misunderstanding...! I’m not scared of you or anything...!”


    “Huh? I-Is that so?”


    “Of course...! Why would I be scared of the person who helped me...!?” Certainly, if it was someone who normally helped you, you would be grateful and not scared. But in my case, it was because of my bad approach...


    “Then, why do you keep looking away and avoiding eye contact...?” I decided to accept what I was thinking and listen to Charlotte-san’s thoughts. It would probably be better to hear her out than to keep thinking about it myself and cause a misunderstanding. However—


    “W-Well...”


    Charlotte-san once again averted her gaze but glanced at my face every now and then. She seemed fidgety, as if she had something difficult to say. Is she actually scared of me? Moreover—


    “I-it’s a secret...!” She turned her back on me and tried to dodge the question. It’s probably best not to pry any further.


    “By the way, Emma-chan came back from preschool today in a really good mood,” I switched gears and tried to find a topic that Charlotte-san might be willing to talk about. In response, her face turned towards me so suddenly that it made me wonder what she had been hiding before.


    “It was surprising, wasn’t it? I never expected Emma to be in such a good mood like that.”


    It’s no wonder that Charlotte-san was surprised. We expected Emma-chan to come back in a bad mood after going to an unfamiliar place. But as it turned out, she was in high spirits. It seemed she made a close friend.


    “Claire-chan, was it? Emma-chan talked about her non-stop since she got back.”


    “She must have been really happy. Emma is usually shy around new people, so it was really nice that she was able to make a friend on her first day.” Charlotte-san spoke with a gentle smile that was reminiscent of a mother’s. For her, Emma-chan was not just a little sister, but also like a child. Since there was a considerable age difference between them and Charlotte-san was the one raising Emma-chan, it’s understandable.


    “I wonder what kind of child she is. Emma-chan only said that she was cute when I asked.”


    “Emma’s vocabulary isn’t that broad yet, so I think there are many meanings behind the word ‘cute’.”


    I definitely agree with Charlotte-san’s opinion. Emma-chan was too young to categorize things in detail, so she probably just summed it up with the word ‘cute’.


    “But she was definitely a very cute little girl.”


    “Is that so? Well, all young children are cute, aren’t they?”


    “That’s true, but... she had such a cute face that I thought she would definitely become a beauty in the future. And her actions were very cute too.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “When Emma tried to leave, she clung to her tightly and wouldn’t let go.”


    “Oh, they’ve really become good friends then, haven’t they?” It’s amazing that they became so close in just one day. Especially since it was Emma-chan, I couldn’t help but be surprised.


    “But if that’s the case, then Emma-chan didn’t want to leave either, did she?”


    “Yes, she was hesitant to leave... but when I told her that Aoyagi-kun was waiting for her, she came to me easily.” Charlotte chuckled dryly and scratched her cheek with her index finger. She may have averted her eyes slightly because she felt guilty about what she did to Claire-chan.


    “I mean, yeah… Emma-chan is still the same as ever...”


    “Claire-chan was stunned when Emma waved at her with a smile…” That’s true, if they were to have such a change of heart so easily…


    “Well, they’re young children, so there shouldn’t be a problem…”


    “Emma though, she doesn’t even recognize that she did something wrong.”


    Yeah, Emma-chan was so self-centered that she’s unaware of those things. Charlotte-san was probably aware of this and always tried to warn her about it. However, when she was alone with Emma-chan, she tended to spoil her, so it may not be effective. Well, if Emma-chan continued to live in a group, she would inevitably become more aware of those things. The concern was whether a major conflict would arise—but saying that now will only make Charlotte-san unnecessarily anxious.


    “I think Emma-chan will learn many things from now on. She will gradually understand what is good and what is bad.”


    “That’s true, but... I’m afraid she will make a big mistake before she realizes it.”


    Certainly, it’s no use talking about it after the fact, but if those around her are careful, it can be prevented.


    “If Emma-chan were older, that would be one thing, but she’s still young. There’s no need to worry too much. If you’re still worried, it might have to do with her circle of friends.”


    “Her circle of friends…”


    “Children are pure, you know. And it’s because they’re pure that they can be cruel at times.”


    “Aoyagi-kun…” Charlotte-san’s voice grew dark as she looked at me with a worried expression. I was startled by her voice.


    “...Sorry, I was being a bit dramatic.” I thought I was just needlessly worrying her earlier, but now I didn’t know what I was saying. All I had done was make Charlotte-san worry needlessly. I needed to change the mood.


    “Well, there’s nothing to worry about. I don’t think there will be any problems with Emma-chan, and if something does happen, we’ll lend a hand.” I directed a bright smile towards her as much as I could. Charlotte-san seemed like she wanted to say something, but she swallowed her words and returned my smile.


    “Well, yes. In the end, all we can do is what we can for this child. And it’s important to believe in her too.”


    “Yeah, you’re right. I think sometimes it’s necessary to just watch over them. Sorry, we were having a nice conversation and I ended up turning it dark…”


    “N-No, not at all! It’s because you’re taking Emma’s situation seriously!” When I apologized, Charlotte-san shook her hands in front of her face and denied my words. Then, her expression softened and she formed a light fist in front of her chest. “And besides, it makes me happy. Aoyagi-kun always thinks so seriously about us…”


    “~~!” I suddenly felt my face grow hot as I heard Charlotte-san murmur with eyes that seemed to be feverish and thick.


    “Ah...I-I didn’t mean it like that! I really didn’t!”


    And then, Charlotte-san noticed the state I was in and began waving her hands in front of her face again. Her face turned bright red as she vehemently denied it. Oh, geez! My face is so hot!


    “I-It’s okay, I’m not misunderstanding anything...” I covered my face with my right hand and turned away from Charlotte-san. Sheesh…This girl is an airhead sometimes and says things that can be easily misunderstood. It was the same with the kiss from before... I have to be careful, or I really could have a misunderstanding.


    “M-more importantly, I really am grateful to you, Aoyagi-kun! Emma was able to make friends on her first day, and I think it’s all thanks to you!”


    “Huh? I don’t think it’s all because of me, though...”


    “No, until recently, Emma didn’t try to get along with anyone other than her family. It was the same even at the preschool in England... But after coming to Japan, she changed. Do you know what happened? When Emma saw a housewife waving at her on the street, she started waving back, albeit shyly. And that particular behavior emerged once she developed a closer bond with you, Aoyagi-kun.”


    I didn’t know that. Whenever I was with Emma-chan, she was either clinging to me, or talking to me, or watching cat videos.


    “That’s why she was able to make friends this time and settle into preschool so quickly. It’s all thanks to you, Aoyagi-kun.”


    This girl really... seems to have a high opinion of me. Plus, I had one question. If Emma-chan’s social anxiety had improved, why did she only talk about Claire-chan? Even though it was a preschool for foreigners, I thought she would have had other friends...


    But it would be better not to say anything since it would only make Charlotte-san more worried. And it was also possible that Emma-chan only talked about Claire-chan because they got along really well.


    “I’m not that great, though. I think it’s more that Emma-chan herself has grown.” I smiled and shook my head from side to side in response to her words.


    “…I see.”


    Huh...? What’s going on? For a moment, Charlotte-san seemed to lower her gaze sadly. Did I say something to make her sad...?


    “Charlotte-san?”


    “Yes?”


    When I called out to her, Charlotte-san tilted her head and looked at my face with slightly upturned eyes, which I thought was cheating.


    “N-no, it’s nothing.”


    “Is that so...?”


    “Y-yeah. Anyway, judging from Emma-chan’s condition, it seems like we can have that welcoming party for you, Charlotte-san.” I stopped probing and brought up a cheerful topic with her. After all, this was also important.


    “Ah... a welcoming party... But, is it really okay...? For everyone to take time out of their schedules for me...”


    “On the contrary, I think they’d be happy to do it. It was the same on your first day of studying abroad, right?”


    “Come to think of it... But, since it’s the final day of the exams, wouldn’t everyone want to stretch their wings and enjoy themselves...?”


    “That’s exactly why I think it’s a good opportunity. If it’s a welcoming party, everyone can let loose and have fun, and I think there are a lot of people who want to talk to you, Charlotte-san. Plus, there’s another reason why we picked the final day of the exams.”


    “And, what would that be?”


    “Our school is known as a school for advanced study, so we put a lot of effort into studying. So—this may be strange, but even on the final day of the exams, club activities are canceled. It’s so that everyone can rest a bit after studying for the exams. So, on that day, there won’t be any students who couldn’t participate in the welcoming party because of club activities and have a lingering sense of frustration, right?”


    “You’ve put a lot of thought into it... Truly, Aoyagi-kun, you’re amazing...” Charlotte-san looked at my face with a surprised yet impressed expression. I think everyone would normally think about it this much though...


    “I’m happy to be praised, but please don’t do it too much. I’m just a normal high school student, you know.”


    “That may be so, but... For some reason, Aoyagi-kun, you seem older than me...” Charlotte-san averted her eyes from me and said that while exhaling a hot breath with reddened cheeks. I was—shocked by her words.


    “Huh!? Do I really look that old!?”


    “Why does it come to that!? Aoyagi-kun, are you doing it on purpose sometimes!?”


    When I reacted, Charlotte-san pouted and got angry. Even when she does that, I still think she’s cute, maybe I’m sick.


    “No, I’ve been told that occasionally since I was young...”


    “Even so, can’t we take it as a compliment for looking mature at our age? They say we look like adults, you know?”


    “But, maybe I do just look older than my age...?”


    “Not—that! I meant that you seem mature because of your personality!” It must have been something that Charlotte-san couldn’t concede, as she denied it while slightly puffing her cheeks and deliberately separating her words. Yeah, this girl is just too cute, isn’t she? —Anyway, joking aside, I haven’t been told that I look like an old man. Oh, I see, that’s what it is. I don’t look old!


    “Well, that’s good then.”


    “Yes—oh, sorry, we got off-topic... my apologies...” Charlotte-san realized that the conversation had strayed far from the welcoming party and bowed her head with a red face. She’s still as serious as ever.


    “Don’t worry about it. It’s just the two of us here, so we can talk about whatever we want.”


    “Th-there are only the two of us...!?”


    “Huh?” I don’t know what she’s worried about, but Charlotte-san suddenly turned her face away from me. Then she covered her mouth with both hands and muttered something.


    “That’s right, that’s right...! It’s a bit late to say this, but It’s kind of amazing to be alone with a man like this...! Even though Emma is sleeping beside us, it wouldn’t be strange for a mistake to happen...!?”


    “U-um, Charlotte-san? Are you okay...?”


    I got worried and spoke up when Charlotte-san blushed suddenly and started muttering something to herself with a surprised expression. Then she shook her shoulders and timidly looked at my face.


    “D-did you hear me...?”


    “N-no, I couldn’t hear what you said!”


    I knew I couldn’t say that I had heard it by mistake, so I immediately denied it. Of course, it’s true that I didn’t hear the contents.


    “Phew... Thank goodness...” Charlotte-san breathed a sigh of relief and placed a hand on her chest. I was momentarily distracted by her movement, but quickly returned my gaze to her face.


    “S-so, what was it again...? Oh, right, the welcoming party... Can we proceed with it as planned?”


    “Ah, yes...! Please take care of me...!” Just to be sure, I confirmed with her, and Charlotte-san bowed with a smile on her face.


    “Okay, good. Sorry to ask, but could you let Akira know that you’re coming to the party?”


    If I were to tell him, Akira would become suspicious. Since Charlotte-san had already confirmed with Akira, it would be better for her to answer him directly.


    “Understood. There are various things going on, aren’t there?” When she said ‘various things’, for just a moment, she looked sadly downcast while lowering her gaze. Perhaps she didn’t like keeping secrets in this situation, being the kind and serious girl she was. However, considering her feelings, it would still be better if our relationship wasn’t known by our classmates.


    “Well then, we’ll excuse ourselves now. Sorry for disturbing your studying session...”


    “Nah, it was a good change of pace. Thanks, Charlotte-san.”


    ”~~! W-well then, excuse us…!” After thanking me with a smile, for some reason, Charlotte-san pouted and turned her face away from me, then picked up Emma-chan who had been sleeping, and left my house. She usually tidies up the futon before leaving, so I wonder what’s going on... I tilted my head in confusion, then tidied up the futon and locked the door before returning to my studying.


    



    


    
      [1] Tamagoyaki, a Japanese staple, is made by carefully rolling several thin layers of cooked egg into a rectangular omelet, which creates a soft and delicate texture.

    

    
      [2] Karaage is a Japanese cooking technique in which various foods—most often chicken, but also other meat and fish—are deep fried in oil.

    

    
      [3] Onigiri, or Rice Ball, is a Japanese food made from white rice formed into triangular or cylindrical shapes and often wrapped in nori,or seaweed. They can be filled with a variety of things ranging from pickled ume, or plums, to salted salmon, or any sort of salty/sour ingredients.

    

    
      [4] Curry Rice is Japanese-style thick curry sauce with chunky meat and vegetables over Steamed Rice.

    

    
      [5] Forwards are players whose primary objective is to score and make assists to other forwards trying to score. They take most of the shots and typically score most of the goals for their team.

    
  


  
    Chapter 2: “The Jealousy and Selfishness of the Beautiful Foreign Exchange Student”


    



    



    “I’m so sleepy...” I groaned as I got ready for school, struggling to keep my heavy eyelids open under the sunlight peeking through the curtains. I brushed my teeth, fixed my tousled hair, and washed my face, but the drowsiness still wouldn’t go away. I had been staying up late studying for the exams every night, and it seemed like the fatigue was catching up to me. I need to pull myself together or else I’ll start to worry Charlotte-san again.


    *Ding dong!*


    “Huh? Are Charlotte-san and the others here already...?”


    I opened the door, puzzled by the fact that the intercom had rung twenty minutes earlier than usual. And then—


    “Goo-d morn-ing, Onii-chan!” A little angel had descended on my doorstep and looked up at me with a beaming smile.


    “Oh, Emma-chan? You can speak Japanese now?” I unintentionally responded in Japanese to Emma-chan’s greeting.


    ”…………?”


    Of course, Emma-chan didn’t really understand Japanese, so she tilted her head in confusion. Afterward, Emma-chan nodded with a smile and stretched her arms wide while gazing at my face. Seems like she wants to be carried...she even nodded without understanding what I said. Well, it’s my fault for speaking to her in Japanese... I bent down to Emma-chan’s height and returned her smile while slowly saying “Goo-d morn-ing” in Japanese. It seemed like she had learned some Japanese greetings, so I was hoping to help her get used to the language quickly.


    “Ahh—Goo-d morn-ing!” Emma-chan seemed pleased that I returned her greeting like she did and greeted me again in the same way. Her giggle and carefree smile was very cute. I could return her greeting again, but I felt like it would turn into a game of tag. So I decided to fulfill Emma-chan’s initial request. I reached out my hands to her small body, and Emma-chan’s eyes sparkled with joy. After holding her firmly to make sure she wouldn’t fall, I lifted her up, and she put her arms around my neck with some strength. And as usual, she started rubbing her cheek against mine.


    This child really is spoiled. But that’s what makes her cute. When she pronounced “onii-chan” in Japanese, I really wanted to make her my little sister. She said she wanted to learn Japanese a little while ago, but I was also moved by the fact that she was trying to learn it properly...By the way, where’s Charlotte-san? I don’t see her... As I wondered about that, I felt someone’s presence from the direction of the door. Could it be—While holding Emma-chan, I peeked around the corner of the door. Then, I made eye contact with a beautiful silver-haired girl who was pressing her cheeks with both hands.


    “Ah...G-good morning...”


    Charlotte-san, the silver-haired beauty, greeted me with a barely audible voice as our eyes met. And for some reason, she started to retreat further and further away. No, wait. Is she still scared of me? Why is she backing away? I had these questions in my head, but I managed to hold back from asking them out loud. I pushed away the unpleasant thoughts and smiled at her.


    “Good morning.” I returned the greeting, but—Charlotte-san suddenly turned her face away abruptly…Eh, That much? Her sudden movement was so forceful that I couldn’t make sense of anything anymore.


    “Lottie, is strange,” Emma-chan, who was still in my arms, seemed to have noticed Charlotte-san’s abnormal behavior and looked at her with a puzzled expression.


    “I can’t help it...!” Charlotte-san answered with an unusual lack of composure. But I had no idea what she meant by that. Even Emma-chan seemed as clueless as I was as she tilted her head with a confused expression.


    “Ah...um, I’m sorry...” Maybe Charlotte-san noticed my confusion or thought that shouting wasn’t appropriate, but she apologized while looking down.


    “No, it’s okay...For now, let’s just go inside.”


    It would be cruel to bring that up. With that in mind, I led Charlotte-san inside with a smile. However, even after we entered the house, she continued to fidget with her fingers while blushing. She was embarrassed, no matter how you looked at it. I felt like she was completely aware of me as a man. No, calm down, me. I’m thinking too much in my favor. I’d be a shameful narcissist if it’s a misunderstanding. Charlotte-san has always been a bit shy. She might not be scared of me, but she’s probably just embarrassed from earlier and definitely not because of any feelings towards me. Especially for someone like her, it’s probably really embarrassing to raise her voice in front of a man.


    “Um, breakfast...I’ll make it for you...”


    “Ah, yeah...thanks.” I returned Charlotte-san’s forced smile with one of my own. What’s with this atmosphere? We were able to talk pretty normally towards the end of yesterday, but now it’s like this again. Honestly, it’s quite awkward. Charlotte-san wrapped the pink apron I had for her around her body and began making breakfast. I couldn’t just stare at her back, so I looked down at the cute little girl in my arms who seemed to be saying “Play with me!” with her expression. From then on, I played with Emma-chan until Charlotte-san was finished making breakfast.


    



    ◆


    



    “—Onii-chan, a~ah” Currently, My little sister Emma was feeding Aoyagi-kun breakfast with a very happy expression on her face. My heart was full of happiness as I watched the two of them. Emma loved to eat, but she started to look so happy when she started eating with Aoyagi-kun. It’s clear that she really liked him. And Aoyagi-kun seemed to care for her like a little sister, or perhaps even like a daughter. His gentle smile resembled that of a father thinking of his daughter. I felt so happy, like I was in a warm home.


    —Well, that’s what I was thinking about, but I’ve been really troubled lately. It’s that…ever since yesterday, when he protected me from the boys, I haven’t been able to look Aoyagi-kun in the eye…Well, to be honest, ever since I kissed him, I haven’t been able to look him in the eye…But it’s gotten worse lately. When our eyes meet, my heart races and my whole body gets hot. And I become so unbearably embarrassed, I end up just looking away. And it’s not just that. I have so much I want to talk to Aoyagi-kun about, but I get so nervous in front of him, I just can’t speak. To tell the truth, I’ve become hesitant and even embarrassed to approach him. I can distract myself by talking about Emma, but otherwise, I’m very conscious of him.


    I suppose I could keep my distance from him, but as soon as I do, I feel so lonely. I couldn’t help wanting to see his face and ended up barging into his house earlier than usual today. I don’t know what to do—I’ve never felt like this before. I hope Aoyagi-kun doesn’t think strangely of me… I stole a glance at his face, wondering what he thought of me, but he didn’t seem to be paying any attention to me. He was smiling happily while tenderly patting Emma’s head.


    ...I wish he would pay a little more attention to me too. Those words crossed my mind. He always doted on Emma so much...Well, Emma was definitely cute. It’s no exaggeration to say that my little sister was the cutest in the world. So I understood why Aoyagi-kun was so fond of her. Above all, I wanted him to feel that way. Emma has never felt the warmth of our father, so she sees Aoyagi-kun as a substitute father figure. Even though he’s young and she called him “big brother,” the way she clung to him was like a child seeking comfort from their father. I’m very happy that they got along so well, but—Aoyagi-kun.


    “Hey, I want that.”


    “Emma-chan, you’ve been eating nothing but meat. You should eat some vegetables too.”


    “Mm, ‘kay.”


    “Look, this spinach namul[1] is delicious.”


    “....Mm.”


    I wish he would pay a little more attention to me too... Even though I’ve been sitting here watching them eat and talking to Emma, I’m starting to feel excluded. No, this won’t do... I’m having trouble controlling my own feelings.


    “Uh, Charlotte-san, what’s wrong?”


    “Huh? Wh-what do you mean?”


    “Well, you seemed a little moody just now...”


    “N-no, it’s not like that, okay?” I was flustered by Aoyagi-kun’s observation, so I quickly laughed it off. But then—


    “Lottie, you’re pouting!” Emma mercilessly points out my swollen cheeks. She probably means that they look like they’re puffed up in anger.


    “Th-that’s not true!”


    “You were!”


    “I wasn’t!”


    “Mmph... Onii-chan... Lottie’s lying... She’s a bad girl...” Emma protests by hitting Aoyagi-kun’s hand with hers. She must not have liked that I denied it.


    “There, there, Emma-chan. Let’s calm down a little, okay?”


    “Mmm...”


    However, when Aoyagi-kun gently stroked her head, Emma closed her eyes and fell silent, seeming to enjoy it. He really was good at handling Emma.


    “If there’s anything you’re not satisfied with, please tell me, okay?” After confirming that Emma had calmed down, Aoyagi-kun smiled kindly at me. Just that made my face flush with heat, so I turned my face away so he wouldn’t see my reddening face.


    “Um, well, it’s nothing in particular...”


    “Really? If you have any complaints, feel free to tell me.”


    “No, really...” I looked down and shook my head, pretending that there was nothing wrong. I feel lonely when you don’t pay attention to me—but I couldn’t say such an embarrassing thing. Moreover, I didn’t want Aoyagi-kun to think of me as an unsightly woman who gets jealous easily.


    “Well, if there is anything, don’t hesitate to tell me.” Aoyagi-kun ended the conversation with a gentle smile, perhaps thinking that he shouldn’t delve too deep into my problems. He’s a really kind person. I’m so lucky to be able to spend mornings and evenings with him. Therefore, it’s not good to wish for more than that. But...just a little bit of attention from him would be nice...


    



    ◆


    



    “Alright then, I’ll change my clothes, so you two can go on ahead, Charlotte-san.” Once the cleanup was finished, I urged them to leave first.


    Since they had arrived early, I hadn’t finished changing yet. We always left our homes separately, so there was no need for me to make them wait for me to change. That’s what I thought, but—


    “No, we’ll wait for you to change,” Charlotte-san showed a waiting posture. However, she still wouldn’t meet my eyes.


    “But we’re going separate ways, so...” Waiting is just a waste of time. I said so indirectly, and Charlotte-san fidgeted and looked at me shyly with upturned eyes. She brushed her hair behind her ear with her left hand, and the deliberate gesture made my heart race.


    “Well, until we arrive at the intersection to the preschool...could we go together…?”


    “Huh!?” My heart skipped a beat as I was taken aback by the unexpected request.


    “Is it not possible...?” Charlotte-san looked at me anxiously with an upward glance and a reddened face, as if trying to read my expression. Most men would fall for her with that kind of gesture. Of course, my heart was pounding loudly too. But—


    “Sorry, it would be troublesome if someone saw us...” I had no choice but to refuse. Charlotte-san’s lovely appearance would attract a lot of attention. Walking to school with her would be like advertising our relationship to everyone. At the very least, baseless rumors would start flying around. In the end, it would only cause trouble for Charlotte-san. That’s why I had no choice but to refuse. However—


    “Is it okay if we go to a place where there are few students commuting...? Would that still be impossible...?” Surprisingly, she persisted. It was unusual for her to be so insistent, considering how understanding she usually was.


    “No, but…” In your case, even if you’re alone, it’s not allowed... I was about to say that, but starting with a negative statement made Charlotte-san look down. I realized that and couldn’t continue what I was going to say. Then, I thought about it for a bit. The reason why I refused to go to school with her was to protect Charlotte-san from trouble. But, was it really necessary to protect her at the expense of ignoring her feelings? Without properly explaining it to her, I had been making up excuses to avoid walking to school with her. I didn’t want to burden her with unnecessary worries, but in doing so, I hadn’t been able to hear her true thoughts on the matter. What I did know was that she wanted to walk to school with me, even if it meant being seen by others. I couldn’t imagine that this intelligent girl didn’t understand how people would perceive a boy and girl walking together (Emma-chan was there too, but still).


    ...Yeah, I’m coming up with various excuses right now, but I also want to walk to school with Charlotte-san. To be honest, I get pretty nervous when I’m with her. But there’s an indescribable feeling of happiness that comes with just being together that surpasses it. Charlotte-san suggested that we could walk to a less crowded area, and if something happened, we could just make up some excuse about bumping into each other. I’m sure she would be able to handle it if things went wrong.


    “Sorry, do you mind if we walk together until we get to a more crowded area?” I decided to go along with Charlotte-san’s invitation and answered with a smile. Charlotte-san looked at me with a blank expression, but after a bit, she quickly shook her head hastily, looking surprised. Not knowing what she was thinking, I watched her as she started twirling her hair with her right hand as she slowly spoke.


    “Th-Thank you very much...” She thanked me with a bashful smile, and I couldn’t help but turn away. Charlotte-san was so charming as she blushed and smiled with joy, and I felt my face turning red.


    “You too, Onii-chan?” Emma-chan, who had been quiet until now, tilted her head and asked.


    “Yeah, that’s right.”


    “Really!? Ya~y!” When I nodded, Emma-chan started squirming with excitement. She’s a quiet kid who doesn’t say much, so this was unusual for her. She must have been really happy. Yeah, she’s definitely adorable.


    “Well then, could you wait a bit while I go change clothes?” I asked Charlotte-san and handed her Emma-chan, who was still in my arms. Emma-chan tried to resist and come with me, but she couldn’t move once Charlotte-san hugged her. I could hear Emma-chan’s angry voice as I left the room, but I decided to leave it to Charlotte-san because we’d be late if I dawdled too much.


    



    ◆


    



    “Shall we go then?” I changed into my school uniform and called out to Charlotte-san, who was waiting in the living room.


    “Yes!” She happily got up and stood next to me. Meanwhile, Emma-chan was sleeping comfortably in Charlotte-san’s arms. She must have become sleepy after getting full. However, I was surprised that Charlotte-san let her sleep even though we were heading to preschool.


    “Aren’t you going to wake her up?” Since Emma-chan was sleeping, I asked her in Japanese. Charlotte-san smiled awkwardly while avoiding my gaze.


    “Um...since she is quieter when she’s sleeping, I thought it would be better if she slept until we got to the preschool…”


    “She’ll get a bit rowdy once we arrive, won’t she?”


    “I-I think it will be fine…probably.”


    Yeah, it doesn’t seem like it will be okay at all. But once she’s asleep, it’s difficult to wake her up. Although I could try using the cat video method again, I didn’t want to rely on that too much. Besides, if she wakes up in a bad mood, both Charlotte-san and I will definitely be late.


    “Well, there’s nothing we can do if she’s already asleep. Let’s just go to school for now.” So, I decided not to make things more complicated and walked to school with Charlotte-san. I took Emma-chan from her so that it wouldn’t be too much of a burden for her. However, an unexpected event stopped me in my tracks just as I started walking.


    —That’s right, for some reason, right after I started walking, Charlotte-san grabbed the sleeve of my shirt.


    “Ch-ch-ch-Charlotte-san...?”


    



    
      
    


    



    “Ah... um... was it... no good?”


    From an outsider’s perspective, I was shaking to an almost disgusting degree when I spoke, and Charlotte-san stared back at me, her face filled with anxiety.


    “No, it’s fine...” Faced with her expression, there was no way I could turn her down. Naturally, I agreed with a nod, practically instantaneously.


    “Ah—Thank you very much...!” As soon as I agreed, once again, Charlotte-san thanked me, her face lighting up with happiness. And then, with an “Ehehe” that was so very Emma-like, she let out a laugh and showed a smile that seemed truly blissful. Observing her from the corner of my eye, my mind was in a state of utter chaos. In the end, what does she think of me? I couldn’t find an answer to that question, and I had no idea what I should do—and that wasn’t the end of it.


    “Aoyagi-kun, won’t you take that path over there...?” While we were making our way to school amidst the uneasy atmosphere, for some reason, she suddenly suggested we take a path we usually don’t.


    “Huh, but... isn’t that a detour...?”


    The direction Charlotte-san was pointing to was a longer route to school. It was a rather rough path, not one typically used for commuting to school. Moreover, considering I had to get Emma-chan there, wouldn’t we be cutting it quite close if we take this detour?


    “I... am aware of that...” As pointed out by me, Charlotte-san was fidgety and avoiding my gaze. Could there be a reason she wants to take a different path? From my perspective, having more time to spend with her was a simple joy. Especially since this path was more rugged, it was less crowded the closer we got to school. That alone made the idea of walking to school with her this way seem possible...No, yeah. I’m a man too, after all. I can’t help it, alright?


    “Then, shall we take that path? Enjoying a different scenery once in a while can also be a good change of pace, I think.” Seeing Charlotte-san’s gloomy expression, I tried to cheer her up and nodded with a smile. And with that, her face lit up brightly once more. “Th-thank you very much...!”


    Yeah, a cheerful expression suits her much better than a gloomy one. I would like Charlotte-san to keep smiling forever.


    “You don’t have to thank me for that.” I gave her another smile and took a step forward. Then, I could hear some mumbling from behind me.


    “— What should I do... At this rate... I might become overly dependent...”


    Wondering what it was, I turned back to find Charlotte-san looking down, her free left hand resting on her cheek. She was murmuring something. Did she have a habit of talking to herself? Well, interrupting might be impolite. She always gets flustered when I interrupt her when she’s like this, so I’ll just let her be. With such thoughts, we first aimed for the preschool, just Charlotte-san and I. Of course, we would have to part ways midway.


    —Yet, as I thought about it casually, a problem arose that was far from it.


    “Haa... Haa... I-I’m sorry... Aoyagi-kun...” While we were heading to the nursery school, Charlotte-san, walking beside me, seemed to be having a hard time. Her breathing was ragged, and her face, dripping with sweat, looked quite distressed. Charlotte-san appeared unable to walk on her own anymore, and she was clinging to my arm, not just my sleeve.


    I had noticed from seeing her in PE class that she wasn’t very athletic, but I didn’t realize she was this low on stamina. It seemed that the slightly steep slopes and the uneven footpaths were hard for her. After all, Charlotte-san was constantly on the brink of tripping. Although it shouldn’t be a problem if she paid a bit more attention, perhaps Charlotte-san had weak core strength. That’s why she kept losing her balance. And trying to forcibly recover her stance was causing her to exhaust her energy significantly. Though her clinging to my arm seemed to improve the situation a bit, it was probably just a placebo effect considering she had already expended most of her energy.


    To make matters worse, a slope far steeper than the previous ones, one that could be called a cliff, was the final blow for her. Charlotte-san, who had been trying not to trouble me and climbing with determination, ran out of energy halfway up the slope...Yeah, before getting ahead of myself, I should have told her about the ruggedness of this path. I ended up doing something quite inconsiderate to Charlotte-san.


    “Um, are you okay? If it’s too much, why don’t we take a break?” Seeing her struggle so much, I suggested taking a break.


    “B-but... if we do that... we’ll be late... Please, Aoyagi-kun, go on ahead without Emma and me... I’ll come later...”


    “There’s no way I can do that. What if something were to happen to you?” If I were to leave Charlotte-san in her current state, she could risk life-threatening conditions such as dehydration or heatstroke. Even though it was September, the temperatures these past few years have been no different from summer, making it dangerous.


    “But we have exams starting today...”


    “Well... it can’t be helped. If we don’t make it on time, we just don’t make it.”


    “No... Aoyagi-kun... you could make it if you go now... and I don’t have any exams...”


    “I’m sorry, Charlotte-san. If I left you two here, I’d regret it, and I wouldn’t be able to concentrate on my exams until you arrived. Besides, if I’m just a little late, I might only have my test time reduced, so I’d like us to continue together. This might be a bit selfish of me, but could you allow me that?”


    “A-Aoyagi-kun… Ugh… I’m really sorry...” Charlotte-san apologized again, seeming on the verge of tears. Being so kind-hearted, she was probably pained by the trouble she was causing me. To be honest, I had not even considered that just walking to school would result in such a predicament, and being late on a test day was really not ideal. However, what’s done is done, and it was me who ultimately decided to take this route to school. So, she was not to blame, I was the one who failed to warn her about the rugged path and decided to take a risky route on a test day.


    “You don’t need to worry. Can you trust me and lean on me a bit more? That way, you can walk faster, and it’ll be easier for you. Let’s talk about something fun to lighten the mood,” I suggested, trying to be cheerful so she wouldn’t worry, and I kept talking with a smile on my face.


    “That’s right, tell me about your favorite manga.” Thinking that her favorite topic might help distract her, I decided to ask her.


    “But, Aoyagi-kun might not be interested...”


    “Even if I wasn’t interested, I’d be happy to learn about something you like, Charlotte-san.”


    “Huh!? Th-that’s...!” When I expressed my thoughts, Charlotte-san, who had been somewhat dazed until then, looked utterly shocked. This caused little Emma-chan, who was sleeping in my arms, to squirm and frown. However, perhaps she was still deeply asleep, for she soon resumed her cute, peaceful breathing. Once I confirmed Emma-chan was settled, I turned my gaze back to Charlotte-san. For some reason, her face was flushed a deep red, and her lips were quivering.


    “What’s wrong?”


    “B-because... y-your words just now...”


    “My words just now? —Ah!” Reflecting on what I had just said, I belatedly realized that I had made a huge blunder. Oh no... it sounded as if I was admitting my feelings for Charlotte-san. That’s why she had been so taken aback by my words.


    “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean anything by it, really.”


    In reality, I had a crush on Charlotte-san that I could hardly contain, but my previous statement was devoid of any ulterior motives. I simply meant that I would be happy to hear about something she liked. So, I tried to convey that, but for some reason, she seemed deflated.


    “..........”


    “Wh-what’s wrong?”


    “No, it’s nothing...”


    Hmm, something was definitely off. I understood that much, but I didn’t know what part of my previous statement had upset her, and I couldn’t push the matter further. Just then, she smiled at me.


    Surprisingly, she seemed to still have some energy left... but I kept that thought to myself.


    “I might get a bit carried away when I start talking about manga, you know?” She warned me, showing a playful side by sticking her tongue out and winking at me. Likely, she too was trying to lighten the mood. Seeing this cheeky side of Charlotte-san easily captured my heart. Eventually, Charlotte-san, who indeed found it hard to walk alone, clung to my arm once more and we headed to the preschool, chatting about manga. I felt uneasy about letting Charlotte-san carry Emma-chan in her current condition, so I decided to go all the way to the entrance of the preschool.


    The path started sloping downhill midway, which seemed to ease Charlotte-san’s burden slightly. Upon arriving at the preschool, Charlotte-san carried Emma-chan into the building. Shortly after, the sound of Emma-chan’s crying, woken up in the preschool, reached my ears. Indeed, it seemed that waking up in the preschool had set her off. However, the crying quickly subsided, and a slightly exhausted-looking Charlotte-san returned to my side.


    “Good work. Are you okay?”


    “Yes... I’m sorry for keeping you waiting.” When I addressed her, Charlotte-san gave a troubled smile and apologized. Even though she should’ve been tired, her thoughtfulness was remarkable.


    “No, don’t worry about it,” I reassured her, offering her a comforting smile. At that, she glanced up at my face and gently clung to my arm. The way she subtly checked my expression was incredibly endearing. Doing my best to maintain a poker face, so as not to betray my pounding heart, I spoke up. “So, was Emma-chan alright?”


    Even though her crying had stopped relatively quickly, I was still concerned after hearing Emma-chan’s wails. So, while we walked at a slightly faster pace, I asked about it. Since Charlotte-san seemed to have regained a bit of her energy, it looked like we’d make it to school on time.


    “It seems she was looking forward to going with you, Aoyagi-kun, and was quite upset when she woke up to find herself in the preschool.”


    “Ah... maybe she thought I’d wake her up once I was done changing?”


    “Most likely... However, as soon as she noticed Claire-chan was watching, she immediately calmed down.”


    “Oh, really? So that’s why her crying stopped quicker than I expected.”


    “Yes. I think she was embarrassed to have a friend her age see her crying and fussing.”


    “Even at such a young age, she has a sense of pride, huh?”


    “It seems so. Despite appearances, she’s quite smart, so perhaps she’s more self-conscious than most children.”


    She was quite the cuddle bug despite that, but I figured it was best not to say anything tactless. I agreed with the idea that Emma-chan was smart. She knew a good deal of words for her age. It seemed like she often watched anime with Charlotte-san, which could explain her language learning. Still, it was impressive how well she could remember them. Moreover, she apparently had no problem writing in English, her native language. As expected of Charlotte-san’s younger sister.


    “With this, we might not have to worry as much from tomorrow.”


    As long as we could get her to preschool, she would calm down thanks to the influence of her friends. Knowing that, it seemed like taking Emma-chan to preschool wouldn’t be too much trouble.


    “That’s true,” responded Charlotte-san, gracing me with a warm smile. We fell into silence, savoring the intimate space we shared as we continued toward the school.


    —That said, the distance from here to the school was quite short, and the number of students on the way would increase as we got closer. Therefore, as we had agreed, we split up when we reached the area with many commuting students. Letting Charlotte-san go ahead, I couldn’t help but notice her slightly lonely expression. However, this couldn’t be helped. It would be idiotic to increase our risk of being found out unnecessarily. I wanted to avoid causing her any burden as much as possible. As such thoughts filled my mind, I kept a careful distance from Charlotte-san, enough not to arouse suspicion, and made my way toward the school.


    



    ◆


    



    “Aah~.”


    On the night of the day I had gone to school with Charlotte-san, Emma-chan sat on my lap, her little mouth wide open. While soothed by Emma-chan’s cuteness, I scooped up some pudding with a spoon and put it into her mouth. The moment the spoon entered her mouth, Emma-chan closed it with an energetic snap. Then, she relished the creamy texture of the pudding before gulping it down. It must have been sweet and delicious. The corners of Emma-chan’s mouth were relaxed in satisfaction. Yes, Emma-chan was truly a cute child. I wanted to keep feeding her snacks and gaze at her adorable smile forever. I gently stroked her head while looking at her smile. Just from that, Emma-chan pressed her head against my hand with delight. Recently, this moment had become the most soothing time for me, and I wished this time could continue forever. However—


    “It’s not fair that only Emma...” As I repeated the motions of feeding Emma-chan and stroking her head, Charlotte-san, who was sitting across from us, muttered something. When I looked at her, she was puffing out her cheeks for some reason. She did the same thing the other day too, but had I done something without realizing it...?


    “Um, is something wrong...?”


    “Huh? Ah—.” As I cautiously called out in a manner similar to before, Charlotte-san’s face took on a surprised expression. She began to look around as if in trouble, and when she couldn’t find what she was looking for, she subtly peered at my face.


    “Uh, are you okay...?”


    “I-I’m fine! I was just... thinking a bit!”


    “If you have any troubles, I can listen, you know?”


    “N-no, it’s nothing so serious that I would need to bother you, Aoyagi-kun!” In response to my words, Charlotte-san vehemently denied there was anything amiss. It looked like something was bothering her, but I couldn’t pry any further when she was so adamant.


    “Mmm...” As I was considering what to do, Emma-chan, who was in my arms, suddenly stirred. When I loosened my grip on her a little, Emma-chan took the spoon from my hand and scooped up the pudding from the plate. And then—


    “Here, Lottie.” —Emma-chan offered Charlotte-san a spoonful of pudding. It seemed like she was trying to replicate the feeding gesture I had done for her with Charlotte-san. As Charlotte-san and I tilted our heads in wonder, Emma-chan broke into a bright smile and opened her mouth.


    “Lottie too, eat. Aah~.” It seemed like Emma-chan had taken Charlotte-san’s longing for the pudding to heart. While I didn’t think Charlotte-san actually wanted the pudding, she couldn’t refuse the kind offer from her younger sister. As she ate, she shyly stole glances at my face. It was incredibly adorable.


    “Is it yummy?” The delighted Emma-chan asked Charlotte-san for her thoughts.


    “Yes, it’s delicious. Thank you, Emma.”


    “Ehehe.” When Charlotte-san thanked her and stroked her head, Emma-chan smiled with pure joy. Watching the heartwarming interaction between the Bennett sisters, it felt like my heart was being cleansed. I no longer cared about what Charlotte-san was trying to hide.


    



    


    
      [1] Spinach Namul is a Korean side dish made of blanched spinach seasoned with soy sauce, garlic, and toasted sesame oil.

    
  


  
    Chapter 3: “The Beautiful Foreign Exchange Student Wants to be Teased”


    



    



    “I-it’s over...”


    On the last day of exams—when homeroom ended, Akira, who was sitting in the seat behind me, slumped onto his desk. Everyone in the class, basking in the feeling of liberation that came with the end of the exams, was eagerly discussing their plans for what came next. All except for Akira, who seemed to be broadcasting a dark aura of despair as he refused to lift his head. It was painful to watch.


    “Hey, Akira. What do you mean by ‘it’s over’? You mean the exams are over, right?”


    “Don’t ask me...”


    I had tried to clarify, but from his response, it seemed his “it’s over” referred to his grim prospects in terms of the exam results. I had given him my notes for studying, so he should have managed to avoid failing anything... but if he’d managed to fail every subject, it wouldn’t be a laughing matter. Until he got his results back, Akira would undoubtedly be out of sorts...This might be just the right time. After all, there’s no point in dwelling on exam results now. Nothing can change them. If that’s the case, it might be better to distract him and make him forget about the tests until the results are returned. People can forget their worries best when they’re having fun, after all. And there’s something Akira needs to do.


    “Akira, it’s fine to be bummed, but aren’t you forgetting something?”


    “Hmm? Did we have something planned for today...?”


    “Hey, hey... You promised, didn’t you? We agreed to do it once the exams were over.”


    “Ah, that’s right!” For a moment, Akira continued to brood over his desk, but as he understood what I was getting at, he suddenly lifted his face. It seemed he had remembered.


    “Everyone! What are you guys planning without me!? Did you forget what we were doing today!?” Jumping up from his chair in a panic, Akira called out to all of our classmates. The one reminding everyone was the one who forgot in the first place. Though I had that thought, I silently waited for Akira’s next words.


    “The exams are finally over! Let’s hold a welcoming party for Charlotte-san!”


    —Yes, the plan had been delayed by me, but now that the exams were over, we had decided to hold a party to welcome Charlotte-san.


    “Of course, we remember!”


    “Didn’t you forget, Saionji-kun?”


    “I-Idiots! There’s no way I would, ahaha!” Teased by the girls, Akira broke out a dry smile. Yes, they were close by and had definitely heard everything.


    “But, where should we do it? It’s not easy to book a place that can accommodate all of us on such short notice...”


    “Ah, about that...” Akira was taken aback by the very reasonable question posed by one of our classmates. He apparently hadn’t given the location any thought. Looking flustered, Akira turned pleading eyes towards me.


    “Ah, regarding that, we can ask Miyu-sensei—”


    “Did someone call me?”


    “...Um, could you please not appear out of nowhere like that? It’s bad for my heart.” The moment I quietly mentioned her name so only Akira could hear, Miyu-sensei suddenly appeared behind us. I conveyed my thoughts to the teacher, with a wry smile.


    “Haha, don’t worry about it. Anyway, let’s have a little chat in the hallway, alright?”


    “Is this about the venue?”


    “Yeah, while we’re at it, let’s bring Saionji along too.”


    “Just a side note!? Isn’t the way you treat me a bit too harsh!?”


    Akira grumbled, but he followed us nonetheless. For all his complaints, he was a serious guy.


    “—To cut to the chase, I was able to reserve a friend’s restaurant exclusively.”


    I had discussed the matter of a venue that could accommodate a large group with Miyu-sensei in advance, following our conversation with Charlotte-san.


    “That’s great news. But... did it take so long because the restaurant owners were hesitant?” I had been discussing the restaurant with Charlotte-san for some time, but the fact that the reply came so late made me a bit anxious.


    “No, I was the one who stretched it until the last moment.” Miyu-sensei’s answer was unexpected.


    “Why would you do that?”


    “Well, I held back because I thought there might be some other venue suggestions popping up from the other students. If that happened, I just knew you’d get all worried about not considering my idea, so I played the waiting game right up until the last minute.”


    “I’m sorry about that...” I can’t help but feel inadequate in front of this person, so I apologized to her with these thoughts in mind.


    “It was my call, so don’t worry. Besides, they’re giving us a pretty decent discount since it’s just students.”


    “Ehh, that’s kinda… But we’re already asking so much of them... we really shouldn’t...”


    “Relax, they’re the ones who suggested it. Imagine this, if the students get a kick out of it, it’s a win-win for the restaurant. They’re counting on a bit of chatter to spread the word. But of course, they wouldn’t be so bold if they weren’t confident about their food, would they?” She winked at us, implying we shouldn’t worry.


    “Miyu-sensei... thank you very much.”


    “No need for thanks. Even I have to reward my students every now and then. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m heading back to the staff room.”


    “Hold on, Miyu-sensei. Aren’t you joining us?” I asked while tilting my head as she turned to leave. I thought for sure she was going to join us.


    



    
      
    


    



    “This doubles as a bit of a celebration, doesn’t it? I’m sure there are a few students who’d spread their wings a bit wider without me hovering about. And besides, as one of the working-class faculty, I still have a ton of work on my desk. So, you all just skip off and have a blast.” And with that, she waved her hand and returned to the staff room. She was truly a person who was kind, caring for her students, and cool at the same time. Having her as our homeroom teacher was probably one of the few fortunate things in our lives.


    “Hey, Akihito. Didn’t I become unnecessary...?” As I was thanking Miyu-sensei, Akira, who didn’t understand why he had been called to this place, looked at me with dissatisfaction.


    “Miyu-sensei understands that it’s not me who should explain things to everyone, but you, Akira. That’s why she called you too.” Well, it was a response about whether we could use her friend’s shop, so Akira was treated as an extra.


    “For now, everyone is probably waiting, so let’s head back to the classroom.”


    “Yeah...” Akira seemed somewhat dissatisfied, but he silently followed me back into the classroom.


    “Come on, Akira, please explain it to everyone.”


    “Alright—everyone, we got permission to use a restaurant owned by Miyu-sensei’s friend. And it seems like we have the place all to ourselves.”


    “Wow! That’s great!”


    “As expected of Saionji-kun! You’re so thoughtful!” By securing a spot, Akira’s popularity rose within the class. I was satisfied with that and started to move away from Akira to prepare to head to the restaurant, but—


    “No, the one who negotiated with Miyu-sensei was Akihito.” Akira’s unexpected comment made me turn back in surprise.


    “Akira, what are you...”


    “Well, it’s not a big deal. It just feels wrong to be praised for something I didn’t do.” Akira replied with an exasperated attitude to my bewildered reaction. He understood what I had been doing, so this had never happened before...what is he trying to do...?


    “Heehh, Aoyagi-kun is surprisingly thoughtful...” Thanks to, or rather because of Akira, the girls started looking at me with renewed interest. That was really unnecessary, as it wasn’t what I wanted.


    “It just came up when I was talking with Miyu-sensei. Anyway, we should get going soon. It would be bad for the staff at the restaurant who are preparing for us if we don’t get moving.” I deliberately took on a cold expression and turned my gaze towards Akira. Then, Akira, without caring about my expression, opened his mouth with a smile.


    “Ahh, right. What do you think, should we all go together?”


    “No, if this many people move together, it will bother the pedestrians. It would be better to divide into several groups and stagger the departure times.”


    “Ohh, that’s a good idea! Okay everyone, let’s divide into five groups!” At Akira’s behest, everyone began to form small groups. The name of the restaurant, the location, and the start time were shared with everyone through the class group chat that Akira had set up.


    “Well then, Akira, we have to greet the staff at the restaurant, so we should go with the first group.”


    “Sounds good. I’ll count on you for the directions, Akihito.”


    “Sure.”


    Akira and I, bags in tow, were ready to leave the classroom, leading six others with us. We crossed paths with Charlotte-san at that moment, but we didn’t exchange any words. We may be close at home, but we avoid speaking as much as possible at school. She has been diligent in respecting the promise we made when we first met. This is fine for school. The biggest issue is if people find out about our relationship due to unnecessary interactions. Anyway, I’m relieved there aren’t any problems.


    —Unbeknownst to me at that time, and as if to mock the peace I felt, an unexpected twist of fate awaited us at the restaurant we were headed to.
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    —Why did it come to this? In a stylish café, I found myself being taken aback by the unexpected situation, hand on my forehead and staring at the ceiling in disbelief. You see—to the right of where I was sitting was Charlotte-san. To my left was a busty girl with long bangs covering her eyes. And every other seat in front of me was filled with girls.


    What’s going on? Have I inadvertently begun building a harem while I wasn’t looking? I felt an immediate urge to go home at the sight of a table with one guy and five girls. More than anything, it was problematic that I was seated next to Charlotte-san. After all, it’s impossible not to talk when sitting next to each other. And if we tried to converse, as time passed, we’d start talking as if we were back at home. The decision to sit at Charlotte-san’s table was decided by a lottery app due to the expected dispute over her company. However, it seemed like I had used up my luck where I shouldn’t have.


    “Hey, Aoyagi-kun. Wanna swap seats with another girl? It’s prolly a bit awkward being the only dude here, right?”


    While I was struggling over what to do, the girl sitting in front of me, Arisa Shimizu-san, extended a helping hand. She was a girl with bobbed hair, one side of which was tucked behind her ear. Her hair was dyed brown and permed. At first glance, she looked like a “gyaru,” but in reality, she was one of the top girls in our class who could read the room better than anyone. Which was why she reached out to me this time. Well, maybe she just wants to get rid of me because she dislikes me. Either way, this is an unexpected offer, so I’ll gladly take her up on it—or so I thought…..


    “W-Wait, please...! Since we decided by drawing lots, I think we should refrain from such actions. If one person does that, everyone will start switching seats, and that would cause a lot of trouble for the shop staff...!” As soon as I was about to agree with Shimizu-san’s suggestion, Charlotte-san rejected it. The unexpected reaction from Charlotte-san left the other girls at the table in surprise. However, since she was popular among the class, the girls sitting across from us started nodding as if they understood something. Shimizu-san was the only one who didn’t nod along, but after staring at Charlotte-san for a bit, she nodded as if coming to a conclusion and spoke with a smile.


    “Yup, yup, you’re totally right, Charlotte-san! If we let ‘em switch seats, those guys would totally flock around you and cause all sorts of commotion. Sorry ‘bout that, Aoyagi-kun. I know it’s tough bein’ the only guy, but could you hang in there and join the convo with us?” After affirming Charlotte-san’s words, Shimizu-san clasped her hands and looked up at me. When spoken to in such a way, it felt like I didn’t have much of a choice.


    “No, um... yeah... I understand...” Having my hopes dashed, all I could do was nod. After all, this time, what Charlotte-san was saying was correct. I could already predict the fuss of the boys, clamoring to sit next to Charlotte-san once they knew seat changes were allowed. Moreover, the girl who sat on my left was incredibly timid. She barely interacted with the other students, and perhaps out of a lack of confidence in speaking, her voice was incredibly soft. She was always nervous. I was sure if a boy requested, she would give up her seat without a second thought. I didn’t want this welcoming party for Charlotte-san to be ruined by such foolishness. So, I had no choice but to endure.


    “—I’m sorry...” As I wore a wry smile, Charlotte-san apologized in a tiny voice, looking remorseful. She didn’t keep me here to tease me. She probably just nipped the bud of potential chaos, not wanting to cause a fuss. She had no reason to apologize.


    “No, it’s alright. What you said was correct, Charlotte-san.”


    “No, that’s not it...this is just my selfishness...”


    “Selfishness...? What do you mean by—”


    “—May I take your order?”


    Just as I was about to ask her the meaning behind her words, the waitress came to take our order. It seemed that other students at other tables had called her over to place their orders, and she ended up coming to our table as well. Not wanting to keep her waiting, we ordered our preferred items from the menu. One thing to be grateful for was that despite being a cafe, they offered an all-you-can-drink (non-alcoholic) option. Apparently, they wanted to target students as customers, and hence, had started this service. The fact that they willingly accepted our request today was probably because we were their target demographic. But now, I completely missed the chance to ask Charlotte-san what she meant...


    “Charlotte-san, could you lead us in the toast?”


    When the drinks had been distributed to everyone, Akira, with a love-struck smile, called out to Charlotte-san. Being the guest of honor, it made sense to have her lead the toast. And I imagined many of the students would also want that. But then again...


    “N-No, I can’t...! I’m not good at those kinds of things...!”


    It was rather harsh to ask such a delicate and shy girl like Charlotte-san to do it. Her face turned bright red, and she frantically waved her hands in front of her face.


    “Akira, you should do it. We can set aside a time for Charlotte-san to speak later, right?” Seeing a possibility of Akira being pushed further, I threw him a lifeline, not wanting to distress Charlotte-san more, and by doing so, Akira looked a bit surprised.


    “Ah, yeah, you’re right. Sorry, Charlotte-san. I’ll ask you again later.” With that, Akira moved to the center of the table, where everyone was seated. As I had suggested, he took the lead in place of Charlotte-san and made the toast.


    “Th-thank you, Aoyagi-kun...” Once the toast was over, Charlotte-san, her face still flushed, thanked me and I returned her smile.


    “No, I should be the one apologizing. I didn’t make proper arrangements. But, I think everyone would like to hear from you, Charlotte-san. Could you share a few words with us later?”


    “Y-yes, of course...! Aoyagi-kun, you really are—”


    “—Heeeh?”


    Just as Charlotte-san was about to say something, a voice with a hint of admiration to it, cut her off. The speaker probably didn’t mean it that way, but their comment sounded remarkably notable to our ears.


    “Shimizu-san?”


    “Ah, my bad. I didn’t mean anything by it, but it seems like Charlotte-san and Aoyagi-kun are pretty close, huh? Who woulda thought.”


    Shimizu-san followed up her observation with a knowing smile and a glance that hinted at something more. Being able to read the room signified keen perception. Even our brief exchanges, from facial expressions to the tone of voice, may have given something away.


    “Well, we’re classmates, so isn’t it natural to get along?”


    “Yeah, that’s true.”


    As I responded with a puzzled tilt of my head, she nodded back with another smile. She seemed more interactive today, unlike the evasive nature she usually has towards me. Even her current smile conveyed that she didn’t completely believe her own words.


    “—Hey, hey, more importantly, what do you usually do on your days off, Charlotte-san?”


    Not caring much about me, a girl sitting to Shimizu-san’s left spoke to Charlotte-san, her excitement was apparent as if she was wagging her tail energetically. Perhaps she was delighted by this rare opportunity to talk to Charlotte-san, who was usually surrounded by people. Shimizu-san shifted her gaze from me to Charlotte-san, prompting me to also look away and survey the other classmates’ situations, using the girls’ conversation as background noise. Despite the absence of the ‘main character,’ Charlotte-san, the girls were each engaged in their own conversations. In contrast, most of the boys were tuned in to our side. They might be trying to glean information, such as Charlotte-san’s crush, from the girls’ chatter. Although the chance of such a conversation happening in my presence was slim, it seemed that she was popular enough to make the boys that desperate. There were probably many boys who wished to take my current seat.


    —From then on, the table got quite lively with the girls’ chatter. But of course, I didn’t have the nerve to join in. Along the way, Charlotte-san had said a few words as a form of greeting in front of everyone, but after that, I was back at my table, facing a barrage of questions. As for the other tables, it seemed that the boys too had given up on eavesdropping on the conversation, each beginning their post-exam celebration. Thankfully, there didn’t seem to be any students with poor manners who would get up and walk around during the meal. Everyone had given up on approaching Charlotte-san and were enjoying themselves. But, there was one person who couldn’t enjoy this situation.


    “Would you like something to drink?” I asked the girl seated on my left—Karin Shinonome-san, whose index fingers were touching.


    “Eh, ah, um...”


    Shinonome-san, perhaps not expecting me to address her, suddenly became nervous. Until just a moment ago, she seemed to want to join in the girls’ conversation, opening and closing her mouth repeatedly while fidgeting. But now she was so flustered, it was almost pitiful to watch. I had noticed that the glass in front of her was empty, so I asked, but that may have been a mistake. But, I couldn’t leave her like this, so I put on a smile, and gently handed her the menu, so as not to startle her.


    “There’s no need to rush. What would you like?”


    “Ah……. um, this….”


    After looking up at my face, Shinonome-san slowly pointed to the drink she wanted. What I heard was a voice that was unusually high-pitched, even for a girl. This is what they call an ‘anime voice,’ right? I don’t really watch anime, but it is a very cute voice.


    “Okay, orange juice it is. How about the rest of you?” After nodding to Shinonome-san, I asked the others at the same table.


    “ “ “..........” ” ”


    However, the three sitting opposite me were staring at me with surprise, for some reason.


    “Uh, is there something wrong...?” Not knowing why everyone was staring at me, I decided to ask. Then, the girls sitting across the table from me looked at each other, and Shimizu-san, who was sitting in the middle, spoke up on behalf of everyone.


    “Aoyagi-kun, you have a really gentle voice.”


    “A gentle voice?”


    “Yeah, your voice was really gentle when you spoke to Shinonome-san. Your expression too.”


    Thinking back on the girl’s words, I didn’t particularly intend to speak in a gentle voice. I was just trying not to scare her, but had my voice and expression changed that much? As I was lost in thought, the girl sitting to the front right of me—Kei Kiriyama-san, also chimed in.


    “Besides, I was kinda surprised to see you being so considerate towards us.”


    “What’s surprising?”


    “I guess it’s ‘cause you’re smart, Aoyagi-kun, but I kinda had this impression that you were hard to approach. Well, maybe it’s because you often say things that make you seem like a nag or a jerk.”


    Kiriyama-san really doesn’t hold back her thoughts. What is this, am I being blamed now?


    “Hey now, think about how you word things,” Shimizu-san, with a wry smile, lightly tapped Kiriyama-san on the head. Then, she turned to me with a smile and began to speak.


    “But ya’know, from our perspective, that’s just how we saw you, Aoyagi-kun. But after seeing what happened earlier, I’m starting to wonder if you’re actually a decent guy. Looking back, it seems like your comments were often beneficial to us.”


    “Ahh, I thought the same thing. At the moment, I’d be like ‘Who is this guy?’, but when I calmed down and thought about it later, I’d realize that what Aoyagi-kun said was probably right.”


    “Oh, and remember that time when the guys and the upperclassmen were fighting over Charlotte-san!? You stepped in and immediately defused the situation, just like you did today when you requested something of Miyu-sensei for the shop. That’s when I realized how amazing you truly are!”


    What on earth was happening? The girls who, until recently, disliked me were now justifying me, as if they had completely changed their minds. It was hard to believe that my exchange with Shinonome-san earlier could have resulted in such a turnabout. Furthermore, this was definitely changing my image in an unfavorable direction.


    “Look, I don’t know why you’ve suddenly started speaking about me in this way, but I think you’re exaggerating a bit much. It’s just that everyone else’s behavior looks so foolish that I can’t help but interject.” The moment I said this, the expressions on the faces of the two girls on either side of Shimizu-san darkened into scowls simultaneously. Good. My role in this class was to be disliked, after all. However—


    “Charlotte-san keeps tellin’ us to really dig into what you say, Aoyagi-kun. She says you aren’t the type to go hurting others for no reason.”


    “Eh...?” I turned to look at Charlotte-san, seated to my right, at Shimizu-san’s unexpected words. Charlotte-san looked back at me, with guilt plastered on her pale face. It seemed she had broken our previous agreement and had been feeding Shimizu-san and the others unnecessary information behind my back. She should have understood my approach, so why would she do something that renders my efforts useless?—Had I not known anything about Charlotte-san, I would have confronted her. But now, I knew what kind of girl she was…a kind and thoughtful one. She must have been acting behind the scenes either because she thought what I was doing was wrong or because, disregarding my feelings, she was looking out for me in her own way—or perhaps both. Therefore, I had no intention of blaming her and no right to do so. Regardless of how Charlotte-san felt and acted, it was her freedom to do so.


    “Charlotte-san, don’t make that face. I’m not blaming you nor am I angry.”


    “Really...?”


    “Of course.”


    “But, I made a promise to you, Aoyagi-kun...”


    “Don’t worry about it. That wasn’t a promise, but more of a coercion. So, you’re under no obligation to uphold it, and you shouldn’t feel guilty.”


    It actually was a promise, but there was no denying that I had forced it on her. So, I decided to move forward as if she hadn’t broken any promise.


    “Aoyagi-kun... Thank you very much... And, I’m sorry...”


    “There’s no reason for you to apologize or thank me. Rather, I should be the one thanking you.” With the lengthy conversation now over, I placed an order for Shinonome-san and was now facing the girls who were giving me inquisitive looks.


    “What’s up?”


    “Well... As Arisa-chan said earlier, you two seem to get along well, don’t you?”


    “Yeah, you hardly talk in class, but Charlotte-san’s expression is clearly different when she’s with Aoyagi-kun than with the other boys.”


    “Also, isn’t it strange that Charlotte-san would defend Aoyagi-kun in the first place?”


    Now what do I do? I had prioritized not hurting Charlotte-san over being suspected of having a relationship with her, but it wouldn’t be easy to deflect the girls who were now interested. Shimizu-san, who was sitting in front of me, remained silent, but the girls on either side of her were clearly suspicious of our relationship. Any careless remark could be fatal. Akira, would you like to come help right about now? If Akira showed up, I’m sure I could have somehow overcome this, but of course, things couldn’t be that convenient. However, a helping hand came from an unexpected source.


    “Oh, seriously? I actually think Charlotte-san is super nice, and she’d totally stand up for someone if they were being bad-mouthed. Especially ‘cause Aoyagi-kun’s got some valid points, you know? Like, with her smarts, Charlotte-san would totally help us see the truth, right?”


    The one who spoke was Shimizu-san, who had first commented that we were close friends. No one had expected her to make such a statement, and the two girls on either side of her looked at Shimizu-san discontentedly.


    “Ehh~! Arisa-chan said it first, right?!”


    “Yeah, yeah, why are you denying it now?”


    Their dissatisfaction was justifiable. From their perspective, it would have been like the tables had turned on them.


    “Yeah, ya’know, I kinda thought they were close, even if they don’t talk much in class, but that’s just my impression. But, like, are you both thinkin’ there’s more to it than just friendship?” Shimizu-san rested her elbow on the table, tilting her head with a disbelieving expression.


    “Well, yes... but the difference in Charlotte-san’s attitude...”


    “Aoyagi-kun, you’re not as pushy as the other boys, don’t you think that puts Charlotte-san at ease? We prefer talking to boys who seem uninterested rather than those who are too forward, right?”


    “Th-that’s true…but Charlotte-san’s attitude is a bit different…”


    “Aoyagi-kun ain’t all pushy like other boys, right? That’s probably why Charlotte-san feels comfy around him, yeah? I mean, we totally find it easier to talk to guys who don’t seem too eager, you know, instead of those who come on too strong, right?”


    “S-sure, that’s…”


    “Well, that’s right... Besides, I can’t even imagine Aoyagi-kun being a good match for Charlotte-san...”


    That last remark had pricked at my heart a little, but it seemed that they were persuaded by Shimizu-san’s words. A girl who had been the center of the girls’ attention until Charlotte-san arrived was indeed different. She was good at bringing everyone together. A girl whose thinking was diametrically opposite to mine, but at this moment, her presence was a blessing. Well, she probably wanted to prevent the mood in the class from deteriorating rapidly if rumors about Charlotte-san being close to a specific boy spread.


    “Sorry, Aoyagi-kun. These girls didn’t mean any harm, and I’m sure you don’t wanna make a big fuss either. So, like, let’s just wrap it up here—”


    “—Huh? But wasn’t Aoyagi-kun a hot topic back in our first year—when we first entered school, right?”


    If we leave it to Shimizu-san, we’ll be able to move onto a different topic without issue. Is what I thought but—Kiriyama-san, who wounded my heart earlier, suddenly brought up an entirely unrelated subject. And one that I least wanted to be brought up. I had always thought of her as a girl who couldn’t read the room, but I didn’t expect her to be this oblivious. As a result, everyone in earshot, except for Charlotte-san who doesn’t know what’s going on, and Shinonome-san who probably didn’t realize what was happening, had frozen in place.


    “Um, what’s going on with everyone...?” Naturally, Charlotte-san was puzzled by this situation. She looked at me with a baffled expression, but I was not in the state to deal with it. And then—


    “A-ahaha, oh, stop it, geez.” Shimizu-san, brought back to her senses by Charlotte-san’s voice, put on a smile and lightly patted Kiriyama-san’s back.


    “No need to bring up something from a year ago out of the blue like that. No one even remembers that anymore, ya’know?”


    “Th-that’s right, just like Arisa-chan said. We were strictly told by Miyu-sensei not to ever discuss that incident again—”


    “Azusa!”


    The girl who tried to agree with Shimizu-san—Azusa Arasawa-san who sat in front of me to the left, slipped up and Shimizu-san immediately shouted her name out loud. This attracted the attention of students from the other tables as well.


    “S-sorry...”


    I’ve never seen Shimizu-san lose her composure like this, and the scolded Arasawa-san’s eyes started to well up with tears.


    “Ah, no... I’m sorry for yelling. So don’t make such a sad face.” She gently comforted Arasawa-san. However, the crucial Kiriyama-san had a puzzled expression, tilting her head. From the conversation just now, she apparently didn’t understand. This girl was even more oblivious than I had imagined.


    “Why are you two panicking so much?”


    “You serious?! You still don’t get it?!”


    Even the usually composed Shimizu-san seemed shocked at Kiriyama-san’s reaction. I’ve never seen her so surprised before


    “Eh, but... there’s a rumor that Aoyagi-kun participated in a national tournament back in junior high, right? Look, Aoyagi-kun and Saionji-kun went to the same junior high school, and they’re really close. So why can’t we talk about this?”


    “Ah, so that’s what this is about...”


    At Kiriyama-san’s words, Shimizu-san’s face showed a sense of relief. I, too, felt a little relieved. But in the end, this conversation also led back to that story. I wanted to end this topic as quickly as possible.


    “I’ve been asked about it since my first year, but I didn’t go to the national tournament.”


    “But isn’t it weird when you think about it? I mean, Aoyagi-kun, you were in the soccer club, right? Then, if Saionji-kun went to the national—”


    “Okay, enough about that! Since Aoyagi-kun has denied it, that’s that, right?” As Kiriyama-san tilted her head curiously, trying to dig deeper into the conversation, Shimizu-san clapped her hands together and ended the discussion.


    “But, Arisa-chan...!”


    “—Come on, read the room, will you? I mean, you probably don’t know ‘cause the gag order was imposed so quickly, but the topic you’re trying to bring up now is a no-go. If you bring it up, it won’t just end with being scolded by Miyu-sensei, ya’know?”


    Right now, I don’t know what Shimizu-san whispered into Kiriyama-san’s ear. However, while she was talking, Kiriyama-san’s face gradually turned pale. Well, probably, because Shimizu-san brought up Miyu-sensei… Nobody talks about that story in this school now, thanks to Miyu-sensei putting a stop to it early on. That was why I started getting involved with her in the first place.


    “S-sorry, Aoyagi-kun... I won’t talk about it anymore, so please don’t tell Miyu-sensei...”


    “Yeah, it’s okay, I won’t.”


    “Th-thank you...!”


    Seeing Kiriyama-san so scared was pitiful, I returned her expression with a smile, and her face instantly brightened. Miyu-sensei was usually gentle and caring towards her students, but when angered, she was said to be the most terrifying in the school, a fact known to almost everyone except for the first-years. It seemed Kiriyama-san was unaware of my story and experience with Miyu-sensei. Even though she hadn’t personally experienced Miyu-sensei’s wrath, she seemed to have heard about it from others who had.


    “Anyways, we’re here for Charlotte-san’s welcoming party, so let’s have a fun conversation. Charlotte-san, you’re the guest of honor so maybe you’d like to go to a separate table?”


    I thought it necessary to forcefully bring some positivity to the table, so, regretfully, I used Charlotte-san’s welcoming party as a decoy. However, because of the unpleasant mood at our table, I wanted Charlotte-san to enjoy herself at another one. That’s why I made the suggestion, but Charlotte-san shook her head.


    “No, I like it here.”


    Given her tendency to put others before herself, her response wasn’t surprising. She probably feared that her departure would only worsen the mood at our table.


    “But if the guest of honor isn’t visiting the other tables, the people there might feel left out, don’t you think?”


    Knowing it was a bit of a low blow, I tried to use Charlotte-san’s caring nature to make her consider the feelings of others. Her eyes wavered momentarily at this. But, rather than standing up to move, she dropped her gaze and remained motionless.


    “Charlotte-san?”


    ”…I don’t want to. I don’t want to leave this seat…”


    When I voiced my concern, she raised her head, her eyes filled with a strong determination as she stared back at me. It was an unusual statement for her, usually so concerned with others’ well-being. She was telling me that this time, she was prioritizing her own feelings. Not just her words, but the look in her eyes too, felt undeniably genuine. These were probably her true feelings. It seemed my concerns were unnecessary after all.


    “I see, then I’d be happy if you could enjoy yourself here.” Nothing should take precedence over Charlotte-san’s feelings. That’s what I believed, so naturally, I prioritized her feelings at our table.


    “Ah, yes…!”


    Charlotte-san nodded cheerfully at my words, taking a sip of her milk tea with a delighted expression. The drink traveled from the cup to her mouth through the straw, and she slightly relaxed her facial expression, indicating the tea was good. While things were tense just a few moments ago, her smile was extremely soothing. It would be nice if this was my home instead of a café. We were making eye contact before I knew it, and I found myself wishing we could have a conversation with just the two of us.


    ”……”


    Of course, I held little hope that such a wish would come true. Noticing Shimizu-san’s gaze upon me, I diverted my eyes from Charlotte-san and turned to Shinonome-san.


    “Shinonome-san, do you like orange juice?” I asked, unable to muster up the courage to engage with the three sitting across from me. I decided to pose the most innocuous question to Shinonome-san.


    However, I happened to catch her at a time when she was taking a drink, surprising her and causing her to cough. It seemed that some juice had gone down the wrong way.


    “A-are you okay...?” I gently rubbed her small back with one hand while tilting her forward with the other. I waited for her to calm down, then once again called out to her.


    “Has your cough stopped?”


    *Nod nod* She nodded vigorously in response to my question, indicating that the coughing had ceased.


    “Then, why don’t you try taking a deep breath? It’s said to be good to do after something goes into your windpipe.”


    Being as obedient as she seemed, Shinonome-san started to take a deep breath at my suggestion. During this, her chest, comparable to that of a gravure idol in size, swelled even further. Naturally, it was something I shouldn’t be looking at, so I hurriedly looked away.


    “Were you...aiming for that?”


    “No, I wasn’t!” I looked away and when my gaze met Shimizu-san’s, she smirked and mischievously questioned me, so I reflexively denied it. She definitely asked on purpose, didn’t she?


    “Hmph...”


    “—!?” While all this was happening, Charlotte-san puffed out her cheeks and shot me a look, as if she wanted to say something. She started clutching the sleeve of my shirt under the table. Is this what I think it is? Am I being blamed for looking at a girl’s chest? But Charlotte-san, I didn’t do it on purpose...


    “U-um, this could be bad, if someone sees this they’ll misunderstand...”


    “Aoyagi-kun, you seem to like them big, don’t you...?”


    “W-wait!? This is a huge misunderstanding! And this topic is dangerous...!”


    I desperately denied the accusations in a low voice to Charlotte-san, who was glaring at me. Charlotte-san would be the most troubled by a misunderstanding here. So, I was determined to stop her misunderstanding at all costs.


    “Aoyagi-kun, you’re like, even more suspicious when you’re this desperate, ya’know?”


    “Shimizu-san, stop adding fuel to the fire! I’m the only guy in a group of girls, so this kind of conversation is problematic...!”


    “Ahh, yeah yeah. You’re right, I’ll stop teasing you here.”


    Perhaps understanding my growing distress, Shimizu-san removed her gaze from me, a smile still playing on her lips. Thank goodness, if she’d said anything weirder in this situation, Charlotte-san might’ve ended up despising me. The only saving grace in this chaos was that Shinonome-san, at the center of the discussion, looked utterly clueless. This girl was probably the most innocent among us all. It didn’t seem like she grasped the nature of the conversation—Speaking of Shinonome-san, she’s looking a bit lonely again...


    “Shinonome-san, what do you like?” Feeling sorry about leaving her out, I decided to engage her once again. She possessed a strange allure that made it hard to leave her alone.


    “U-uhm... stuffed... animals...” Shinonome-san timidly told me her favorite thing in a voice so small, it was almost fading away. That’s—not really surprising. It was an adorable hobby befitting a girl.


    “What kind of stuffed animals do you like?”


    “Huh...?”


    I attempted to dig a little deeper to keep the conversation going, which caused Shinonome-san to look up at me in surprise. I wonder what’s wrong? Her eyes were hidden behind her bangs, making it difficult to read her expression.


    “You’re...not going to make fun of me...?”


    “Why would I?”


    “Because... it’s a childish hobby...”


    Has someone ridiculed her for this before? I didn’t appreciate people meddling with others’ interests. If you like something, you should be allowed to enjoy it without worrying about what others think.


    “There are plenty of people in the world who love stuffed animals, even as adults. There’s no need to feel embarrassed about it. Stuffed animals are cute, aren’t they?”


    “A-Aoyagi-kun also...likes stuffed animals...?”


    “That’s right... Yeah, I like them.”


    “—Ah!”


    When I nodded, I could tell from the faint gasp that escaped her that Shinonome-san was pleased. To be honest, I didn’t own a single stuffed animal, but I did think cute stuffed animals were cute, so it wasn’t a lie. If asked whether I liked them or not, they’d fall under the ‘like’ category.


    “How...about this...?” Shinonome-san showed me a picture on her smartphone. It was a small doll, designed to resemble a little girl. I felt like I’d seen this character somewhere before... Ah, right. It was a character from a recently popular anime that was often featured in commercials. Even from the image, I could tell it was sewn meticulously—no, the immense attention to detail made me wonder if it was handmade. —


    “Did you make this yourself?” When I asked about the part that caught my attention, Shinonome-san vigorously nodded her head. There was a sense of pride in her demeanor.


    “That’s amazing, you’re really good at this.”


    “Ehehe...” Shinonome-san let out a delighted giggle as I complimented her work. I hadn’t properly conversed with her before, but perhaps she became quite expressive and talkative when the topic at hand was something she enjoyed. You just needed to match her leisurely pace of conversation, that’s all.


    —*Tug, tug*


    As I was gazing at the delighted Shinonome-san, for some reason, Charlotte-san suddenly pulled on the sleeve of my clothes. Reflexively, I turned my gaze towards her, only to find her staring at me with a somewhat lonely expression. I had thought that Charlotte-san would once again engage in the ongoing conversations of the girls around us, but apparently, she had been attentively listening to our exchange instead. Maybe she was feeling lonely for not being able to join the conversation. Damn it... Charlotte-san was supposed to be the center of attention here, so what on earth am I doing...? I wanted to avoid letting others know about our relationship, but making her feel lonely wasn’t good either. Especially today, as it was her welcoming party.


    “Charlotte-san, have you been able to fit into the class yet?”


    “Ah—Yes...! Everyone is so kind that I’ve been able to fit in quickly...!” When I spoke to her, Charlotte-san answered as her eyes shone with joy. Just how lonely had she been...?


    “Well, I’m glad to hear that.”


    —*Tug, tug*


    “Oops...” As I returned a smile to Charlotte-san, my sleeve was pulled again, this time by Shinonome-san. This was becoming quite a task...


    “What’s up?”


    “Th-this, is also... something I made...”


    What Shinonome-san showed me next was an image of a cat plushie. Not a realistic one, but a cute plushie capturing the essence of a cat. The quality was high, a testament to her sewing skills. She probably hadn’t had anyone to share this with before and wanted me to see her work.


    “That’s amazing, do you like cats?”


    “Y-yeah. Cats are cute, so I like them.”


    “Is that so? I also like cats.”


    “—Wha!? W-we’re the same...!”


    Perhaps delighted by our shared preference, Shinonome-san cutely let her cheeks soften. Somehow it felt like I was interacting with a child—no, more like dealing with Emma-chan. She appeared more like a younger sister than a classmate.


    “urgh...”


    “—Heeh!?”


    Wh-what!? Charlotte-san is puffing out her cheeks again!?


    “Wh-what’s wrong...?”


    “Aoyagi-kun, you’re being mean...”


    What!? I haven’t done anything, right!?


    “A-are you upset? Sorry, okay?”


    “Not upset per se... I just want you to pay attention to me too...”


    “—Wha!?”


    At the unexpected remark, my heart pounded as if it would leap from my chest. Charlotte-san, tucking her hair behind her ear, continued to gaze up at me with a sullen look. This was the kind of thing someone else might misconstrue.


    “Um... Shimizu-san, do you know of anything we all could do together?” Feeling that it would be bad to leave things as they were, I decided to address Shimizu-san in an attempt to shift the mood. At this, she put her index finger to her lips, pondering with a “Hmm~?” After a moment, her hands clapped together as she opened her mouth with a bright smile.


    “How about we play the King’s Game?[1]”


    “Denied.”


    “An immediate rejection!? Aoyagi-kun, you were the one who brought it up!”


    When I refused, Shimizu-san puffed up in anger. It was deliberate, but I didn’t just reflexively turn her down. Rather—it was the smirk she wore that led me to decide it was dangerous. She was definitely up to no good. It wouldn’t be an issue if it were just me, but I couldn’t let her put Charlotte-san or Shinonome-san in an uncomfortable situation or bombard them with awkward questions.


    “A-Aoyagi-kun, it’s fine, isn’t it? We can try the King’s Game.”


    But, whether she hadn’t noticed Shimizu-san’s smile or didn’t want to waste her goodwill, the day’s guest of honor gave her consent. There was a twinkle in her eyes, she probably wanted to try this game she had only seen in manga and such... Charlotte-san seemed enthusiastic, causing Shimizu-san to open her mouth with a joyous look.


    “Alright, Azusa. Lend me the sticks for the King’s Game.”


    “How do you know I have those!?” When Shimizu-san reached out her hand, Arasawa-san queried her with a stunned look. Why are you carrying around something like that...?


    “I just do, alright. Anyway, lend them to me. We finally have a chance to play together.”


    “Fine, fine, I get it...” Arasawa-san resignedly took out the King’s Game sticks and handed them to Shimizu-san. However—


    “Sorry, can I check them just in case?” I was concerned whether any markings were attached, so I asked her to pass them to me.


    “How cruel... I wouldn’t cheat.”


    Arasawa-san directed her anger towards me, but my distrust wasn’t aimed at her. I was worried about Shimizu-san, who knew that Arasawa-san carried the sticks for the game. They could be marked and if one knew the markings, they could easily draw the King stick and give commands to their desired partner.


    “You’re as cautious as ever~. Here, take a look all you want.”


    “Um, they’re mine...”


    “It’s fine, it’s fine, just this much.” With her lips pursed, Arasawa-san was appeased by Shimizu-san’s smile. I, on the other hand, examined the sticks for the King’s Game while casting a sideways glance at the girls as they interacted. No obvious signs or marks to differentiate them it seems. And I can’t feel any difference by touch either. It should be alright, but...


    “Is it okay if I hold onto these sticks? Of course, I won’t draw any. The last one remaining will be mine.” Better safe than sorry. I volunteered to be the one to hold the sticks.


    “Ehh, why should it be you, Aoyagi-kun...?” Naturally, there were murmurs of discontent. But if I were the one to hold them, there should be no foul play.


    “Come on, it’s okay. He’s the only guy here, so just let him do it.” Shimizu-san again sided with me, convincing the other girls. She seemed to dislike me before, but today was different. I just hope she’s not up to something...


    “Does everyone know the rules of the King’s Game?” In response to Shimizu-san’s question, everyone nodded, except for Shinonome-san. The girls looked surprised as Charlotte-san nodded, but knowing she’s a bit of an otaku, she likely knew the game from some anime or manga. Instead, I should have been concerned about Shinonome-san, who hadn’t nodded...


    —*Tug, Tug*. Sure enough, Shinonome-san tugged at the sleeve of my shirt.


    “You don’t know the rules, do you?”


    “Y-yes... Can you... teach me?” Shinonome-san looked up at me, her bangs moving to create a gap through which her pleading eyes became visible. My breath caught for a moment at the glimpse of those twin orbs, but I managed to swallow the words that almost slipped out and nodded with a smile.


    “I don’t know all the specifics either, so it might vary if there are local rules... But first, everyone draws a stick. Then, upon a prompt, the king reveals themselves.”


    “Mm-hmm.”


    “The king then names a number and issues a command. They can choose one number, two numbers, or in some cases, it could be everyone?”


    “Can the command be... anything?”


    “Well... Shimizu-san, how about we only allow light-hearted commands?” The King’s Game can allow for some rather risqué content, because it’s often played at drinking parties or mixers. But having such provocative commands here would be troublesome, and since I was the only guy, the girls would undoubtedly want to avoid it too—Or so I thought...


    “It’s a special occasion, so no harm in allowing naughty things, right? We have Charlotte-san here, and since you’re the only boy, Aoyagi-kun, this should be quite the deal for you, no?” Shimizu-san responded with a cheeky grin, completely contrary to what I had anticipated.


    “What are you saying...?” I furrowed my brows, staring intently at Shimizu-san. However, it seemed I wasn’t the only one who held a different opinion.


    “H-hold on, Arisa-chan!? What are you saying all of a sudden!?”


    “Th-that’s right! That’s not like you, Arisa-chan!”


    The two girls flanking her blushed as they tried to stop Shimizu-san. That was understandable, after all, there was nothing to gain for them. Besides, as Arasawa-san and the others had said, this was not like Shimizu-san. She always prioritized maintaining a positive atmosphere. She was the type to care less about the consequences as long as the present was good. That’s to say, she thought the exact opposite of me. That’s why she didn’t like me, or so the story goes—but let’s leave that aside for now. It was unlike her to say something that would obviously ruin the mood...Wait, is she not looking at me...? Her gaze was fixed on Charlotte-san.


    “Ah...”


    When I directed my gaze towards Charlotte-san, it seemed she had just turned towards me, and our eyes met. Charlotte-san blushed and shyly lowered her gaze. Perhaps because of her innocent nature, the lewd content of the conversation had embarrassed her. We definitely needed to put an end to this conversation.


    “Shimizu-sa—”


    “Hahaha, I’m just joking, just joking. There’s no way we’d do something like that.” Before I could stop her, Shimizu-san laughed and retracted her statement. The girls on either side of her breathed sighs of relief.


    “Jeez, everyone’s taking this too seriously. There’s no way we’d do something that outrageous here, right?”


    “G-gee, Arisa-chan, you’re terrible!”


    “Yeah, yeah, your acting was like a professional actress! We totally bought it!”


    “Hahaha, sorry, my bad? Anyway, let’s play the King’s Game with light content. If anyone feels uncomfortable, we’ll stop it, ‘kay?”


    With that, Shimizu-san looked at me with a smile. There was no malice in her smile, but I knew she wasn’t one to make jokes for no reason. What was she thinking...? I still can’t let my guard down around her—From there, the King’s Game proceeded as Shimizu-san suggested, with lighter content. Asking about hobbies, and hearing about failures, but it didn’t feel like we were pushing the boundaries. The most intrusive question was when Arasawa-san became the King and asked, “Do you have someone you like?” But Kiriyama-san was chosen, so it didn’t concern me or Charlotte-san. In the end, the King’s Game continued like that—with the welcoming party drawing to a close, it was time for the last round. There shouldn’t be any issues if things continue like this. That was what I thought, until—


    “Alright, since it’s the last round, how ‘bout we do something a bit more daring?” Shimizu-san’s unexpected proposal shifted the mood.


    “No, it doesn’t matter if it’s the last round, we agreed not to do that, didn’t we?” I couldn’t bear the thought of Charlotte-san getting hurt. With that in mind, I immediately tried to stop it.


    “Ehh~ But wouldn’t it be nice to spice up the last round? Don’t you think so, Kei?”


    “Yeah, I’m the only one who had to confess to having someone I like, so I want to drag someone else down with me...!”


    “And Azusa, you’re cool with making the last round a bit more interesting, right?”


    “Mmm~ Yeah, it was a bit bland until now...”


    “See? These two agree with me.”


    Arisa Shimizu was a master strategist. While it seemed somewhat strange for a high school student to be so calculating, there was no doubt that she carefully planned every move. Firstly, she made an ally of Kiriyama-san, who was feeling the most embarrassed, and after gaining one supporter, she directed her attention towards Arasawa-san, who was accustomed to the King’s Game. Arasawa-san’s usual playstyle was probably somewhat daring. Unsatisfied with the mild nature of the current game and having the consensus of others, she ended up going along with Shimizu-san’s proposal. The fact that Shimizu-san hadn’t pushed even a little bit up until now was likely because she was aiming for this psychological effect. And next, she targeted—


    “Hey, Charlotte-san, you’re fine with it too, right?”


    It wasn’t me or Shinonome-san, it was Charlotte-san. She probably didn’t approach the timid Shinonome-san because she knew I would intervene. And naturally, I wouldn’t take the bait if asked. So, she reached out to Charlotte-san, who was interested in the King’s Game and couldn’t disregard others’ feelings. She must have calculated that I would be less likely to interfere if it was her.


    “W-well... I-I think it’s fine... at least once…?” After a quick glance in my direction, Charlotte-san, her cheeks flushed with embarrassment, reluctantly agreed. Seeing that, Shimizu-san looked at me with a triumphant smile.


    “The four of us are in agreement, so that’s a majority vote, right?”


    “.....If it gets too out of hand, we’re stopping, okay?”


    “I know, I know. I said it’s going to be a bit more daring, didn’t I? C’mon, let’s get started.” Saying that, Shimizu-san reached out her hand. I hid the sticks under the table for a moment, shuffled them, and handed them to Shimizu-san. Even though it was just her turn to draw, I couldn’t help but question if everything had been calculated up to this point.


    “Alright~, I’ve decided on this one~!”


    Shimizu-san hesitated for about two seconds before pulling out a stick, looking pleased. After her, the sticks were drawn clockwise, centered on Shimizu-san. And the last stick left was mine. This time, I drew number five. If I could have drawn the King here, there would have been no issues, but things don’t always go so smoothly. There was no problem if Shimizu-san didn’t draw the King, but the odds were one in six. Moreover, since I had drawn, the odds had risen to one in five. A 20% chance. At times like these, I couldn’t shake the feeling that something troublesome was coming.


    “Who’s the King~?” With the usual call, we awaited the King’s appearance. Then—


    “Yes~, it’s me this time.” As expected, it was Shimizu-san who stepped forward. Cheating—that’s the natural assumption, but I had checked the sticks at the start and shuffled them myself. And of course, I made sure that there was nothing reflective behind me, and that the numbers weren’t visible. It could simply be the result of probability, so I had no choice but to dismiss it as a coincidence. After all, if you can’t prove that it’s cheating, then it isn’t cheating.


    “Hehe, what should I do~? Something a bit daring is okay, right?” Shimizu-san, with a devilishly grinning face, began to look over us. And then—


    “I’ve decided! Number five, you gotta blow in number one’s ear!” She had hit an incredibly uncomfortable spot. I was almost certain that she had cheated.


    “Now then, shall we cheer?” Shimizu-san was to lead the cheer, but her eyes never left me. It was as if she had me in her sights.


    “I’m number five.”


    After the cheer to find the corresponding number was over, I claimed to be number five. Then, Arasawa-san and Kiriyama-san showed faces of disgust. Probably because the one to execute the order was a boy. But soon, a relieved expression spread across their faces, indicating they were glad it wasn’t them. So then, number one would either be Shinonome-san or Charlotte-san, but if she knew all the numbers—


    “I-I’m… number one...”


    —Charlotte-san was the target. I couldn’t think of any reason to target Shinonome-san, but there were several reasons for Charlotte-san. I wanted to bury my face in my hands, my premonition had been correct.


    “Wow, lucky you, Aoyagi-kun! You get to play a prank on Charlotte-san!”


    With Charlotte-san having revealed herself, Shimizu-san turned a smile towards me. So blatant...Though that’s what I thought, I didn’t know how she had cheated. And since I couldn’t prove it, I had to find another way around it. We’d been playing the King’s Game for a while now, and due to Charlotte-san being at our table, other students were watching. In this situation, I couldn’t humiliate Charlotte-san.


    “Shimizu-san, I hate to ask this, but can we change it? I think a boy blowing into a girl’s ear is a bit too much.” Well, if she backs down, that would be nice...


    “Ehh~? Just blowing into her ear isn’t a big deal, right? It’s not like I’m asking you to lick it or something, right?” Of course, the proposer didn’t back down so easily. To make matters worse, the two people on either side of her were nodding in agreement. They had backed down when they knew I was number five, so I thought they should speak up for me now.


    “The boys watching us right now might go crazy, ya’know?”


    “Well, their eyes are filled with jealousy, aren’t they? But even so, there’s not a single person trying to stop it, why’s that?”


    “...Those perverted bastards...”


    The reason the boys didn’t try to stop it was obvious. They wanted to see Charlotte-san squirming in distress. Opportunities to see her like that didn’t come around often. If it weren’t for that, they would have certainly tried to stop it with full force.


    “I-it’s okay, isn’t it…? A-Aoyagi-kun, please...”


    How could I persuade everyone? As I pondered this, Charlotte-san said she would go ahead with it. But, looking at her, it was clear that she wasn’t alright. Her face was flushed red, she avoided my gaze, and her words were stammered. More importantly, she had previously said that her ears were sensitive. Blowing in her ear at this point would definitely be too cruel.


    “You don’t have to force yourself, you know? This is your welcoming party, after all. If you don’t want to, you can say no.”


    I had never heard of tormenting the guest of honor at a welcoming party. If she said no, I would have used her words as a shield and forcibly put an end to this conversation—that was my intention.


    “I-It should be fine if it’s you, Aoyagi-kun... Please, go ahead...” Despite everything, she insisted on continuing. At this point, I couldn’t come up with anything that would appease everyone.


    “C’mon, hurry up and do it,” Shimizu-san ended up fueling the fire. Our thoughts were diametrically opposed, I didn’t think she could be this cruel. I wouldn’t forget what happened today.


    “Sorry, here I go,” I said, bringing my mouth to her ear and whispering softly. Charlotte-san, with her tear-filled eyes, looked at me as her body twitched.


    “P-please be gentle…..” The sight of Charlotte-san looking up at me made my heart race. Her face was a deep crimson, and her eyes glistened seductively. Am I really about to blow in her ear?


    “It’s... kinda erotic,” Shimizu-san murmured. I wanted to retort, asking whose fault that was. I swallowed her words and slowly blew in Charlotte-san’s left ear. Then—


    “Hyaaa!” she let out a cute sound as her body jumped. She started panting heavily, “Haah... haah...” It seemed like she was feeling it more intensely than the last time I unintentionally blew in her ear. Maybe her body tensed up in anticipation, which could have made it even more taxing for her.


    



    
      
    


    



    “A-are you okay?”


    “Y-Yes...”


    It was clear that she was far from okay. When I looked around, the girls were blocking the boys’ view, as if to shield her. It’s incredible how unified girls can be in situations like this. It certainly helped, if only a little.


    “I-I’m sorry... I didn’t mean for it to turn out this way...” Shimizu-san apologized while scratching her cheek awkwardly. It seemed that even she hadn’t anticipated Charlotte-san’s intense reaction. She probably didn’t know about Charlotte-san’s sensitivity, but still, she went too far with her prank. Despite this, Charlotte-san responded with a gentle smile.


    “I-I’m fine. I enjoyed the King’s Game thanks to you... so, please, don’t worry about it.” She really is such a kind and capable girl. If it were me, I would have lost my cool by now...


    “Thank you, Charlotte-san,” Shimizu-san thanked her, then gathered all the sticks we’d used in the game, wiped them down with a handkerchief, and returned them to Arasawa-san. Hmm…? She wiped them with a handkerchief? Oh no, that’s what she was doing...!


    “—I’ve been played. She marked the sticks subtly during the game...”


    After Akira had finished his speech to end the welcoming party, everyone began preparing to settle the bill. I approached Shimizu-san, who had moved away from the table at this point.


    “...When you think you haven’t been tricked once, you become less wary. And if the game proceeds smoothly, there’s no point in being cautious, and inevitably, you let your guard down. Just like you did, right, Aoyagi-kun?” It seemed she didn’t intend to hide it. She even took the time to explain carefully.


    “Did you go through all that just to embarrass Charlotte-san?”


    “Seriously? You think I’d do something that could potentially turn classmates against me just for that? You should know what kind of person I am, right? I want to get along with Charlotte-san, but I don’t want to make enemies.”


    “Then why did you do that? From where I stood, it seemed like you were trying to make Charlotte-san embarrassed.”


    “I already gave my answer. I have no intention of explaining further.”


    “Huh...?”


    “I don’t like you. So why should I be nice and go out of my way to explain things?” Her eyes held clear hostility. Did she do this to antagonize me? In fact, I was looked at with incredibly jealous looks from the boys. But she hadn’t mentioned anything like that, had she?


    “Look, the other tables have already finished paying and are leaving, right? We need to prepare to settle our bill too.” With a friendly smile, as if nothing had happened, Shimizu-san gave my shoulder a light pat. The conversation was over; at least that’s what she seemed to be indicating.


    “Alright, I get it, but please don’t do something like this again.”


    “Yeah, yeah,” she responded lightly to my reproach, giving a casual nod. I couldn’t tell if she was really listening, but it probably wouldn’t make any difference if she was. Deciding that it was pointless to continue talking to her, I took a step forward to get ready to pay. But then—


    “...Hey, Aoyagi-kun. Don’t just dwell on the past, but take a good look at the present. There’s someone who’s trying to face you as you are now, right by your side.” At the unexpected words from behind, I stopped and turned around. My eyes met with Shimizu-san, who was tilting her head with a puzzled expression.


    “What was that just now?” Unable to resist, I asked, staring at Shimizu-san. But she opened her mouth with a curious look.


    “What are you talking about? Didja study so hard that you’re starting to hear things?” It seemed that she had no intention of giving me a straightforward answer. No, was it really my imagination? I’m not sure...


    “—Yo, Akihito! Your table is the only one that hasn’t finished paying yet!”


    “A-ah, sorry, I’ll get it ready now.”


    What was that statement just now? As I started to wonder about it, Akira yelled at me for not paying the bill, and I was no longer able to focus on it.


    



    


    
      [1] King’s Game, the game where the King’s command is absolute. Players have multiple sticks(chopsticks, popsicle sticks, etc. whatever you have available) with “King” written on one and numbers for the rest of the players(if there are 6 players, then there is one “King” and 1-5 sticks). One player holds the sticks to where the end with the numbers are hidden and everyone grabs a stick. The person who has the “King” stick gets to issue a command to a number. Once the challenge is completed, the sticks are collected, shuffled, and once again chosen.

    
  


  
    Chapter 4: “The Secret Exchange Between the Beautiful Exchange Student and the Gal”


    



    



    “Did you enjoy yourself, Charlotte-san?” As my welcoming party concluded and we prepared to leave the cafe, Aoyagi-kun had silently drawn near to me. His gentle smile was directed my way. Suppressing my blushing, I returned the smile, “Yes, I had a lot of fun. Thank you for arranging such an occasion for me.”


    “Give your thanks to Akira, it was him who made the effort to invite everyone and liven things up, after all,” he casually deflected the gratitude from himself to Saionji-kun. Aoyagi-kun was always like this, eager to give all the credit to Saionji-kun, even though it was he who proposed and organized the event.


    “Okay, I understand. I will thank Saionji-kun later.”


    However, he never desired recognition for his accomplishments. Understanding this, I was filled with a vague sense of unease but had no choice but to nod in agreement. Satisfied, Aoyagi-kun withdrew his gaze and calmly exited the cafe. Perhaps he preferred not to converse much in crowded places. I appreciated his consideration, but it left me feeling a bit lonely.


    “—A-Aoyagi-kun...” As I struggled inwardly, a petite girl clutching a smartphone rushed towards Aoyagi-kun. As he watched her approach, he tilted his head in confusion.


    “I-I’d like... to exchange... contact information...” Shinonome-san requested, it appeared she wanted Aoyagi-kun’s contact details. Despite her reserved nature and typically refraining from initiating conversations, she was now asking for his contact information.


    Witnessing this, I felt as if my heart was being tightly squeezed and was overcome with distress.


    “—Charlotte-san? Are you okay?”


    “Shi-Shimizu-san...?” Had I shown it on my face? Shimizu-san, who had been nearby, peered into my face, head slightly tilted.


    “I-I’m okay. There’s nothing wrong”


    “Does your chest hurt?”


    “—Wha!? Uh, wh-why do you ask…?”


    Stunned by her accurate guess, I managed to squeeze out my words with a dry throat. Then, with a puzzled look on her face, she pointed at my chest.


    “Well... you were clutching at your chest...”


    “Ah...” I followed her pointing finger and noticed that my right hand was tightly gripping my clothes at my chest. It seemed that I had unconsciously grabbed it. It wasn’t that she noticed my feelings but rather, she noticed my actions... Either way, it was a predicament.


    “Um... please don’t worry about it. It’s nothing.”


    “Really? If anything is bothering you, just tell me, okay?”


    Shimizu-san has been kind to me since I came to study abroad. This time too, she seemed to have reached out because she was worried about me. I felt guilty for deceiving such a person, but I couldn’t help it. If she knew my feelings for Aoyagi-kun, I’d be in trouble. “...........” But for some reason, she was still staring at me.


    “Is there something wrong?”


    “Hmm~, Charlotte-san. Could you spare a little time for me later?”


    “Huh...?” H-had I failed to deceive her...?


    “Sorry, it’s just for a bit.”


    “Y-Yes, that’s fine. I have to pick up my little sister so I can’t stay for long...”


    “Yeah, thanks!” Shimizu-san thanked me and with a smile, walked off to join her other friends. Was it something she couldn’t talk about right now...?


    “—That’s right, you should install this app.”


    While I was still puzzled about Shimizu-san’s actions, I inadvertently turned my gaze towards the sound of Aoyagi-kun’s voice. Apparently, he was helping Shinonome-san install an app on her smartphone. From their previous conversation, I guessed it might be a chat app. Typical of the caring Aoyagi-kun, he patiently explains things to her...


    I found my feet moving towards Aoyagi-kun’s direction as a thought occurred to me.


    “So did we...exchange contact information now...?”


    “Yeah, now we can chat and make free calls.”


    “I-I see... ehehe... my first friend.”


    It seemed they had finished exchanging contacts. Shinonome-san’s cheeks relaxed in what seemed like pure joy. She was completely attached to Aoyagi-kun.


    “C-Can I...exchange contacts with you as well?”


    I wanted to join in the conversation somehow. Acting almost unconsciously, I called out to Shinonome-san. They must not have expected me to intervene. Aoyagi-kun looked at me in surprise. However, he seemed to have no intention of interfering, instead shifting his gaze to Shinonome-san as if to watch how things would unfold.


    “Um, is it okay...?” As for Shinonome-san, she tilted her head, as if trying to read my expression. Considering we hadn’t talked much before, it was understandable that she was perplexed.


    “Yes, could you please?”


    “Ah... yeah!”


    When I held out my smartphone, Shinonome-san’s face lit up, and she started fiddling with her own smartphone. She’s so cute... Her petite, small animal-like demeanor could stimulate anyone’s protective instincts. And above all—her chest was remarkably large for a high school student. I wonder if Aoyagi-kun is attracted to girls like Shinonome-san...?


    “Um, is there something wrong?”


    Looking up at Aoyagi-kun, our eyes locked just as he was looking my way. Scratching his cheek with a finger, he looked somewhat awkward.


    “No...”


    An indescribable feeling came over me, and I turned my gaze away from Aoyagi-kun. Then, I proceeded to exchange contact details with Shinonome-san.


    “Another...friend...!”


    Even with someone like me, Shinonome-san seemed pleased to exchange contact information. I had thought she didn’t like socializing much, but it appeared I was mistaken. No wonder Aoyagi-kun couldn’t leave her be. Of course, now that I knew what kind of person she was, I wanted to get along with her as best I could...


    “Feel free to contact me anytime.”


    “Mm...!” Shinonome-san nodded vigorously. Ah, she really was adorable, much like interacting with Emma.


    “Good for you, Shinonome-san.”


    “Mm...! Because Aoyagi-kun is friends with Charlotte-san…! Thank you...!”


    H-huh...? D-does this mean that Shinonome-san noticed my feelings...?


    “Um, what do you mean?”


    Feeling cold sweat trickle down my back, Aoyagi-kun, standing next to me, asked Shinonome-san, a troubled smile on his face. Shinonome-san then opened her mouth, a puzzled expression on her face. “Because Aoyagi-kun is friends with me...that’s why Charlotte-san...also exchanged contacts with me.”


    “Ah...so it’s because you’re a friend of a friend?”


    “Mm...!” When Aoyagi-kun voiced what Shinonome-san wanted to say, she once again nodded energetically. While the gist was more or less correct, I couldn’t help but give a wry smile internally.


    “Ahaha, that’s not it. It’s simply because Charlotte-san wanted to get along with you, so she exchanged contact information with you.” Aoyagi-kun, unaware of my true feelings, responded with a smile, assuring me there was nothing of that sort. At this, Shinonome-san, wearing a curious expression, turned her face toward me.


    “Is that...so?”


    “Y-Yes, of course.”


    I’m sorry, the real reason is far from pure...!


    “So...that’s how it is...I’m glad...” Upon seeing me nod, Shinonome-san covered her mouth with her smartphone, her expression full of warmth. I’m truly sorry...!


    “E-even so, Shinonome-san, it seems you and Aoyagi-kun are on very good terms, aren’t you?” Feeling uneasy, I ended up changing the topic.


    “Mm, Aoyagi-kun...is kind...”


    So that’s how it was. Aoyagi-kun, you’re such a sinful person... When I turned my gaze to him, Aoyagi-kun awkwardly averted his eyes.


    “And...he’s like a father, so...it’s easy to talk to him.”


    “ “Huh...?” ”


    Hearing Shinonome-san say something unexpected, both Aoyagi-kun and I ended up overlapping our surprised voices.


    “F-father...?” Aoyagi-kun seemed taken aback, his voice trembling slightly as he asked Shinonome-san


    “Mm... Just like a father…” Then, oblivious to the change in Aoyagi-kun, Shinonome-san inadvertently drove the nail deeper. As a result, Aoyagi-kun slumped down, his head hanging low.


    “I knew it… I really do look old...”


    “A-Aoyagi-kun, hang in there! That must be it! I’m sure what she meant to say was that you have a comforting presence, like a father...!”


    “So basically, I’m mentally an old man...”


    “A-Aoyagi-kun...!”


    No good. Aoyagi-kun has been worried about looking old for a while now. Because of this, he was completely downcast. It was the first time I had seen Aoyagi-kun so despondent. Though he looks like a young man and has such a gentle personality...that image doesn’t seem to register with him. Certainly, sometimes I see Aoyagi-kun as an older brother figure, but I’ve never thought of him as old enough to be called an “old man.”


    “I-I’m sorry...?”


    Because Aoyagi-kun was so downcast, Shinonome-san, who had no intention of hurting him, apologized nervously to Aoyagi-kun. In response, Aoyagi-kun offered a weak smile.


    “Ahaha... yeah, I’m fine.”


    You don’t look fine at all!? In fact, he looked so down that I almost wanted to interject, there was no vigor left in Aoyagi-kun. He was really worried about it, wasn’t he...? What should we do? Even though it’s a misunderstanding, seeing Aoyagi-kun shocked like this is painful...


    “Heey~, you three over there! Let’s get going to the after-party!”


    Is this divine intervention!? Just when I was thinking that, Saionji-kun came over at a perfect time. “...Why is Akihito so down?” Saionji-kun, upon seeing a dispirited Aoyagi-kun, tilted his head in confusion.


    “Nah, it’s nothing...”


    “It doesn’t look like ‘nothing’—well, never mind.”


    No, it’s not alright! As his friend, please cheer him up...! I couldn’t help but want to retort to Saionji-kun, who readily dismissed Aoyagi-kun. Of course, it was only in my mind though.


    “Akihito, you’re coming to the after-party, right?”


    “Ah... I’m not sure, but what about Charlotte-san? She has her little sister to think of, right?” However, Aoyagi-kun, who had been feeling down until just a moment ago, suddenly perked up. Then, he began showing concern for me. It seems like I still haven’t fully understood Aoyagi-kun, huh? That’s quite a shock.


    “I’m sorry. I have to pick up my little sister, so I don’t think I can make it to the after-party...”


    “I see, can’t be helped then. Well, it’s just an after-party, so no one’s forcing you to go, right? I won’t be going either.”


    “Aoyagi-kun...”


    “Nah, you should go! Why won’t you!?” I felt a warmth in Aoyagi-kun’s words and was moved—but, on the contrary, Saionji-kun seemed irritated. In response to Saionji-kun’s annoyance, Aoyagi-kun gave a troubled smile.


    “Since it’s just an after-party, it’s better to only go with close friends, right? If I’m there, it’ll just sour the mood.”


    “You, really...” Hearing Aoyagi-kun’s reply, Saionji-san stared at him with a dumbfounded expression. He opened and closed his mouth several times as if to say something, but in the end, he sighed and turned his gaze to Shinonome-san. It seemed like he had given up on Aoyagi-kun.


    “What about you, Shinonome-san?”


    “—Eep”


    “Wh-why are you hiding...?” What could have possibly gone wrong? Upon being addressed, Shinonome-san took a step back, hiding behind Aoyagi-kun...Aoyagi-kun, you’re too well-liked...


    “I’m not quite…used to it yet.”


    “You’re not used to it even though we’re classmates...”


    “Don’t say that. It can’t be helped since we’ve never interacted properly before.” Aoyagi-kun, with a gentle smile, stood up for Shinonome-san. He’s as kind as always.


    “So, do you want to go to the after-party, Shinonome-san?” I could somewhat guess what her answer would be. However, Aoyagi-kun insisted that Shinonome-san should be the one to give the answer.


    “Um...if Aoyagi-kun and Charlotte-san aren’t going...then I won’t go...” As expected, Shinonome-san chose not to go. It couldn’t be helped. If there’s nobody to talk to, it would be uncomfortable and awkward.


    “I see, I’ll let everyone know then. And, that aside... Akihito, can we talk for a bit?” What is it? Saionji-san flashed a wry smile, signaling to Aoyagi-kun to move elsewhere with a hand gesture.


    “Got it. Sorry, Charlotte-san, Shinonome-san. We’re going to talk for a bit, can you two head home on your own?”


    “Ah, yes.” The fact that they had to move elsewhere implied that we would be in the way. Although it was concerning, I decided not to pry any further. If there was anything, I could just ask Aoyagi-kun at home.


    Besides that—


    “..........” Shimizu-san was looking intently at me. She probably wanted to talk.


    “Shinonome-san, I’ll be talking with the others, so...”


    “Ah, um...” Aah!? Please don’t make such a lonely face...! Seeing her disappointed face, my heart ached at the helpless situation.


    “Shinonome-san, if something happens, feel free to shoot me a message.” Aoyagi-kun must have noticed her gloomy expression too. He waved his smartphone towards Shinonome-san, signaling, “You can contact me.” and her expression instantly brightened.


    “Thank you... I’ll go home then...”


    “Yeah, bye-bye, Shinonome-san”


    “Goodbye, let’s talk again soon”


    “Mm, bye-bye” As we waved, Shinonome-san cheerfully waved back and left. Although I felt guilty about interrupting Aoyagi-kun’s conversation...I was happy to have had a friendly chat with her. She was so lovely, I hope we can talk more at school.


    ...Leaving Aoyagi-kun aside for now...


    “Well then, we should get going too” As I was wrestling with my feelings, Aoyagi-kun gave a wonderful smile and called out. I couldn’t keep Shimizu-san waiting forever either.


    “Yes, please excuse me” I bowed to Aoyagi-kun and Saionji-kun and headed towards our classmates who were looking our way.


    “That was an unusual combination, wasn’t it? What were you guys talking about?” When I approached, everyone surrounded me with interest.


    “Just ordinary small talk.”


    “Small talk...? With Shinonome-san and Aoyagi-kun...?”


    “Yes, that’s right...”


    “Setting Aoyagi-kun aside, can you really have a conversation with Shinonome-san?”


    “I’ve never seen anyone talk to her properly before. She gets all flustered when you try to talk to her.” Apparently, the perception that Shinonome-san wasn’t a talker wasn’t just my own.


    “It was at a slow pace, but when you talk to her, she’s really sweet. I think she’s just shy, but she’ll be able to talk once she gets used to it.”


    “Ooh, really…? Maybe I’ll try talking to her again sometime.” This was a good sign. Shinonome-san seemed to want friends, and if everyone started talking to her, she’d surely be delighted. That would make up for the interruption earlier.


    “Wait a minute. Isn’t it because the other person was Charlotte-san? She’s really kind, so Shinonome-san was able to talk to her, but if we try to talk to her, she’ll definitely get flustered again.” However, given previous interactions, it seemed some were still hesitant.


    “But she was talking with Aoyagi-kun just fine, right?”


    “Aoyagi-kun… I wonder? He’s been occasionally kind recently, maybe that’s why?”


    “If Aoyagi-kun can do it, then why can’t we?”


    “Maybe so. Then let’s try talking with her next time, yeah?” It appeared that the conversation was moving in a positive direction. Although the ‘if Aoyagi-kun can do it...’ part implied that Aoyagi-kun, in my opinion, was likely kinder than anyone else present. The fact that this was not recognized was somewhat sad. Yet, there was a part of me that was happy knowing that only I was privy to this side of him. I wonder if I’m a bit possessive?


    “—Charlotte-san, got a sec?” Amidst my conversation with the others, Shimizu-san approached me.


    “I’m sorry, Shimizu-san, for keeping you waiting.”


    “No worries. Sorry, everyone, I’ma borrow Charlotte-san for a bit.”


    “Eh~? Arisa-chan hogging Charlotte-san all to herself is unfair, don’t you think?”


    “Right, Arisa-chan was also sitting at the same table just now! We still want to talk to Charlotte-san!”


    “My bad, but it’s something only the two of us can talk about.” Shimizu-san clasped her hands together and offered such a heartfelt apology that everyone couldn't help but feel sorry for her. It was a rare sight to see her receiving complaints from others…


    “I’m really sorry, everyone... I was the one who requested to have a private discussion.”


    “Huh, is that so?”


    “Well, can’t be helped then.”


    Upon seeing my bow, everyone readily agreed. In such cases, it seemed more effective to speak from the perspective of the person involved. It was a good thing I decided to follow Aoyagi-kun’s example. Shimizu-san and I moved away from the group, settling in a location where we wouldn’t be a bother.


    “Thanks for earlier, Charlotte-san. I never thought you’d cover for me.”


    “Not at all, I’m glad it went well.” I wasn’t sure what Shimizu-san wanted to discuss, but it seemed cruel for her to be blamed for wanting to talk. It was the least I could do. However—


    “Was that because of Aoyagi-kun’s influence?” Shimizu-san’s unexpected words made my heart skip a beat.


    “Wh-why would you bring up Aoyagi-kun in this situation?” I tilted my head with a smile, despite feeling cold sweat trickling down my back. In response, she opened her mouth with a similar grin.


    “Well, it’s just that’s something Aoyagi-kun often does, so I thought maybe you were influenced by him. Charlotte-san…it seems you like Aoyagi-kun.”


    “Wha—!? What!? Huh!? Wait...!?”


    “Hehe, you’re getting too flustered. Charlotte-san, you’re adorable,” As I fumbled for words, waving both of my hands in front of my face, Shimizu-san watched me with a small chuckle. She seemed different from the Shimizu-san I was used to talking with. “It’s alright, no need to force yourself to hide it, Charlotte-san. You’re too easy to read.”


    “U-um…wh-why would you think that…?”


    “Eh, can I say it?” Most likely confirming if it would be embarrassing for me. But my face was already burning with embarrassment. It was too late for such concerns.


    “Y-yes…”


    “Well, ever since you started paying more attention to Aoyagi-kun, I’ve been curious. You always keep an eye on him in class, Charlotte-san.”


    “Huh, i-is that so?”


    “Thought so, you’re not even aware of it, huh? And then there’s your interaction with Aoyagi-kun today. You looked so happy when you were talking to him, it was clear you wanted his attention. You even had your cheeks puffed up.”


    “……” Ah, this is bad. I can’t talk my way out of this. It was all too evident.


    “And also—”


    “U-um, that’s enough... I admit it, so please forgive me...” I covered my flushed face with both hands, begging Shimizu-san for mercy.


    “Ahaha, I’m not trying to tease you, so don’t apologize. If anything, I feel privileged to see such a cute side of you, Charlotte-san.”


    “Ugh…”


    “Ahh!? S-sorry, don’t cry...!” I felt my vision blurring. As I looked at Shimizu-san, she reached out to hold my hand, looking quite panicked. “You see, the reason I brought this up wasn’t to embarrass you, but to offer my help...!”


    “H-help…?”


    “Yeah, that’s right. You like Aoyagi-kun, don’t you? So, I thought I could help you two get together.”


    I never expected her to say something like that. “Wh-why would you do something like that...?” It was certainly heartening to know she wanted to help, but I had no image of Shimizu-san doing such a thing, so I had to ask.


    “Maybe because I want to become good friends with you, Charlotte-san?”


    “Eh…”


    “You’re incredibly cute and very kind, Charlotte-san. I want to become close friends with you. To help with that, I thought I’d assist you in getting together with Aoyagi-kun.”


    “I-is that so…”


    “Hehe, there are many girls like me who want to be close friends with you, Charlotte-san. But it seems they can’t imagine you being in love with a boy, so they haven’t noticed your feelings.”


    “If everyone finds out, I won’t be able to come to school anymore…”


    “Ahaha… my bad, but I think that’s only a matter of time.”


    “Eh…?”


    Shimizu-san chuckled nervously, scratching her cheek with her finger. What does ‘a matter of time’ mean...?


    “Just as I said earlier, Charlotte-san, you’re too transparent. If you keep on like that, it’s only a matter of time before your secret gets out.”


    I-indeed, if everyone had noticed what she had pointed out earlier, they would undoubtedly realize my feelings for Aoyagi-kun. If that happened, I would be so embarrassed that I wouldn’t be able to go to school. I wouldn’t be able to face Aoyagi-kun either. “Wh-what should I do...?” Desperate, I asked Shimizu-san for advice. However, she looked puzzled and then opened her mouth.


    “Why don’t you just get together with Aoyagi-kun?” She said something quite unreasonable.


    “Th-that’s impossible...! Aoyagi-kun doesn’t like me like that...!”


    “Huh, you’re starting from there!? Are you serious!?”


    “Y-yes...”


    As I nodded, Shimizu-san muttered, “Ughh…” and covered her forehead with her hand. She looked as though she had a headache. “I’ve occasionally thought this, but this girl is a natural airhead... But it doesn’t feel right for me to tell her...”


    “U-um, Shimizu-san...?”


    “Let’s see... In that case, you should start by making him like you.”


    “Huh, hasn’t the topic changed...?”


    “Yes, I know. I get it, but…if we continue like this, it feels like it will be a long detour, so don’t nitpick.”


    “I-I’m sorry...” For some reason, Shimizu-san had grabbed my shoulders with an air of finality, and I inadvertently apologized.


    “That’s right, let’s start with a confession.”


    “‘Start with’ is already at the endpoint, isn’t it!?”


    “Ooh, sharp comeback.” She seemed impressed, but I wasn’t happy at all. “You know how guys are, right? When they’re confessed to, they become conscious of that person.”


    “W-well, I’ve heard of that before...”


    “Huh, you’ve heard of it?”


    “Wh-why are you surprised? You’re the one who said it...”


    “Ah-ahaha, my bad. It was a bit unexpected. But that makes it easier, right? Let’s do it.” Shimizu-san smiled and encouraged me to confess. Indeed, I understood what she said since it was often mentioned in manga and anime. However, Aoyagi-kun is not such a simple person. More than anything...


    “I-I want him to like me for who I am... I don’t want to use such plot-like tactics just for the sake of the situation...”


    “I see. Well, feelings can cool off easily with those kinds of things, ya’know.”


    “I-I’m sorry...”


    “No, Charlotte-san, I think your way of thinking is lovely,” Despite my refusal of her suggestion, Shimizu-san praised me with a gentle smile. Somehow, her figure overlaps with Aoyagi-kun in my mind. “So... You should interact more with Aoyagi-kun, right? I mean, we’re classmates after all. It would be a waste not to use that advantage.”


    Indeed, talking is important when trying to become closer to someone. And it was only natural for Shimizu-san, who didn’t know the relationship between Aoyagi-kun and me, to make this suggestion.


    “Th-that’s a bit... difficult to do...”


    “Why?”


    “Well...” Because Aoyagi-kun forbids it. Unable to give that answer, I found myself at a loss for words. Then—


    “I knew it, Aoyagi-kun is stopping you, right?” Once again, she managed to uncover the truth I was concealing.


    “H-how...?” How did you know...? I was so surprised that I stared at her face.


    “I just took a guess, but it seems I was right after all. The two of you never talk at school, yet were having an unusually friendly conversation at the café. Plus, one of you is the guy who plays the class villain, and the other is a girl who treats everyone equally and doesn’t make close friends with anyone in particular,” Shimizu-san continued. “It’s hard to believe that the two of you, with no apparent connection, would be so close. So, I thought that there must be something, but you’re trying to keep it hidden. It seems like something Aoyagi-kun would say, considering your situation, Charlotte-san.”


    Her words left me speechless. Shimizu-san was usually cheerful and gave off the impression of enjoying school life. But now, she seemed like a completely different person. It seems that I had misunderstood her perception.


    “My bad? I’m not gonna blame you or interfere in your relationship with Aoyagi-kun, so please don’t worry about that.”


    “I-is that so?”


    “Yeah, as I said before, I just wanna be friends with you, Charlotte-san.” With that, she smiled gently again. Can I trust this smile...?


    “Shi-shimizu-san, you seem to know Aoyagi-kun well, but you don’t talk to him at school, do you? P-perhaps like me, do you have some connection with Aoyagi-kun that you’re hiding...?” I somehow managed to squeeze the words out of my parched throat. I don’t know why I asked such a thing. I just couldn’t help but ask her about it. Then, she shrugged her shoulders with a funny look.


    “That’s not it. After all, I’m not popular enough for him to have to hide our relationship. And besides—” Shimizu-san paused for a moment and took a deep breath. Then, with a chillingly cold expression, she spoke, “I hate Aoyagi-kun.”


    I couldn’t believe what I just heard or saw. I knew that Aoyagi-kun was disliked. It was because he wanted to be disliked and acted that way. However, I thought she understood what kind of person Aoyagi-kun was. I couldn’t understand why she would reveal that she hated him, especially in front of me, who liked him.


    “Wh-why would you... say such a thing?”


    “I kinda felt like you might be wondering if you can trust me or not in your heart. So, I just thought I’d be honest and share my feelings.”


    It seems that she had noticed my suspicion of her as well. Was she trying to build a relationship of trust...? But why would she take such a risk just to be friends with me...?


    “I-I can’t be friends with someone who speaks ill of Aoyagi-kun...” Wanting to know what she was thinking, I honestly conveyed my thoughts.


    “Ahaha, I gotcha. Don’t worry. I don’t hate Aoyagi-kun himself.”


    “Huh? Wh-what do you mean...?”


    “It’s simple. What I dislike is Aoyagi-kun’s way of doing things. Even if it’s to guide everyone in the right direction, he becomes the bad guy and ruins the mood of the class. That’s... what I dislike,” Shimizu-san expressed her disgust and sighed. From the emotions in her words, it seemed to be her true feelings. If she was going to lie to that extent, she wouldn’t have said she hated Aoyagi-kun from the start.


    “Then doesn’t that mean you dislike Aoyagi-kun after all…? Normally, if someone is doing something you dislike, you would hate that person, right...?”


    “Is that right? Well, I don’t really feel the same way. It’s like... I can see their character, so even if I don’t like what they do, I can’t really hate the person as a whole, I guess.” Shimizu-san tilted her head and smiled awkwardly. Until now, it appeared that her friends had trouble grasping her way of thinking. Yet, somehow, I managed to understand what she wanted to convey, and more importantly, her true desires.


    “Shimizu-san, you want me to stop Aoyagi-kun, don’t you? That’s why you want me to date him—isn’t that right?”


    “Hehe, busted! Looks like I’ve been found out!” With a playful remark, Shimizu-san winked and playfully stuck out her tongue. The gesture, accompanied by a mischievous “tee-hee,” stirred a whirlwind of emotions within me. “Hehe, well, it’s true that I want to be friends with you, Charlotte-san, but the reason is as you said. Aoyagi-kun has been changing since you came to study abroad. So, I’m kinda hoping that you could make him stop doing such foolish things.”


    “Aoyagi-kun is... changing?”


    “You didn’t notice? Well, I guess it can’t be helped if you don’t know him from before. He used to be fully committed to being disliked by the class.”


    “I think he’s still like that now though...”


    “Nah, that’s not it. That change was evident today. Like, he spoke to Shinonome-san, who was alone, right? And with a very gentle expression and voice at that,” Reminded by Shimizu-san, I recalled the conversation at the café. As she said, Aoyagi-kun was kindly talking to Shinonome-san. However, I thought that a kind person like him would naturally speak to Shinonome-san, who was lonely and alone, right…? “That expression of yours says it all. The Aoyagi-kun of the past wouldn’t have spoken to her in that situation. Or if he did speak to her, it would have been in an unfriendly manner, almost imposing.”


    “Wh-why do you think that?”


    “Because if he didn’t, he would give a good impression to his classmates. A good impression is nothing but a hindrance to someone tryin’ to be disliked. So, he made sure not to do anything that would be perceived that way.”


    “So, he did that today, huh...?”


    “Well, you know, the way Aoyagi-kun acted seemed like he didn’t even realize the change. So, it’s kinda unclear what happened exactly. But I really think it’s because of you, Charlotte-san. Maybe he didn’t want to show any bad sides to you, even if he had to act differently.” There was no evidence to support what she was saying. But as far as I could see from her eyes, she seemed to believe it. “Anyway, back to the point, I thought that if he changed because of you, Charlotte-san, he might stop sacrificing himself to guide others. You want him to stop doing that too, right?”


    “Yes, that’s right… I don’t want Aoyagi-kun to get hurt...”


    “Then our interests align. Do you understand why I wanna help now?”


    I couldn’t possibly understand. I believed that what she was saying was true. However, I also thought that she wasn’t telling me everything. Because something about her story didn’t quite add up. “I understand that you have exceptional insight.”


    “Charlotte-san?” Hearing my words, Shimizu looked at me with a puzzled expression. Perhaps my answer was different from what she had expected. I stared straight into her eyes.


    “But considering Aoyagi-kun’s actions in class, I think your reason to go this far is weak. Shimizu-san, you trust Aoyagi-kun, right? Where does that trust come from?” Even if he is portraying himself as a villain to guide everyone in the right direction, Aoyagi-kun doesn’t dislike himself. These words come from knowing his personality and believing he would never do anything against his true intentions. If Aoyagi-kun was playing the role of a villain in school, no matter how insightful she was, she shouldn’t be able to see through his true nature. So, I thought she must have had some kind of connection with Aoyagi-kun and had the opportunity to know his true character. And I realized that she was deliberately hiding that from me.


    “...Seems I underestimated you, Charlotte-san,” Seeing that there was no way to escape, Shimizu sighed while scratching her head. Then she smiled at me. “By the way, you gotta pick up your sister, right? We’ve been talking for quite a while, is that okay?”


    “I apologize, but I can’t just leave like this.”


    “I see” Understanding that I wouldn’t back down, Shimizu-san took a deep breath. Then, with a more serious expression than before, she looked at me. “Well, it’s not exactly trust, but I do have faith in Aoyagi-kun.”


    “Why did you hide that?”


    ”’Cause there are too many things I can’t say when it comes to that.”


    Things she couldn’t talk about...? Speaking of which, at the café...


    “What was the gag order that Hanazawa-sensei imposed on the matters of Aoyagi-kun?” When I brought it up, Shimizu’s eyes widened in surprise. She scratched her cheek with her finger and smiled awkwardly.


    “You heard that? Charlotte-san, you have really sharp ears.”


    “I apologize for eavesdropping, but I would be happy if you could tell me, especially since you are willing to cooperate in developing my relationship with Aoyagi-kun.” Although I knew it was unfair, I tried to draw out the part she was concerned about and asked her. However, she shook her head.


    “No can do. If I tell you, I’ll get in big trouble with Miyu-sensei, and it would be like betraying her.”


    “So you can’t help me?”


    “Charlotte-san, you’re surprisingly cunning, huh? Is that ‘cause of Aoyagi-kun’s influence?”


    “Aoyagi-kun has nothing to do with it. I’ve always been like this.”


    “I see... you’re the kind of person who can be serious for the one you like. I can’t tell you directly, but I can show you how to find out. Akihito Aoyagi - if you run a search for this, you’ll understand.”


    After a bit of teasing, Shimizu-san showed me her smartphone with a serious expression.


    “Do you mean I should search on the internet...?”


    “Yeah. He’s quite famous in some circles. So if you search for this, you’ll find out right away. What happened in his past.”


    I took out my smartphone and stared at it. With this, I could learn about Aoyagi-kun’s past. If I knew what he was going through, I might be able to help him. But if I did this...


    “What’s wrong? Aren’t you going to look it up?” Shimizu tilted her head with a challenging expression as she looked at me.


    “If I search here... won’t I be betraying Aoyagi-kun...?”


    Aoyagi-kun didn’t know that I was trying to find out about his past. He probably didn’t even think I was concerned about it. In that situation, it felt like searching for his past like this was a kind of betrayal to him. At the very least, Hanazawa-sensei wanted me to hear about his past from Aoyagi-kun himself. But I...


    “Isn’t asking me also betraying him?”


    “Th-that... is true. In the end, I think it’s still a betrayal.” Whether I searched on the internet or tried to hear it from Shimizu-san, it would still be me learning something behind Aoyagi-kun’s back. No matter how I tried to justify it, it wouldn’t change the fact that I was betraying him.


    “...Yeah, I kinda get it. Aoyagi-kun must have been drawn to this side of you too...” As I pondered, Shimizu muttered with a helpless and gentle expression.


    “Eh, Aoyagi-kun is drawn to this...?”


    “Hey, seriously, you’ve got incredible ears, huh?! You can’t listen to stuff like this, you know!”


    “Huh...?” When I tilted my head, Shimizu became flustered and angry. It was true that listening to her mutterings was not a good thing and I would usually let it go, but since it was about Aoyagi-kun, I couldn’t help but react.


    “A-anyway, there is something I can tell you. Let’s just chat about that for now, alright?


    It seemed that she wanted to lead the conversation elsewhere. However, I was sure that the content she could talk about was something I didn’t know either. And it was probably something that wouldn’t be a problem even if I knew about it.


    “Can you please tell me?”


    “Yeah, let me see... I have a cousin in Hiroshima that I’m proud of.”


    “Oh really—Eh, A cousin...?”


    “Yup. He’s as handsome as an idol, tall, and has even appeared on TV. He’s that amazing.”


    “H-huh...?” Wait, what does that mean? I thought she was going to tell me about her and Aoyagi-kun’s past, but now she’s just bragging about her cousin? What’s going on?


    “Hahaha, Charlotte-san, your thoughts are written all over your face. My bad, that was a bit vague. But ya see, that cousin of mine—he plays soccer.”


    “Ah...” As soon as I heard the word “soccer,” I understood part of what she was trying to say. Surely, there must be a connection between her cousin and Aoyagi-kun. It seemed better not to say anything unnecessary. Shimizu-san seemed to notice that I had been released from my confusion and opened her mouth again with a gentle smile.


    “He’s the same age as us and belongs to a youth club team in Hiroshima. He’s been getting attention from professional scouts, and since entering high school, he’s even been called up to the national team for his age group. He’s really amazing. And ya’know what? My cousin has been obsessed with Aoyagi-kun since junior high.”


    As I thought, there was a connection between her cousin and Aoyagi-kun. Hiroshima is the prefecture next to Okayama, where we live. It wouldn’t be surprising if they had met in a soccer tournament. However…obsession? The other person is a man, right? It can’t be a woman, can it? He was said to be handsome, after all...


    “Aren’t you curious about why my amazing cousin, who’s being scouted by pros, is obsessed with Aoyagi-kun?”


    Ah... I-I was too focused on the other part and didn’t notice... That’s right, when you think about it, it’s not something that usually happens. “Why do you think that is?” I asked Shimizu-san, trying to cover up my confusion with a smile. She seemed eager to talk, fidgeting and opening her mouth. My image of her has changed a little since she started talking about her cousin.


    “Actually, my cousin played against Aoyagi-kun’s team in the semifinals of the Chugoku Tournament when he was in his first year of junior high.” The Chugoku Tournament, as far as I know from reading sports manga, is a competition where representative high schools from Okayama, Hiroshima, and other Chugoku region prefectures compete. Aoyagi-kun must have been amazing to participate in such a tournament in his first year of junior high. “My cousin’s team won the national junior high school championship that year, but he said that the match against Aoyagi-kun’s team in the Chugoku Tournament left the biggest impression on him.”


    “They won the national championship… then did Aoyagi-kun’s team lose in the semifinals of the Chugoku Tournament?”


    “Yeah, that’s why my cousin’s team went on to the national championship instead of Aoyagi-kun’s team. I didn’t see the match, so I don’t know the details, but it seems like it wasn’t even a close game.”


    “Then… why did it leave such an impression on him…?”


    My impression was that close games tend to be more memorable, while one-sided games are less so. So, there must be a good reason for it. “Aoyagi-kun played in the playmaker position called the ‘central attacking midfielder[1],’ and he had a unique playstyle. “They didn't lose due to a significant difference in the overall strength of the teams. However, my cousin believes that, had it not been for that difference, they might have ended up losing.”


    Soccer is a team sport. Even if one person’s ability is outstanding, the team cannot win if the team’s level isn’t up to par. So, although they won the match normally, Aoyagi-kun’s ability was so great that it left a lasting impression…? But what does a ‘unique playstyle’ mean?


    “Well, it’s hard to understand just from that. I didn’t really get it when I heard this story back then either,” It seems that Shimizu-san sensed my doubts from my behavior. No, with this situation, she might have thought the same way from her own experience. “But around that time, my cousin started paying close attention to Aoyagi-kun. In fact, his school was a private junior high school, and they tried to scout Aoyagi-kun to join them.”


    “H-huh? They were going that far…? But, that was the school that won the national championship, right…?”


    “Maybe my cousin knew. That it would be bad if Aoyagi-kun wasn’t on his team. In fact, Aoyagi-kun’s team beat my cousin’s team in the finals of the Chugoku Tournament in their second year of junior high.”


    Even though the members might have changed, Aoyagi-kun’s team won against the team that had won the national championship the previous year. Even though I don’t play soccer, I can understand how amazing that is.


    “Did they win thanks to Aoyagi-kun’s skill?” I asked, thinking that was the case from the flow of the conversation. However, Shimizu-san opened her mouth with a troubled expression.


    “Well~, it’s difficult to say. I don’t think it was just Aoyagi-kun’s skill.” That’s true, it’s a team sport. If it had been possible for Aoyagi-kun to win on his own, they would have at least been able to bring the game to a close in their first year, so that’s probably not possible. “But there’s no doubt that his skill was incredibly significant. After some research, I found that Aoyagi-kun’s team was originally one that would be eliminated in the first round of the district tournament.”


    “What!? Really!?” I was surprised by the sudden shocking information. But wouldn’t anyone be surprised by this? After all, a school that had been eliminated in the first round of the district tournament suddenly started participating and advancing in the Chugoku Tournament.


    “I don’t know the details but when Aoyagi-kun’s generation came in, a lot of amazing players from Okayama, who had been active since elementary school, gathered. I don’t know if they were originally there or if they came because of moving or something…but their level went up dramatically when Aoyagi-kun and the others joined.”


    “And then, in their first year, they went to the Chugoku Tournament...”


    “Well, it’s not normal, though. No matter how many promising players gather, it’s not like a team of first-year students can normally make it to the Chugoku Tournament. That’s why my cousin’s team, which was mainly third-year students, was able to win against Aoyagi-kun’s team when my cousin was in his first year.” Of course, this is also knowledge from manga, but it seems that just one year difference in school grade can create a significant handicap for students. However, the reason Aoyagi-kun and his friends were able to succeed must be that they had some kind of advantage. Which was probably…


    “It was Aoyagi-kun who made the impossible possible. My cousin knew that from fighting directly, so he really wanted to recruit him. He could’ve raised the level of a team by several notches,” Shimizu-san laughed helplessly, shrugged her shoulders, and told me the answer I had thought of. Even though I don’t actually play soccer, listening to this explanation helps me understand just how amazing Aoyagi-kun was. “And when they became second-year students, Aoyagi-kun and his teammates grew even more, and my cousin couldn’t beat them. That’s why he became more obsessed with Aoyagi-kun and wanted to take revenge at the national tournament—oops, my bad, never mind.”


    Shimizu, who seemed to be reminiscing about the past, suddenly stopped talking with an awkward expression. This made me curious. However, seeing her hesitation, I realized that she probably didn’t want to share that information with me. So, I thought about refraining from asking, but I suddenly felt that there might be some information to be gained and decided to throw a question to verify.


    “Earlier at the café, Aoyagi-kun mentioned he didn’t participate in the national tournament. From what I saw of him, I don’t think he was lying. However, if they won the Chugoku tournament, they would be eligible to participate in the national tournament, right? More than anything, I’m curious as to why Aoyagi-kun, who is recognized by your amazing cousin, quit playing soccer. Is this related to the gag order?” I asked with a smile, making it clear that I wasn’t trying to interrogate her, and she nodded in response.


    “You got the right of it, Charlotte-san. So I can’t say more about that…but I can tell you why I trust him.” What she had been talking about earlier was Aoyagi-kun’s past, not the reason she trusted him. She couldn’t talk about why he didn’t participate in the national tournament or why he quit soccer, but she seemed willing to answer my original question.


    “In the summer of our second year of junior high school, my cousin stayed at my house to watch Aoyagi-kun’s game. He praised Aoyagi-kun so much that I went with him to watch their prefectural tournament,” Shimizu-san looked up at the sky as if recalling a fond memory. It must have been a good memory for her. “It was the final game, and their opponent was a powerhouse school that had won the prefectural tournament multiple times. Aoyagi-kun’s team had lost to them in the finals when they were first-year students. However, the result was—”


    “Aoyagi-kun’s team won, right?”


    “Correct. It was strange, though. They seemed evenly matched, but the score was 3-0. Aoyagi-kun made a lot of mistakes and didn’t stand out much, so I couldn’t understand why my cousin praised him so much. After all, Saionji-kun and the other players were much more impressive.”


    “........”


    “Hahah, Don’t make such a scary face. My cousin let me know what happened when I got home. Aoyagi-kun was strategically planning the game throughout the match, and his mistakes were all part of his strategy. The other players seemed to be doing well because he was able to bring out their strengths and create opportunities for them,” Seeing my gaze when she spoke ill of Aoyagi-kun, Shimizu-san waved her hands in front of her face and explained. However, I still had doubts.


    “Is that…really possible...?”


    “Well, it’s usually impossible for most people. But Aoyagi-kun has excellent insight, and was prolly observing everyone closely? That’s why he can bring out their strengths and come up with strategies to counter the opponent,” It might be true that Aoyagi-kun observes those around him. He was always paying attention to the actions of his classmates. “Also, Aoyagi-kun was great at taking care of his teammates’ mental state. He was so calm and mature for a junior high school student, and he was quick to support his teammates when they made mistakes. My cousin said that just having him on the team made the other players feel at ease.”


    I see... No wonder he’s so good at handling Emma. He never tries to force her, but rather tries to bring out her strengths. He always makes sure she’s satisfied with the way things are going. If he had been taking care of his teammates’ mental state and bringing out their strengths as players in the past, it would be easy for him to handle someone like Emma.


    “Actually, when I saw how his junior high teammates treated him, I could tell that they admired him. That’s why I trust him. Because I know his past, I know that what he’s doing now isn’t his true self,” Shimizu-san smiled helplessly as she spoke. She must be frustrated seeing Aoyagi-kun in his current state. I can tell by her tone that she doesn’t dislike him for ruining the class atmosphere, but rather that she hates seeing him hurt himself. But now that it’s come to this... “Hmm? You look a bit uneasy. What’s wrong?”


    Shimizu-san noticed my troubled expression and questioned me curiously. I hesitated to speak, but I looked away and spoke up, “Um... Shimizu-san, I understand why you trust Aoyagi-kun now, but you don’t…have feelings for him, do you?” At my question, Shimizu-san’s eyes widened in surprise. And then—


    “Pfft, hahaha...!” She burst into laughter.


    “Wh-why are you laughing...!?”


    “Because, Charlotte-san, you asked with such a worried look on your face!”


    “B-but...!”


    “Don’t worry, I only have eyes for my cousin. If I liked Aoyagi-kun, I would have tried to do something about it myself instead of asking you,” It seemed that I was overthinking things. However, I still couldn’t quite understand her deep involvement with Aoyagi-kun…


    “Hahaha, you still don’t look convinced. But ya’know, I really don’t like him that way. It’s just that... I don’t like what he’s doing now, and while I don’t have feelings for him... I do respect him. That’s why I don’t want him to keep doing this.”


    “R-Respect...!?”


    “Sorry, but I’ve heard a lot about Aoyagi-kun’s past from my cousin and Saionji-kun, so I know just about everything about him. Despite experiencing things that would make most people lose trust in people, he’s still actin’ selflessly for others. That’s why I respect him.” Shimizu-san wiped away her tears with her finger as she laughed, a resigned smile on her face. Things that make you lose trust in people—that really bothers me.


    “S-so, is that about the gag order…?”


    “That’s part of it, but it’s not just that. His past is much heavier than you think, Charlotte-san. It’s a wonder he can still smile now. So I think, ya’know, maybe it’s about time he deserves to be happy.”


    “Shimizu-san…”


    Her expression, which showed her desire for Aoyagi-kun’s happiness, was warm and gentle. I’m sure Shimizu-san is just as kind-hearted as Aoyagi-kun.


    “But ya’know, I was relieved when I saw you today. I think you can make him happy, Charlotte-san. So please do your best. And like I said before, you got my support and I’ll help ya out too.”


    With that, Shimizu-san gave me a very lovely smile. Seeing her smile, I understood. Even though she disapproved of what Aoyagi-kun was doing, she still liked him. It was just that her feelings were closer to friendship than romantic love. However, I couldn’t help but wonder. Why didn’t she try to get along with Aoyagi-kun? It was strange. It seemed like she could manage it on her own without relying on me…It’s probably best not to pry any further. So instead, I decided to ask her about the other thing that had been bothering me. I had a feeling that she would be honest with me now.


    “Shimizu-san, I understand your feelings now… Thank you for being honest with me.” First, I thanked her for talking to me up to this point. Then, clasping my hands in front of my chest, I asked her about the thing that had been making me anxious. “S-so, umm…? This is a bit off-topic, but… Was Aoyagi-kun quite popular with girls when he was in junior high school…?” Yes, that’s what I wanted to ask. From what I had heard, it seemed unlikely that he wasn’t popular during his junior high school days. That’s why I asked her.


    “Oh, Charlotte-san, you’re the type to get a bit negative when it comes to the person you like, aren’t you?” Shimizu-san laughed a bit incredulously at my question.


    “W-well, even if you say that, considering what I heard earlier…”


    “Hmm~, I tried to gloss over it without sayin’ it, but… Well, I guess hidin’ it would make you more anxious. Yeah, to be honest, there were a few girls who chased after him.”


    “I-I knew it…!”


    “Well, Aoyagi-kun is pretty good-lookin’, not as much as an idol, but still. And he’s good at soccer too, so there’s no way he wouldn’t be popular, right?”


    “Y-yes, I suppose…haaah.” My intuition was correct, and I became dejected. Imagining Aoyagi-kun surrounded by girls made my chest feel very tight.


    “But do you really need to worry about that? After all, that’s just an old story, and there isn’t a single girl who’s approaching him now, right?”


    Perhaps because of the sigh I let out, Shimizu-san looked at me seriously. It’s true that up until now, there hadn’t been any girls around Aoyagi-kun who seemed to have feelings for him. In fact, it was only today that Shinonome-san had become fond of him. However, even so… there’s a possibility that Aoyagi-kun already has someone he’s interested in.


    “Um, sorry, but I think you would be better off not thinking about weird things and just focusing on getting along with Aoyagi-kun. I’m sure that’ll definitely work out better.”


    “Wh-why do you think that…?”


    “‘Cause you’re such an attractive girl, Charlotte-san. I think any guy would be unable to stop their heart from pounding just by being near you. There’s no way they wouldn’t be conscious of you if you became friends with them.”


    “I-Is that so…?”


    “Totally! ‘Kay, this conversation is over! Charlotte-san, you’re just going to keep saying negative things at this rate!” Shimizu-san clapped her hands together with a smile, ending the conversation as I tilted my head in confusion. “Charlotte-san, you gotta pick up your little sis, right? We shouldn’t keep chatting then. Well, I’m going to chase after everyone and head to the after-party!”


    With that, Shimizu-san quickly moved away from me, as if she were running away. It seemed like a sign that she didn’t want to talk anymore. But still, I—


    “W-wait, please! Just tell me this one last thing! Shimizu-san, do you want Aoyagi-kun to play soccer again!?” She said she was devoted to her cousin. And that cousin probably wanted Aoyagi-kun to make a comeback. If that were the case, I worried that Shimizu-san might prioritize her cousin’s feelings. But—


    “…Aoyagi-kun looked really happy at the café.” Shimizu-san had stopped in her tracks, and looked back at me with a gentle expression and murmured.


    “Huh?”


    “I’m sure his days are fulfilling now. I don’t think my cousin or I have the right to rob him of his happiness.” With that, she waved at me with a smile and ran off in the direction everyone else had gone. Her parting words—If Aoyagi-kun were to play soccer again, his days would surely become busy. And then he wouldn’t have time to spend with me or Emma. That’s why she used the word “rob” to describe it.


    “Aoyagi-kun… am I making you happy…?” Even though I knew I wouldn’t receive a response from the other person, I couldn’t help but ask the question while gazing up at the sky.


    



    ◆


    



    “—So, what did you want to talk about?” After separating from Charlotte-san and the others, Akira and I moved to the park, and I quickly got to the point. Although I asked, I had a rough idea of what he wanted to talk about from his behavior. The time had come when we had to discuss something we had been putting off until now. Akira stared intently at my face for a moment, then seemed to ponder something. He had said he had something to talk about, but he seemed to be wondering if it was really okay to ask. After a while, he seemed to have made up his mind, and with a serious expression, Akira looked straight into my eyes and he slowly opened his mouth.


    “Hey, Akihito. Are you…dating Charlotte-san?”


    “Yeah, I—huh?”


    



    
      
    


    



    I had fully expected to be asked, “Do you like Charlotte-san?” Instead, I was caught off guard by Akira’s unexpected question and let out a foolish-sounding reply. Unable to grasp his intentions, I looked at him with a puzzled expression. “Well, I mean, Charlotte-san kept looking your way, and the two of you were sitting so close together, your shoulders were almost touching. That’s not really normal, right?”


    ...Just as I thought, the distance between Charlotte-san and myself was too close. I had thought so too, but honestly, I was happy about it and couldn’t bring myself to say anything. Besides, Charlotte-san seemed somewhat pleased as well, which made it even harder to mention. If it was going to be like this, however, I should’ve just kept my distance.


    “The reason we were sitting so close was because the three of us were sitting side by side, right? That’s pretty normal when the seats are so cramped, isn’t it?”


    “Then, what about Charlotte-san grabbing onto your clothes?”


    “Huh...?”


    “You know I can see things from a birds-eye view, right? I could see that she was holding onto your sleeve the whole time about halfway through.”


    Akira didn’t seem angry, but rather, he wore a wry smile with a look of exasperation. I could sense a feeling of resignation from him. Birds-eye view—to view things from above, as if looking down from a high place. Having that perspective was one of the skills required of an excellent soccer player. Well, more accurately, possessing such a skill allows the potential to be an excellent soccer player. To be able to see things from an overhead view doesn’t literally mean seeing things from the sky, but rather, the brain converts the information received by the eyes and allows you to understand the space as if looking down from above. That ability was something Akira has had since childhood and I had completely forgotten about it since we stopped playing soccer together.


    “Oh, that’s right... I’m not sure what to say... We’re not dating.” Realizing that it was impossible to keep lying, I decided to be honest. I can’t say I didn’t feel guilty, and if I were to be chastised, then I can’t really complain. “We’re not dating, but I think we’re close. And we have a bit of a private connection.”


    “I see, so that’s how it is... Well, I understand why you would want to hide it, and just because we’re best buds doesn’t mean you gotta tell me everything,” Akira made a troubled expression before breaking into a grin. I could tell that he was trying to put up with it, but I was grateful for his consideration. I don’t mind having heavy conversations with someone I’m not close with, but I’d rather not have them with those closest to me.


    “Sorry, even though I knew how you felt I decided to keep quiet...”


    “Like I said, you don’t need to tell me everything, alright? Don’t worry about it.”


    “Well, yeah... But let me say this at least. I’m sorry for hiding it from you.” I lowered my head to Akira without making any excuses. Then, he scratched his cheek with his finger and opened his mouth with a troubled look.


    “That’s why I said to stop apologizing. Actually, it’s more like, I get it now, that that’s what was going on”


    “Huh? What are you talking about?”


    “Well, I mean, you—er actually, is it alright for an outsider like me to say it...?” As I tilted my head, Akira stopped talking as if he had realized something and started muttering to himself. Why are there so many people around me who talk to themselves? Am I the cause of it...?


    “Hey, Akihito.”


    “What’s up?”


    “I’ve decided to give up on Charlotte-san.”


    “....Huh?” I couldn’t help but stare at his face, doubting my ears at what I had heard. Amidst all this, Akira, with a refreshing smile, put his hand on my shoulder.


    “I’ll leave Charlotte-san to you, Akihito. So give it your best shot to get with her.”


    Once again I couldn’t believe what he was saying. Leave Charlotte-san to me…? What is he thinking...? “What are you talking about? Akira, you like Charlotte-san, don’t you?”


    “I’m not interested in her anymore.”


    “Are you kidding me...?” There’s no way I’d believe him when he’s been trying so hard to get Charlotte-san’s attention all this time. He’s obviously just trying to hold back for my sake. “Do you really think I’d be happy if you did that? If you’re going to give up on her, I’ll—”


    “And you, are you kidding me? If you do that, I’ll never forgive you!” Akira must have understood what I was trying to say, and he glared at me as if to challenge me.


    “Weren’t you the one who brought it up first...?”


    “Yeah, but our positions are different, aren’t they? No matter how much I’ve tried to approach her, Charlotte-san has always kept a wall between us. But you, Akihito, have a great relationship with her,” Akira explained. “I don’t know what kind of private relationship you have with her, but it’s obvious that she trusts you. That’s why giving up means something completely different for us.”


    Certainly, as Akira said, Charlotte-san still seems to be keeping a wall between herself and her classmates. She’s a quiet and kind girl, so she doesn’t reject them, but there’s something distant about her. That’s probably what Akira is talking about.


    “Deciding whether to give up or not just because of that is a bit ridiculous, don’t you think...?”


    “That’s not the only reason. I think it’s better this way. You can make Charlotte-san happy, and there’s definitely more hope with you. But in your case, it’s different, isn’t it? You want to give up because you feel guilty towards me, right?”


    “............”


    Akira’s words hit the nail on the head, and I found myself speechless. Seeing my face, Akira spoke with a sad smile.


    “Hey, Akihito. Can you call a relationship where one feels guilty towards the other a friendship? Is it still called ‘friendship’ if the other person is burdened with guilt?”


    “What are you trying to say...?”


    Akira took a deep breath in response to my question. “How long are you going to be trapped in the past...?! My leg injury wasn’t your fault! It’s because I was reckless! Our humiliating defeat at the national tournament wasn’t because you weren’t there! It’s because we relied too much on you and lost our cool! And yet, how long are you going to keep carrying the guilt on your own...?! Put yourself in the shoes of someone plagued with guilt and bear such burdens, even though you've done nothing wrong...!” Akira loudly shouted with a very painful expression. I’ve never seen him like this before. Come to think of it, the last time I had a fight with Akira was probably when we were in elementary school.


    “Why do you think it’s not my fault...? Everything is my fault. That’s why I have to make up for it.”


    “Why does it have to be like that...?! Hurting yourself and lifting me up—c’mon, just realize it already! I don’t want that...!”


    “Akira...” I was choked up seeing my best friend with such a pained expression, as if on the verge of crying. Was he in pain from what I’ve been doing...? But still—“I’ve taken away the futures of many friends…and hurt important people. I have to make amends for that.”


    Akira was the biggest victim, but there were many others as well. I couldn’t just forget about them.


    “This oblivious fool...!”


    “I’m sorry. In return, I’ll stop trying to raise you up.” There’s nothing I can do if Akira is being hurt by it. We should stop if it’s just going to turn into harassment.


    “What are you going to do about Charlotte-san?”


    “Well, That’s—”


    “If you say you’re giving up, I’ll end our friendship right here.”


    “Akira... I don’t understand, why are you so desperate...? What do you gain from saying that?”


    “It’s not about benefits or anything like that...! I just want my best friend to be happy! I want you to finally stop being trapped in the past and look forward...! Is that so strange...!?”


    I understand his feelings and what he wants to say. I want Akira to be happy too. But…why does he have to give up...? That’s what I couldn’t understand.


    “Then, don’t give up either, Akira. That’s strange, right?”


    “...If I don’t, you’d hold back for me, wouldn’t you...”


    “In the end, it’s my fault, isn’t it…?” Feeling helpless, I couldn’t help but laugh. Then, Akira loosened the grip on my shoulders and looked at me with a serious expression.


    “Hey, Akihito? Maybe you’re just scared of realizing the truth, and deep down, you actually have an idea about it, don’t you? Like, hasn’t it already been settled? Are you telling me to keep pursuing a love that will never come true?”


    “That’s...” Struck by the truth of his words, I was at a loss for words.


    “I knew it... We’ve been together for a long time, ya’know? Just like how you understand me, I understand you too, Akihito.”


    “But, it might still be my misunderstanding...”


    “Even if that’s the case, I know I don’t stand a chance. This is a good opportunity for me to switch gears and move on. So, Akihito, you better do your best too. Let’s leave it at that for now.”


    “Akira... I get it. If that’s your decision, I won’t say anything else. And, thanks,” I thanked my best friend, who suppressed his own feelings and cheered me on. But I had to say this too. “Well, in the end, it’s still up to Charlotte-san to decide, right?”


    Akira said he would give up, but that didn’t include Charlotte-san’s feelings. It’s entirely possible that she could choose someone other than me or Akira. I said as much, but for some reason, Akira made a dumbfounded expression. “I really wanna punch your face right now.”


    And then, he spouted an alarming statement.


    “Wh-why all of a sudden?”


    “Ya’know, I’ve never really understood it. You used to be called the “Ruler of the Pitch,” and were bold and fearless. But when it comes to love stuff, you’re clueless and lack confidence.”


    “H-hey!? You better not call me by that nickname in front of other people!? I’ve hated it since junior high!”


    “Well, back then, we all had that kind of admiration, so it’s no big deal, right? Everyone will probably think we’re just at that age or something.”


    “That makes it sound like I was the one who made them call me that!? I was teased by the coach and our senpai because of that nickname they gave me, you know!?”


    Remembering the bitter memories of my junior high school days, I desperately tried to persuade Akira. In the end, even the kids who came to cheer for the games gave me wry smiles with that nickname. This was like a form of defamation.


    “Haha, I got it, I got it. Anyway, it’s good to see you looking ahead.”


    “You... Don’t ever call me by that nickname, alright?”


    “I know. Well, I’m going now. If I don’t participate in the after-party that I suggested, I’ll get yelled at for sure.”


    “True enough. ...By the way, can I ask you something that’s been bothering me for a while?”


    “Hmm? What’s up?”


    “Akira, you’ve been looking for a girlfriend, but you’ve turned down all the invitations from your fans, haven’t you? There were quite a few cute girls among them, and even some that were your type, right? Why did you turn them down?”


    He usually loses his cool in his pursuit of a girlfriend, but he never makes a move on his fans. I could understand if he was a pro, but Akira had been like this since junior high school. I couldn’t understand the contradiction, but he gave a helpless smile in response to my question.


    “Well, the only thing those fans see is the soccer player in me, right? They don’t see my personality or anything, it’s more like admiration or something. I don’t feel like it would work out if I dated a girl like that. Akihito, you feel the same way, don’t you?”


    I see, so that’s how it is.


    “That’s true. Playing soccer is just a part of who I am. It would be frustrating to be judged based on that alone.”


    “Yeah, that’s right. Now, I really gotta go. Akihito, are you really not coming?” Akira stretched his back and double-checked, but my decision hasn’t changed.


    “Yeah, have fun.”


    “Got it. So you and Charlotte-san are gonna go have fun together by yourselves, huh?”


    “Wha—!? N-no, it’s not like that! And the way you said that just now was totally weird! You were implying something weird, weren’t you!?” Caught off guard by Akira’s reply, I couldn’t help but get angry while feeling my face heat up. Then, Akira smirked mischievously.


    “What do you mean by “something weird”? You’re a bit of a perv, huh?”


    “You...!”


    “Haha, it’s been a while since I’ve seen you so flustered, Akihito. It was refreshing to see. Well then, I’m off.”


    “Hey, Akira...! Tch, as fast as ever...!”


    With a wave of his hand, Akira ran off at a speed that could rival a top athlete. His back was getting smaller and smaller, until he was far enough away that my voice could no longer reach.


    “Ugh...” I sighed as I watched my best friend’s retreating figure, “You don’t need to worry about me like that...”


    Even though I knew it wouldn’t reach him, I couldn’t help but let it slip out. But my heart felt strangely refreshed. It’s not like everything has been resolved, it’s just a small part of it, I suppose. Still, I felt like a weight had been lifted off my shoulders. At the very least, I feel like I can face Charlotte-san without any guilt from now on.


    “Thank you, Akira.”


    Even though I knew he couldn’t hear me, I thanked my best friend who had made a decision for me, and tried to cheer me up with a bright smile.


    



    


    
      [1] Central Attacking Midfielder often referred to as a CAM, is a player who operates in an advanced central position on the field, just behind the forwards. This player's main role is to link the midfield and the attack, creating scoring opportunities for the team by providing key passes, through balls, and assists. CAMs are typically known for their creativity, vision, and technical skills, and they play a crucial role in orchestrating the team's attacking plays. They are often involved in setting up goals and can be influential in turning the tide of a game with their playmaking abilities.

    
  


  
    Chapter 5: “What the Beautiful Foreign Exchange Student Desires”


    



    



    After talking with Akira, my days were once again filled with happiness. Emma-chan was still an adorable, clingy child, and just being with her was incredibly soothing for the soul. Charlotte-san had started to make eye contact with me again, and we were back to reading manga together like before. The way we read together was the same as when we first started—she seemed to like sitting between my legs, her face flushed with happiness.


    Lately, she had even begun to lean against my back from time to time. It might just be that she was tired and needed the support, but I was still happy to know that she trusted me enough to do so. Since the incident with Akira, something has changed within me. Recently, when we were talking, Charlotte-san would sometimes give me an upward glance as if she wanted to be pampered, and at those times, I found myself instinctively patting her head. The first time she gave me that look, I couldn’t help but pat her head. At first, she stiffened in surprise, but then her expression quickly changed to one of pure bliss, just like Emma-chan’s. Her eyes narrowed, and it seemed like all her focus was on being patted. And when I stopped, she would look at me with a sad, lonely expression.


    If I didn’t pat her head when she gave me that upward glance, she would fidget and tug at my sleeve. When she did that, I couldn’t resist patting her head, and so I came to think of her upward glance as a sign that she wanted me to do so. Honestly, sometimes it felt like I was dealing with two Emma-chan’s, but Charlotte-san’s newfound need for affection was so cute that I didn’t mind.


    My days were spent taking care of the two clingy girls, and I couldn’t imagine anything happier than that. However, one day, as I was savoring this happiness, Emma-chan came home from daycare crying and angry at Charlotte-san.


    “What’s wrong, Emma-chan?” I asked in concern, as I opened the door to find her in tears. Upon hearing my voice, Emma-chan, who had been struggling in Charlotte-san’s arms, reached out to me with both hands. She probably wanted me to hold her.


    “Come here, Emma-chan,” I said, deciding that it was too dangerous to let Charlotte-san continue holding her while she was so upset. I took Emma-chan from her and tried to calm her down. “There, there,” I started off by gently stroking her head to help her calm down. Emma-chan pressed her face against my chest and let me pat her head without fussing.


    “So, what happened?” I asked Charlotte-san in Japanese, while trying to soothe Emma-chan in my arms. She looked at Emma-chan with a troubled expression before slowly answering.


    “She suddenly said… she doesn’t want to go to preschool anymore…”


    “Huh? Why…?” I asked, surprised. Emma-chan had always seemed to enjoy going to daycare. What could have happened to make her change her mind so suddenly?


    “Well, it seems that today, Claire-chan was absent due to feeling unwell.”


    “Eh, is that really the reason?”


    “She won’t say anything else, so I’m not sure…”


    She doesn’t want to go to preschool anymore just because Claire-chan was absent? That’s a bit odd, right…? I turned my gaze toward Emma-chan, who was in my arms. She still had her face pressed against my chest and appeared to still be upset. She only ever did that when expressing her discontent. Her unhappiness persisted even though I was patting her head, which was quite unusual for her.


    “Sorry, Charlotte-san, but I think there must be another reason.”


    “Well, maybe you’re right…?”


    “Yeah, she should know that Claire-chan will be back to preschool once she feels better, if that was the issue. I could understand if she just didn’t want to go until Claire-chan returned, but saying she doesn’t want to go at all means there must be another reason.”


    “I was thinking the same thing, but she won’t tell me anything... Could it be that she’s being bullied…?”


    It was understandable that Charlotte-san would think that way. If Emma-chan refused to give a reason, then she was clearly hiding something. And if that were the case, we had to consider the possibility of bullying. Many children who are bullied are unable to tell their parents about it. Especially Emma-chan, who tended to be stubborn and self-centered. Such children were more likely to become targets of bullying. Moreover, there was a possibility that she was being bullied without realizing it. I knew all too well that young children could be cruel at times. It was dangerous to assume that there wasn’t any bullying just because they were young.


    “Anyway, let’s check the situation at the preschool first. The teachers might know something. I understand that you’re worried, but acting without knowing the full story could lead to a worse outcome.”


    “Aoyagi-kun... Yes, you’re right... I understand. I’ll ask them tomorrow.” Charlotte-san nodded after hearing my opinion, but she still looked worried as she gazed at Emma-chan. It was only natural that she would be worried, considering how suddenly Emma-chan had changed.


    “Charlotte-san, would it be okay if I went with you to the preschool tomorrow?” I couldn’t bear to let her shoulder this burden alone. Even though I knew it might be meddling too much, I couldn’t help but ask.


    “Is that okay...?”


    “If you don’t mind, I’d like to go.”


    “Thank you very much... Of course, I don’t mind. Please, Aoyagi-kun.”


    “Great, thanks.”


    I thanked Charlotte-san as she lowered her head. I was determined to get involved. I was going to find at least some kind of clue. However, I hoped that we were just overthinking things, and that Emma-chan was simply being a brat.


    —I did try asking Emma-chan afterward, but her answers were similar to what Charlotte-san had told me. So, we decided to go ahead with our plan to talk to the preschool teacher.


    “—Huh, Emma-chan said that...?”


    The next day, after Charlotte-san dropped off a sobbing Emma-chan at the preschool, the teacher who came out with her looked surprised when we told her the situation. She seemed to be around the same age as Miyu-sensei. She had beautiful, natural, and fluffy golden hair, and her skin was pure white without a single blemish. Moreover, her facial features suggested that she was also a foreigner.


    “Do you have any idea what might have caused this?”


    While observing the teacher’s facial expressions and gestures, I asked the question we were curious about. I deliberately didn’t mention what I had heard from Emma-chan. If I gave the teacher any preconceived notions, it might keep us from getting the information we wanted. If the teacher had something to hide, revealing what we knew might make it easier for her to evade our questions. That’s why I decided to probe for information rather than explain what we knew. I took on the responsibility of talking with the teacher, since I didn’t want to burden Charlotte-san with this unpleasant task.


    “That’s because... Claire-chan wasn’t here, right...?”


    That wasn’t something we had mentioned, so was it really just like Emma-chan had said? But still...


    “Yeah, that’s right. But, it’s hard to imagine she wouldn’t want to come to preschool anymore from that alone. We’re thinking there might be another reason.”


    As I said that, the teacher placed a hand to her mouth and began to think. It seems like she has some idea, but…why does she look so confused?


    “Um... How much does your boyfriend know about this preschool?”


    “B-boyfriend!?”


    When the preschool teacher said that I was her boyfriend, Charlotte-san’s face turned bright red, and she let out an astonished cry. I held back my laughter, placing my hand on her shoulder to restrain her as I spoke up, “I’m sorry for the confusion, but Bennett-san and I are just friends. My name is Akihito Aoyagi. Nice to meet you.”


    “Oh, I see. I thought you two looked good together, so I just assumed.”


    “Looked good together!?”


    “My bad, Charlotte-san. We’re getting off track here...”


    With a wry smile, I called out to Charlotte-san, who was still looking overly surprised. She didn’t have to react so honestly to such a social nicety... But seeing her reaction, I couldn’t help but wonder if mine and Akira’s misunderstanding wasn’t entirely unfounded.


    “I heard that this preschool was for foreign children living in Japan.”


    After smiling at Charlotte-san, who was bowing her head in apology, I answered honestly and then the preschool teacher smiled with a troubled expression.


    “Yes, that’s correct. However…even though they are foreign children, we primarily look after those who speak Japanese. After all, living in Japan often means that Japanese becomes their first language.”


    Once I heard her explanation, I reflexively looked at Charlotte-san. She looked pale as she shook her head, indicating that she hadn’t known this fact either.


    “I’m sorry… Maybe there’s a misunderstanding, but does that mean there are no children here who speak English?”


    “No, there are some, but very few. Emma-chan’s close friend, Claire-chan, can only speak English as well.”


    I’m starting to see why Emma-chan doesn’t want to go when Claire-chan isn’t there. And why the teacher had asked me what I knew about the preschool.


    “So, this facility is meant to prevent discrimination based on appearance...”


    “Yes, young children can be curious about things that are different from themselves, but they can also unconsciously hurt others with their words or avoid interacting with them altogether. So, parents who are afraid of this happening often send their children to this preschool.”


    “I see... But shouldn’t this have been explained during the enrollment process? Bennett-san seems to have been unaware of it, so why wasn’t she informed?”


    “Well…we do explain it when people apply, but… it was her mother, not her...”


    You’ve got to be kidding... Of course, it would be the parents who handle the paperwork, not Charlotte-san. But if what she said was true...


    “Did Mother knowingly send Emma to this preschool...?” Charlotte-san’s voice stiffened at the unbelievable revelation. Her eyes widened, and her gaze trembled with agitation.


    “For now, we understand the situation. How is Claire-chan today?” I stood in front of Charlotte-san as if to shield her from the conversation and spoke to the preschool teacher.


    “It seems her fever hasn’t gone down yet… I received a message saying she would be absent again today.”


    As expected, things wouldn’t go so smoothly… It can’t be helped I suppose, “In that case, we’re sorry for the inconvenience, but could you please keep an eye on Emma-chan as much as possible? It’s understandable that she would be upset if she doesn’t have any friends who speak the same language... We should probably take her home, but...”


    Both Charlotte-san and I had to go to school after this. Emma-chan had been staying home alone until now, so leaving her there might not be a problem, but taking her home now would definitely make us late. If Charlotte-san’s parents were to come pick her up, that would be fine, but I hadn’t met them even once since meeting her. And I’ve never seen any signs of them taking care of Charlotte-san and Emma-chan in the morning or evening.


    Their circumstances must be complicated, and we didn’t have the luxury to delve into that right now. For now, we had no choice but to leave Emma-chan in the hands of the preschool teacher.


    “Yeah, I understand. I’ve been keeping an eye on her as much as possible, so don’t worry.”


    “Thank you very much. In that case, please take care of her,” I bowed my head deeply, expressing my gratitude. Then, raising my head, I turned a smile towards Charlotte-san. “For now, let’s head to school. We can talk while walking there.”


    The first issue to be resolved was not the preschool but Charlotte-san’s situation. That’s why I quickly wrapped up the conversation with the preschool teacher and called out to Charlotte-san. It’s probably best not to let the preschool teacher hear the upcoming conversation. So, talking while we walked was the best option.


    “Mother, why did you do this...”


    As soon as we started walking towards school, Charlotte-san uttered those words. Leaving a child in a preschool where they can’t understand the language, isn’t that something a parent who cares for their child would avoid? It also seemed that it was deliberately hidden from Charlotte-san. It’s no wonder she’s upset.


    “Maybe they wanted to help Emma-chan learn Japanese quicker?”


    “That would be too forceful, and I don’t think it would work.”


    “Right.” Although immersing oneself in an environment where a language is spoken is effective for learning, if everyone around only speaks that language, you wouldn’t be able to understand the original meaning and thus wouldn’t learn it. And, since Emma-chan is young, such an act could instill fear in her so normally, you wouldn’t go about it like this


    “Is your mom a rather forceful person, Charlotte-san?” I didn’t know her mother and without knowing her personality first, I couldn’t understand her way of thinking.


    “No, she’s very kind and intelligent. At least, she wouldn’t do something so forceful like this,” It seemed that Charlotte-san’s mother was very similar to her. In that case, it’s even more difficult to understand why she would do such a thing.


    “Was there any reason why it had to be that preschool...?”


    Maybe there was a situation where she had no other choice but to push forward so forcefully. When I mentioned that, Charlotte-san’s expression immediately clouded over.


    “I don’t want to speak ill of my mother but…she’s been acting strange since a little before we came to Japan.”


    “Strange?”


    “When our trip to Japan was suddenly decided, she chose our living arrangements and the school I would attend without consulting me... Then, when I said I wanted to delay starting school because Emma’s paperwork was delayed, she opposed it. She insisted that I had to go to school.”


    “Th-that’s... pretty forceful, isn’t it? And leaving little Emma-chan at home for that reason too...”


    “To begin with, I don’t even know if the paperwork being late was true. I can’t imagine my mother making such a mistake with documents.”


    “But if you doubt her so much, everything will look suspicious...”


    “Ah... I-I’m sorry... You’re right, I lost my composure...”


    It was rare for Charlotte-san to complain about others like this. It’s likely her mental state isn’t great. And until now, she had been hiding her various anxieties and frustrations. Even so, it’s hard to believe that such a kind and intelligent person would act this way. I understood why Charlotte-san said she was acting strange. From her perspective, it might have felt like dealing with a completely different person.


    “Can’t you talk to your dad about it?”


    If her mother was acting strange, she should rely on her father. I carelessly asked her such, thinking it was the natural course of action. As a result, her expression stiffened in an instant.


    “Charlotte-san...?”


    “My father... he’s not here anymore... He passed away in an accident a few years ago...”


    “Ah, I-I’m sorry...!” I messed up—It was too late to regret it. Once the words were spoken, they couldn’t be taken back. Cursing my own thoughtlessness, I bowed my head to Charlotte-san. Then, she smiled at me.


    “It’s okay, it’s a thing of the past.” Her smile lacked strength as she spoke. I could clearly tell she was forcing herself to smile.


    “I’m really sorry, you can be angry with me...!”


    “I can’t be angry with you. Aoyagi-kun, you’ve helped me so much up until now, all I have is gratitude. Even with my father’s situation, it was because you were worried about me that you spoke out, right? That’s why I won’t be angry or anything like that.”


    “But...”


    “Please don’t blame yourself so much. Seeing you with a pained expression or blaming yourself is the most painful thing for me. I want you to always be smiling,” Charlotte-san said with a gentle smile, softly touching my cheek. Even though she’s the one who’s hurting right now and carrying so much on her shoulders. Even though she’s the one who needs someone to comfort her… What am I doing?


    “Thank you,” I won’t apologize anymore. I know she doesn’t want that. So instead, I showed her my smile. “I don’t know what your mom was thinking. So, could you tell me what you think first, Charlotte-san?”


    “You mean my thoughts...?”


    “I want to know what you want to do after learning of Emma-chan’s situation?”


    “I…” She paused for a moment, closing her eyes, “...I think it would be best to send Emma to a different preschool. But... that would mean we need to move...”


    There aren’t many preschools specifically for foreign children. Just as she thought, changing to a preschool where children who speak foreign languages, such as English, gather would require moving at the very least. It’s even questionable whether there’s one in the prefecture. Maybe she’s prepared to even be separated from her mother. If she’s hardly ever going home as it is, she might think that it wouldn’t make a difference if they were apart.


    “Do you think that’s the best, Charlotte-san?”


    “...I don’t know. I really don’t know...”


    Charlotte looked down with a pained expression when I questioned her.


    “Charlotte-san...”


    “Because, this is just... too much, isn’t it…? I thought I was finally getting used to this life... and becoming close with you, Aoyagi-kun... Emma wouldn’t want to be separated from you either... and I don’t want to move either... Please tell me, Aoyagi-kun... What should I do...?”


    With a tearful expression, she looked into my eyes and told me her innermost thoughts. That’s a relief. If she had decided to move away without hesitation, I wouldn’t have had the right to say anything. But if she’s lost—relying on me then… I can still step in.


    “I’ll think of a solution, too. So, Charlotte-san, don’t rush. First, let’s talk to your mom properly. There might just be a misunderstanding.”


    Even if I didn’t mention it, if she confronted her mother, she might tell Charlotte-san what she was thinking. And if that happens, then maybe we can find a solution to this problem. First, I’ll have her talk to her mother. In the meantime, I’ll figure something out.


    “I understand... I’ll talk to my mother for now.”


    “Yeah, that’s a good idea. Let’s hurry up a bit. We’ve been taking it slow, so we might be late at this rate.”


    “Yes, you’re right...”


    After confirming that Charlotte-san nodded, I took a step forward.


    “—Aoyagi-kun.”


    “Hm?”


    “Please let me do this, just for a little while...”


    As I wondered what she meant, Charlotte-san suddenly hugged my arm tightly, and then she rested her head on my shoulder.


    “Ch-Charlotte-san...?”


    “Just for a little while... Please...”


    She’s more fragile than I thought… This must have been a huge shock to her.


    “Alright, let’s stay like this for a little while.”


    I lent my shoulder to Charlotte-san until the very last moment. My heart was pounding so fast it hurt, but if this could heal her, it was worth it. And, even though I knew it wasn’t the best time, I was happy to be like this with her.


    —Afterward, Charlotte-san slowly let go of me, and we hurried towards school.


    



    ◆


    



    “—Did your mom really say no to moving and to changing Emma-chan’s preschool?”


    After dinner and confirming Emma-chan had fallen asleep, I was told the result of the phone conversation between Charlotte-san and her mother.


    “Yes... I don’t know anymore... Has my mother stopped caring about us...?”


    She never comes home and doesn’t even try to help Emma-chan. From an outsider’s perspective, it looks like she’s neglecting her child. However, Charlotte-san’s family is a single-parent household, and her mother is working hard at her job, so there’s a good chance she just doesn’t have any spare time. That’s why I can’t say anything reckless.


    “She’s a kind mother, right? I can’t imagine someone like that not caring about you and her family.”


    “But, my mother... she might resent me...”


    “Resent you...? Why...?”


    “Because it’s my fault that Dad—I-I’m sorry...! I’ll go home now...!”


    Charlotte-san started to say something, but instead picked up the sleeping Emma-chan and left the room. She probably didn’t want me to hear it. From the words I heard halfway, I could somewhat guess what she meant...


    “I don’t know the situation back then, so I can’t say for sure... but does her mom really resent her...?”


    Her father passed away a few years ago. And until a little before they came to Japan, her mother was said to be kind and intelligent. In that case, her mother had been kind for several years even after her father’s accident. If she resented her, it would have shown in her actions long ago. So, this must be Charlotte-san overthinking things. However, that also means there isn’t much time left. She’s already on the verge of becoming paranoid. The stress that had been building up until now is probably overflowing because of this incident. If things continue like this, it’ll only wear down her mental state more. I want to resolve this issue quickly and ease Charlotte-san’s burden. But—


    “Is this really the right way...?”


    I spent the whole day at school and at home thinking about a solution. And I did find a way to solve the problem without moving, but it would center around Emma-chan. It wouldn’t be a problem for me, but it could be a considerable burden for her. Moreover, would Emma-chan even want to do it this way? Maybe I’m just imposing my own feelings because I don’t want to be separated from them. Is this really the right thing to do? Is this the best way? I was losing confidence in my own thoughts.


    “......”


    What should I do? As I was struggling with these thoughts, I found myself unconsciously gripping my smartphone. And then, I looked at my list of contacts.


    “It’s pretty late, so it would probably be a bother... but...”


    I spotted a certain name and decided to take the plunge after a little thought.


    “—Hello. I’m sorry for calling so late, it’s Aoyagi.”


    《What’s up, calling at this hour? It’s rare for you to call, isn’t it?》


    The voice on the phone was that of a mature woman, our homeroom teacher, Miyu-sensei.


    “I’m sorry... um, I have something I need to discuss with you, Miyu-sensei...”


    《A discussion, huh... Are you at home now?》


    “Huh? Yes, I am, but...”


    《Is Charlotte with you?》


    “No, she’s not, but...”


    《I see. In that case, I’ll park my car near your apartment, so come out when I contact you.》


    “B-but, aren’t you already at home, Sensei...?”


    《Don’t worry about it, your place is close to mine. I’ll head over right away, so just wait a bit.》


    She’s coming all the way here at this hour...? She truly is a kind and caring teacher.


    “Thank you very much, Sensei. However, I don’t want Charlotte-san to notice, so...”


    《Understood, I’ll keep my distance. Aoyagi, just come out when your smartphone rings.》 With that, she hung up the phone. All I had to do now was wait for Miyu-sensei to arrive. As I waited with that thought, my smartphone vibrated about ten minutes later.


    “Hello.”


    《I’ve arrived. The location is—》


    After asking where she had parked, I left the room, trying not to make too much noise. As I headed towards the location, I found Miyu-sensei waiting for me, having just gotten out of her car.


    “Sorry for making you go out of your way...”


    “No, it’s fine. More importantly, let’s head somewhere else.”


    “Are you sure?”


    “You don’t want Charlotte to notice, right? How about we go for a drive somewhere farther away?”


    “...But it’s already quite late, isn’t it?”


    “We could go to a nearby family restaurant, but it would be troublesome if we were seen by a student or something, right? There’s nothing to feel guilty about and it’s not like we couldn’t keep them quiet, but it’s better to play it safe and avoid any issues. It’s for your sake as well.”


    I decided not to ask about her ability to keep people quiet. Going somewhere farther away was concerning, but a welcome suggestion. I might as well take advantage of Miyu-sensei’s kindness.


    “Thank you, then. I’ll take you up on that.”


    “Sure, get in.”


    “—By the way, you’ll be driving safely, right…?” As I fastened my seatbelt, I suddenly had a bad feeling and decided to ask Miyu-sensei, just in case.


    “What do you take me for? I’ve never been caught for a traffic violation, you know?”


    “I’m glad to hear that.”


    For some reason, I had the impression that Miyu-sensei would be a reckless driver. There were rumors that she used to be a delinquent, a member of a biker gang, or even the legendary leader of a ladies’ gang. Of course, I knew those were just baseless rumors.


    “Got any place in mind you’d like to go?”


    “Not really, so I’ll leave it up to your recommendation, Miyu-sensei.”


    “Alrighty then, let’s go see the ocean.”


    “.........” Wouldn’t it be too dark to see the ocean…? Those were my thoughts, but since I had already agreed to let her decide, I couldn’t complain.


    “Alright, that’s fine.”


    As I nodded, Miyu-sensei slowly started the car. Her driving was very careful. She never made sudden starts or stops, and she always followed the speed limit. When stopping at a traffic light, she would gently apply the brakes, ease off for a moment just before stopping to reduce the impact, and then press down again. It was very comfortable to ride in her car. I see, so this is how driving should be done.


    “...Aoyagi, are you always like this?”


    “Huh?”


    “You’re observing my driving right now, aren’t you? Is that how you learn various things?”


    It seemed that she had noticed me watching her from the corner of my eye. Even though she hadn’t looked at me once, she really seemed to be beyond human.


    “Well, not always, but I do try to watch and learn when I find something interesting.”


    “As expected. Do you want to drive?”


    “Yes, it’s quite inconvenient in Okayama without a car, so in that sense, I’d like to be able to drive.”


    “Heh, that’s a very you-like answer. Most people your age would be more interested in the car itself.”


    “Is that so? I don’t really talk about that kind of stuff, so I wouldn’t know. Akira is more into soccer than cars.”


    Maybe if I had more friends, things would be different, but the only person I talk to about hobbies is Akira. Charlotte-san doesn’t count, since she’s not a guy.


    “I can see you choosing a car based on fuel efficiency rather than appearance.”


    “That’s true.”


    “You know, if you’re going on a date, having a cool car can leave quite the impression on the girl, don’t you think?”


    “I don’t think I’d get along with someone who judges based on cars rather than the person.”


    “Heh…well, Charlotte probably wouldn’t care about the car’s appearance anyway.”


    “ —Wha!?” I looked at her in surprise, and Miyu-sensei smirked mischievously, glancing at my face. She really likes these kinds of conversations, huh….


    “Charlotte-san has nothing to do with this…”


    “Oh, don’t try to hide it. I bet you’re learning how to drive just so you can take Charlotte on a drive date in the future, right?”


    “What a wild imagination you have... I’m just learning because it’s a skill I’ll need in the future.” Well, I do think that I want to go on a drive date with Charlotte-san like this.


    “Anyway, can we get to the main topic?”


    If I let her continue, she’d just keep teasing me. I wanted to get to the main point as soon as possible. But—


    “It’s serious enough for you to consult with me, right? I can’t really think about it while driving with one hand. When we get to our destination, I’ll be all ears.”


    Yeah, as Miyu-sensei said, this was a matter that needed to be taken seriously. It wasn’t a good idea to bring it up while she was driving.


    “That’s right, I didn’t have a chance to ask earlier, but did you enjoy Charlotte’s welcoming party?”


    “Yeah, it was fun. Well, there were various things that happened...”


    “I heard that you blew into Charlotte’s ear?”


    “How did you know that!?” Who told this teacher about it!? Was it Akira!? It must have been him...!


    “Haha, it’s fine, isn’t it? Charlotte must have been happy too, right?”


    “She wasn’t happy... She has sensitive ears, so she let out a strange sound and looked embarrassed.”


    “...No, well. You guys look to be making good progress.”


    “Huh?”


    For some reason, Miyu-sensei gave me a meaningful look, but I just tilted my head in confusion.


    “It’s nothing. Just... it’s rare for Shimizu to get involved with you.”


    “...So in other words, you’re completely aware of everything that happened, aren’t you?”


    I assumed as much since she knew not only about Charlotte-san but also about who led the events.


    “Don’t say such bad things. All I know is how you and Charlotte were doing, nothing more.”


    Akira probably spilled everything. Other people wouldn’t care about my actions, let alone Charlotte-san’s.


    “Well, I don’t really understand Shimizu-san. I think she’s a person who tries to improve the mood of the class without thinking about the consequences. However, in that case—she never interfered when I was involved.”


    “Ah, she’s the type who thinks the opposite of you. The fact that she never clashed with you until now must have been because she had her own reasons to avoid it.”


    “But during the welcoming party, she interacted with me quite a bit. There was also a side of her that I hadn’t recognized before...”


    The Shimizu-san at the café was different from how I’ve known her until now. It felt like she was bending her own principles. Even the last round of the King’s Game had the potential to create a bad vibe among the boys due to jealousy. She would normally have avoided such situations before. I still don’t understand the purpose of having me blow into Charlotte’s ear...


    “How does Shimizu appear to you, Aoyagi?”


    “A perceptive girl who can read the mood, pretending to be a cheerful gyaru who easily blends into the class, I guess.”


    “Heh, just like me. But she’s the type who won’t do anything meaningless, even if her way of thinking is different from yours. There must have been some kind of intention behind it, I suppose.”


    “...A cause for concern, huh. Maybe she’s planning to do something to Charlotte-san...”


    If I were to find meaning in her actions at the café, it would be that she wanted to harass Charlotte-san. However—


    “Really? I don’t think that’s the case,” Miyu-sensei didn’t seem to think so.


    “Why do you think that?”


    “Shimizu is a straightforward person, believe it or not. At the very least, she’s not the type to hurt others. You thought so too, didn’t you?”


    “That’s true, but...”


    “There must have been some reason, but it wasn’t to set anyone up. ...Well, I have a rough idea of what Shimizu was thinking, though...”


    Miyu-sensei seems to trust Shimizu-san. I couldn’t hear what she said at the end, but if this teacher says so, it’s probably fine then.


    “Anyway, you have other worries, right? Leave Shimizu alone.”


    Did she bring up the welcome party just to say that? She probably wanted me to focus only on the problem I’m currently facing. As always, I can’t hold a candle to Miyu-sensei...


    “Right, I’m already occupied with what’s in front of me, so I won’t worry about it.”


    “That’s good.”


    With that, Miyu-sensei fell silent. I looked away from her and gazed at the night view outside the car window, waiting to arrive at our destination.


    



    ◆


    



    “—Is this the observation deck on Mt. Washu[1]...?”


    “It’s a great spot to view the Seto Inland Sea, isn’t it? Thanks to the full moon, we can see the sea clearly.”


    “No, um, this place is...”


    “On Saturday nights and holidays, the Seto Ohashi Bridge[2] is lit up, making the view even more beautiful.”


    “M-Miyu-sensei? Isn’t this place... a date spot?” Indeed, this place is known as a night drive dating course. If someone were to see us here, it wouldn’t be a joking matter...


    “Haha, even you know about dating spots.”


    “This isn’t something to laugh about...”


    “My bad, my bad. Once you get your driver’s license, you should bring Charlotte here. I think she’ll be happy.”


    “Haaah... Miyu-sensei, could you please stop teasing me?” I don’t know what she’s up to, but Miyu-sensei has been teasing me about Charlotte-san a lot lately. I don’t have the time to deal with that.


    “Can we get to the main topic now?”


    “Tsk... impatient men are unattractive, you know?”


    “I think a teacher who teases their students is also questionable.”


    “Fine, fine. Go ahead and talk.”


    Since Miyu-sensei was willing to listen, I told her everything that had happened so far. Of course, I kept Charlotte-san’s private matters hidden, but Miyu-sensei probably already knew about them from handling the paperwork, though. She just listened quietly to my story. And then—


    “Aoyagi, you really are the kindest person...” For some reason, she gave me a gentle smile.


    “Kind...?”


    “The reason you’re unsure about your approach is because you care so much about Charlotte’s sister. You already have an answer, but you don’t want to burden her even a little bit. Isn’t that right?” Miyu-sensei accurately pinpointed my thoughts. As I thought, it was the right decision to consult with her.


    “Yes, Emma-chan is still young… So, I believe it’s best to find a solution without burdening her. But, my approach is...”


    “You probably understand Charlotte’s sister the best, since you’ve experienced something similar. So, your thoughts, having overcome those challenges, will surely lead you to the right path.” Miyu-sensei knew all about my past. To her, my past situation and Emma-chan’s current one must seem similar.


    “But I can’t do the same for her. Emma-chan is a girl, and her situation is different from mine.”


    Her problem lies in her inability to communicate with others. My past solution won’t be enough for her. Moreover, I can’t imagine that what I did in the past would work for a girl. That’s why I need to change my approach a bit, but it still feels like a heavy burden. That’s why I can’t make up my mind.


    “Even so, you have a plan, right? Then you should just try it. Don’t worry, it’ll be fine. Her sister has you and Charlotte as her emotional support. And from what I’ve heard, as long as that girl Claire is around, she’ll be okay. That means you have plenty of time and leeway to come up with a plan, right?”


    “Charlotte-san and I, as emotional support...”


    “When people overcome something, they need something to hold onto. Just like you’ve done time and time again in the past.” That might be true. Because we have support, we can face our challenges without breaking. “And besides, with your adaptability, I’m sure you’ll be able to handle Charlotte’s sister’s situation without burdening her too much, right?”


    “If I could do that, I wouldn’t be struggling...” That’s why I came to consult with her in the first place.


    “First, just try it. I’m sure you can do it, Aoyagi. Hmm… Why not think about what you mean to Charlotte’s sister, that might help you find the answer.”


    Miyu-sensei spoke with a smile and with those words, a certain idea crossed my mind. It won’t be easy not to burden her, but what if I don’t make her feel burdened? Yeah, if I make her think of it as a game.


    “It seems you’ve found an answer.” Miyu-sensei must have guessed from my expression and she smiled gently again.


    “Yes, I’m fine now. Thank you for listening to me.”


    “Well, it’s a teacher’s job to listen to their students’ concerns. Besides, I’m glad you came to me for advice.”


    “You’re glad?”


    “Yeah... I thought we finally built that kind of relationship. You have a bad habit of trying to solve everything on your own, probably because you can handle most things by yourself. But this time, you relied on me, your teacher. That makes me happy.”


    I must be causing a lot of worry for Miyu-sensei. Yet, instead of looking annoyed, she listened to my concerns seriously. Meeting this teacher was truly a stroke of luck for me.


    “Thank you, Miyu-sensei...”


    “I’ve already heard that. Anyway, we came to see the sea. Let’s enjoy the view for a bit before we head back.”


    Miyu-sensei must really like beautiful scenery. Just as she said, she seemed to be planning to enjoy the view for a short while. However, I’m sorry, but… I had one more favor to ask of her.


    “Excuse me, Sensei. Actually, since I’ve decided to do it, there’s one more thing I want to ask you.”


    “What is it?”


    “I know it’s still a bit away, but could you let me take half a day off from school?”


    I’ll be entering the preparation period soon, but the actual execution will be on a weekday. I wanted to support Emma-chan during that time, so I had no choice but to ask for time off. However, upon hearing my words, Miyu-sensei’s eyes widened, and she gasped.


    “Are you... serious...?” Her voice was slightly tense as she narrowed her eyes and stared intently at my face. I nodded in response to her, and then she let out a big sigh.


    “The special recommendation you’ve been aiming for since entering this school requires perfect attendance. If you take a day off, it will become virtually impossible to get that recommendation, you know?”


    That’s right, I was currently aiming for a special recommendation at my school. This special recommendation was a privilege granted only to a limited number of high schools by a certain prestigious university, which would exempt the students from all tuition and dormitory fees. However, the conditions were extremely strict, and no one from our school had received a special recommendation in the past few years. Giving up my perfect attendance here would mean giving up on that special recommendation. But still—.


    “That’s true, but I can’t just leave Emma-chan like this. Even though we were only together for a short time, she’s already become very precious to me. If she’s sad, I want to be there for her. Besides, there are other universities I can go to even if I don’t get the special recommendation.”


    I shrugged my shoulders and smiled at Miyu-sensei. At that, she placed her hand on her forehead and looked up at the sky.


    “Tsk…You... I can’t believe you. The stakes are different for you, aren’t they? Giving up on your desired university wasn’t supposed to be such an easy decision.”


    “It’s fine. Besides, I’ve been thinking about it. Maybe it’s okay to graduate from high school and get a job right away. That way, I can support myself on my own.” I tried my best to sound cheerful while shrugging my shoulders. However, Miyu-sensei just glared at my face.


    “You... You’re not really giving up on your own life, are you?”


    I shook my head from side to side with a smile in response to her question. Then, she let out a huge sigh with an incredibly exasperated look on her face. “Haaah... Fine. I’ll ask the principal to consider this as volunteer work and treat it as an excused absence.”


    “Can you really do that...?”


    “Normally, it would apply to disaster volunteer work, but if the school approves the activity, it should be possible. Our high school should be considering recommending you through a special recommendation slot, after all.”


    “Thank you so much...”


    “I’ll contact the preschool and get their approval as well. They have their own position to consider, so we must do our best to accommodate them. I’ll handle that part, so you talk to Charlotte properly. Without her consent, I won’t give my permission either,” Miyu-sensei spoke and gently patted my head. I really can’t compete with her...


    “Thank you for everything...”


    “It’s fine, it’s for my cute student.”


    “.........”


    “—Hey, Aoyagi.”


    “Yes...?”


    “I know it’s strange for me to say this to someone who’s been betrayed by so many people, but... There are people who will stand by your side. Don’t try to bear it all on your own, you can rely on me, Saionji, and Charlotte from now on.”


    Miyu-sensei’s expression as she said that was incredibly gentle. Her face and personality were completely different, but her expression reminded me of someone else.


    “I understand... Thank you very much...”


    As I expressed my gratitude, Miyu-sensei shifted her gaze to the sea without saying anything else. I watched her from the corner of my eye and gazed at the ocean together with her.


    



    ◆


    



    “—Charlotte-san, can you leave this matter to me?”


    The next day, I immediately spoke with Charlotte-san about it. She listened quietly and then slowly opened her mouth.


    “Aoyagi-kun... Are you really...”


    “I’m sorry for being selfish. But I want you to trust me.”


    After all, this is a problem for the Bennett family. No matter what I do, I need Charlotte-san’s permission. That’s why Miyu-sensei told me to get her permission as well.


    “I always... believe in you...” She nodded with a gentle smile, tears welling up in her eyes. It seemed she acknowledged my thoughts.


    “Thank you, Charlotte-san.”


    “No... I’m sorry, it’s our problem… yet I can’t do anything...”


    “It doesn’t matter whose problem it is. If someone is in trouble, we help them. Isn’t that obvious?”


    “Aoyagi-kun...” Charlotte-san looked up at me with moist eyes. Her cheeks were flushed, and I almost reached out to touch her head. But then—


    “Onii-chan, wanna play?”


    Emma-chan, who had been quietly sitting in my arms, couldn’t wait any longer. In the end, I played with her for a little while, then took her back to Charlotte-san’s place. After that, Charlotte-san and I headed to school.


    



    ◆


    



    “Emma-chan, how about we play Otedama[3]?”


    “Otedama?”


    Emma-chan, who came to play at my place with Charlotte-san, tilted her head when she heard the word Otedama. She probably doesn’t know what it is, so I showed her the cat-faced beanbags I bought on the way home. Seeing it, Emma-san smiled cutely.


    “Kitty...!”


    “That’s right, it’s a kitty. We play with it like this,” I tossed the three beanbags up in the air, making sure Emma-chan could see. Then, I threw the ones that fell back down immediately, making the three beanbags dance in the air one after another.


    “Wow!” Emma, who was following the three beanbags with her eyes, clapped her hands happily. So cute. “Onii-chan, Emma too! Emma wants to do it!”


    It seemed that I successfully piqued her interest.


    “Okay, Emma-chan.” I handed her one beanbag first. However—


    “Hrmm...” Emma-chan made a dissatisfied face at me. She probably wants to do it with three.


    “First, let’s get the hang of it with just one, alright?”


    If I let her do it with three right away, the little girl would surely fail, and she might lose her motivation. So, I wanted her to have a successful experience first.


    “Once you can do it with one, you can increase the number, okay?”


    As Emma-chan looked dissatisfied, Charlotte-san, who already shared my thoughts, followed up with a smile. With that, Emma-chan started imitating me with one beanbag.


    “I did it.”


    With only one, she quickly grasped the concept. It seemed like she learned by watching my movements. This girl is scatterbrained, but she has good reflexes. She learns quickly and has good intuition, so I thought she could do this easily.


    “Now, let’s try it with two.”


    “Mmh.”


    I handed Emma another beanbag. Then, Emma tried to do it with two but suddenly stopped.


    “What’s wrong?”


    “Nhh.”


    When I called out to her, she held out the beanbag I had just given her. Maybe she’s already bored of it...?


    “I think she wants you to show her an example.”


    “Aah, I see.”


    Understanding Emma-chan’s intention from Charlotte-san’s words, I slowly alternated throwing the two beanbags to make it easy for Emma-chan to see. She seemed to be intently watching my hand movements. Despite being young, she was grasping it properly. I felt like it would be good to have her do sports in the future.


    “Can you do it?” After showing her the example several times, I asked her. She nodded vigorously and took the beanbag from my hand.


    “Like this...”


    Then, she skillfully threw the two beanbags alternately. It’s not too difficult to throw two beanbags, since we have two hands after all. The important thing is whether you can match the heights when you throw them. In that regard, the two beanbags Emma-chan threw reached almost the same height at their peak. If the heights were uneven, it wouldn’t look good, but she was doing it properly.


    “One more?” Emma-chan seemed to understand that she could do it, and she tilted her head and asked for another beanbag. However, we shouldn’t rush here. Even if she could do it, the difficulty would increase next. Besides, if she could do it so easily, Emma-chan might get bored. Let’s hold off for just a little bit.


    “Let’s get used to doing it with two before trying the third one.”


    “Mmh.”


    Oh, she obediently listened. It seemed like she was enjoying doing it with two as well. After that, I increased the number when Emma-chan showed a dissatisfied expression, but she easily managed to do it with three as well. She’s surprisingly skillful, this girl...


    “—At this rate, it should be okay, right...?”


    Charlotte-san, who had been watching Emma-chan, asked in a small voice so Emma-chan wouldn’t hear.


    “It’s still early, though. More importantly, how much Japanese has Emma-chan learned?”


    “Just greetings, I suppose... I’ve been teaching her Japanese since we started coming to your house, but she’s so eager to play that she doesn’t concentrate on learning...”


    “Well, that can’t be helped. She can learn Japanese slowly from now on.”


    “You’re really reliable, aren’t you, Aoyagi-kun?”


    “N-not really, it’s just...” Rather, it’s frustrating that I can only be helpful in such small ways.


    “I’m happy to have met you, Aoyagi-kun.”


    “Huh, what do you mean by that...?”


    “Ah... n-nothing, never mind.”


    Surprised, I looked at her face, and Charlotte-san covered her mouth with both hands and turned away. Her visible side profile was turning bright red, all the way up to her ears. I don’t think…I’m misunderstanding at all.


    —In the end, Emma-chan mastered Otedama that day, so I started teaching her Kendama[4] the next day. As she learned new skills one after another, I was working on making something at the same time. Everything was ready after about two weeks of teaching. Of course, during that time, Emma-chan had resumed going to preschool. As soon as Claire-chan started going again, Emma-chan didn’t mind going either. And finally—the day of action arrived.


    “I’m Akihito Aoyagi and today, I’m participating as a volunteer. Nice to meet you.” That morning, I went to the preschool as a volunteer. However, I wasn’t the only volunteer today.


    “Likewise, I’m Charlotte Bennett. I apologize for any inconvenience, but I hope we can get along.”


    Charlotte-san also insisted on participating. When she heard that I was volunteering, she said it would be strange if she didn’t participate as well and wouldn’t back down. Miyu-sensei agreed that what she said made sense, so she allowed it. I have to prepare myself for strange rumors to spread in the classroom this afternoon.


    “Both of you, do your best today.” The preschool teacher who would be supervising us today greeted us with a gentle smile. This teacher was the person who had been cooperating with us at the center of this matter. We had already been exchanging messages for several days, so we were quite familiar with each other.


    “Aoyagi-kun, you can do whatever you like, okay? If anything happens, we’ll follow up.”


    “Understood. I’ll take you up on your offer.”


    I bowed to the teacher and looked for the girl who would be our target. I saw a girl hiding in the shadow of the playground equipment, watching us, but she wasn’t the one we were looking for now. There was a cheerful and curious girl—found her.


    I spotted a girl holding her mother’s hand and talking loudly. According to the teacher, she was a kind and popular girl at the center of her class. Even though she couldn’t speak English, she seemed to care about Emma-chan and Claire-chan. I had decided that she would be the first one to win over. I adjusted Emma-chan’s position and direction and gently tapped her shoulder twice.


    “Hmm...?” Emma-chan pulled out three beanbags from her preschool bag and began to throw them up into the air one by one.


    “—Ah... Mama, Emma-can is doing something...!”


    As planned, the little girl pulled her mother’s hand and came over to where Emma-chan was.


    “Big brother, what’s this?”


    “This is called Otedama,” I explained with a smile as I crouched down to the girl, who called out to me rather than Emma-chan. The girl’s gaze shifted away from me and focused intently on Emma-chan, who was trying her best at juggling. After she juggled for several seconds and stopped, the girl gave her a round of applause.


    “Emma-chan, you’re so good!” The girl praised her with a cute smile, and Emma-chan smiled back while opening her mouth.


    “Thank, you.”


    “Wow, Emma-chan, you can speak Japanese now!?” The girl excitedly approached Emma-chan when she heard her speak Japanese. However, she looked up at me with a troubled expression.


    “I’m sorry, she can only speak a little,” I told the girl on her behalf. Emma-chan could currently only speak a few words, like simple greetings, words of gratitude, and compliments.


    Charlotte-san had already taught her the greetings, so I taught her how to say thank you and give compliments. I taught her compliments so she could understand when other children praised her. Most kids feel happy when they’re praised, and Emma-chan especially loved it. So, I taught her how to say thank you in response to compliments as well.


    Fortunately, Emma-chan seemed to treat her Japanese lessons with me as a fun activity, and she happily learned the words. I think that’s why she picked them up so quickly. However—


    “Is that so…” When the girl found out Emma-chan couldn’t speak Japanese, she looked down, disappointed. I handed the girl a bundle of cards tied together.


    “What’s this?”


    “These cards have Japanese written on one side and English on the other. If you want to tell Emma-chan something, find the card with the words you want to say and give it to her with the English side facing up, okay? That way, she’ll understand what you’re trying to say. If possible, I’d be happy if you could read the Japanese aloud before giving her the card.”


    These cards were like vocabulary cards, modeled after word cards with hiragana written on one side and English on the other. They had sentences instead of single words, and I had picked out phrases that were likely to be used in everyday conversation. I had made enough for each of Emma-chan’s classmates. Of course, I had also given Emma-chan a set of cards with the order slightly changed.


    “With these, can I talk to Emma-chan?”


    “That’s right.”


    “Wow...!” The girl happily began searching through the cards. I had arranged them in alphabetical order, but since they were sentences, it might be difficult for her to find the right one. However, she would probably get used to it over time.


    “Emma-chan, here...!” The little girl found the card she was looking for and handed it to Emma-chan with the opposite side facing up. As expected, she wasn’t going to read it aloud. I had wanted Emma-chan to learn Japanese words and their meanings by hearing them spoken, but I guess this couldn’t be helped. Forcing a young child might only make them dislike it.


    “Let’s be, friends...” She read the English version of the card aloud and looked at the girl’s face. The girl responded with a very adorable smile and nodded. “Mm!” Emma also nodded happily and began searching for a card. When she found the card she was looking for, she handed it to the girl with the opposite side facing up.


    “Nice to meet you—Wow, is it okay!?”


    It seemed that the card she had handed over was the “Nice to meet you” card. The girl happily took Emma-chan’s hand and began to frolic about excitedly. Seeing this, other children gathered around, curious about what was happening. The girl, who was popular in the class, was now having a lively conversation with Emma-chan, who had never talked to anyone other than Claire-chan before. This naturally drew everyone’s attention. Just one more push should do it.


    “Emma-chan, shall we try playing kendama next?”


    “Mm!”


    When I called out to Emma, she nodded enthusiastically. She wasn’t intimidated by the crowd surrounding her. She must have a strong spirit. She’s definitely suited for being an athlete. While Emma-chan took out her kendama, I made eye contact with Charlotte-san and the preschool teacher, whom I had arranged a plan with beforehand. As Emma-chan began playing with the kendama—.


    “ “Hello, Turtle~ Mr. Turtle~♪” ”


    Charlotte-san and the preschool teacher clapped their hands and sang the famous turtle song in beautiful harmony. Emma-chan skillfully placed the ball on the large and medium plates in time with the song. I heard that this preschool teaches Japanese culture through kendama play. And to make it more familiar to the children, they sing the “Moshikame” song while playing.


    



    
      
    


    



    I really wanted Emma-chan to sing too, but she seemed too embarrassed and refused. So this time, only Charlotte-san and the preschool teacher are singing. However—


    “ “ “ “ “ “—Over there～the mountain’s～foot～♪” ” ” ” ” ”


    Like a chorus of frogs, the gathered children began to sing along, and a mysterious sense of unity was born. Perhaps it was because the preschool teacher, who usually sings with them, and Charlotte-san, who has a gentle appearance that even young children can easily become attached to, were singing that the children joined in as well. So far, everything was going according to plan. Now, all that was left was—


    “Aren’t you going to join in?” I stepped out of the center of the circle and spoke to the girl hiding behind the playground equipment.


    “Claire… can’t sing...” The girl—Claire-chan, lowered her eyes sadly. Maybe she couldn’t sing yet because it was a Japanese song.


    “Do you know the lyrics?”


    “…?”


    “The words of the song, you know.”


    “I know...”


    “Then, let’s sing here with your big brother. It’s okay if you can’t sing it properly. Songs are meant to be enjoyed, after all.”


    When I consciously made a gentle smile and said that, Claire-chan nodded, seemingly understanding my thoughts. And so, we began to sing together.


    “—Emma-chan, that was amazing! Hey, hey, one more time!”


    As the song ended and Emma-chan stopped her kendama performance, the girl from earlier spoke to her with a smile. However, Emma-chan seemed troubled as she tilted her head, unable to understand the latter half of the girl’s words. Then, the girl began searching for a card and handed it to Emma-chan. With that, she seemed to understand what the girl wanted to say and nodded with a smile, readying her kendama again. By now, the children gathered here should have understood that Emma-chan and that girl were communicating with each other through cards.


    “Alright, everyone~! Since Emma-chan looks like she wants to do it again, let’s all sing along with her one more time~!” This time, the preschool teacher took the lead, and with that, everyone started singing from the beginning. While singing, I gently pulled Claire-chan’s hand. “It’s okay now, right?” When we made eye contact, Claire-chan nodded. She was just shy, but she could actually sing the song. So, now that she was singing, she could join the circle.


    —And so, the “Turtle and Hare” chorus centered around Emma-chan ended with great excitement. After that, many children came to get cards from me, and a card-passing battle began between Emma-chan and Claire-chan. It seemed that everyone wanted to try talking to them. It was so intense that the two of them almost got crushed, but the preschool teachers stopped them, and after that, they took turns exchanging cards properly, so there didn’t seem to be any problems. However, since children from other classes joined in as well, the prepared cards were nowhere near enough.


    “—Preschool teacher-san, some children might not be able to read yet, so please give them these cards.”


    I caught the preschool teacher who was organizing the children in line and handed her a set of cards with cats expressing various emotions—joy, anger, sorrow, and pleasure. Even if they couldn’t understand the words, they could still communicate their feelings through these cards and gestures. I had prepared these cards for children who couldn’t read yet.


    “You’ve really thought of everything... Now I understand why Hanazawa-sensei insisted on having you here. We would love to have you work with us.”


    “Ahaha, thank you. But it went well not just because of me, but also because of Emma-chan, the girl who first approached her, and the preschool teachers and Charlotte-san. I just provided the opportunity.”


    It was only because there were people to guide the children that we were able to form a circle with Emma-chan at the center. It would have been impossible for me to do this alone. Now, not only Emma-chan but also Claire-chan is happily smiling, so I’m glad that it worked out well.


    “Um, by the way...”


    “What’s the matter?”


    “Well... I’m sorry to add more work, but I think that just using those cards might not be enough for effective communication in the future. Also, there’s a chance that the children might find it bothersome. Would it be okay to ask for your support in this...?”


    I can only be here for half a day, so I have no choice but to leave the rest to the preschool teachers. From their perspective, it might seem like I’ve just increased their workload. Still, all I can do is bow my head and ask for their help. However—


    “Of course, leave it to us. Our job is to watch over the children as they grow and enjoy themselves with smiles on their faces. So, if it makes them happy, we’ll do whatever it takes.”


    The preschool teacher responded with a warm smile. It seems like this preschool is blessed with wonderful teachers. I can trust them to take care of Emma-chan.


    “Thank you very much.”


    “You’re welcome. And thank you, Aoyagi-kun. If you ever get the necessary qualifications, you’re always welcome to come and work with us.”


    “Ahaha... I’ll keep that in mind.”


    Although it’s fun to take care of the children, I wouldn’t be able to keep up with them. Charlotte-san would be more suitable for that I believe.


    “—Big brother, wanna play?”


    While I was talking to the nursery teacher, the girl who first approached Emma-chan clung to my leg. It seemed that she came to me because Emma-chan was surrounded by other children.


    “Since you’re volunteering until noon, could you also play with these kids?”


    “Yes, of course. Big brother will play with you, okay?”


    “Yay!”


    After nodding to the nursery teacher, I crouched down and faced the girl, who raised her hands in triumph. Then, the children who were left out from Emma-chan and Claire-chan’s group all came rushing towards me at once—And they did so with a furious dash.


    “Wai—!?”


    “Hehe, it looks like you’re quite popular with the children. I think people who are liked by children are wonderful.”


    “Um, preschool teacher-san!? Instead of just standing there smiling, could you please help me!?”


    After that, I was overwhelmed and pushed down by a large number of children who came rushing at me—By the way, Emma-chan had witnessed this scene, got jealous, and went on a rampage, but that’s a secret just between us.
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    “—Th-that was a terrible experience...”


    After finishing our morning volunteer work, Charlotte-san and I were on our way to school, and I was already exhausted. It might have been harder than any soccer practice I’ve ever had.


    “Aoyagi-kun, you were quite popular, weren’t you?”


    “Charlotte-san, you were popular with the kids too, weren’t you?”


    Charlotte-san had been helping the preschool teachers look after Emma-chan and Claire-chan, but at some point, she had become completely surrounded by children who were there just to see her. I was being pushed around by the kids, but Charlotte-san was creating a heartwarming scene. I definitely would have preferred that.


    “But, Aoyagi-kun... you were also popular with the preschool teachers, weren’t you...?”


    “Huh?” Somehow, her tone of voice dropped a few notches, and I looked at Charlotte-san in surprise.


    “They were being all flirty with you...” Finally, she puffed out her cheeks slightly and gave me a sullen look. Huh, Is she... angry...?


    “Th-they weren’t flirting with me or anything, you know...?”


    “Is that so...? The preschool teachers were all beautiful, weren’t they?”


    “Um...” Why!? Why am I being blamed right now...!?


    “I-I don’t think beauty has anything to do with it...? I-I mean, I was so busy dealing with the kids that I didn’t have time to pay attention to that kind of thing...” I broke out in a cold sweat at the unexpected accusation. “A-anyway, it’s great that Emma-chan and the others seem to be getting along well...!”


    This isn’t good. I immediately tried to steer the conversation towards something she would latch onto.


    “That’s true... to be honest, I’m relieved...”


    As I had hoped—though saying that might give the wrong impression—Charlotte-san took the bait and started talking about Emma-chan. I secretly heaved a sigh of relief and smiled at Charlotte-san.


    “I’m glad they all seemed like good kids.”


    The preschool teachers were nice too—I managed to swallow those words before they came out. If I said that, it would defeat the purpose of changing the subject.


    “That’s partly true, but... this time, it’s all thanks to you, Aoyagi-kun.” Charlotte-san stopped walking and looked straight into my eyes with her own. So, I stopped as well and looked back into hers.


    “It’s because Emma-chan worked hard, and Charlotte-san and the preschool teachers worked hard too. It’s not my accomplishment.”


    “You really won’t take credit for anything, will you...?”


    “Charlotte-san...?” I tilted my head at the unfamiliar ambiance. Charlotte-san held her hair down with her left hand as the wind blew and gently lowered her eyes.


    “I lost my father. It happened more than four years ago, when Emma was still in my mother’s womb.”


    “............”


    Why did she suddenly bring up her father? I had questions, but if she was going out of her way to tell me, she must want me to listen. I could tell from her demeanor that it was a painful memory for her. But since she was trying to tell me anyway, I had no choice but to listen.


    “It was a day with heavy rain and poor visibility. I was about to have a little sister—I had always wanted a younger sibling, so I was excited to go with my father to see my mother, who was in the hospital. On the way there...”


    Charlotte-san’s words cut off there. She closed her eyes tightly, seemingly in pain, and her body trembled. I thought about stopping her, but considering how intelligent she was, she must have known that this would happen and still wanted to tell me. All I could do at this point was to trust her and wait for her words.


    “When the traffic light turned green—or blue, as you say in Japan—I crossed the street without checking properly, so eager to see my mother. Right after that…a car ignoring the signal came rushing into the intersection. I was so terrified that I couldn’t move.” After hearing that much, I could imagine what had happened next. With tears streaming down her face, Charlotte-san continued, “My father was behind me, and he pushed me out of the way... Thanks to him, I wasn’t run over by the car. Instead…he was the one who got hit... If only I had looked more carefully before crossing... If only I hadn’t been paralyzed with fear... If only I hadn’t been so clumsy... My father wouldn’t have died. It was my fault that my father died.”


    Charlotte-san clenched her chest tightly with her hand, her face filled with remorse. What did she want to say? Why did she tell me this story? I kept thinking about it, trying to understand her intentions and avoid making her recall any more painful memories. But I couldn’t figure it out with just this information.


    “It’s not your fault, Charlotte-san. The one to blame is the car that ignored the signal.”


    In the end, all I could say was such a bland and obvious statement, even though I knew she didn’t want me to console her—and yet.


    “It is my fault... If only I had been more careful...”


    As expected, my words didn’t reach her. Even if she wasn’t directly responsible for someone’s death, it’s not something that can be easily dismissed when you’re involved in it. I decided not to say anything more and just listen to the rest of her story.


    “After my father passed away... My mother was devastated and her health deteriorated when she heard the news... Emma, who was still in her belly, was in critical condition for a while...” So that’s why Charlotte-san had been so sacrificially kind to Emma-chan. She had been carrying a sense of guilt towards her all this time. “When Emma was saved…I promised my mother that I would take care of the housework and look after Emma in my father’s place. In our family, my mother worked while my father was a stay-at-home dad. So, I decided to…protect Emma in place of my father...”


    So that’s why she only wore an earring in her left ear. Although it’s common to have piercings in foreign countries, she only had one in her left ear. At first, I thought that was just the way it was, but there’s actually a meaning behind the position of the earrings. In Japan, it’s common for men to wear earrings in their left ear and women in their right ear, symbolizing whether they are the protector or the protected. In the past, Akira would passionately state that he would wear an earring in his left ear in the future, which made me curious and led me to research it. Apparently, this custom originated in medieval Europe. I’m not sure if the same meaning still applies in modern England, but it wouldn’t be surprising if Charlotte-san, who loves Japanese manga and anime, was influenced by our culture.


    “Charlotte-san, you’ve been protecting Emma-chan all this time, haven’t you? You’ve taken good care of her and worked hard on the housework. I’m sure your mother understands that as well.” Having heard her story so far, I thought she might be holding onto the idea that her mother resents her. That’s why I tried to follow up, but...


    “No... In the end, I couldn’t do anything...” Charlotte seemed dissatisfied with herself.


    “What are you talking about? I’ve been watching you all this time, and you’re doing a great job, Charlotte-san. Not only are you taking care of the housework, but you’re also disciplining Emma-chan properly when she does something wrong, and not just spoiling her.”


    “What I was able to do... was being a mother... But I couldn’t be a father...” Indeed, looking back, the roles I mentioned were more in the mother’s domain. But is it necessary to be so particular about that? Isn’t it enough that she was doing her best? In Charlotte-san’s family, it seemed that the father was the one taking care of those things...


    “Ever since I met you, Aoyagi-kun, you were the one who protected Emma, not me. I couldn’t do it...”


    “Charlotte...san...” I still didn’t understand what she wanted to say. But seeing her powerless smile made my chest tighten with pain.


    “I’m sorry, Aoyagi-kun. I didn’t mean to make you feel this way by talking about this. I just…wanted you to know how I feel about Emma and what I wanted to do for her.” Was she trying to reach a conclusion on her own—or were her words just an explanation? Only she knew the answer, but as she wiped her tears with a handkerchief and looked into my eyes, her expression seemed somewhat brighter. “Aoyagi-kun, do you like Emma?”


    “Huh...? Well, yeah. She’s cute, so I like her a lot.”


    “Is that so...” As I answered honestly, albeit confused, Charlotte-san seemed relieved and let out a sigh and placed her hand on her chest. She looked into my eyes again, her face flushed and fidgety as she continued, “Then, would you listen to my selfish request?”


    “Selfish? Of course, if it’s your request, Charlotte-san, I’d be happy to listen.” I was swept up into her atmosphere as I gave her a smile and nodded. She then tightly grasped both of my hands.


    “Ch-Charlotte-san!?” I couldn’t help but be bewildered when she suddenly grabbed my hands. Her eyes were moist, and she looked up at me with an expectant gaze.


    “I can only fulfill the role of a mother... But I think Emma needs... a father...!”


    “Y-yeah, maybe...?” H-huh? Is this...?


    “Aoyagi-kun...! If it’s not too much trouble, please help me raise Emma...! I want you to be her father...!” Charlotte’s face turned bright red, and with teary eyes, she pleaded with me.


    Is this…a confession...? Or did she simply want me to be Emma-chan’s substitute father...? I couldn’t help but wonder, but I was too scared that asking would end everything in a misunderstanding, so all I could do was nod. However, Charlotte-san—with tears in her eyes—seemed overjoyed…I don’t think this is a misunderstanding.


    —And so, for some reason, I, a high school student, became the father figure. Honestly, I have no idea what the future holds for me. But—


    “Once again, I look forward to working with you, Aoyagi-kun...!” I thought I’d do my best not to make this girl, who was smiling in front of me, cry ever again.


    



    
      
    


    



    


    
      [1] Mt. Washu is a small hill located in Kojima district, the southern part of Kurashiki City, Okayama Prefecture. It is part of the Setonaikai National Park, Japan’s first and biggest national park. The name Mount Washu came from the shape of the mountain which looks like an eagle (washu in Japanese) with its wings spreading. The peak, known as Shoshuho (鐘秀峰,133 meter above sea level) offers a panoramic view of the Seto Inland Sea dotted with about 50 small islands and a majestic view of the Seto Ohashi Bridge, one of the three bridges connecting Shikoku with main Honshu Island.

    

    
      [2] Seto Ohashi Bridge is a series of double deck bridges connecting Okayama and Kagawa prefectures in Japan across a series of five small islands in the Seto Inland Sea. Built over the period 1978–88, it is one of the three routes of the Honshū–Shikoku Bridge Project connecting Honshū and Shikoku islands and the only one to carry rail traffic. The total length is 13.1 kilometers (8.1 mi), and the longest span, the Minami Bisan-Seto Bridge, is 1,100 m (3,600 ft).

    

    
      [3] Otedama is a traditional Japanese children's game. Small bean bags are tossed and juggled in a game similar to jacks. Although it is generally a social game, Otedama can also be played alone. It is rarely competitive and often accompanied by singing.

    

    
      [4] Kendama is a traditional Japanese skill toy. It consists of a handle (ken), a pair of cups (sarado), and a ball (tama) that are all connected together by a string. On one end of the ken is a cup, while the other end of the ken is narrowed down, forming a spike (kensaki) that fits into the hole (ana) of the tama. The kendama is the Japanese version of the classic cup-and-ball game, and is also a variant of the French cup-and-ball game bilboquet. Kendama can be held in different grips, and many tricks and combinations can be performed. The game is played by tossing the ball into the air and attempting to catch it on the stick point.

    
  


  
    Afterword


    



    



    First of all, thank you for picking up the second volume of “Otonari Asobi.” I would like to express my sincere gratitude to the editor-in-charge, Midorikawa-sensei, and everyone else involved in the publication of this book for their tremendous support. As those who have read the web version may have noticed, I have made significant revisions to the manuscript again at my own request. I am deeply grateful to the editor-in-charge for allowing me to do so. I would also like to thank Midorikawa-sensei for providing us with such wonderful illustrations once again, just like in the first volume. I believe that the support from many readers for “Otonari Asobi” is due in large part to the charming character illustrations of Emma-chan, Charlotte-san, and others drawn by Midorikawa-sensei. In the world of Nekokuro, Midorikawa-sensei is considered a godlike illustrator. Thank you always for the wonderful illustrations.


    Now, just like in the first volume, I would like to discuss the content of this work. In this volume, the distance between Charlotte-san and Akihito has been shortened, and the story touches on the dark parts of their lives that they each carry. By understanding each other’s burdens, their relationship deepens even further. I hope you will look forward to their future interactions. Currently, Charlotte-san is becoming dependent on Akihito. Well, Emma-chan is already heavily dependent on him. In such a situation, what will Charlotte-san do when she learns more about Akihito’s burdens? What kind of relationship will Charlotte-san and Akihito have from now on? I hope you will enjoy not only their sweet and affectionate daily life but also these aspects of their relationship.


    In this volume, we have introduced new characters, Shinonome-san, Shimizu-san, and Claire-chan. As important characters, Shinonome-san and Shimizu-san will play a significant role in the story from now on. I would be delighted if you could keep an eye on how these two will be involved in the story in the future. By the way, these two characters, like Charlotte-san and Emma-chan, are filled with elements that I personally enjoy. I would be very happy if you could like them as well. As for Claire-chan, I hope she will continue to be a healing presence alongside Emma-chan. I would like to write more about the healing interactions between the two young girls in the future.


    Well, I have various ideas for the future, and I have already envisioned several volumes ahead in my head, so I hope I can release a third volume as well. My goal is to have “Otonari Asobi” turned into an anime! If that happens, I might dance with joy. ...Well, I probably won’t actually dance, but turning my work into an anime is a dream of mine as an author, and I want to continue working towards that goal. After the release of the first volume, I was very happy to see many people recommending it to their friends. Being able to write a work that people want to recommend to their friends has given me confidence as an author. I will continue to create works that everyone can enjoy, and if you like them, I would appreciate it if you could recommend them to your friends as well.


    Changing the subject, one of the authors I am friendly with on social media has created a legend with their work, and I would like to create a legend with “Otonari Asobi” as well. I will continue to work hard with such dreams in mind. If even one person reads “Otonari Asobi” and wants to become an author, that would make me very happy.


    Speaking of which, I started writing novels after reading a certain work, and I became seriously involved in writing novels after becoming obsessed with another work. I often mention that particular work on social media, so I think many people know about it, but I want to create a work that has an impact on readers like that. ...On social media, I tend to be quite playful, and recently, I have come to be regarded as a joke writer, but I’m sure my afterwords are more serious compared to other authors...! That’s because I don’t know how to be playful in my afterwords...! With that said, I will continue to write only serious things in my afterwords from now on. (laughs)


    Once again, thank you for picking up the second volume of “Otonari Asobi”! I hope to see you all again in the third volume!
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