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CHAPTER ONE

 What Used to Be Natural for Me and Miyagi

◇◇◇ Part 119 ◇◇◇

Spring came, and we’d finished moving in.

It was the beginning of my life with Miyagi, now free of the five-thousand-yen bills that had always passed between us.

Without that exchange hanging over us, every day felt natural and fresh.

Each morning, when I woke up, Miyagi was there. And when I said “good morning,” she would reply with a “good morning” of her own.

It felt like I was finally living a proper, human life—more so than when I lived with my family, who had always heard me but never responded.

But that didn’t mean living with Miyagi was without issues.

There were plenty of problems between us, and it didn’t seem like she had much interest in helping me sort them out.

I pulled out a milk pan from under the sink. After a moment of hesitation, I filled it with just enough water to make tea for the both of us, then set it on the stove.

We didn’t own an electric kettle or a teapot.

I had brought what I could with me, and bought whatever we didn’t have… or so I thought.

Only after we started living here did I realize how many things we were still missing.

An electric kettle was one of those things, and I wanted to go out and get one.

But I couldn’t.

And it was all Miyagi’s fault.

I sighed.

Just then, I heard footsteps behind me and turned around.

Miyagi was standing there, looking half-asleep, so I greeted her.

「Good morning.」

「… Good morning.」

「Want some black tea?」

「No.」

「What are you going to do about lunch?」

As usual, she was dressed in jeans and a hoodie.

She frowned at 
me like I was bothering her with questions she didn’t want to answer.

Even though I said “good morning,” it was already almost noon.

It was a Saturday, so sleeping in was fine. I wasn’t sure how far I could go when it came to interfering with Miyagi’s routine, but we lived together now, so I figured it was okay to at least ask what she was planning to eat.

「I’ll just eat whatever.」

「Then how about we eat together? I’ll start cooking after I’ve had some tea.」

I asked as I took two mugs out from the cupboard.

「I’ve got plans with Maika later.」

She was going out with Utsunomiya again?

I didn’t like that.

Ever since we moved in, it felt like Miyagi had been meeting up with Utsunomiya way more than necessary.

「So are you planning to eat here, then?」

「I’m kind of in a hurry.」

She gave me a response that didn’t actually answer anything.

Was she going to eat with Utsunomiya? Or did she mean she’d just grab whatever because she was in a rush? Or maybe something else entirely?

I couldn’t tell what she meant just from her words.

But I knew that even if I tried to ask her directly, she wouldn’t give me a straight answer.

「I see.」

I replied vaguely as Miyagi disappeared into the bathroom.

It didn’t seem like she was planning to eat here, so I quietly returned the mugs I’d just taken out back to the cupboard.

Things had been like this ever since we moved in together.

Miyagi hardly ever said anything.

It felt like we’d gone back to how things were in the past.

When I first started going over to her place, she hadn’t talked much then either, and I was never good at dealing with the silence between us. That’s how it felt now, too.

Neither of us had gotten used to this new life yet.

There was no longer a five-thousand-bill being exchanged between us, and now we were just roommates.

But I wasn’t sure what that was supposed to mean for us.

A few weeks ago, being together felt normal. Now, it felt like we were too close—but if we weren’t together, it felt like we were too far apart.

I poured the hot water out of the milk pan.

I knew living with Miyagi wouldn’t be all fun and games, but I didn’t think it’d be this difficult either.

I took out some eggs and milk, grabbed a bowl, and cracked the eggs into it. After adding some sugar and mixing it together, I poured in the milk.

Normally, I’d slice the loaf of bread with a knife, but today I just tore it into four slices by hand and tossed them into the bowl.

As I watched the bread soak in the egg mixture, Miyagi came out of the bathroom. But before I could say anything, she disappeared into her room.

It was a bit early for lunch, but I decided to make French toast.

I heated a frying pan and melted some butter in it.

The kitchen was small compared to the one at Miyagi’s place, but it was clean and easy to use.

Still, I couldn’t shake the discomfort.

It hadn’t really sunk in that this apartment was now my new “home.”

I placed the soaked bread into the pan and stared at it.

Miyagi was always here in the mornings, when we came home, and before we went to sleep. When I was in my room, I was alone, but she was always just on the other side of the wall.

It made me feel a little nervous.

Maybe Miyagi felt the same.

But either way, this was probably better than living in a dorm.

I sighed and turned off the stove.

I grabbed a plate from the cupboard, set the French toast on it, and opened the fridge.

I reached for the orange juice, then changed my mind and grabbed the soda instead.

After pouring it into a glass, I set it down beside my food.

I picked up my fork and sat down.

Then I heard a door open.

「I’m leaving now, Sendai-san.」

I looked up from the French toast and turned to Miyagi.

「Will you have a spare moment when you come back?」

Honestly, I wanted to ask when she’d be back. But it felt like I was trying to monitor her 24/7 if I said that out loud.

「I’m not sure.」

She answered curtly, and before I could say another word, she headed straight for the front door.

It felt like she was running away.

I took a sip of the soda Miyagi always drank.

It still didn’t taste very good.

I didn’t like the fizzy sensation in my mouth or the way it made my stomach feel bloated, so I couldn’t understand why Miyagi enjoyed it so much. To me, soda wasn’t even something I could confidently call sweet, and I wouldn’t drink it by choice.

I slowly brought the French toast to my mouth.

It was something I could definitely call sweet, and I could also taste the rich flavor of butter and egg.

The soft, moist bread helped ease my stomach.

I finished about half and kept sipping the soda.

University had only just started, and I hadn’t finished choosing all my classes yet.

I didn’t know what I should take or what kind of schedule I wanted.

They were things I wanted to talk to Miyagi about, but she kept avoiding me.

She used to do that a lot before, too, but now that we lived together in such a small space, it hurt more.

The small table with two chairs, meant for both of us, felt like it belonged to me alone.

Miyagi almost never sat across from me.

And to think, just last summer, we were making and eating French toast together.

I sighed as I finished the rest.

I pulled out a tissue and wiped my mouth.

There wasn’t a cover on the tissue box.

If Miyagi had wanted a cover, we could’ve gone to buy one together. I wanted to get an electric kettle too. There were probably other things we still needed.

If we could just shop together, maybe that’d make living together easier.

But right now, I didn’t even know if she wanted a tissue box cover, or if she thought we needed a kettle, because we hadn’t had a chance to talk about those things.

And because I’d never been in Miyagi’s room before, I didn’t even know how the crocodile tissue box cover or the black cat plush were doing.

Even though we lived together, her room felt so far away.

I rested my head on the table and touched my neck.

The pendant I always wore wasn’t there anymore—Miyagi said it wasn’t necessary.

I wanted to open her door, sit next to her, and kiss her like we used to—

「I bet that’d just make her angry, though.」

Now that the five-thousand-yen that’d always been exchanged between us was gone, we couldn’t do those things anymore.

We hadn’t kissed once since we went to the movies.

I wondered if Miyagi would ever want to kiss me again.

I’d always thought we’d be fine even without a five-thousand-yen bill between us.

But now, more than ever, I found myself wishing there was one.

This brand new life we were sharing together felt more difficult than I’d expected.

I wanted to talk to Miyagi.

No—we needed to talk.

If things stayed like this, we probably wouldn’t be able to keep living together.

Sooner or later, things would fall apart.

I’d known from the start that living with Miyagi wouldn’t be easy.

I was the one who forced her to choose this arrangement, so I felt responsible. That’s why I had to do something to change the mood between us.

If I didn’t know how much distance we should keep, then all I had to do was find some kind of tool to measure it.

A ruler—something that could help us figure out a new kind of closeness.

Something that would let us be ourselves without getting in each other’s way.

The first time I went to Miyagi’s place, we’d managed to set some rules together.

If we could do that again, living together would be a lot easier.

I lifted my head and picked up my phone from the edge of the table.

I sent a message to Miyagi, wherever she was.

『I’ll be waiting for you before dinner.』

After a short pause, she replied.

『I don’t know when I’ll be back, though.』

『I’ll be waiting until you come back, no matter what.』

It came off sounding a bit like a threat, but there was no other way to put it.

『I’ll pick something up for us to eat before I come home, then.』

She didn’t say what time she’d be back, but if she was bringing food, she’d probably 
get home around the time I got hungry.

I replied, “I’ll be waiting, then,” and cleared my plate and cup from the table.

◇◇◇ Part 120 ◇◇◇

「Isn’t this a little too much?」

I said as I placed the large bag on the table and looked at Miyagi.

She’d come back a bit earlier than I expected.

But that was a good thing.

I’d been hoping she’d return as soon as possible, so I was honestly grateful.

Still, the bag Miyagi had handed me earlier was filled with way too much bread for just the two of us, so I couldn’t help pointing it out.

「Maika said the bread from this shop was really good, so I bought a lot.」

Hearing Utsunomiya’s name made my brows twitch.

Miyagi had kept her promise to “get something for us to eat” before coming back, and I hadn’t specified what that “something” should be. So technically, there was nothing wrong with her bringing back bread Utsunomiya had recommended.

But right now, I just didn’t want to hear her name.

「People usually eat bread for breakfast, right? It’s not really dinner food.」

I blurted out something that made it sound like I was just picking a fight.

Miyagi, standing just a few steps away with an unfriendly expression, replied with,

「You don’t have to eat it if you don’t want to.」

Her voice was low, and an awkward tension filled the small dining kitchen.

This wasn’t how I wanted the conversation to go.

It wasn’t the bread’s fault, or even Utsunomiya’s.

I was the one in a bad mood. And if things kept going like this, we wouldn’t get anywhere.

Calm down, I told myself.

「I’ll eat. I’m hungry, anyway. Hang on, I’ll get us something to drink. You want soda, right, Miyagi?」

Without waiting for a reply, I walked over to the fridge.

I took out the orange juice and soda and poured them into two glasses. Technically, we could just eat the bread straight from the packaging, but it wouldn’t feel like dinner that way, so I grabbed two plates from the cupboard.

I handed them over to Miyagi, then carried the glasses over to our seats and sat down.

Miyagi sat down on the other side of the table.

「You can pick whichever ones you want, Sendai-san.」

“Well, in that case…” I said as I picked out a ham and cheese croissant and a croquette bun [1] and placed them on my plate.

「What about you, Miyagi?」

I asked, glancing over at her.

She had been staring at me the entire time, but then reached out and grabbed a sandwich filled with potato salad and a sausage roll for herself.

「Let’s eat.」

We said—not quite in unison, but our voices overlapped.

「Miyagi, did you end up telling Utsunomiya that we’re living together?」

Instead of jumping straight into the real conversation I wanted to have, I asked something that had been bothering me.

「I did.」

「What did she say about it?」

「Nothing.」

Miyagi replied curtly, taking a bite from her potato salad sandwich.

「You didn’t tell her about us, did you.」

There was no way Utsunomiya—who had always been so curious about my relationship with Miyagi—would’ve had nothing to say about us moving in together.

「I did.」

Miyagi said, still chewing her bread.

Her eyes stayed locked on her plate, like she didn’t want to look at me at all.

No matter how I looked at it, I couldn’t imagine she’d actually told Utsunomiya about me. But there was no point in asking Miyagi how she’d explained it. Even if I pressed her, I doubted she’d tell me the truth—and even if she did, it wouldn’t really matter. All knowing the truth would do was satisfy a bit of curiosity.

「… Is that why you were waiting for me today? Just to ask me that?」

Miyagi asked without looking up.

I took a bite of my croissant sandwich and swallowed before opening my mouth.

「No, that’s just something I wanted to ask first. I’ll get to the point—we need to set some rules between us.」

Miyagi looked up at that.

「Some rules?」

「Yeah. If we’re going to be living together, things’ll be easier if we have rules to follow, right?」

「You can come up with the rules on your own and just tell me about them later.」

Miyagi said, clearly annoyed, as she stood up, leaving her sausage roll untouched on her plate.

I’d kind of expected her to react like this.

Honestly, I hadn’t even expected her to sit down and eat dinner with me tonight, so part of me almost wanted to praise her for that alone. But if she ran off now, we’d just keep going in circles like this.

「Are you sure about that? What if I made it a rule that we have to kiss every day? Wouldn’t you have something to say about that?」

I asked, taking a sip of orange juice and setting the glass back down.

「Of course I’d complain about that.」

「Then let’s decide on some rules together.」

「… What kind of rules are we talking about? Do you have any examples?」

Miyagi asked as she sat back down, looking at me.

「Stuff like who takes out the trash, who cleans, what we’re doing about meals—things like that.」

To be honest, I also wanted to ask if it was still okay to kiss her like before, if I could still touch her.

I wasn’t satisfied with how everything I used to be allowed to do in Miyagi’s room was suddenly off-limits now.

But this wasn’t the time to bring that up.

Right now, we just needed to settle into a new, normal life together.

If we didn’t set these basic rules for living together, it’d just be too suffocating to go on like this as roommates.

「In that case, I want to make a rule that we’re not allowed to enter each other’s rooms without permission.」

Miyagi said quietly as she took a bite of her sausage roll.

「Well, it’s not like we’ve been doing that anyway, but I guess it’s better to make it a rule. Anything else?」

「Huh? Let me think…」

Miyagi muttered to herself.
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While she was thinking, I suggested a few rules myself, and she added some too—though hers sounded more like personal opinions than actual rules.

Things like, it was okay to have friends over, but no one was allowed to stay over.

Or that we had to let each other know if we were staying over at someone else’s place.

As we came up with rules—some necessary, some not—a decent amount of time passed, and Miyagi eventually spoke up in a tired voice.

「That’s all the rules we need, right?」

I took a sip of my orange juice and looked over at Miyagi.

「How about we have dinner together at least once a week?」

I asked, trying to sound as casual as possible.

「You’re okay with just once a week?」

「Yeah.」

「Well, if it’s just that, then sure, but…」

Her words trailed off.

However, Miyagi looked like she still had more to say, so I asked, “But?”

「Not just when you’re staying somewhere else—tell me if you’re gonna be late, too… That way, maybe we could have dinner together on other days as well. We used to eat together a lot, didn’t we?」

She mumbled, speaking quickly.

「So it doesn’t have to be just once a week?」

「If you don’t want to, then forget it.」

「No, let’s make it a rule. We can eat together on other days, too. So make sure you let me know when you’re coming home late as well, Miyagi.」

「… Okay.」

I hadn’t expected Miyagi to say she wanted to eat together more than once a week.

It was a small thing, but I was relieved she wanted some things to stay the same, even in our new life together.

「Alright. Then if either of us breaks a rule, we get a punishment.」

I wasn’t expecting Miyagi to break any of the rules, but just in case, I wanted to set something up to make it harder for her to ignore them.

To be honest, I didn’t mind if she broke most of them.

But I definitely wanted us to eat together at least once a week.

It might have seemed like a trivial rule, but it was something I wanted to follow no matter what—and I hoped Miyagi felt the same way.

「What sort of punishment?」

「Hmm, let’s see… Maybe the person breaking the rules has to listen to one thing the other person says?」

Technically, the punishment could’ve been anything, but if it was too easy, then it’d be meaningless. It needed to be at least somewhat troublesome.

「Fine, but don’t forget. You’re the one who’s always breaking the rules, Sendai-san.」

Miyagi said something rude as she stared straight at me.

Well, of course she has no faith in me.

Considering everything I’d done up until now, I could understand why she’d say that. But that didn’t mean I could just come out and admit I’d broken the rules before.

「Don’t worry, I won’t break them.」

I declared, finishing off the rest of my croissant sandwich. The ham and cheese blended together as it went down, and I reached for the croquette bun next.

「Hey, Sendai-san.」

「What is it?」

I asked, taking a bite of my croquette bun.

「The meals we’re going to eat together… who’s going to make them?」

「Well, we’re going to be eating together, so that means we’re going to be making them together too.」

I replied with what I thought was obvious, but Miyagi looked slightly annoyed.

「Oh, right. I also wanted to buy an electric kettle. Can you come with me to get one?」

I quickly changed the subject before she had the chance to change her mind about eating together.

「It’s not like you need to ask me. Just go buy one yourself.」

「I can’t just do that. It’s something we’re both going to use.」

「Fine. Buy whatever you want. I’ll pay you for my half.」

「You don’t have to. Since it’s something we’ll be sharing, I’ll just use that money.」

Miyagi frowned at my words.

「That money belongs to you, Sendai-san.」

「It’s our money.」

「I was the one who gave it to you.」

By “that” money, I meant the cash that had been sitting in my piggy bank—so technically, she wasn’t wrong.

I’d used some of that money when signing the lease for our apartment, though I hadn’t used all of it. Before we moved in together, I got that portion reimbursed by Miyagi’s family.

Well, that wasn’t all that surprising now that I thought about it.

Once they heard she was going to be sharing a place with someone else, there was no way her family wasn’t going to pay their share. Half of the contract-related costs had been properly refunded, and the money I’d spent was covered.

Even so, I didn’t want to use that money on myself.

But if I tried to return it to Miyagi, she definitely wouldn’t accept it.

So I decided I’d hold onto it and use it for our shared expenses instead.

Of course, Miyagi didn’t seem too happy about that.

「Well, that’s not the important part. I just want to go shopping with you.」

I gave up on an argument that wasn’t going anywhere and steered the conversation back to buying a kettle.

「What if I said no?」

「Then I’ll just have you boil water for me in a milk pan for the rest of our days together.」

I smiled as I said it, and Miyagi responded with a sour look.

「… When are we going shopping?」

「Tomorrow. Or do you already have plans with Utsunomiya?」

If I said “next week,” it would feel like everything we decided today would just fall apart, so I didn’t want to push the plans that far out.

「… I don’t, so tomorrow’s fine.」

Miyagi mumbled as she finished her sausage roll.

「Hey, Miyagi. Can you wear a skirt tomorrow?」

The air still felt a little awkward, so I threw out something silly to lighten the mood.

「No.」

「That was a pretty fast answer, don’t you think?」

「There’s no reason for me to wear a skirt, is there?」

「I just like seeing your legs, Miyagi.」

Ever since we moved in together, I hadn’t seen her wear a skirt once. I didn’t wear them often either, and I wasn’t wearing one today, but I still wanted to see her legs again.

Maybe it was because we’d spent so much time in her room in our uniforms that I’d grown used to seeing her in a skirt.

「I’m definitely not wearing one.」

「I figured you’d say that.」

「… Did you want to see my legs that badly?」

「Only if you’re willing to show them to me.」

I couldn’t tell her—not right now, at least—but I really did want to touch her legs again. No, it didn’t have to be her legs. I just wanted to be able to touch her again, the way I could back in high school.

It was enough to make me feel almost sad that she didn’t order me around anymore.

「You really are a pervert, Sendai-san.」

That was exactly what I expected her to say.

Still, it felt better hearing her say things like that.




	A croquette bun is a type of sandwich that contains croquettes stuffed between two pieces of bread (of your choice). ↩︎




CHAPTER TWO

The Rules Sendai-san Must Follow

◇◇◇ Part 121 ◇◇◇

I had gone to sleep without setting an alarm last night.

Still, I somehow woke up a little after 6 AM, which was pretty early for a Sunday morning.

「… I’m so sleepy.」

I pulled the black cat plush that had been lying next to my pillow into my futon and hugged it to my chest. I stroked its head as I closed my eyes.

At night, I could always fall asleep just fine.

But I never slept well, and I always ended up waking up way too early.

It’d been like this ever since I moved here, and my mind felt foggy.

It was all Sendai-san’s fault…

Or at least, I wished I could say that—but I knew the problem was with me.

I couldn’t get used to the feeling of having someone else in the apartment all the time.

Sendai-san was there whenever I woke up or came back from university, and even on our days off.

I’d gotten so used to no one being at home that now, in this new place—where someone was always there—it felt a little unsettling, almost like I was living in someone else’s home.

Still, I felt like it helped me sleep better having familiar things I’d brought over from my old room around, so ever since we moved in, I often left the black cat plush next to my pillow.

I took a deep breath and opened my eyes.

A tissue box with a crocodile cover sat on the floor.

It was a small thing, but seeing something where it belonged made me feel a little more at home.

Hopefully, I could hurry up and get used to this new room.

I slowly got up and walked over to my closet.

I always hesitated about this part in the mornings.

I wasn’t sure if I should walk out of the room in the sweats I was already wearing or if I needed to get changed first.

Before, I’d just wake up, eat breakfast, and brush my teeth still in sweats.

But now that Sendai-san was here, I felt reluctant to leave my room in pajamas.

Sendai-san was probably still sleeping.

What should I do?

After a little thought, I pulled out a T-shirt and jeans and got changed.

Before leaving the room, I picked up the black cat plush still lying on my bed.

We’d made it a rule not to enter each other’s rooms without permission.

But Sendai-san had broken the rules before.

Just in case, I moved the plush to the bookshelf.

It wasn’t really a big deal where it was—it was just a stuffed animal—but I felt like if she found out I kept it next to my pillow, she’d say something about it. And I didn’t like the idea of that.

The black cat plush had now been moved from its usual spot.

The crocodile tissue box was still on the floor.

I’d made my bed too.

After checking everything, I left the room.

Sendai-san was nowhere to be seen in the shared dining and kitchen space.

Even after I brushed my teeth and washed my face, she still wasn’t there.

I opened the fridge and took out some orange juice.

I poured it into a glass and looked over at the table.

There was still a bag of leftover bread sitting on top.

I took a seat at the table and placed my cup beside the bag.

I didn’t know what kind of bread Sendai-san liked, so I’d bought a bunch of different kinds, and it ended up being too much for the two of us to eat for dinner.

I didn’t dislike bread or anything, but even I felt like I’d gone a bit overboard.

「Morning.」

I heard a voice, and Sendai-san—who looked like she’d just gotten up—came into view.

「Good morning.」

「I’m going to go wash my face first.」

She said sleepily and disappeared into the bathroom.

I took a sip from my glass of orange juice.

Time felt like it was passing slowly.

Just like during lectures, every minute felt like it was dragging.

I probably wouldn’t be able to sleep if I went back to bed, but there wasn’t much else to do out here either.

As I sat there wondering whether to return to my room, I took another sip of my juice.

Staring at the glass, now less than half full, I heard Sendai-san’s voice again.

「Are you okay with this for breakfast?」

I glanced over at Sendai-san, who had picked up the bag of bread. She wasn’t looking at me, though. Instead, she was eyeing my cup.

「I’m fine with it.」

「I see. By the way, you’re up pretty early today, huh, Miyagi?」

「So are you, Sendai-san.」

「I just happened to wake up now.」

Sendai-san was wearing a large sweatshirt and jeans, which seemed to be her loungewear. After a big stretch, she sat down in a chair. Her eyes were so fixated on my cup that I had to ask:

「Do you want it?」

「Maybe just a sip.」

「Here, take it.」

Without waiting for a response, I passed the cup over to Sendai-san.

「Thanks.」

She said, bringing the glass of orange juice I’d been drinking to her lips without looking at me. She took a sip and put it back on the table.

On mornings like this, it was hard to look Sendai-san in the eye.

Maybe it was just my imagination, or maybe she wasn’t much of a morning person and was grumpy because of it—but either way, the air between us felt heavy. It made me uncomfortable, like I could feel it in my bones.

「You can have it all, Sendai-san.」

「I don’t want it.」

「What are you going to do about the rest, then?」

「You take it, Miyagi.」

It didn’t feel quite like our usual conversations, but it still somehow kept going.

Maybe it was thanks to the rules we made yesterday.

It would still take time before I could fully adjust to life with Sendai-san in it, but it already felt a little better than before.

Still, it felt like the conversation had nowhere left to go. Before the silence could settle in, I brought up something to pass the time that didn’t require us to talk.

「I’m going to have some breakfast. What about you, Sendai-san?」

I said. Sendai-san stood up.

「Yeah, I’ll have something to eat too. I’m going to get my own orange juice. Did you want any more?」

「No, and don’t bring any plates either.」

「Why not?」

「It’ll just be more dishes to wash.」

「Well, I guess you’re right, but still…」

She said, sounding a little dissatisfied. After a short while, Sendai-san returned with a fresh glass of orange juice.

「You can pick whatever you want first, Sendai-san.」

「What? I already picked first yesterday. It’s your turn.」

「I’m okay with whatever’s left.」

I pushed the bag of bread toward Sendai-san, who sat across from me. It slid smoothly across the table and stopped in front of her. She glanced at me, then pulled out a red bean paste and butter sandwich along with a walnut bread. After that, she handed the now lighter bag back to me.

「Let’s eat.」

Sendai-san said, taking a bite of her walnut bread. I followed her lead and grabbed a cream-filled bun.

Ever since my mother disappeared from my life, I’d spent most of my time alone. But lately, it felt like I spent more time with Sendai-san than with anyone else.

―― Even though I wasn’t paying her five thousand yen anymore.

I knew we didn’t need that five thousand yen between us now that we were living together.

As I took a bite of my cream bun, I glanced at Sendai-san.

Our relationship wasn’t the same as before.

That much, at least, I understood.

She had arranged for us to become roommates, and I had accepted. But even with this new dynamic between us, I still didn’t know why she had agreed to take my orders back then, especially for money she never even spent.

For me, those five-thousand-yen bills had been a way to keep Sendai-san close. I couldn’t afford to lose them. For her, though, they should’ve been a simple reward for putting up with my orders. She should’ve spent them on things she wanted, not saved them up like that.

And now that I knew what she had been saving them for, I couldn’t help but wonder if maybe, just maybe, I meant more to her than just money. Even though I knew that couldn’t possibly be true, I couldn’t stop myself from thinking it.

She wanted to do things like kiss me or touch me, so I started to wonder if that was all she really wanted from me. But it’s not like I was anything special to begin with. If she’d wanted a partner, she wouldn’t have had any trouble finding one, regardless of gender. Even back in high school, I’d heard plenty of rumors about people confessing to Sendai-san. She’d even confirmed some of them herself. There was no doubt she was popular.

Would she have spent time with me even without the five thousand yen between us?

Would she have still listened to my orders?

I’d never know now.

But even without that five-thousand-yen bill tying us together, Sendai-san was still here beside me.

And every time I wondered why, it made me incredibly uneasy. But I felt like if I asked her directly, it’d change something between us again.

We’d both chosen to continue this relationship instead of ending it—if something were to happen to it now, it’d be troublesome.

「Miyagi. If you don’t like that one, wanna trade with me?」

Sendai-san asked, holding up her red bean paste and butter sandwich.

I took another bite of the cream bun I hadn’t even eaten half of.

「I’m fine. I was just spacing out because I’m a little sleepy.」

「Do you wanna go out for lunch today?」

She asked as she finished off her walnut bread.

「Sure. After I finish this, I’m going back to my room until we head out.」

「Okay.」

We chatted about nothing in particular as we finished our bread. We never really had much in common to begin with, and until now, I hadn’t minded when our conversations died out. But since moving in together, the silence between us had started to feel heavier.

As I kept looking for ways to keep the conversation going, I finished off the last of my orange juice and bread.

「When did you want to leave?」

「I usually get hungry around noon, so maybe around eleven?」

「Alright, eleven it is.」

I left it at that and returned to my room.

I tried to pass the time by lying on my bed and reading manga.

Even though I still wasn’t completely comfortable here, I didn’t feel like leaving my room either.

If I went out to the shared space, I’d feel even more out of place.

While I kept myself distracted, before I knew it, it was almost time to leave.

I opened my closet and looked at the spring-colored skirt hanging inside.

I pulled it out and stared at it. It was something I’d bought after we graduated but had never worn.

I laid it out on the bed, thinking it over.

If I put this skirt on and walked out wearing it, it’d seem like I was doing it because of what Sendai-san said yesterday. Even if the real reason was that I just happened to see it in my closet and felt like wearing it, it would definitely look like I’d done it for her.

I put the skirt back in the closet and pulled out a knit sweater instead.

I slipped it on over my T-shirt and left my room.

「Ready to go?」

Sendai-san, who seemed to have been waiting for me, asked.

「Yeah.」

She had changed out of her sweatshirt into a blouse.

「Alright, let’s go then.」

She didn’t mention anything about the fact that I wasn’t wearing a skirt.

I knew what she said yesterday had just been something she’d said on a whim. Those words had probably just slipped out without much thought, and she hadn’t actually wanted to see me in one anyway.

Sendai-san picked up her bag and started walking.

I followed behind her and left through the front door.


◇◇◇ Part 122 ◇◇◇

I’d heard about where we were going, but I didn’t actually know the exact place.

The only areas I really knew were around our apartment and my university, so I had no choice but to follow right behind Sendai-san, just to make sure I wouldn’t get lost.

After we turned down a bunch of streets, we finally got on the train. I stood there, staring out the window as the unfamiliar scenery passed by. It only made me feel like I didn’t belong here at all. It reminded me how hard it was to adjust to these new surroundings, leaving me with a heavy, gloomy feeling.

But if I kept thinking about it, I’d probably want to get off the train before we even arrived. So, instead, I shifted my gaze toward Sendai-san.

「What is it?」

Sendai-san asked, sensing my gaze, though she didn’t turn to look at me.

「Nothing.」

「Tired already?」

「No.」

I answered curtly, and that was the end of that.

She kept looking out the window.

Soon, the scenery that had been rushing by started to slow, and the doors opened with a loud noise.

The train, already filled with chatter, grew even noisier.

After the crowd of people leaving and boarding passed by and the doors shut again, Sendai-san spoke up in a quiet voice.

「Hey, Miyagi. Why’d you decide to have orange juice this morning?」

The train began to move again, picking up speed.

I followed her lead and looked back out the window.

「I just felt like it.」

「Hmm. Then why’ve you been avoiding me so much?」

Just like how the scenery outside kept changing, our conversation shifted without warning and ended up somewhere completely different.

「Those two things don’t have anything to do with each other.」

I frowned at how naturally she’d changed the subject.

「Forget that. Just answer me.」

Her voice was soft, as usual.

When I looked away from the window and back at her, I saw that—despite how calm her voice sounded—her expression was unusually serious. It made me feel like I couldn’t just brush it off this time.

「… I just didn’t know what else to do.」

「I figured.」

「I mean, you’re always there at home, Sendai-san.」

It wasn’t something I should’ve said out loud. But I could tell this wasn’t the kind of moment where I could just dodge the question, so I had no choice but to answer honestly.

「Of course I’m always there. We live together. It’s not like I can do anything about it, even if you tell me you don’t want me around.」

「I never said I didn’t want you around.」

「Then you’ll just have to get used to me. It hurts when you avoid me like that, you know.」

「… I’m sorry.」

I wasn’t trying to avoid her on purpose. But I knew I was in the wrong, so I apologized.

Still, there were times when Sendai-san avoided me too.

I didn’t think I was the only one to blame—but she wasn’t nearly as obvious about it, which made it hard for me to complain.

「When you go out, you’re always with Utsunomiya, right?」

She turned away from the window to look at me.

「Yeah. Why?」

「Where do you usually go?」

“I’m hanging out with Maika.”

That was the reason I’d always give Sendai-san whenever I went out, but it wasn’t easy to answer when she asked where I’d actually been.

「Just around the area, I guess.」

「Where exactly?」

「I don’t know. I always just leave it up to Maika.」

「Even if you leave it to her, you’re still going somewhere, right?」

「Yeah, but we never really go anywhere special.」

That wasn’t a lie. Maika and I didn’t go anywhere noteworthy whenever we met up.

But to be honest, about half the times I told Sendai-san I was seeing Maika, I wasn’t actually meeting her. Most of the time, I was just wandering alone—killing time in bookstores or cafes. I felt like if I gave too specific of an answer, she’d catch on right away.

「Well, whatever.」

She didn’t sound satisfied with my answer, but she didn’t push it either. I felt relieved she let it go.

Still, seeing her all quiet now made me wonder what it was she really wanted to know.

Was it about Maika? About where I went? Or… was it just about me?

As I tried to guess what Sendai-san was really after, the train swayed slightly, and the passing scenery began to slow.

「We’re getting off here.」

Sendai-san’s voice broke through my thoughts from behind.

We’d taken the train together, had lunch, and finally arrived at a store that sold home appliances.

All we’d planned to buy was an electric kettle, but somehow this whole trip had dragged on longer than expected. It wasn’t like we needed to rush buying one, and honestly, we could’ve just ordered one online. There had to be someplace nearby where we could’ve bought it, too. It wasn’t something we needed to hop on a train and have lunch over.

Her hair, which she sometimes braided and sometimes didn’t since we started living together, was tied up today—braided on both sides and pinned back in a half-up style. She’d put on makeup, too, unlike how she looked earlier this morning.

Other than not wearing her school uniform anymore, she hadn’t changed much from back when we were in high school. And yet, for some reason, she felt like a different person now.

Or maybe, it wasn’t her that had changed—it was just how I saw her.

It was probably because of those five-thousand-yen bills she’d saved up.

I didn’t know what to make of it.

Everything about this new life—about how Sendai-san was acting now—felt uncomfortable, and it made me restless. Back then, I could ease my feelings just by handing her a five-thousand-yen bill, but with that gone now, I didn’t know where to put my emotions anymore.

If we could just go back to those days when we still had to wear school uniforms, maybe I wouldn’t have to think about things this much.

I wouldn’t have to stress about what to wear in the morning. I wouldn’t have to worry about awkward silences between us. She wouldn’t ask me to wear a skirt, and I wouldn’t have to think about how she hadn’t brought it up today.

We got off the escalator and moved to the next one.

Her back, straight in front of me, looked beautiful, her hair making me want to reach out and touch it.

Without thinking, I reached toward her and let out a breath.

Maybe I was just tired.

I hadn’t gotten much sleep, and my head was sluggish.

「Miyagi. This way.」

Instead of taking another escalator up again, Sendai-san walked ahead. I followed her, and before long, we reached the electric kettles. She picked up a few, examining them as she mumbled, “Which one should we get?”

Some were wide, some were tall with narrow spouts. The shapes and colors varied, with extra features here and there, but honestly, as long as it could boil water, any of them would do. Still, she looked so serious as she compared them. I didn’t want to rush her, but I wished she’d just hurry up a bit.

「Which one do you think is good, Miyagi?」

She asked, glancing at me.

「Anything’s fine. Did you not research any beforehand?」

「Well, I did find a couple that seemed good.」

「Then just get one of those.」

「I’ve narrowed it down to two, so help me choose between them.」

She pointed to the two kettles.

「Either’s fine. Just pick the one you like more, Sendai-san.」

「We’re both going to be using it, so at least help me choose the color.」

She pointed at one of the kettles and said, “Let’s go with this one. Now, pick a color.”

「I don’t really care about the color.」

The color didn’t matter for boiling water.

I didn’t care if it was white, black, or red. Honestly, I’d rather she just pick it herself instead of dragging me into it.

「… Miyagi… Are you like this when you go shopping with Utsunomiya too?」

She let out a small sigh as she asked.

「Like what?」

「Being all cold and uncooperative like this.」

Her words stung a little.

With Maika, I could actually be more thoughtful. If I were shopping with her instead, I’d probably ask what kind of features she wanted or even say which design or color I liked. Or rather, it wasn’t just Maika—I would’ve been like that around anyone other than Sendai-san. But for some reason, I couldn’t act naturally around Sendai-san. The only things I ever did with her were things I wouldn’t do with anyone else.

「So, you’re really not going to pick?」

She asked again. I looked at the kettles, sighed, then settled on something safe.

「White. It feels like a color that suits a kettle.」

「Suits a kettle, huh? Don’t you think that’s a color that suits most appliances?」

「Then red.」

「Got it. White it is, then.」

She smiled brightly—far too brightly—and picked up the white kettle, carrying it to the register. I followed after her and we split the cost.

「We got everything we needed, right?」

I asked, and she answered with a simple, “Yeah.”

I thought we’d finally be heading home, but then she suddenly said she wanted to look at something else and went up the escalator again.

「We’re not going home yet?」

She didn’t say where she was going, but from her pace, it was clear she had somewhere in mind.

「Just making a quick detour.」

「Was there something else you wanted to buy?」

「Not really, but we’ve still got plenty of time, right?」

She grinned.

Her smile looked gentle, but her eyes weren’t asking for my opinion at all. Rather than wasting my energy arguing, I just followed her quietly.

We’d eaten lunch, shopped together, and now we were wandering around aimlessly. Spending Sunday this way felt much better than avoiding her altogether.

I wasn’t afraid of making more memories with her anymore.

But I still wasn’t sure if this was the “right” distance for us as roommates.

「Over here, Miyagi.」

She tugged on my arm lightly as we got off the escalator, and right in front of us was a pile of stuffed animals.

「You like these kinds of things, right?」

I wasn’t sure how exactly she saw me.

I didn’t collect stuffed animals, nor did I have that many in my room. Sure, there were other things here too—accessories, toys—but the way she assumed I’d like stuffed animals made me wonder what kind of person she thought I was.

… Though I didn’t mind looking at them.

She seemed to be having fun too, and we had time to spare. I picked up a few, looked them over, and put them back.

Deeper in the shop were more soft things, and my eyes were drawn to one in particular—a simple, flat object.

It was a tissue box cover.

Now that I thought about it, the tissue box in our kitchen was just sitting out, uncovered.

I picked up a dark brown one.

「What’s that supposed to be?」

Sendai-san peered over.

「A platypus.」
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「Doesn’t it kind of look like a crocodile?」

「Not even close.」

「Is it a mammal?」

「I think so.」

If I remembered correctly, platypuses laid eggs, but they were still considered mammals.

「So, this is the kind of stuff you like, huh, Miyagi.」

「It’s not like I like it or anything.」

「Well, either way, this thing’s quite cute, isn’t it?」

She said, stroking the platypus’s head as she took it from me.

「I’ll go pay for it, so hand it back for a bit.」

I said, tugging lightly on its beak.

「Don’t worry about it. I’ll pay.」

「Why?」

「It’s for the tissue box in the kitchen, right? That means we’ll both be using it, so I’ll just pay for it with the money meant to cover our shared expenses.」

Sendai-san said it like it was only natural as she fiddled with the platypus’s little hands.

「I never said it was for the kitchen.」

「Oh, it’s not?」

「… Well, it is…」

「Then that settles it.」

Without waiting for me to reply, she walked off to pay.

I ended up following her again, watching her buy it with the money meant for our shared expenses.

This was something I didn’t like about her.

She was always trying to guess what I wanted.

And she never listened to me whenever I had something to say about it.

「Alright, let’s head home.」

She said, clearly signaling we were done for today, and started walking back the way we came.

The way back took just as long as the trip here. We didn’t take any more detours, and we didn’t chat along the way either.

But the silence didn’t bother me that much.

We took the train back, then walked home together.

Once we were back, Sendai-san immediately opened the kettle and started making tea.

We sat facing each other at the table, and she handed me the bag with the tissue cover.

「Here.」

「You put it on, Sendai-san.」

I pushed the bag back to her. Without a word, she took out the platypus, then pointed at the tissue box next to me.

「Pass that over.」

I handed it to her—but instead of taking the box, she grabbed my hand.

My heart jumped, and her grip tightened.

She held my hand so tightly, it was starting to hurt.

But she stayed quiet.

If this had been before, she probably would’ve kissed me by now, even if I said no. But today, she didn’t.

Of course she didn’t.

We were just roommates now. There was no rule saying we could kiss anymore. But then again, there wasn’t a rule saying we couldn’t, either.

「… Sorry.」

She muttered, letting go of my hand.

I passed her the tissue box again, and she quietly put the cover over it.

We didn’t have any rules about kissing—but even if we did, Sendai-san was the type to break them without hesitation if she felt like it. And yet, for some reason, she was holding herself back today, like she was bound by some invisible rule.

That was something else I didn’t like about her.

「Done.」

She said as she placed the platypus-covered tissue box down on the table.


◇◇◇ Part 123 ◇◇◇

On the table were plates of toast and scrambled eggs, along with glasses of orange juice.

Sendai-san was sitting across from me.

I still wasn’t used to her being across from me, since whenever we studied together or had dinner together, she had always been sitting right beside me.

But in just one more week, it would mark a month since we started living together, and maybe by then, I’d finally get used to having her sit in front of me while we ate together.

As I spread butter and jam on my toast, I glanced over at my cup.

「Sendai-san, why orange juice?」

「Huh? Did you want soda or something?」

「No, I just thought you wanted to drink tea.」

It didn’t really matter what we were drinking.

I wasn’t particularly picky anyway.

Sendai-san had been the one to prepare breakfast for us today, and it wasn’t like I had any real complaints. Still, I felt a little annoyed that the electric kettle we went out of our way to buy yesterday wasn’t being put to use.

「Oh, if you want black tea, I’ll brew some for us starting tomorrow.」

I looked at Sendai-san.

Our eyes met, and she didn’t look away either.

I felt a little relieved by that.

I didn’t want to start the morning off in a bad mood.

「I don’t really care about the tea. I was just wondering about the electric kettle.」

「Did you want me to use it?」

「If you weren’t going to use it, then why did we have to go buy one yesterday?」

「Even if I don’t use it right away, it’s still something we needed to buy eventually. Plus, wasn’t it fun going shopping yesterday?」

「That’s not the point.」

I bit into my toast and took a sip of my orange juice. Sendai-san also took a bite from her own toast with butter and jam.

「Well, that aside, you’re going to your university after you finish eating, right, Miyagi?」

Not knowing whether she was actually planning to use the kettle tomorrow or not, she quickly changed the subject.

「Yeah, I am.」

「Are you in a hurry?」

「Not really.」

「I see.」

The conversation stopped there, even though I didn’t know what Sendai-san was planning to do after she ate. I felt like if I asked too much about her, it’d seem like I was prying into her life, and before I knew it, both our plates and cups were empty.

「I’ll go wash the dishes.」

I said as I cleared both plates and cups from the table.

「Don’t worry about it. I’ll do it.」

「No, you prepared breakfast for us today.」

「Oh, okay. I’ll leave it to you, then.」

Sendai-san said before heading back to her room. I quickly washed the dishes and returned to my own room. I wasn’t exactly in a rush, but it took quite a while to get to my university from home, so I liked to leave with plenty of time to spare.

I got changed out of my clothes and looked at myself in the mirror.

At times like this, I couldn’t help but wish we still had school uniforms.

It was such a hassle to think about what to wear every morning. I envied my past self, back when everything was solved just by putting on a uniform. I sighed and picked up my schoolbag. When I opened the door, I saw Sendai-san sitting in our shared space, putting the finishing touches on her makeup.

「I’m heading out now.」

I called out to her as she sat in her chair. As I headed toward the entrance, Sendai-san stood up and grabbed my arm.

「Miyagi. Hold on.」

「What is it?」

「Can I borrow you for a second?」

「Why?」

「I want to put some makeup on you.」

Sendai-san said with a grin on her face.

She seemed to be in an unusually good mood, but what she was asking felt kind of pointless.

「I’m going to be late.」

「Didn’t you just say you weren’t in much of a hurry?」

「I’m not, but that doesn’t mean I have time to spare either.」

「At least let me apply something to your lips. They look chapped. You’ve got enough time to spare for that, right?」

Sendai-san said, her thumb brushing against my lips.

She gently pressed her fingertip against my lips, softly stroking them as if checking their texture.

I didn’t dislike the sensation of Sendai-san’s fingertips.

In fact, it felt nice to feel her finger on my lips again after so long.

「Come on, Miyagi. What do you say?」

She asked as she pulled her thumb away from my lips.

「I know my lips aren’t chapped.」

When I looked in the mirror earlier, my lips didn’t look chapped at all.

「They kind of are. It won’t take long, so come take a seat.」

Sendai-san said as she pulled me along by the arm, and I reflexively reached out toward her.

I pressed my thumb against Sendai-san’s lips, just like she’d done to me. I wiped her lips with my fingertip, and the lip makeup that had been on her smudged and got on my finger.

「Hey, Miyagi!」

Sendai-san exclaimed angrily, tightening her grip on my arm.

「I’m not going to have any time left after you finish fixing that.」

「You’re such an idiot.」

I shook off Sendai-san’s hand and turned my back to her.

「Will you have any time to spare tomorrow at least?」
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She asked in a grumpy tone.

「No.」

「Well, make some time for me, then. I promise I’ll make you look cute.」

「I don’t need you to do that for me.」

「Come on, it’s fine, isn’t it?」

「No. Just drop it already.」

「A little makeup never hurt anybody, right? Don’t be so stingy.」

「Shut up, Sendai-san. I’m leaving now.」

The platypus-covered tissue box was sitting on top of a storage box, but I didn’t need it as I headed over to the bathroom sink. I set my belongings down in front of the mirror and turned on the water.

I glanced at my thumb.

It was stained the same color as Sendai-san’s lips.

I looked into the mirror again, and just like how I saw it earlier, my lips weren’t chapped.

As I thought, Sendai-san had been lying.

I touched my lips with my index finger.

My fingertip slid smoothly from corner to corner of my lips.

My lightly stained thumb nearly brushed against my lips as well, and the sensation of Sendai-san’s soft lips came to mind. But I washed my hands without touching anything else.

I scrubbed my hands together.

After carefully washing off the stain, I left the apartment.

I took the train, and it took quite a bit of time before I arrived at my university.

I wished it was closer, but I didn’t really have any other choice.

I passed through the school gates and entered the campus grounds.

I still didn’t really feel like I belonged at my university, as if I were completely out of place here. I had people I could call out to and make small talk with when I saw them, but I didn’t think we were close enough to be considered friends yet, and I still wasn’t sure if those interactions were actually fun. And there were a lot of things that felt like hassles.

One of those things was course registration.

I had to decide which classes I wanted to take and design my schedule by myself.

It was a pain to have to make a schedule on my own and think about the credits I needed in order to graduate. If Sendai-san and I went to the same university, she’d probably be willing to do it all for me—but we went to different schools.

As I entered the lecture hall, I looked around.

It went without saying that Sendai-san wasn’t here.

I took my seat and rested my head on the table. A moment later, I heard the sound of something being set down on the table, followed by a voice calling my name.

「Shiori.」

When I looked up, I saw Maika.

「Did you not get enough sleep?」

Maika asked as she sat down next to me.

At first, it felt strange seeing Maika not in a school uniform, but now I was used to it.

The light makeup I’d never seen her wear back in high school had also now become part of her.

「No, I slept plenty. Also, sorry again about yesterday.」

On Saturday, I had called Maika to apologize in advance.

But I felt like I had to apologize again today too.

I’d told Sendai-san I was free on Sunday, but the truth was, I’d already made plans with Maika. I felt guilty for canceling, since I’d made those plans before I agreed to go out with Sendai-san. I should’ve been prioritizing her instead.

「It’s fine. So, what’d you guys end up buying yesterday?」

“I need to go shopping for appliances with the person I’m living with.”

That was what I’d told Maika before I went shopping with Sendai-san.

「An electric kettle, since we didn’t have anything to boil water with.」

「You guys only bought one just now?」

「We’ve been a little all over the place lately, so we hadn’t had a chance to go shopping until now.」

「You’re rooming with a relative, right?」

「Yeah.」

I hadn’t told Maika that Sendai-san was my roommate.

It wasn’t like I never had the chance to tell her, but I didn’t know how to explain Sendai-san’s presence in my life, so I ended up telling her I was living with a relative.

I knew I’d have to tell her the truth someday, but if I told her I was rooming with Sendai-san, she’d definitely bombard me with questions about how we ended up living together.

And I still didn’t know how I was supposed to answer that.

「Are they shy by any chance?」

「Why do you ask?」

「I was just wondering, since you said you weren’t allowed to have friends over.」

If Maika ever came to visit, she’d end up finding out about Sendai-san. That would only cause trouble.

That was why I’d made it a rule that we couldn’t bring friends over, and I’d vaguely told Maika about it, too. I felt bad for piling lies on top of lies, but I couldn’t let her find out that I was living with Sendai-san—not right now.

「Hmm… No, I think she’s actually pretty normal.」

「Normal, huh… Oh well, it’s fine.」

She looked like she still wanted to say more, but she didn’t press me further.

She was always so kind like that.

I’d been relying on Maika’s kindness ever since high school, and even now, as university students, I was still leaning on her the same way.

「Oh, right. Since you weren’t free yesterday anymore, I decided to get my ears pierced.」

「You got your ears pierced?」

I glanced at her ears, and sure enough, she was wearing small silver earrings.

「Did you do it yourself?」

「Yep.」

It wasn’t like Maika had suddenly turned flashy or started hanging out with different people, but lately, she’d been looking more and more fashionable—especially with how she wore makeup now. She had changed since our high school days.

Everything around me had changed. Even Maika had changed.

I didn’t really think Sendai-san had changed much, but maybe she had in ways I hadn’t noticed yet.

The more I thought about it, the more it felt like I was the only one being left behind.

「Surprisingly, they look good on you.」

I said, still staring at her earrings, and Maika gave me an exaggerated frown.

「What do you mean “surprisingly”?」

After I told her I was joking, we started talking about where she bought them. Before long, the door to the lecture hall opened, and the professor walked in with a slightly intimidating look and began the lecture.

Sendai-san seemed like the type who’d get her ears pierced after starting university, and Maika didn’t seem like that type at all. Seeing the difference between them felt strange somehow.

It made me wonder if Sendai-san wanted to get her ears pierced too.

I had no idea what she thought about things like that.

I barely understood her back in high school, and now that we were in university, I felt like I understood her even less.

I didn’t know anything about the university student version of Sendai-san.

Back then, whenever she talked about her friends, I could at least picture them. When she mentioned her teachers, I could picture them too. I could even picture the school itself.

But now, even if she mentioned her classes or her friends, I wouldn’t be able to picture any of it.

I wondered what she was doing right now.

I could probably find out if I just sent her a message.

But even if I did, I wouldn’t be able to imagine the scenery around her.

That thought left me strangely unsettled.

But what frustrated me even more was how annoyed I was over something so trivial.

How dull.

We were both sticking to the rules we’d agreed on, just like we were supposed to.

I looked at my thumb.

Then, I lightly brushed it over my lips.
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I reached my hand out toward Miyagi.

I ran my fingers through her black hair, combing through it gently.

My hand stroked her cheek, then traced the outline of her lips with my fingertips.

Miyagi didn’t seem to mind—but she didn’t react either.

She was always complaining about something, yet today, she stayed quiet.

When I leaned in close, she simply closed her eyes with a helpless look on her face. It almost felt like she was being unusually obedient right now.

I pressed my lips to hers and slipped my tongue inside her mouth.

She didn’t push me away, nor did she bite back like she sometimes did. Her passiveness surprised me, but it also unsettled me—Miyagi wasn’t putting up a fight at all.

Still, I felt like saying anything about it would just annoy her, so I kept quiet.

I kissed her lips over and over again, then moved to her neck. I left soft kisses there, careful not to leave any marks.

Miyagi let out a faint breath.

I loosened her necktie and removed it completely, then slowly unbuttoned her blouse, one button at a time.

As I kissed along her collarbone, Miyagi clung tightly to my shoulders.

But she didn’t say no, nor did she tell me to stop.

So I slipped her blouse off and gently pushed her down.

Of course, I already knew the truth.

I knew this was just a dream.

Summer vacation, winter break—

Moments from all those days, tangled together into one.

We were wearing our old school uniforms, the ones we didn’t need anymore.

And this wasn’t the first time I’d had this dream. I’d seen it again and again—even after we moved in together.

I need to wake up soon.

But even so, I wanted to stay inside this dream just a little longer.

I bit softly into her shoulder, sinking my teeth into her skin.

Her warmth seeped into me. Her body felt soft beneath my lips and hands—but I couldn’t tell exactly how soft, or how warm. My senses felt hazy, melting together.

「Miyagi.」

I called her name.

But she didn’t answer.

Wanting to hear her voice, I slipped off the last piece of clothing covering her chest.

Still, she stayed silent.

No matter how much I touched her with my hands or lips, she wouldn’t speak.

All I could feel was the blurry yet distinct sensation of her skin against me.

Though I’d never really touched her like this before, I could tell that everywhere I touched felt soft. My dream conveniently filled in the gaps where my memories fell short.

I pulled off her skirt.

As expected, there was no protest.

I let my hands wander beneath her ribs, tracing her soft stomach, brushing over her hips.

My fingertips reached the waistband of her underwear.

I paused.

I knew this was only a dream.

Even so, I wasn’t sure if I should really cross this line.

「Sendai-san.」

Her voice called out to me, soft and pleading, urging me forward.

But the Miyagi I knew wasn’t someone who acted like this. She wouldn’t be so honest about what she wanted, and she definitely wouldn’t call my name in that kind of voice.

Even so, I slowly slid my hand beneath the fabric.

And then—

And then——

And then———

My hand grabbed my phone, which wouldn’t stop ringing.

「… Figures.」

I sighed and silenced the alarm.

Setting the phone back down, I pressed my hand against the wall beside my bed.

Miyagi was just on the other side of this wall.

That wasn’t good.

Right now, it felt like I was too close to her.

I knew, rationally, what was acceptable and what crossed the line—but I didn’t have that same kind of control in my dreams.

Now that we were living together, I fully understood that I could never do the same things to Miyagi that I did in my dreams.

Still, I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t at least a little interested in doing something like that to her.

And I felt like it was exactly because Miyagi was so close by that I kept having dreams like this.

「… I really am the worst, aren’t I?」

It wasn’t the kind of dream I should be having.

I’d bet even Miyagi had no idea that someone was dreaming about her like that, just on the other side of her bedroom wall.

And because I’d had a dream about something I absolutely shouldn’t have, I couldn’t help but want to curse myself.

I sat up for a moment, then laid right back down.

I didn’t want to leave my room at all.

But I had to go to campus today.

I’d already finished registering for my courses, and now my schedule was set.

It finally felt like my university life was starting for real.

I couldn’t let myself get used to skipping classes already.

After lying around for a while—long enough that it could almost be considered a nap—I finally worked up the motivation to get up.

I rolled out of bed and opened my drawers.

Pajamas felt too casual to wear out into our shared space. Maybe, after we’d lived together for longer, I’d get used to wearing them out.

But for now, I wanted to make sure I was dressed properly.

Suddenly, I remembered the time I stayed over at Miyagi’s place.

Back then, I borrowed a set of sweats from her.

Maybe, instead of pajamas, I could just wear sweats like Miyagi always did.

That way, I wouldn’t have to bother changing into a full outfit.

While I was still considering whether I should buy a set of sweats, I pulled out a blouse and a pair of flare pants from my drawers.

After getting dressed, I left my room and saw Miyagi making breakfast.

We’d agreed that whenever we shared a meal, we’d cook together, but we hadn’t decided on who’d make breakfast. Usually, whoever woke up first would make it, and the other would do the dishes. Before I even realized it, that had somehow become an unspoken rule between us.

Miyagi wasn’t exactly the best cook, but food always seemed to taste better when someone else made it.

「Morning.」

I called out to Miyagi from behind her.

「Good morning.」

Having someone return my “Good morning” while they were making breakfast for us made mornings not so bad.

―― If only I hadn’t had that dream today.

Even though I didn’t choose to have that dream, it still made me feel awkward.

I couldn’t look Miyagi in the eye, and I had no idea what kind of expression I was supposed to wear around her.

Back before we moved in together, we’d been in different classes.

If I wanted to avoid seeing her, I could simply wait until after school, when my mood had recovered.

But things weren’t like that anymore.

Miyagi was always just a few doors away now. It was nearly impossible now to avoid her from morning until after school.

「What are you making?」

I couldn’t sort out my feelings properly, but the silence was making it even harder to calm down.

So I called out to Miyagi, who had been staring at the frying pan the whole time—but there was no reply.

「Miyagi?」

Even when I called her name, she still didn’t respond, and I started worrying about how our breakfast was going to turn out.

Right now, I felt like I couldn’t keep a composed expression at all.

I didn’t really want to get too close to Miyagi, but I was curious about breakfast, so I walked over to check.

On the frying pan was something that looked halfway between a fried egg and scrambled eggs.

「Did the yolks break?」

「They just broke on their own.」

Miyagi muttered as she turned to face me.

「Fried eggs and scrambled eggs are all the same once they’re in your stomach, right? So it’s fine.」

「I mean, I guess…」

I could feel Miyagi’s gaze on me, but I just couldn’t bring myself to meet her eyes.

「I’m going to go wash my face.」

I turned my back to her and headed toward the bathroom.

Behind me, I heard her reply with a simple, “Okay.”

I took a deep breath in, then slowly exhaled, and then inhaled again.

Consciously focusing on something automatic like breathing helped calm me down a little.

Lately, my dreams had been filled more and more with things that hadn’t happened in reality, and I didn’t want to think about what might’ve happened next in them. But if I kept dwelling on them, I’d end up obsessing over it, so I pushed them to the back of my mind as best I could. I couldn’t erase them completely, but at the very least, I needed to make sure they wouldn’t get to me.

I gave my cheek a light slap and returned to the dining area.

「Breakfast is ready.」

Miyagi said, and I looked over at the table.

There were several plates and two glasses of orange juice. The eggs looked like scrambled eggs now, with the yolks and whites completely mixed together. And not only that, there were slices of toast and well-cooked sausages, too.

I took a seat, and after hearing her say, “Let’s eat,” I followed suit and started eating the scrambled eggs.

This rule we’d set about eating together was being fulfilled in a way I never would’ve expected. I’d originally suggested it just hoping we could share dinner sometimes—but here we were, even eating breakfast together.

「Have you bought any interesting new manga lately?」

Still unable to meet Miyagi’s gaze, I picked a random topic and asked.

「Yeah, I have.」

「Can you lend me something to read? I’m okay with anything that seems interesting.」

「I can choose anything?」

「As long as it’s interesting.」

As I took a bite of my toast, spread with butter and jam, I glanced over at Miyagi’s hands.

She poked her fork into a sausage and brought it to her mouth.

「I don’t know what sorts of things you find interesting though, Sendai-san.」

Hearing the slight dissatisfaction in her voice, I looked up at her.

Just for a moment, our eyes met, and I could feel my heart beat a little faster.

Right then, I realized—maybe I could use borrowing manga as an excuse to go into her room.

「Then how about you let me choose for myself?」

Today wasn’t really the kind of day I wanted to get close to Miyagi.

But that didn’t mean I wasn’t interested in getting close to her at all. I wanted to know what her bedroom looked like, and I was curious about what kind of manga she owned.

「… I’ll lend you something to read, but I’ll be the one to pick it out and hand it to you.」

Miyagi said, as she took a bite of her toast.
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I walked up the stairs to the third floor of the building.

Then I made my way down the hallway, and when I reached the front door of my apartment, I took out my keys.

After unlocking the door and stepping inside, I noticed it was dark inside. I turned on the light and looked down, seeing the spot where Miyagi usually left her shoes was empty. That’s when I realized she hadn’t come home yet.

Still, I tried calling out, “I’m home”, but there was no response.

I couldn’t help feeling a little disappointed.

I wanted someone to reply with a “welcome back” whenever I said “I’m home.”

The dream I’d had this morning had already faded from my mind while I was at university.

Miyagi wasn’t always the one who came home first, but now that I’d calmed down enough to look her in the eye and talk to her again, I found myself wishing she was already here.

「Well, not that there’s much for us to talk about.」

Miyagi hadn’t said anything about being late today, so we were supposed to have dinner together tonight.

I walked deeper into the apartment, wondering what we should have for dinner. As I’d expected, there was no one around.

「I’m home.」

This time, I muttered it toward the dining area, fully aware no one was here to hear it.

Then, just as I was about to go into my room, I noticed something piled on the table.

「Are those… books?」

I walked over for a closer look.

Sure enough, it was a stack of books—several volumes of the romance manga I’d been reading in Miyagi’s room, along with a few shounen manga series even I’d heard of before.

This must be what she meant when she said she’d pick them out for me and give them to me.

Letting out a small sigh, I set my bag down on the chair Miyagi usually sat in.

Even though I knew she wasn’t home, I still went over to her door and knocked.

I heard the sound of my own knocking echo, but there was no sign of anyone inside.

「Miyagi.」

I called out to the door.

But of course, there was no reply.

I pressed my palm firmly against the door.

It felt like there was a whole other world on the other side—a world I wasn’t allowed to enter right now, and one I had no idea when I’d be allowed into again.

I wanted to be on the other side of this door.

I wanted to see if the black cat plush I’d given her was still sitting on her bookshelf like before, and whether that tissue box with the crocodile cover was still there too.

I wanted to know what she kept in her room, to see what she’d left behind.

Right now, the only thing separating me from all that was just a slab of wood.

It wasn’t like I couldn’t open it if I wanted to.

If I broke the rules, I could find out everything I wanted to know right away.

As long as I didn’t touch anything and came right back out, Miyagi wouldn’t even know.

And if she didn’t find out, it wouldn’t really count as breaking the rules either.

Or maybe… it’d actually be better if she did find out.

Because the one who broke the rules had to listen to one thing the other person wanted them to do.

That was what we had agreed on. If I broke a rule, Miyagi would give me an order—just like before.

Well, technically it wouldn’t be an “order,” but it’d still be something close to it.

「… No, I can’t think like that. I can’t just go into someone else’s room without permission.」

Even putting the rules aside, going into someone’s room without their permission was just too much.

And if Miyagi found out, she’d probably move out before I even got the chance to be punished.

I leaned my forehead against the door.

As I did, I heard a soft thump and felt the cool surface against my forehead.

Then, I brought my lips close to the door—but before I could say anything, I let out all the air from my lungs.

「What am I even doing?」

I’d been feeling off all day because of the dream I had this morning.

I felt disappointed she wasn’t here to welcome me back home, but maybe it was actually for the best that Miyagi wasn’t here right now.

If she was, things might’ve gone in a completely different direction.

「Miyagi, you idiot.」

I muttered toward the door, then turned my back to it.

I picked up one of the romance manga volumes from the table and sat down in my chair.

I flipped through the pages, but I couldn’t really remember the story from the earlier volumes.

I wanted the previous volumes to help me recall my hazy memory, but I couldn’t get to them right now.

Even though they were sitting on a bookshelf just beyond this door, they felt so far away—and it irritated me a little.

I set the romance manga back down on the table and picked up one of the shounen manga instead, starting from the first volume.

I opened it and read through a few pages.

It was easier to enjoy than trying to piece together a story I barely remembered, but the memory of when I could freely read whatever I wanted kept flashing through my mind, making it hard to focus on what was in front of me.

Still, I managed to get through two volumes, and I picked up the third.

I was halfway through when I suddenly heard a voice say, “I’m home”, and I looked up.

「Welcome back.」

「You know you could just read those in your own room, right?」

Miyagi said, glancing at what I was reading.

「I thought maybe you’d want to hear me say ‘welcome back’ in person.」

「That still doesn’t mean you couldn’t have just read those in your room, though.」

「Yeah, but this seemed easier.」

Miyagi didn’t say anything back. Looking a little annoyed, she walked over to the fridge, grabbed a bottle of soda, and poured herself a glass.

She took a sip before setting it down on the table, then looked at me.

Our eyes met.

Just like this morning, I didn’t try to escape her gaze, and I looked right back at her.

「Is it interesting?」

Miyagi asked, not mentioning the manga directly, but there wasn’t anything else she could’ve been talking about besides the book in my hands.

「It’s not bad.」

「Let me know when you’re done, so I can put them away.」

Miyagi turned to head back to her room, but before she could, I picked up the romance manga I’d barely touched.

「Wait, do you have the first volume of this?」

「I do. Why?」

「Lend it to me. I forgot what happened in the earlier chapters.」

I wasn’t all that interested in reading a story I could barely remember, and I wouldn’t have minded just leaving it that way. It was the kind of thing where, if I were to read it again, starting from the volume before this one would’ve been enough to jog my memory. I didn’t think it was worth the trouble to go all the way back to volume one—but it worked as a good excuse for what I really wanted.

「I’ll bring it out for you. Just wait here.」

「I can get it myself. Let me come with you.」

I said, standing up right beside her.

「Huh?」

「Let me into your room.」

「… No.」

Miyagi refused after a short pause.

「Why not?」

「Because you’d definitely do something weird, Sendai-san.」

Her words instantly reminded me of the dream I’d had that morning.

I could pretty much imagine what she meant by “something weird.”

But honestly, the dream I had was probably way worse than anything she was thinking of.

The thought made my chest tighten a little.

Still, that wasn’t the reason I wanted to go into her room.

I just wanted to see what her room—somewhere I used to be able to come and go from freely before we moved here—looked like now.

There wasn’t anything I needed to feel guilty about… or at least, probably not.

Some ambiguous feelings stirred inside me, but there wasn’t any need to say them out loud, so I simply denied what Miyagi had said.

「I won’t. Seriously, what kind of person do you think I am?」

「… You’re my roommate.」

Even though what I’d said was wrong and dishonest, Miyagi answered honestly.

It was just like Miyagi said. We were roommates, and if we wanted to keep living together peacefully for the next four years, we couldn’t be anything but that.

But after just a few weeks of living with her, I was already starting to wonder if asking Miyagi to be my roommate had really been the right choice. I was beginning to question everything about this arrangement—how, just by being roommates, I wasn’t even allowed to touch her.

「What is it?」

Noticing I’d gone quiet, Miyagi gave me a confused look and asked.

On the day of our graduation ceremony, I’d pushed Miyagi to move here and be my roommate—changing the relationship we’d had up until then. Back then, I honestly thought it was the only choice I had, and the best one too.

「It’s nothing. I was just thinking how weird it feels, being roommates now.」

I said with a small smile, as if trying to convince myself of what I was saying too.

Miyagi frowned.

「You’re the one who wanted us to be roommates, Sendai-san. You better take responsibility and act like one.」

「Yeah, yeah.」

「I’ll bring the book to you, so wait here.」

「No, it’s fine.」

「Huh?」

「Forget the book for now. Let’s start making dinner.」

I said, walking over to the fridge instead of following her to her room.

「Isn’t it kinda early for dinner?」

「Well, I’m hungry.」

I replied casually, making up an excuse. Then, after glancing at what was in the fridge, I asked Miyagi what she wanted for dinner.
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I couldn’t decide what to do during Golden Week.

I hadn’t heard anything from my family.

Well, I’d expected that much, so it didn’t really bother me. If anything, I would’ve felt more uncomfortable if they had asked me to come home. And honestly, it didn’t even make me sad anymore, knowing my parents didn’t want me back either. It was convenient for me, considering I’d never intended to go back in the first place. But that also meant I now had way too much free time on my hands.

I wanted to spend some of that free time with Miyagi.

It had been a few days since I had that strange dream, but I still hadn’t gotten around to asking Miyagi about her plans for the break. At the very least, I knew she wasn’t going home either.

The problem was, I didn’t know anything beyond that.

It wasn’t like I found it hard to ask Miyagi if she wanted to hang out, but I doubted she’d just say yes that easily.

I let out a sigh.

Then, I shifted my attention to the teacher standing at the podium.

The slides kept flipping by, one after another.

As I listened to the teacher’s voice echo through the lecture hall, I remembered the fried eggs I’d eaten earlier in the morning.

The egg Miyagi had made was cooked perfectly this time, and the yolk hadn’t broken on its own either.

Maybe that’s why she’d been in a better mood than usual—but thanks to one dumb comment from me, I’d ruined it.

I really shouldn’t have said anything about her hairstyle.

They say it was best to let sleeping dogs lie, but apparently, I didn’t always make the best choices in life.

Lately, I’d been wanting to get even closer to Miyagi—who I wasn’t allowed to touch anymore—and sometimes, I’d end up making unnecessary comments that upset her instead.

Because of that, I’d left the apartment this morning without asking about her Golden Week plans, which was something I’d been meaning to bring up.

I couldn’t even find a part-time job, either. It felt like nothing was going my way.

I let out another sigh as I kept my eyes on the slides.

I needed to get serious now that I was in university.

I shouldn’t be putting so much focus on my social life.

I didn’t need perfect grades, but I wanted to graduate in four years and land a decent job afterward.

Now wasn’t the time to be thinking about Miyagi.

The teacher barely ever wrote anything on the board. If I didn’t pay attention, I wouldn’t be able to follow the lecture at all.

I told myself to stop thinking about Golden Week and focus on class instead.

Then, I tried to concentrate on the teacher’s voice.

Unlike high school, these lectures lasted ninety minutes, and they felt painfully long.

I scribbled notes with my pencil as fast as I could.

Thirty, then forty minutes passed, and before I knew it, the lecture finally ended, just a little short of the ninety-minute mark.

「Hazuki.」

As I closed my notebook, I heard my name being called. I looked up and saw Mio—one of the friends I’d made at university—glancing back at me from the seat in front of me.

「I’ve got some good news for you.」

I didn’t want the same kind of friendships I’d had in high school, so I hadn’t planned on expanding my social circle here.

Still, I’d ended up making a couple of friends anyway—people I could chat with about random things whenever I was bored.

「You do?」

「Yep, so wipe that bored look off your face and listen to this with a smile.」

「Whether I smile or not depends on what it is.」

I said that, but it felt like Mio was smiling for me instead.

「You said you were looking for a part-time job, right, Hazuki? So I figured I’d introduce you to something.」

She spoke in her usual cheerful tone.

It was true. I’d told Mio I was job hunting.

Technically, I could get by without one, since my parents were covering my living expenses.

But I wanted my own money.

I didn’t plan to move back home after graduation.

I wanted to find a decent job and live here. But things might not go the way I wanted, and I could end up needing to find a new apartment.

With so many uncertainties ahead, I figured it was smarter to save up while I still had my parents’ financial support.

「What kind of job is it?」

「Private tutoring.」

Mio and I walked out of the lecture hall together as I asked her that. She still had that bright smile on her face.

「Wait, you’re a private tutor, Mio?」

「Do I look like one?」

「No, not really.」

Mio was smart and friendly, but she didn’t seem like the type to think too deeply about things.

Optimistically, she was decisive.

Pessimistically, she could be careless and impulsive.

I could see her being a fun tutor, but I wasn’t sure her students’ grades would actually improve.

「Wow, you answered that fast. Well, anyway, if you’re interested, I can introduce you.」

「To the student?」

「What? No, of course not. I meant my upperclassman. They’re looking for people interested in tutoring.」

Her words brought back memories of tutoring Miyagi.

It wasn’t just thanks to me, but Miyagi’s grades probably had improved from those study sessions.

I didn’t think that alone meant I was cut out for tutoring, but I definitely enjoyed teaching her.

「Can I ask them a few questions first?」

「Sure, no problem.」

Mio replied casually as we walked down the hall, though I wasn’t sure if it really was “no problem” or not.

「Alright then. Introduce me to your upperclassman.」

I wasn’t sure yet if I’d take the job.

But I was at least a little curious.

I had no idea what kind of person this upperclassman was, but I figured I could at least scope things out.

「Okay, I’ll let them know.」

Mio said in a cheerful voice, pulling out her phone. After exchanging a few quick messages with her upperclassman, she looked back up at me.

「They’re busy right now, but they said they’d like to talk to you directly as soon as they have time. Want their contact info?」

「Sure.」

I handed her my phone, and Mio entered their contact information. Then she added, “They’ll probably call you in about three hours.”

Mio went on talking about her upperclassman—how she was a third-year student, and shared all sorts of personal details about her. But even after my afternoon lectures ended, I never heard from her upperclassman. Even after I got on the train and went back to my apartment, there was still no message or call.

I took out my key and opened the door.

The lights were on, and I saw Miyagi’s shoes by the entrance.

It looked like she’d come home earlier than me today.

I took off my shoes and went inside. I figured she’d be holed up in her room, but instead, she was standing in front of the fridge.

「I’m home.」

I called out to her from behind.

「Welcome back.」

Miyagi had apparently gone shopping, judging by the grocery bag by her side.

「So, what are we making today, Sendai-san?」

「Is there anything you want to eat?」

「Doria.」[1]

She said as she stuffed the rest of the ingredients into the fridge and stood up.

「I’ve never made that before. Are you sure there’s nothing else you want?」

「You’re the one who asked me what I wanted to eat, though.」

「I just asked what you wanted to eat. I never said we were actually making that. Besides, did you even buy the right ingredients for doria?」

「I didn’t know what we needed for it, so no.」

「How are we supposed to make it then?」

I looked up the recipe on my phone as I checked the fridge, but we clearly didn’t have the ingredients.

「Well, if you want it that badly, do you want to just go out for dinner?」

I suggested something more realistic.

「No, forget it for today. I already bought a bunch of stuff, so let’s just make something with that.」

Her voice was as cold as expected.

I thought it’d be nice if we could go out to eat together once in a while, but it didn’t seem like Miyagi wanted to.

「Wanna go out tomorrow, then?」

I knew she wouldn’t say yes, but I decided to ask anyway.

「… Sure.」

I found myself staring at Miyagi, surprised by her unexpected answer.

“Where do you want to go?”

“What time do you want to go?”

As I tried to figure out what to ask first, my phone started ringing.

「Oh, hang on for a second.」

I took out my phone from my bag, which was still ringing.

When I glanced at the screen, I saw the name of the upperclassman Mio had told me about.

It seemed she hadn’t forgotten about me after all.

When I answered, a calm voice on the other end briefly explained the details of the job.

After about five minutes, the call ended, and I apologized to Miyagi.

「Sorry. I don’t think I can do tomorrow anymore. Something came up. Can we go the day after instead?」

「What came up?」

Miyagi asked in a low voice.

「I need to meet up with someone who said they can help me get a part-time job.」

「―― You’re going to get a part-time job, Sendai-san?」

Miyagi, now seemingly more interested in my business than the doria, asked as she stared at me intently.

「Yeah. I figured I should start earning and saving up some money.」

It wasn’t like I was hiding it from her or anything—I just hadn’t had the chance to bring it up yet. Miyagi was the type to either be in a bad mood or avoid me right when I was about to bring up something important.

「I gave you money back in high school, didn’t I?」

Miyagi’s voice grew even lower.

「I already told you—that money isn’t just mine to use.」

「Even if it’s not, you’re allowed to spend it however you want.」

Miyagi said as she kicked my leg.

It didn’t hurt, but I glared at her exaggeratedly, as if it did.

Miyagi had been pretty calm lately and hadn’t done anything like kicking or biting me in a while, so this felt just like how things used to be between us.

Still, I knew what she’d done just now wasn’t actually a good thing.

I moved away from her and sat down in my usual spot.

「Are you going to break your promise, Sendai-san?」

Miyagi said in a dissatisfied voice, still standing in front of the fridge.

「Sorry.」

I apologized, putting my hands together.

It wasn’t like the doria was going anywhere, but if I missed tomorrow’s meeting, I didn’t know when I’d get another chance to meet with such a busy upperclassman.

Finding a part-time job was something I’d been wanting to do since starting university, so I wanted to put off the doria until the day after tomorrow instead.

But Miyagi stayed quiet, neither agreeing nor moving from her spot.

「Does it really have to be tomorrow?」

I found myself starting to wonder if I should be prioritizing eating doria with Miyagi over meeting with the upperclassman.

As I thought about it, I glanced at Miyagi.

「… The day after tomorrow is fine, but you’ll need to accept a punishment.」

「Huh?」

「You get punished if you break a promise, right?」

Miyagi said, as if it were the most obvious thing, leaving me dumbfounded.

「Wait, hold on. We agreed punishments were only for breaking rules we came up with together, right? They don’t apply to everyday promises.」

「We both agreed to go out tomorrow, didn’t we? That’s basically the same as making a rule together.」

「That’s a bit of a stretch, don’t you think?」

Calling these little promises “rules” felt like too much, but Miyagi clearly wasn’t backing down. She placed her hands on the table and leaned over it.

「We never said punishments only applied to breaking house rules, did we? So I don’t think it’s strange to punish you for breaking the promise we just decided on, Sendai-san.」

Strictly speaking, she wasn’t wrong.

We never explicitly stated that punishments were limited to breaking the house rules.

But that didn’t mean I had to accept her logic.

It was absurd—unreasonable, even.

Miyagi probably knew that herself as well. She was just saying this because she knew I’d go along with her ridiculous punishment anyway.

I let out a quiet sigh.

「Fine, fine. I’ll let you have this one. But what kind of punishment are you thinking of?」

「I haven’t decided yet.」

「You’re really going to take your time on this?」

「Why not? It’s not like there’s a deadline for coming up with a punishment.」

I had a bad feeling about this.

If I let her take her time, she’d definitely come up with something terrible.

「Then at least decide by tomorrow.」

「I can’t.」

Miyagi rejected that firmly.

「It’s not that you can’t. You just don’t want to. I’m fine with whatever you decide, so just tell me once you’ve figured it out.」

I was used to following her orders anyway.

So I figured I could handle whatever she decided.

I was no stranger to doing questionable things, after all.

So this wasn’t really a big deal.

With that in mind, I stood up.

「Anyway, Miyagi. What do you want to do for dinner today?」

I asked.



	Doria is a gratin-like Japanese dish. It’s basically a rice gratin covered with white sauce, cheese, and then grilled. It can be paired with other ingredients or toppings as well, most notably seafood. ↩︎




CHAPTER FOUR

The Things I Don’t Want Sendai-san to Forget

◇◇◇ Part 127 ◇◇◇

I picked up the black cat plush from the bookshelf and brought it with me to my bed. It was time to go to sleep, but I wasn’t feeling that sleepy yet.

I stroked the black cat plush’s head.

Sendai-san hadn’t broken a single promise since we’d moved here together, but today, she broke one for the first time. That meant I now had the right to give her an order. Well, strictly speaking, it wasn’t exactly an “order,” it was just the right to make her do one thing I wanted her to do. But it wasn’t something I’d gotten fairly; it was a right I’d obtained rather forcefully.

I sat the black cat plush on my chest.

There were a number of things I could come up with for a punishment.

But I could only choose one thing.

Most likely, Sendai-san would do whatever I asked as long as it wasn’t anything too ridiculous. Up until now, she’d accepted and gone along with most of my orders. If I told her to lick my feet, she’d probably do it, and if I asked her to kiss me, she’d probably do that too.

But she would only do it this one time.

And for some reason, Sendai-san had been abiding by the rules pretty well since we moved here, so I had no idea when I’d get the right to do this again.

Thinking about it like that, I wasn’t sure what to get Sendai-san to do.

Maybe it was because we were roommates now, but it felt harder to decide compared to when we were in high school. It was like there were some things I wasn’t allowed to ask for anymore.

But if that was the case, then what could I get her to do? No matter how much I thought about it, nothing came to mind.

I picked up the black cat plush again and pressed it against the wall. Its nose brushed against the surface, and I quickly pulled it back.

This sort of punishment system was nothing more than something we were just doing for fun.

It wasn’t something I needed to think so seriously about.

I should just be more casual about it.

I knew that, but with how Sendai-san suddenly brought up wanting to get a part-time job—something I hadn’t heard anything about—it made it hard to relax and think lightly about it.

I left the black cat plush by the wall and turned off the lights, curling up and closing my eyes.

I wished she had told me earlier that she was thinking about a part-time job. When I asked her about it, she said it’d be a private tutoring job, and that she hadn’t decided yet whether she’d take it or not—but I felt like she would.

And if she did, she’d end up tutoring someone else the same way she used to tutor me—with that same voice, sitting at that same distance apart, just the two of them, alone.

I doubted she would do anything other than tutoring with her student, but still, I was unamused about the very thought of it.

Ever since we started university, there were more and more parts of Sendai-san that felt unfamiliar to me. She rarely talked about her campus life, and lately, it felt like I only knew about half of her.

I was sure she’d tell me most things if I really asked, but even if I did, I wasn’t sure I wanted to, since I couldn’t picture any of it anyway—unlike back in high school. The thought of her getting a part-time job, yet another thing I wouldn’t understand or be part of, was giving me a headache.

I pulled the black cat plush under the futon with me.

I’d been sleeping well recently, but tonight it felt like I wouldn’t be able to, so I started counting black cats in my head to try to fall asleep. One, then two, then a third. Instead of sheep, I imagined stuffed black cat plushies jumping over a fence.

And as I pictured that, I started imagining Sendai-san as a private tutor.

If she really became a tutor, there was a good chance she’d go back to her old ways and start breaking the rules again. If that happened, I’d have more chances to give her orders through our punishment system.

But still, it irritated me knowing that if that were the case, it meant she would be prioritizing her part-time job. Her promises with me didn’t have to come first, but I wanted to make sure she never forgot them.

Something to make sure Sendai-san never forgets her promises with me, huh…

Maybe that was the kind of punishment I should be thinking about.

As I kept counting black cat plushies in my head, I kept mulling it over. I wasn’t sure what kind of punishment it’d be exactly, but my mind was getting hazier the more I thought about it.

After counting around three or four hundred black cats, I ended up falling asleep before I could figure out what I wanted to make Sendai-san do.

I woke up five minutes before my alarm went off.

Then, I went to eat the breakfast that Sendai-san had prepared for us today.

She didn’t bring up the punishment at all.

Before leaving, she said she’d be home late today—something about that meeting she mentioned yesterday that I didn’t really want to hear anything about. After I finished washing the dishes, I got changed and headed out too.

It’d be nice if she didn’t end up getting the job.

As the train rocked back and forth, I found myself wishing misfortune on Sendai-san.

As her roommate, I felt like I should be rooting for her. But I couldn’t say it out loud. I was the one who told her to start acting more like a proper roommate, and yet here I was, not doing the same. I couldn’t help feeling disappointed in myself.

After getting off the train, I walked to campus.

I stepped into the lecture hall, spotted Maika, and sat next to her.

「Good morning.」

I called out to her, and she greeted me back.

「It’s been a while since I’ve seen you look this tired, Shiori.」

Maika might’ve changed her look since starting university, but her personality hadn’t shifted one bit. She was still as kind and attentive as ever.

「I got too into the book I was reading and couldn’t put it down.」

I couldn’t say that the reason I was unable to sleep was because of Sendai-san.

I leaned back in my seat and looked at Maika.

Her hair was a little longer than mine, tied back in a ponytail, with small accessories peeking out from her earlobes.

「Hey, you said you pierced your ears yourself, right?」

「Yeah.」

「Did it hurt?」

「Yeah, it did. Only for a moment, though.」

「But it still hurt, huh.」

「Well, it wasn’t as bad as I expected it to be, but I guess it depends on the person. Why? Are you interested in getting your ears pierced too, Shiori?」

「No, not really.」

Small accessories like that were cute.

Watching Maika gradually get cuter made me feel like maybe it’d be okay for me to start putting a little more effort into my appearance too. But I hated pain, even if it was only for a second. If there was a way to pierce my ears without it hurting at all, maybe I’d consider it—but I wasn’t about to go out of my way to find out.

I couldn’t stop thinking about earrings—probably because back in high school, Sendai-san had been so against the idea of piercing hers.

Lately, I found myself linking everything back to Sendai-san, and it felt like I was constantly thinking about her.

「Why not? There are a lot of cute earrings you could wear. We could even match.」

Maika said as she gently tugged on my ear.

「Hmm…」

I took a closer look at her ears.

The earrings were fixed in the holes of her earlobes.

‘If only promises could be bound like that, too,’ I thought to myself.

But there was no way I’d ever get Sendai-san to pierce her ears.

She’d gone along with most of my orders, but that was the one thing she flat-out refused.

「Well, if you’re that curious, why don’t we go check out some earrings together? Even if we’re just browsing, it could still be fun. You free today?」

I had nothing going on.

Sendai-san was out meeting someone I’d never heard of before, so she wouldn’t be home early anyway.

「Yeah, I’m free. Let’s go today.」

I always had fun spending time with Maika, and I didn’t feel like being home by myself.

Besides, chances were, Sendai-san would be having dinner with someone else.

I didn’t know if I’d actually buy anything, but at the very least, I had plans to spend time with Maika once classes were over.
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Inside the bag I was holding was something I’d bought while hanging out with Maika.

I’d wanted to give it to Sendai-san after we had doria last night, but I just couldn’t bring myself to do it. I’d been hesitating all day today too, and even after dinner, I still hadn’t worked up the nerve.

I paced around my bedroom and came to a stop in front of my bookshelf, letting out a sigh.

The black cat plush stared back at me.

What should I do?

After thinking it over for a bit, I stepped out of my room and looked around our shared space.

Since she wasn’t here, Sendai-san must’ve been in her own room.

I picked up the platypus tissue box sitting on top of one of our storage bins and knocked on her door—my first time doing so since we moved in.

I knocked three times, the sound echoing faintly in return.

A moment later, I heard her voice from inside, and then her door creaked open.

「What’s up?」

「Let me in. I’ve decided on your punishment.」

「Right now?」

Sendai-san sounded unsure as her eyes flicked toward the paper bag and tissue box I was holding.

「Yes, right now. It won’t take long. If you really don’t want me in your room, we can do it out here instead.」

When I’d left my room, it was just after nine—not too late, not too early for bed. There was plenty of time.

The punishment I had in mind wasn’t anything serious. All she had to do was use what was inside the paper bag. It wouldn’t take long, and it wasn’t anything difficult either.

「We can do it in my room. Come in.」

Sendai-san stepped aside and opened the door wider.

For a second, I considered saying “Pardon the intrusion,” but ended up walking in without a word.

There was a small nightstand next to her bed, a desk, and a bookshelf.

It was my first time inside her room since we moved here. The layout was different from her old place.

She never had many books or a bookshelf at all, and the metal bed frame from her last room was gone. I hadn’t been in her old room often enough to feel nostalgic, but somehow, I couldn’t get used to this one being hers either.

It left a strange, uncomfortable feeling in my chest.

「Sit wherever you want.」

She said as she sat down, leaning back against her bed.

I hesitated for a moment before sitting down right next to her.

「So, what’s this for?」

She tapped the platypus tissue box.

「It’s a tissue box cover.」

「No, I know that. Are we using it for the punishment or something?」

「Probably.」

「What do you mean, ‘probably’? What exactly do you want me to do?」

「Here. This is what you’ll be using for the punishment.」

I handed her the paper bag and moved the tissue box to the table.

「What’s in here?」

「Take a look yourself.」

She peeked inside the bag.

「Miyagi, this…」

She said, her voice lower than usual, her expression stiffening.

She slowly took the contents out one by one and laid them on the table.

A piercing gun. Disinfectant. Cotton balls.

All the things you’d need to pierce an earlobe.

Sendai-san let out a long, heavy sigh.

「…You’re not allowed to do this kind of thing, remember? I said I’d do one thing you told me to, but that doesn’t mean I’ll do anything.」

「But we never said piercings were off-limits, did we?」

「No, but I feel like it should go without saying that any punishment that leaves a permanent mark is crossing the line.」

Sendai-san wasn’t angry, but her voice was laced with exasperation. That was the exact kind of response I’d been expecting.

I picked up the ear piercer from the table and pushed it into her hands.

「Well, I’m saying it isn’t crossing the line.」

「Miyagi. Even if you’re fine with it, I’m not.」

「It doesn’t matter what you think. I’m the one getting pierced.」

「… Huh?」

「There’s nothing confusing about it. You’re going to pierce my ears, Sendai-san.」

If I’d told her she was the one getting her ears pierced, she definitely would’ve refused. So I thought about how else I could get her to keep her promises.

It didn’t take long to come up with something.

I’d just have to carve those promises into myself.

It was my body. I could do whatever I wanted with it.

And as long as it wasn’t her ears being pierced, Sendai-san shouldn’t have had any problem doing what I asked.

「I’m the one who’s supposed to be getting punished, right?」

「Yeah, so do what I say. It’s not like it’ll be hard—you just have to use that on me.」

I said, pointing at the piercing gun in her hands.

「This feels… weird.」

「It’s not weird at all.」

「Have you always wanted to get your ears pierced?」

「Not really. I don’t like pain, and I’m not that into earrings.」

I made sure to emphasize that it wasn’t something I wanted.

「Then why do you want me to do it?」

「So you won’t forget your promises with me anymore.」

「Huh? What do you mean by that?」

Even though I didn’t have a part-time job myself, I knew that if she started working as a private tutor, her schedule would become too rigid to shift things around. And that meant her promises with me could easily be forgotten, cancelled, or delayed.

I knew it was selfish, but I really hated it when our promises got brushed off. Regardless of whether she took the job or not, I didn’t want the things she promised me to be forgotten.

So, I decided to use my own body to give those promises a little more weight.

「If you did something drastic like piercing my ears, it’d make things harder to forget, right? I wanted it to be so that every time you saw them, you’d remember the promises you made with me.」

There was a limit to how much we could remember—we couldn’t hold on to everything that had ever happened.

But if something was memorable enough, it tended to stick.

So if I tied our promises to my piercings, they wouldn’t be so easy to let slip.

And that was why I needed Sendai-san to be the one to pierce my ears for me.

「I want you to remember every time you break a promise to me and reflect on it.」

「Are you being serious?」

「I am.」

「Well, I think you should pierce them yourself, Miyagi. If I do it when you don’t even want them, it’ll feel like I’m forcing it on you.」

「No. You’re the one who needs to do it because I don’t want them. I want you to regret it, and I want you to feel like you did something wrong.」

I wanted Sendai-san to feel even more guilty.

I wanted her to remember it vividly—that she’d forced these piercings on me even after I told her I didn’t want them.

「― I’ve never used one of these before.」

Sendai-san sighed as she opened the piercing gun’s packaging. She pulled out the instruction sheet and started reading.

「You’ve never pierced anyone’s ears before? Not Ibaraki-san, or someone else?」

「Nope. Everyone else did it themselves. You’re the first person I’ll be using this on.」

Knowing that made me feel a little relieved.

If it was her first time, that meant it would leave an even stronger impression in her memory.

I started explaining the process to her.

First, she had to disinfect my earlobes. Then, mark the spots with a pen.

It probably wasn’t much different from what the instructions said, but I walked her through it anyway.

「Okay, I’ll start with disinfecting your ears.」

Sendai-san tucked my hair behind my ears and dabbed the disinfectant just as the instructions said. Then she gently tugged at my earlobe, as if double-checking her work.

「You know it doesn’t mean anything if you’re going to touch it right after disinfecting it, right?」

I slapped her arm.

But she didn’t let go.

She kept tugging at my earlobe.

「It tickles, you know.」

「I just wanted to savor your ears a little before poking holes in them.」

She finally pulled her hand away.

Her fingertips brushed behind my ear, then slid down to my neck.

The ticklish feeling only got worse.

It was supposed to just be her fingers, but now her entire palm was pressed against my neck. I could feel her body heat sinking into me, and it felt like she was going to lean in even closer. I quickly pushed her back by the shoulders.

「Disinfect it again.」

「Okay.」

She wiped down my earlobe again with cotton and picked up a pen.

Maybe it was the disinfectant, but my ear felt slightly cold.

「Where do you want them?」

「Anywhere’s fine.」

「Then I’ll decide for you.」

She hesitated a bit, then drew a small mark on my earlobe. After that, she picked up the piercing gun.

「You’re really sure about this?」

「Yeah.」

It was definitely going to hurt.

Maika had said it wasn’t as painful as she expected, but I didn’t buy it. There was no way getting a thick needle shoved through your earlobe didn’t hurt. What scared me most was not knowing how bad it would actually be.

I squeezed my eyes shut.

But no matter how long I waited, the pain didn’t come.

「Sendai-san, are you done yet?」

I opened my eyes.

「Not yet. I was just wondering if you really meant it.」

「I already told you I did.」

「Okay… then I’m really going to do it.」

Sendai-san said in an unusually anxious voice, as if trying to confirm with me one last time.

「Stop hesitating. Just hurry up and do it already, Sendai-san.」

I almost said, “I’m scared,” but managed to swallow the words.

「Well, here goes nothing…」

Sendai-san said as I felt the piercing gun press against my ear.

I shut my eyes and clenched my hands into tight fists. A loud snapping sound echoed in my eardrum, followed by a sharp sting. The pain didn’t last long—it wasn’t nearly as bad as I thought it would be. What lingered was the strange tingling in my earlobe.

「Okay, I’m going to do this one next.」

I felt the cotton ball against my other ear, followed by the same cold sensation.

This time, I kept my eyes open and looked straight at Sendai-san.

“I’m going to do it now,” she said. A second later, the same snap rang out, and the sting followed right after.

Sendai-san let out a breath and set the piercing gun down on the table.

「Are you okay?」

She asked as she dabbed disinfectant onto my freshly pierced ears.

「That hurt a lot. My earlobes are still tingling.」

I said, exaggerating the pain a little. It hadn’t actually hurt that much. I touched one of my earlobes, and my fingertip brushed against something that hadn’t been there before—a small, round accessory. There was something behind my earlobe, too.

「Do you want to have a look?」

Sendai-san asked, holding out a mirror.

I looked at my ears.
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Now there were small, silver accessories in them.

They didn’t match Maika’s exactly, but they looked somewhat similar. Just having something new on me made it feel like something about me had changed, too.

「It feels kind of strange.」

I said, touching my earlobes again as I glanced away from the mirror—only to meet Sendai-san’s gaze. She was staring right back at me.

「It looks good on you.」

I didn’t know if she meant it or not, but she smiled.
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Sendai-san sometimes said things in a way that made it hard to tell whether she meant them or not.

So when she said that my new earrings looked good on me, I couldn’t tell if she really meant it. Her smile felt like it was trying to hide how she was actually feeling, and I couldn’t trust it.

Not knowing what to say, I brushed my fingertips against the earrings and glanced at them.

「I thought there’d be at least a little blood.」

Even though I’d touched my ear, which had just been pierced, there was nothing on my fingers. I wasn’t entirely sure how it worked, but apparently piercing your ears didn’t make it bleed all that much.

「Wait, did you bring this platypus here in case you did bleed?」

Sendai-san picked up the platypus with tissues sprouting from its back and gave its head a small pat as she spoke.

「Yeah.」

I’d read online that ear piercings didn’t usually bleed, and Maika had said hers hadn’t either. Still, I’d brought tissues just in case something did happen. It turned out they weren’t necessary, though.

「You’re such a scaredy-cat, Miyagi. And a total worrywart.」

Sendai-san made the platypus wave its arms as she said that.

「I wasn’t scared, and I’m not a worrywart.」

「You were flinching the whole time I was piercing your ears.」

「You looked even more nervous than I did, Sendai-san.」

「Well, yeah. It would’ve been awful if the piercings ended up crooked.」

Her gaze moved from the platypus to my ear, then she fell silent.

「Why’d you suddenly go quiet?」

「Can I touch your ears?」

Before I could say no, she reached out her arm out toward me, and I smacked her hand away.

「No. You’re not supposed to touch it right after they’ve been pierced.」

「But you were just touching them yourself.」

「I was going to disinfect them again, so it’s fine.」

「Well, if you were planning to disinfect them again anyway, you should just let me touch them then.」

「No. And why should I let you touch them anyway?」

「I just want to make sure your earrings aren’t crooked. It’s fine as long as I don’t touch the actual piercings, right?」

「You don’t need to touch them to see if they’re straight, right? They look fine, so there’s nothing to check, Sendai-san.」

There was no need to confirm anything.

A quick glance in the mirror was enough to show that they weren’t crooked.

She was obviously just making up an excuse to do something weird. Sendai-san always did this kind of thing whenever I let my guard down.

「Hey, Miyagi. Did you know?」

Unsure if she’d given up on touching my ear, her tone suddenly softened.

「What?」

「They say it hurts more after you get your ears pierced than during.」

「I know. I read that online, too.」

「I see.」

Sendai-san set the platypus down on the floor and took my right hand in hers. I instinctively tried to pull away, but she held on tighter and pulled me closer—and then something warm brushed just above my earlobe.

I could tell right away that it was her lips.

Her fingers gripped my wrist, tight enough to sting a little.

But more than anything, I was focused on my ear. It felt a little ticklish, almost nice, and my heart was beating faster than before. It had been a while since I’d felt her like this.

This was all Sendai-san’s fault.

She pulled away for a moment, then pressed her lips against my ear even more firmly than before.

Heat spread across my skin. My ear felt like it was burning.

I shoved her away with my left hand, pushing at her shoulder as hard as I could.

「Don’t do such weird stuff out of nowhere. You’ll get germs in it.」

「I didn’t touch the piercing itself, so it should be fine. And it wasn’t something “weird.” It was a charm to take the pain away.」

She said, referring to something she’d done before.

But I knew it was something she’d just made up.

It hadn’t hurt badly enough to make a fuss over. And even after she performed her little charm, my ears still stung.

「Stuff like that isn’t actually going to make the pain go away, you know.」

「Well, it’s not the kind of charm that works instantly.」

「Stop making things up on the spot, Sendai-san.」

「But you know my charms do work, don’t you?」

The last time Sendai-san performed one of her “charms” on me, she’d said it would help me write the right answers on my entrance exams.

Whether or not it had actually helped me pass… I wasn’t sure.

No—realistically, it hadn’t been because of the charm. It was because I’d studied, and because Sendai-san had been there to help me, too. Her charm had probably had nothing to do with it.

「You call it a “charm,” but it’s really just an excuse to do whatever you want, isn’t it?」

「Then what do you want to do, Miyagi?」

「Anything other than whatever it is you want.」

「So if I said I didn’t want to cast a charm on you, does that mean you would do it to me instead?」

「That’s not what I meant.」

「Then stop arguing and let me do it.」

Sendai-san tugged on my arm again. I nearly lost my balance, and I peeled her hand off my wrist.

「Hey, Sendai-san—!」

Before I could finish speaking, she grabbed my shoulder.

She leaned in, and her lips brushed against the top of my ear.

This was the closest we’d gotten since we started living together.

Ever since we began living together, Sendai-san’s lips had never come this close to my body—and I’d been careful to make sure situations like this didn’t happen. I’d done my best to keep a proper distance between us as roommates. But right now, she was so close, all of that effort was falling apart, and she was touching me.

「Miyagi.」

She said my name beside my ear.

Her breath tickled.

Her lips pressed against my ear again, and it started to heat up.

She was too close.

I knew I should move.

But unlike before, I couldn’t bring myself to push her away.

Then something else brushed against my ear—it was the tip of her tongue, lightly wetting my skin. Just like she’d said, she was being careful not to touch the piercing itself.

Her tongue moved slowly, and I felt a chill run down my spine.

It was ticklish and gross.

She licked the surface of my ear, tracing it with her tongue, and my breath caught in my throat. But then, that uncomfortable feeling started to melt into something different—something that almost felt good.

I let out a big breath and shoved her away by the shoulder.

「Hey, Sendai-san! Back off.」

I put more force into my hands, and Sendai-san finally backed off.

We were still closer than we should be as roommates, but at least not close enough for her to kiss my ear anymore.

I grabbed a tissue from the platypus tissue box nearby and wiped my ear.

Then, I smacked Sendai-san’s thigh with the platypus.

「Ouch.」

Sendai-san said, as if to exaggerate the pain.

「I told you to stop doing weird stuff like this. Roommates don’t do things like this with each other.」

「Why not? Roommates can give each other charms, too, can’t they?」

「Yeah, but not these kinds of charms. You seriously need to start acting like a proper roommate, Sendai-san.」

「But you’re the one who—」

She trailed off.

「I’m the one who what?」

「… You’re the one who asked me to pierce your ears, Miyagi.」

「Yeah, but I never said you could do anything else.」

I smacked her with the platypus again.

「Ow.」

「I’m the one who’s in pain here. Disinfect my ears again.」

I handed her the cotton and disinfectant.

She took them without a word, soaked the cotton, and gently pressed it against my earrings.

Once she disinfected both, she pulled the cotton away.

My ears felt cold.

Unlike when her lips or tongue had touched them.

It was so much warmer when she’d touched them earlier—

I lifted my hand toward my ear again, but stopped halfway and balled it into a fist.

「I’m going back to my room.」

I put the piercing gun, disinfectant, and cotton back into a paper bag and stood up. As I did, Sendai-san tugged on my clothes.

「Miyagi.」

「What?」

「I said it earlier too, but I really do think the earrings look good on you. They’re cute.」

「You don’t have to flatter me. They’re not even meant to look nice or anything.」

The earrings that I had bought along with the piercing gun were just basic studs meant to keep the holes open. I picked them for the material, not the design. They were medical-grade stainless steel—nothing about them was meant to be cute in the way Sendai-san was making them out to be.

「Still, I think they look cute on you.」

「Whatever you say.」

I turned my back to her.

I took one step. Then another. And then her voice stopped me again.

「Wait, what about this?」

I turned around and saw her holding the platypus tissue box.

「Just keep it in your room, Sendai-san.」

「But I already have my own tissue box.」

I walked back over, took the platypus from her hands, removed the cover from the box, and handed the cover to her.

「Here.」

「You want me to use this on my tissue box?」

「It’ll look better with it. But if you don’t want it, I’ll just put it back where it was.」

「Okay, I’ll use it. Hand it over.」

Sendai-san took the cover back from me and added, like she’d just remembered:

「Oh, one more thing.」

「What?」

「Are you free during Golden Week?」

It wasn’t something I expected her to ask, but I didn’t even need to check a calendar to give her an answer.

「Yeah, but whatever you’re planning, the answer’s no.」

「I haven’t even told you what it is yet.」

「You were going to ask if I wanted to go somewhere with you, weren’t you?」

「… Well, yeah.」

「If you can come up with something else, I’ll think about it.」

Sendai-san and I didn’t have the same interests. Honestly, I wasn’t even sure what hers were. We had different friends, different universities, and even liked different kinds of movies. Staying in together made more sense than going out.

「Then make sure you leave some room in your schedule open. I’ll come up with something.」

She said that as she gently patted the head of the platypus, now slumped over without its tissue box.

「Okay.」

I turned my back to her again.

As I opened the door, she said, “Good night,” and I answered with the same.
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Ever since the day I pierced Miyagi’s ears, she had started coming to my room—though it had only happened twice so far.

The first time was when she came to deliver the manga I’d asked for before. Miyagi had brought it over, handed it to me, and then immediately went back to her room. The second time was today. We were eating dinner together and I’d asked to borrow her dictionary, and she brought it over to my room again.

I already had the same dictionary in my room, so I didn’t really need to borrow hers. I just wanted to see if Miyagi would come over to my room again. I was pretty sure she’d realized the dictionary was just an excuse, but she still came anyway, and now she was sitting beside me.

It was probably because she was bored now that Golden Week had started.

Or maybe it was because I’d asked her to keep part of her schedule open for me during the break.

I wasn’t sure. But either way, she was here right now, reading the manga she’d lent me.

I closed the manga I’d been reading and held the platypus’s hand.

For a long time, my usual spot had been next to Miyagi, and hers had been next to mine. But ever since we moved here, we’d spent less time together, and it left me feeling a little unsettled.

If only I could come up with something to talk about with Miyagi. Maybe that would help me keep my mind off things. But nothing came to me. Miyagi was reading her manga, and there was no reason to force a conversation. If I said something unnecessary, she might find me annoying. I knew it was better to stay quiet, but still—seeing her sitting right next to me, I couldn’t help wanting to talk to her.

I let go of the platypus’s hand for a moment, then grabbed it again.

There was no warmth in its small, fluffy and unreliable hands.

Maybe the platypus, which had somehow ended up in my room, was Miyagi’s way of saying she planned to keep coming over. If that wasn’t it, then whether my tissue box had a cover shouldn’t have mattered. Either way, I still had no idea why she wanted to keep coming here.

I continued to hold onto the platypus’s hand tightly.

「Sendai-san, you must really like that, don’t you?」

Miyagi, who had been completely silent until now, suddenly spoke. When I looked up at her from the platypus, she was watching me, even though just moments ago she’d seemed absorbed in her manga.

「What are you referring to?」

「The platypus. You’ve been playing with it for a while, so I figured you must’ve taken a liking to it or something.」

「Well, not exactly…」

I gave the platypus a few pats on the head as I answered. It wasn’t like I was embarrassed she’d caught me fiddling with a tissue cover, but I pulled my hands away from it anyway. I reopened the manga I’d been reading earlier and leaned back against the bed. I turned a page, then another, and another—until I’d flipped through five.

Then Miyagi’s voice broke the silence again.

「… When are you going to start working as a private tutor?」

I closed the manga I’d just opened and looked over at her.

After I’d heard more about the job from Mio’s upperclassman, I’d decided I would take the job on the spot.

「I start after the break. What about you, Miyagi? Are you planning to find a part-time job, too?」

「No.」

「What about joining a club?」

「I’m not interested in that sort of thing. What about you, Sendai-san?」

「I probably won’t join one either. I want to spend my time on other things.」

My new university friends wouldn’t stop talking about which clubs were worth joining. It felt like being in a club was just something you were supposed to do in university. A few people even asked me what I planned to join, but I didn’t really feel like broadening my social circle. I didn’t want to spend time with people just for the sake of it anymore. Working a part-time job felt like a better use of my time. And if Miyagi was home, I wanted to be with her—even if all we did was eat together.

「I honestly thought you’d be the type to join a club and start going on group blind dates as soon as you got into university.」

「Do I really look like someone who’d do that?」

「Yeah, and you seem like someone who’d go out and have fun every day during Golden Week.」

Miyagi said with a serious look on her face. She didn’t seem to be joking at all.

「I’m not like that. I prefer to stay home.」

「Why’s that?」

「Why? … I wonder.」

It’s because you’re here.

It really was just that, but the more I thought about it, the more I realized how weird it would sound if I said it out loud. Miyagi and I weren’t close enough to go out together all the time, or to spend time with each other like it was normal. But I did want to hang out with her, even if I was the only one who felt that way. And every once in a while, Miyagi would let me have that.

I kept a sigh from leaving my throat.

「Didn’t you say you had plans during Golden Week, Miyagi?」

All I knew was that she had a few days free.

I didn’t know anything else about her plans beyond that, though.

「Yeah, I have plans to hang out with Maika.」

That was exactly what I’d expected. Yet, it still made me sigh—audibly, this time.

「We should go out together sometime as well.」

「I’m already going to different places with Maika, so no. Besides, we don’t even have the same interests, Sendai-san.」

Miyagi said as if it were obvious—just like she’d done the other day, completely shutting down the idea of going out together.

She’d go out with Utsunomiya, but not with me.

Just hearing that stung.

I wasn’t happy about about that at all, and it made my stomach feel heavy.

「Yeah, but still…」

Even if we didn’t share the same interests, there were still places I wanted to go with her.

Her ears were hidden beneath her hair, but right now, she was wearing a pair of earrings.

Only, I hadn’t been the one to choose them.

If possible, I wanted her to wear a pair that I picked out for her.

If the whole reason she’d had her ears pierced was to make sure I’d never forget my promises with her, then I wanted the earrings she wore to be ones I chose.

I wanted to go look for earrings together—ones that would suit her better.

But I was well aware she’d never go and look for earrings together with me.

「Miyagi, when’s your birthday?」

I doubted she’d accept a birthday gift, but I asked anyway.

「Where did that come from all of a sudden?」

「I just realized you never told me.」

「September.」

「I remember you mentioned that, but what day exactly?」

I’d found out about her birth month when she gave me the pendant, but she’d never said the exact date.

「… I don’t want to tell you right now.」

She frowned, probably sensing what I was thinking.

「Then tell me eventually.」

「Only if I feel like it.」

Her voice was cold as she turned her eyes back to her manga.

A bit too cold for someone who’d chosen to sit right next to me.

「Did you choose those earrings yourself?」

「Yeah, I went shopping for them with Maika.」

All Miyagi had given me today was information I hadn’t wanted.

I’d started this conversation because I wanted to talk to her—but not about things I didn’t want to hear. I wanted it to be something more fun.

「Put your hair behind your ears.」

I said as I reached out and tugged lightly at her hair, but she didn’t look up from her manga.

「Why should I?」

「Because I can’t see your earrings.」

「You don’t need to see them.」

「Didn’t you get them pierced just so I could see them?」

「Yeah, but we haven’t made any promises together yet.」

「We promised to spend part of Golden Week together, didn’t we?」

That probably wasn’t the kind of promise she meant when she made me pierce her ears.

Even so, I still wanted to make sure the earrings were there.

Of course, she shouldn’t have taken them out so soon—not while they were still healing. It should’ve gone without saying they were still in.

But even knowing that, I wanted to see them.

The earrings in her ears. The holes I’d made.

Back in high school, Miyagi had wanted to look at the pendant I wore.

Right now, I felt the same.

「Show me your earrings.」

I reached for her right ear. Miyagi looked like she wanted to say something, but didn’t pull away. I gently tucked her black hair behind her ear.

A silver earring came into view.

The piercings I’d given Miyagi felt like a symbol—like she belonged to me. I knew that wasn’t true. But still, the fact that she’d asked me to do it, and that I’d done it with my own hands, made it feel special.

I wanted to touch the earring, but stopped myself. It wasn’t a good idea to mess with it while it was still healing.

「That’s enough, isn’t it?」

As Miyagi tried to hide her ear with her hair again, I caught her hand.

Then, just like the day I pierced her ears, I brought my lips to her ear.

Miyagi had done something similar to me once.

She’d kissed the pendant I used to wear and touched it many times.

「Sendai-san!」

I heard her voice close.

I gently ran my tongue over the earring, careful not to touch the hole itself.

It felt a little cold and a little hard.

I pressed my tongue against it, as if to warm it up.

Miyagi’s shoulders trembled.

At some point, her hand had started to grip my arm tightly.

I kissed her ear again—once, then twice.

The third time, my lips landed just above the piercing.

「That hurts.」

Miyagi said as she pushed me away.

I pulled back and looked at her face, but she didn’t look like she was in real pain.

「Then I guess I’ll just have to do it where it doesn’t hurt.」

I brushed the top of her ear with my lips.

Miyagi pushed me again.

「Back off, Sendai-san.」

As if to say no, I pressed my lips even harder against her ear. She brought her hand to my chin and started pushing me away, so I backed away. I reached for her hand, wanting to protest—but she pulled me in instead.

Then, my earlobe burned.

It hurt—a lot.

Something hard was pinching it.

It was Miyagi’s teeth.

She was biting me.

Miyagi never held back in moments like this. Her teeth clamped down on my ear with full force. It hurt so much it felt hot. It honestly felt like she was going too far just to retaliate. At this rate, it wouldn’t have been surprising if she bit it off entirely.

The pain started to go numb.

I should push her away, I thought.

But instead, I wrapped my arms around her back.

I knew I was acting weird.

Still, I pulled her in close and held her tight.

Then the pain in my ear faded. Miyagi had let go.

She was in my arms now. She felt so, so close. Her warmth seeped into me everywhere we touched. I wanted even more of it, but there was no way to get closer than this.

She pulled away first.

「What, you want me to bite you again or something?」

Miyagi said angrily.

「What would you do if I said yes?」

「You really are a pervert, Sendai-san.」

Even though there was no need to push me any further, she shoved me again to put more distance between us. Then she took a tissue from the platypus tissue box and wiped her ear.

「Sendai-san, wipe your ear too.」

She shoved the platypus toward me.

I appreciated the concern, but if she really cared, she shouldn’t have bitten me in the first place.

I touched my half-numb ear and pulled out a tissue. She probably wouldn’t listen even if I did complain, so I wiped my ear without saying anything.

「So, you said you wanted to do something together during the break. What was it?」

Miyagi asked softly.

I thought she’d get up and leave right after, but she stayed next to me. Though she still didn’t look my way.

「Is there anything you want to do, Miyagi?」

「I want to use that.」

She pointed toward the table.

「The tablet?」

This room no longer had the things my old room used to, but there were new additions. One of them was the tablet sitting on the table, which now served as a TV.

「Yeah. I want to use it to watch something, like a movie.」

That didn’t sound like a bad idea.

Actually, it was probably the only thing I could think of that didn’t involve going outside.

「Can we watch it here?」

「Fine. As long as you don’t try anything weird.」

「I won’t.」

「You literally just did, though.」

「I promise I won’t do anything weird.」

I said, and Miyagi finally turned to face me.

I tucked her hair behind her ear again and looked at her earring.

Those earrings felt like proof that I’d changed something about her.

It wasn’t a big deal to most people—just a tiny accessory, barely noticeable—but to me, it was unforgettable.

My existence had left a mark on Miyagi’s body.

In a way that wouldn’t go away anytime soon.

Whatever promise I made with her, I wasn’t going to forget it now.

「You better not break that promise.」

「Don’t worry, I won’t.」

I lightly touched her earring, then let her hair fall back over it.

If all she wanted was to make me remember the promises we made, she could’ve just written it down on paper or stuck a note on my door or something.

But instead, she chose to tie it to a piercing.

That’s why I wasn’t going to break my promises with her.

But at the same time, I wanted to break the rules, just so she’d have a reason to give me orders again.

Not that I’d ever tell Miyagi that, though.
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The weather outside today was horrible.

Most people would probably complain about a downpour during the holidays, but since I was spending my time at home, it didn’t really matter to me. The real problem wasn’t the weather—it was that the movie playing on my tablet was really boring to watch.

「Do you think it’s good so far?」

I asked Miyagi, who was staring intently at the screen while sitting beside me.

「It’s pretty good.」

「What do you like about it?」

「Hmm, a lot of things, I guess.」

Miyagi replied, not actually answering my question.

Some kind of weird looking character was moving around on the screen. Miyagi was so focused on it that she didn’t even bother turning to me when I spoke.

Watching a movie on my tablet had been Miyagi’s suggestion for what we could do together over the break, and honestly, it made sense. We didn’t have much in common, so this was probably the most reasonable option. But because we didn’t have much in common, we didn’t like the same kinds of movies either. I’d told her to pick whatever she wanted, but maybe I should’ve thought that through a little more before saying it.

Apparently, the movie was based on a game. I had found it interesting at first, but somewhere along the way, the story got confusing. I wasn’t sure if that was because I didn’t really play games, or if it had nothing to do with that. Either way, I wasn’t enjoying it anymore.

「What parts do you like the most about it, Miyagi?」

I poked Miyagi, who was sitting close enough that our shoulders were almost touching.

Miyagi didn’t react or say anything.

Her lack of reaction felt lame to me, too.

To be honest, I was getting tired of the whole situation.

It was boring.

I was glad we were in my room—if we’d been at a movie theater, I wouldn’t have been able to say anything even if I was bored.

「Hey, Miyagi.」

When I poked her again, Miyagi reached for the tablet to pause the movie.

「Sendai-san, you’ve been talking nonstop for a while now. You don’t have to watch the movie if you don’t want to, but be quiet.」

She said as she pushed my shoulder with the same hand she had used to pause the movie.

It wasn’t a strong push—just a light one, so I could tell she wasn’t angry. But her voice was a little low, and she looked annoyed. I guess it was nice that she found the movie interesting enough to not want to be interrupted, but the more Miyagi was into the movie, the less attention she had for me, and things felt unbalanced. It always felt like it was hard to make the time she spent with me enjoyable.

「I’ll get us something to drink. Want anything?」

I stood up, hoping to change my mood.

「Soda.」

She answered in a flat tone.

「Okay. Feel free to keep watching without me.」

I left the room and walked over to the cupboard. I took out two cups and let out a quiet sigh.

I should’ve just picked a horror movie without asking Miyagi and scared her with it. Made her feel like she didn’t want to be alone in her own room at night. I doubted Miyagi would sit through a whole horror movie without saying something about it, but I should’ve gone with that anyway.

「… Well, if I’d actually done that, she probably would’ve kicked me or bit me.」

I took out bottles of orange juice and soda from the fridge and poured them into cups. After wondering for a bit if I should just carry them as they were, I decided to grab a tray and brought them back to my room.

I set a glass filled with clear liquid and another with orange liquid next to the tablet.

「Thanks.」

Miyagi said without taking her eyes off the screen.

I sat down beside her again and stared at her instead of the screen.

She was wearing a thick hoodie and jeans.

She was dressed warmly, probably because the weather was bad and it was cold out. It was just like Miyagi to be sensitive to the cold. A stark contrast to me, wearing only a shirt and a long skirt.

Her hairstyle was the same as always, which meant that her ears were hidden today as well.

Even though she’d gone through the trouble of having them pierced, Miyagi still wouldn’t show them to me. I’d told her to leave them visible, but she never did. Maybe she was embarrassed—or maybe not. I didn’t know why, but the fact that she kept them hidden only made me want to see them more.

I reached out toward Miyagi, whose eyes were still fixed on the tablet.

I touched the hair that was covering her ear.

Miyagi immediately brushed my hand away with an annoyed look, but I reached out again anyway and tucked her hair behind her ear.

The moment I caught sight of her earring, Miyagi paused the movie again.

「Stop bothering me.」

I didn’t say anything. Instead, I touched her neck.

Miyagi frowned as my fingertips traced along it.

「Sendai-san, move away from me.」

She pushed my shoulders firmly and put the platypus between us.

「Don’t cross this line where the tissue box is until the movie’s over.」

She said something completely lame.

I stayed quiet, and the movie she’d paused started playing again.

Not wanting to get on her nerves more than I already had, I picked up my orange juice.

I drank about half of it, then set it back down on the table.

「Hey, Miyagi.」

I called out, already knowing she wouldn’t answer.

Her eyes stayed fixed on the screen. She didn’t look at me.

「I want to kiss you.」

I’d promised not to do anything weird, so I wasn’t actually going to do it.

I didn’t think it was something that would be considered weird, but Miyagi probably would. Still, just saying it out loud should’ve been fine.

「Miyagi.」

I called out again to her, but she still wouldn’t look at me.

「Why do I have to kiss you, Sendai-san?」

She spoke in a sulky voice, her eyes still glued to the screen.

「Because we used to do it all the time before.」

「Things are different now. We’re supposed to be roommates.」

Miyagi finally looked at me.

I didn’t like what she said, but she wasn’t wrong.

I moved the platypus to the bed and leaned in toward her.

「Sendai-san, you’re heavy.」

She said bluntly, but she didn’t push me away.

「Don’t you want to kiss me too, Miyagi?」

「I don’t.」

「I thought you’d say that.」

「Then why’d you even bother asking?」

Her eyes returned to the screen.

The tablet continued playing loudly, and the volume somehow seemed even louder now.

「Miyagi, give me an order. I’ll do anything you ask of me right now.」

「I don’t want to, and you don’t need to do that either.」

She rejected everything I said, but today, that actually came as a bit of a relief. Even after getting her ears pierced, Miyagi was still Miyagi.

I wanted her to change. But at the same time, I was scared she would change. I was afraid that if I ever went too far, Miyagi might decide to move out. So for now, I was glad she kept turning me down. If she hadn’t, I knew I wouldn’t be able to hold back. I’d want more, and I wouldn’t be able to stop myself.

「Sendai-san, you don’t even want to watch a movie with me, do you?」

Miyagi pushed me away.

We were once again just far enough apart that I wouldn’t be crossing the line if the platypus were here.

「I do want to watch movies with you. But this one’s kind of boring.」

I turned off the tablet.

「I was still watching that, you know.」

「Let’s watch something else. Like, you know, a horror movie.」

「Absolutely not.」

Miyagi glared at me, clearly annoyed.

And even though she’d just been the one not letting me touch her, this time she reached out to me. The platypus wasn’t between us anymore, but if it had been, she would’ve crossed the line. She held tightly onto the front of my shirt without hesitation, so I grabbed her hand.

「If you pull that hard, it’ll stretch out my clothes.」

It wasn’t anything expensive, but I still didn’t want it ruined. Miyagi ignored me and pulled even harder. Not wanting my shirt to get messed up, I leaned in toward her.

「I told you to let go already.」

I tried to pry her hand off, but I couldn’t. Miyagi’s face drew closer, and she blew a breath on my neck. My shoulders jerked on reflex. She leaned in more, and something warm touched me.

Her lips pressed against my neck, and she sucked hard on my skin.

It didn’t hurt like a needle prick, but it still stung.

Her tongue touched me. It was warm.

Miyagi didn’t stop.

She’s too close…

I could hear my own heartbeat—loud and clear.

Louder than the movie from earlier.

Her lips pressed down harder, and she sucked more forcefully.

The pain seeped through my skin and slowly spread deeper.

It was definitely going to leave a mark.

This wasn’t good.

But even knowing that, I couldn’t stop myself from wanting to wrap my arms around her.

Not knowing what else to do, I reached up and stroked her hair.

That made Miyagi finally let go.

The pain faded away.

I couldn’t see my neck, but I had a pretty good idea of what was there.

「You’re so stupid, Miyagi. You definitely left a mark on me just now.」

「Well, that’s your own fault, Sendai-san.」

She said, sounding annoyed, as she continued staring at my neck.

「Yeah, but there are some things you just don’t do, you know.」

I already had a pretty good idea of what was on my neck just from the way she was looking at it, but I grabbed a hand mirror and checked anyway.

Sure enough, a red mark stood out clearly on the side of my neck.

「Hey, Miyagi. If you’re going to leave a mark, do it somewhere people can’t see it. What am I supposed to do with this?」

「If I put it somewhere you couldn’t see it, then you wouldn’t reflect on your actions.」

「This isn’t the time to be thinking about stuff like that. You’re the worst for leaving a mark this obvious.」

「You said you weren’t going anywhere over the break, so who cares where it is?」

「Even though you’re going out with Utsunomiya?」

「Yeah, I am, but you’re the one staying home.」

Miyagi shoved my shoulder again.

「You should stay home too, Miyagi.」

「No. I already promised Maika we’d hang out.」

Annoying.

So annoying.

So, so annoying.

I was really annoyed.

I looked at the mirror again.

The red mark was impossible to miss.

And it was right out in the open.

I’d been thinking of maybe hanging out with some friends over the break, but I couldn’t show up like this. If I could wear a turtleneck, I might be able to cover it, but it wasn’t the right season for that. If I went out with this thing on my neck, someone would definitely say something. And if I tried lying and said I had a boyfriend, they’d want pictures or ask to meet him, so it wasn’t like I could say something careless either.

Miyagi was always like this, doing things that were way too extreme.

She said she didn’t want to kiss me, but then went and did something like this without even hesitating. Normal roommates wouldn’t do this kind of thing. I had no idea what kind of relationship Miyagi wanted with me. And I didn’t even know what kind of relationship I wanted with her. It was all a blur.

But the one thing I knew for sure was that I wanted to be with her.

I let out a sigh and put the mirror down.

I brushed my fingers over the mark she left on my neck.

「Miyagi.」

「What?」

She turned toward me, not looking the slightest bit guilty.

I could hardly believe just how fast I was ready to forgive her.

I held my head and let out a clear sigh.

「Let’s keep watching the movie.」

I said as I turned the tablet back on.
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In the middle of the night, I looked at the mark Miyagi had left on me.

The red color stood out clearly in the mirror.

There was no way a mark that fresh would be gone by morning.

I set the hand mirror down on the table and leaned back against my bed.

I could try covering it with concealer or foundation if I really wanted to. But there wasn’t any point if I was going to stay home anyway.

「… I guess I have no choice but to stay at home, huh. How boring.」

It wasn’t like I had anything in particular I wanted to do at home, but the idea of going out while constantly worrying about the mark Miyagi left just wasn’t worth the hassle.

I hadn’t made any plans to meet up with friends either.

I had thought about maybe going somewhere with them, but there wasn’t anywhere I especially wanted or needed to go. And once the break was over, I’d be seeing them at university whether I liked it or not anyway.

There was nothing wrong with just lounging around at home.

But the more I thought about what Miyagi had done, the more restless I felt.

Even back in high school, it always felt like I was the one getting treated the worst.

Like when she left a hickey on my arm just to see if lemon juice would make it fade faster.

Or when she unbuttoned my rain-soaked uniform and left a mark on my chest.

Miyagi was always doing sketchy things like that.

And yet, I’d still chosen to live with her.

If someone had told me last year this would be my reality, I wouldn’t have believed them.

I pressed my palm over the mark she’d left.

Miyagi never seemed like the type to go easy on people, but she had held back at first. Nowadays, she didn’t hesitate at all.

I peeled my back away from the bed and hugged my knees.

My eyes drifted to the platypus peeking out from under the table.

The tissue box, with tissues sprouting from its back, was supposed to be shared between us—though it still felt like it was Miyagi’s. And probably because it resembled the crocodile tissue box in her room, I didn’t mind having the platypus in mine.

Back then, all of her stuff piling up in my space had felt like a burden. But now, both her school uniform and the shirt tucked away in my drawers felt like they belonged here.

I stood up and picked up an accessory case off the top of my dresser.

Setting it down on the table, I opened it and took out the pendant Miyagi had given me.

I hadn’t worn it since the day it was handed to me in exchange for that envelope on our graduation day.

I wanted to touch her again, the way I had during the days I still wore this pendant.

I wished I’d kissed her while she was watching the movie.

I laid the silver chain across my fingers.

I looked at the small crescent moon-shaped charm in my hand.

I traced the chain with my fingertips, then curled the charm into my palm.

I didn’t want to go back to those days, but I couldn’t help envying the me from back then.

I pulled the platypus closer and set the pendant gently on top of its head.

Then I laid down on my bed and tapped the wall with my fingers.

There wasn’t a response—not that I’d made much noise at all—but I heard something from the other side.

It was dead quiet in the middle of the night, so I didn’t have to strain my ears to hear the soft creak of a door opening.

I got out of bed.

I wasn’t sure whether I should go out into our shared space or not.

It wasn’t like I had anything to talk to her about.

But after thinking about it for a moment, I stood up anyway.

I was glad I’d thought to buy a set of sweats—not having to worry about what I was wearing made it easier to step out.

When I opened the door, I saw the light on.

Miyagi was standing in front of the fridge.

She was wearing a sweatshirt I recognized—the same one I’d borrowed from her during winter break when I stayed over at her place.

「You’re not going to sleep?」

I asked as I stood near the table.

「I was going to sleep, but I just got thirsty.」

She pulled a soda bottle out of the fridge, poured it into a cup, and drank about a third of it.
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「What about you, Sendai-san?」

Miyagi asked, holding the cup in her hand.

「I thought I’d get something to drink too.」

I replied, using that as my excuse for coming out into our shared space.

「Should I grab you the orange juice?」

「Hmm, I’ll just take some of what you’re having. Can I have a sip?」

「But it’s soda.」

「Yeah, I can tell.」

「… You can have the rest, then.」

She walked over to me and handed me the cup.

「I don’t really need this much.」

I wasn’t actually thirsty, and I didn’t like carbonated drinks either. I didn’t want to be forced to drink most of it just because of the excuse I’d made up.

Still, I took a sip like I said I would. When I tried to give the cup back, Miyagi wouldn’t take it.

So I reluctantly drank about half and placed it on the table.

「Sendai-san.」

Miyagi spoke.

「Are you going out tomorrow?」

「Well, you know, thanks to a certain someone, I can’t even if I wanted to.」

「Hm.」

Even though she was the one who asked, she seemed completely disinterested in what I said as she finished off the rest of the soda. Then she said she’d wash the cup and stood up.

「How about we chat a bit more?」

I said, grabbing her arm.

「What is there to even talk about?」

「We can just talk about anything, can’t we?」

I said, taking the cup from her and setting it on the table.

I took a step toward Miyagi.

I reached out and touched her lips with my fingertips.

「What happened to talking?」

Miyagi frowned. Her face made it clear she was in a bad mood, but she didn’t try to leave, so I let go of her arm.

「Come up with something to talk about, then.」

「You’re the one who said you wanted to talk, Sendai-san.」

「Oh, was I?」

I ran my hand along her cheek and pressed my palm against it.

She had to know what I was trying to do, and part of me thought I should back off while I still had the chance.

But my mind wandered back to high school—after the cultural festival, when I’d called her to the music preparation room.

That day, she’d been having fun without me, so I’d grabbed her arm and told her if she didn’t want to be kissed, she should leave.

I hadn’t really meant to kiss her back then—but I’d wanted to, and I did.

This wasn’t the exact same situation, but it felt similar.

I leaned in closer toward Miyagi.

She said nothing, but she didn’t close her eyes either, so I closed my own.

And then, our lips met.

Her lips felt so familiar—so soft, and so warm.

But maybe because it had been so long, my heart thudded so loudly it felt like it might break.

My head went blank.

Our lips had barely touched, but it already felt like it was getting too hard to breathe, so I pulled away.

Then I kissed her again.

This time, I pressed my lips against hers even harder. I grabbed onto her arm, but when I tried to pull her closer, she shook my hand off and shoved me away by my shoulders.

It wasn’t enough.

I wanted to kiss her more.

I grabbed her hand.

But she shook me off again—and this time, she kicked me in the leg as well.

「Why didn’t you run away?」

Miyagi never ran away when I wanted her to. Even though I’d expected her to, she just accepted it. If she had walked away before I kissed her, maybe I wouldn’t have ended up feeling like this—like I wanted more.

「… I was just testing you to see if you were a liar, Sendai-san. So you are a liar after all. When we agreed to watch a movie, you promised not to do anything weird.」

「I meant I wouldn’t do anything weird in my room.」

「That’s what I don’t like about you, Sendai-san.」

She said bitterly, then kicked me just above the ankle—harder this time.

「That hurt.」

She was clearly holding back, but it still hurt. When I complained, she kicked me in the same spot again.

「I’m going back to my room.」

Miyagi turned her back and started walking away.

As she took three steps toward her door, I called out to her from behind.

「What are you doing tomorrow, Miyagi?」

「I’m hanging out with Maika.」

She answered without looking back.

「The weather forecast said it was going to rain tomorrow.」

「You’re such a liar, Sendai-san. When I checked just a little while ago, it said it’d be sunny.」

Miyagi turned around and refuted the fake weather report I’d given her.

「Huh. Maybe I misremembered. Are you free the day after tomorrow?」

「… I am.」

「I can’t go anywhere with this thing on my neck, so let’s watch another movie together.」

I said, smiling as I touched my neck.

It wasn’t fair that I was the only one stuck inside. Since she was the reason I couldn’t go out, the least she could do was keep me company.

I wasn’t expecting her to make it fun or anything—I just wanted her to stay with me.

「As long as we’re not watching anything you like, Sendai-san.」

「That’s fine.」

I said with a smile, and Miyagi replied with, “Good night,” in the most annoyed voice I’d heard from her all day.
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Nothing about Sendai-san had changed at all.

Even after kissing me—she spoke to me yesterday, this morning, and after lunch in the same voice, with the same expression, like nothing had happened.

Of course, nothing about me had changed either.

All we did was something we’d already done plenty of times before. It had just been a while since the last time.

I’d never truly hated anything Sendai-san had done to me, and that included this time too. Besides, I hadn’t stopped her, so it wasn’t like I had any reason to punish her.

But what did bother me was how she could break a promise and still act like nothing had changed.

Even though she was the one who asked me to be her roommate.

We’d promised to watch another movie together, but I couldn’t help worrying she’d go back on her word about “not doing anything weird” again.

I brushed a hand against my ear.

My fingers lightly touched my earring.

I could make her swear on these earrings not to break her promise again—but I didn’t really want to show her my ears.

I set a mirror on the table and pushed my hair behind one ear.

My earrings reflected clearly in the small, standing mirror.

I’d heard it would take about a month for a piercing to heal.

Until then, I wasn’t supposed to take them out.

It wasn’t like I wanted to run out and buy new ones, but ever since Sendai-san started saying things like “they suit you” and “they look cute on you,” I’d been way more conscious of them.

So much that it made me want to hide them from her.

She was always saying things she didn’t need to say.

I moved my hair back to where it had been and glanced at the clock.

The time we’d agreed on was getting close.

As I was about to put the mirror away, my eyes drifted to my lips.

I remembered the warmth of her hand on my cheek the day before yesterday—the way her eyes had stayed open, how serious they looked, and how soft her lips were when they touched mine.

I traced my lips lightly with my fingertips.

I’d touched them like this not too long ago.

That day when she wanted to put makeup on my lips, I ended up wiping hers instead. Then I found myself in front of a mirror—just like I was now.

My eyes landed on my reflection.

Before I knew it, my fingers were on my lips again, and I instinctively covered the mirror with my palm.

「Ah.」

The glass was cold against my skin, and I immediately regretted touching it.

When I pulled my hand away, my fingerprints were left smudged across the surface.

「Ugh… This is all your fault, Sendai-san.」

I stood up and left the room.

Outside her door, I took a breath to steady myself, then knocked twice.

From inside, I heard her voice say, “Come in.”

I exhaled again and opened the door.

「Oh, you’re actually here.」

Sendai-san said, sounding a little surprised as she leaned back against her bed.

「If you don’t want me here, I’ll just go back to my room.」

I knew she didn’t mean it like that, but still, I turned my back to her.

Before I could close the door, she called out to me.

「Hey, come inside.」

Her voice was oddly gentle.

When I turned around, she was standing now. Her soft, light-colored skirt fluttered a little.

She’d been wearing skirts a lot lately.

It wasn’t the same as our high school uniform, but it still reminded me of how she used to look.

I always wore jeans, out of habit. After we moved in together, she’d asked me to wear a skirt once—but never brought it up again. She was always saying things on a whim that were hard for me to deal with.

「I just didn’t think you’d really come to my room… Even after I did something like that, you didn’t leave. You still came to see me, huh?」

She grabbed my arm as she rambled on about things I didn’t understand, and pulled me into her room.

「Leave? What are you talking about?」

「It’s fine if you don’t get it.」

She smiled, saying something vague.

When I tried to ask what she meant, she dodged it and changed the subject.

“I’m okay with watching anything you like, Miyagi,” she said, handing me her tablet.

I didn’t have much of a choice, so I sat next to her.

One side of my body started tingling.

I couldn’t calm down.

It felt like electricity was crawling through my shoulder and arm just from being next to her.

I could practically feel my blood moving under my skin, so I scooted away a little.

「I’ll punish you if you touch me.」

I said as I placed the platypus-shaped tissue box between us.

As I stared down at the tablet, trying to pick a movie, I heard her oddly cheerful voice right beside me.

「You know that whatever punishment you come up with might not actually feel like a punishment to me, right?」

「What do you mean by that?」

I looked up from the tablet and turned my attention to Sendai-san.

「Just giving you a little heads-up. Depending on what it is, I might end up enjoying it.」

「I have no intention of making your punishment fun for you, Sendai-san.」

「So that means you’re planning to come up with something that isn’t fun for me on purpose?」

「Exactly.」

I said flatly, and Sendai-san started tapping the platypus tissue box on its head.

「But what if the thing you think isn’t fun actually is fun for me?」

Was she just trying to talk me out of punishing her?

Or was she hinting at something else?

Either way, if what I thought was unpleasant ended up being enjoyable for Sendai-san, that would be a problem.

She’d gone along with things that most people would have flat-out refused. She hadn’t disobeyed me when I blindfolded her, and she hadn’t refused when I told her to lick my feet. If she was being serious about finding these kinds of punishments fun, I honestly wouldn’t be surprised.

「You’re such a pervert, Sendai-san.」

「Hey, I haven’t said or done anything that makes me sound like a pervert.」

「But you’re definitely thinking about something perverted, aren’t you?」

She was the kind of person who could suddenly say something like she wanted to kiss me, and even if I said no, she’d go ahead and do it anyway—just like she did that night. So if she was thinking about something more than that, it wouldn’t shock me in the slightest.

「I’m not thinking about anything perverted.」

Sendai-san replied, wearing a confident smile.

If only I could actually see what was going on inside her head.

I found it hard to believe her when she said that with a face like that.

「That’s definitely a lie. You’re an erotic demon, Sendai-san.」

「Come on, don’t make it sound like that’s all I ever think about. Besides, if you’re convinced I’m having perverted thoughts, doesn’t that say something about you too? You must be thinking about that stuff if that’s where your mind goes.」

「Nope. I don’t think about stuff like that. You’re the only pervert here, Sendai-san. A complete lecher.」

I set the tablet down on the floor and grabbed the platypus tissue box, then smacked Sendai-san’s arm with it—twice, and not gently either.

Sendai-san laughed.

「Okay, okay. I’m sorry. It was just a joke. Come on, pick a movie already.」

She said as she handed the tablet back to me.

I glared at her, then started scrolling through the list of movie titles.

Last time, I picked one that Sendai-san got bored of halfway through, which had been a pain to deal with. So this time, I wanted to pick something that would keep her attention until the end. But I also didn’t want to go with horror, even though she seemed way too eager for it.

A few ideas came to mind.

I mentioned the title of an anime film that had been aired on TV many times before, one that was popular with both kids and adults.

「Have you seen it before?」

I asked.

「Nope, but you have, right, Miyagi?」

「Yeah, I have. But it’s a movie I really like.」

I searched for it and pressed play.

I was incredibly conscious of Sendai-san sitting next to me.

The same tingling sensation from before ran through my shoulder and arm.

Just like last time, Sendai-san moved the platypus from between us onto her bed.

「Pay attention to the movie.」

I said, shifting slightly away from her, but for some reason, she moved closer anyway.

I smacked her arm and told her, “Watch the movie,” but instead, she reached out and grabbed my hand.

Her grip was gentle—it didn’t hurt—but my arm still reacted like it had been shocked.

I reflexively tried to pull away, but she held on tight.

「Don’t worry, I am watching.」

Her voice made it hard to tell if she was serious or not.

「But if you don’t like it, I’ll let go.」

She added, softly.

Well… if she’s just holding my hand…

I guess I could let that much slide.

I didn’t squeeze back, but I let her hand stay where it was, and turned my attention back to the tablet.
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Soon after the climax, the credits began to roll.

Sendai-san was still staring at the screen.

She’d tried talking quite a bit during the movie too, but unlike last time, she only commented on things related to the film.

If there was a problem, it was that the space between us had nearly disappeared.

At some point, Sendai-san had shifted closer—so close our shoulders were almost touching.

We hadn’t started the movie sitting like this.

There was supposed to be more space between us.

「I don’t watch anime all that much, but that was actually pretty good.」

She tapped me on the shoulder as she spoke, and I became sharply aware of where our arms were brushing.

Sendai-san really had a strange sense of distance.

There was no reason for her to sit this close just to tell me what she thought of the movie. I wished she’d move away a little.

「I’m glad to hear that. But… how long are we going to stay like this?」

I asked, lifting our still-joined hands.

「Until you tell me to let go, Miyagi.」

「Then let go already.」

But instead of letting go, she tightened her grip—to the point it was starting to hurt.

「Sendai-san. Let go.」

「Do you hate it that much when I touch you?」

She moved her arm away slightly, but still didn’t let go of my hand. She just loosened her hold a bit.

「Why are you asking me that all of a sudden?」

「It’s just… if you don’t like it, I want to know why.」

「Don’t you hate it when I touch you, Sendai-san?」

I didn’t answer her question. I asked one of my own instead.

Sendai-san turned toward me with a smile.

「Do I look like I hate it?」

「… No.」

「Then it’s your turn to answer.」

She gave my hand a slight squeeze, like she was pushing me to respond.

It didn’t hurt, but the air in the room made it feel like I wasn’t allowed to stay silent.

「I don’t hate it, but…」

I had no choice but to say something.

「But?」

「I don’t hate it, but I still want you to let go of my hand right now.」

I didn’t mind being touched by her, and holding hands wasn’t a problem in itself.

But staying like this for too long was making me feel uneasy.

During the movie, it was easy to ignore because I was focused on the screen, but now that it was over, I wanted her to let go.

Still, our hands remained together.

And it left me feeling unsettled, like something was quietly shifting inside me.

「Sendai-san.」

I said her name with a hint of protest.

「Okay, okay.」

She let go, sounding a little defeated.

I opened my hand.

Even after clenching and stretching it a few times, it didn’t feel like mine.

It felt like it belonged to someone else.

As I stared down at my palm, Sendai-san spoke.

「Well, now that we’re done with the movie, want to do anything else? It’s still kind of early for dinner.」

「I’m going back to my room.」

I stood up, but she grabbed the hem of my shirt.

「Wait. Stay a little longer.」

She tugged harder, stretching the fabric.

I could’ve stood anyway, but I didn’t want the hem to get stretched out, so I sat back down and gave her a complaint.

「Let go of me.」

「Didn’t you say earlier you’d punish me if I touched you? Shouldn’t you follow through on that?」

「I’m not going to punish you. Let go.」

「You’re the one who ruined my Golden Week, you know?」

Sendai-san let go of my shirt and pointed at her neck.

Right where her fingertip landed was the red mark I’d left.

I’d seen it yesterday too. It had already started to fade, but even now, it hadn’t disappeared completely.

「Can’t you hang out with me just a little longer?」

She said, with an annoying smile on her face.

「… What do you want to do?」

「Hmm… let me think. How about I do your makeup for you?」

「No.」

「Oh, come on. I’ll make you look cute. I’ll even do your hair so your earrings show better.」

Sendai-san said as she reached out to touch my hair.

She tried to tuck it behind my ear, so I swatted her hand away.

「I said no. And don’t touch my hair.」

My voice came out louder than I expected—even I was caught off guard.

Sendai-san froze with the same smile still stuck on her face. I followed up quickly.

「… Sorry.」

It wasn’t that I didn’t want her touching my hair.

I just didn’t want her to see my earrings.

But I didn’t want to tell her that.

The air in the room felt frozen, and I didn’t know how to break it.

I started to get up, but Sendai-san spoke in a cheery voice.

「I won’t touch your hair. But can I at least put some makeup on you? Just a little?」

I knew she was just trying to be considerate, which made it harder to say no.

But I still didn’t want her to put makeup on me.

Hugging my knees, I tried to meet her halfway.

「Can’t we do something else?」

「Hmm… then how about I dress you up?」

「As in, you want me to try on your clothes?」

「Yep. I’ll find something that’ll look good on you and have you wear it.」

「Why do you only ever suggest weird things?」

I didn’t want to keep rejecting every idea she had, but everything she suggested was hard to agree with.

I wished she’d suggest something more normal.

「I’m also fine doing whatever you want, Miyagi. Got anything in mind?」

「… Not really.」

「Then let’s go with my idea. Which do you prefer—getting your makeup done or dressing up?」

I didn’t want to be her doll, but it didn’t seem like I had the option to refuse either.

I tried to think of other things we could do, just to give me more options to work with.

But I couldn’t think of anything I wanted to do with her here in her room.

If I were with Maika, we could just keep chatting about nothing in particular and pass the time.

But when it came to Sendai-san, I never knew what to do in situations like this.

What I did know was that I didn’t want her seeing me in makeup or wearing her clothes. Whichever I picked, she was definitely going to say something about me, and I didn’t want that.

「If you’re not going to pick, I’ll just decide for you.」

「… If I have to choose, I’ll go with trying on your clothes.」

If I let her do my makeup, she’d be touching my face and probably moving my hair. And if she did that, it’d be no surprise if she touched my ears too.

Thinking about that, I figured it’d be better to just put on some of her clothes.

But that didn’t mean I wanted to be her dress-up doll.

Our tastes in fashion were different. And when it came to skirts or pants, I wasn’t even sure they’d fit. If I couldn’t zip them up, that’d be a nightmare. We looked different too, so I didn’t think her clothes would suit me.

「Okay, let’s go with that then. Turn this way, Miyagi.」

Sendai-san tugged on my arms, which were still wrapped around my knees.

「It doesn’t matter which way I’m facing. Just give me the clothes you want me to try on.」

「Come on, just turn to face me first.」

She pulled harder, and I reluctantly turned toward her.

「Alright, now take off your clothes.」

Sendai-san said casually as she grabbed the hem of my shirt and started lifting it.

「Hey, wait!」

I panicked and swatted her hand away.

「Hm?」

「What do you mean, ‘hm’? I can undress myself just fine, so wait outside. Actually, before that, give me the clothes first.」

「I’ll give them to you after you’ve taken yours off. Also, why are you kicking me out? This is my room, you know?」

Even though she was clearly in the wrong, Sendai-san looked at me like I was being unreasonable.

Sure, this was her room, but that didn’t change the fact that what she was doing was weird.

Normally, she should be handing me the clothes first before expecting me to undress.

「So what? Just give me the clothes first.」

I held out my hand expectantly.

But instead of grabbing clothes, she moved closer and slid her hand under my shirt, her palm grazing along my side.

Her fingers wandered up toward my ribs.

It tickled, so I pressed my hand over hers through the fabric to stop her.

「You really are only ever thinking about erotic things, aren’t you, Sendai-san?」

「I’m not thinking of anything erotic. Come on, take off your clothes. How else are you going to put mine on?」

「I’m not changing in front of you. Wait outside until I’m done. And seriously, give me the clothes already.」

「Nope. If you’re not going to change in front of me, let me do your makeup instead. You won’t even need to take your clothes off for that, right?」

Everything had already been decided from the beginning.

Sendai-san always did this—offering choices that weren’t really choices at all.

「You’re so annoying, Sendai-san.」

I glared at her, still too close for comfort.

Her hand slipped out from under my shirt.

「Let me ask you again. Makeup, or clothes?」

「… Do whatever you want, Sendai-san.」

「Okay, then makeup it is.」

She went to get a fairly large makeup case and brought it over.

Then, she sat back down in front of me with a cheerful voice.

「I’ll try not to touch your hair.」


◇◇◇ Part 135 ◇◇◇

I wasn’t enjoying this at all.

The first thing that ended up being touched was my hair, which wasn’t supposed to be touched in the first place. Since it was in the way, Sendai-san pulled out a headband and smiled as she swept up my bangs and tucked my hair behind my ears, revealing my earrings.

I knew my hair would get in the way when she started putting makeup on, so I had expected this. I could’ve said no and left her room before any of this happened, but I didn’t, so this was just the consequence of my own actions. I knew that, but even so, I furrowed my brows.

「I’ve always wanted to try doing your makeup at least once, you know?」

Sendai-san sounded cheerful. Unlike me, she was in a good mood.

「Okay, let’s start with applying primer.」

She pulled a small container out of her makeup case and spread a cream-like substance over my forehead and nose.

It went without saying that makeup couldn’t be applied without touching my face, but even so, I felt she was too close. Our eyes didn’t meet, though. She had a serious look on her face as she worked, spreading the primer across my skin.

I couldn’t relax.

Not knowing where to look, I closed my eyes. As if she’d been waiting for that, she applied primer to the area around my eyes too.
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「Now, we move onto putting on foundation.」

I didn’t know why she was narrating her every step, but I heard her rummaging through the case and pulling something else out. Then, she started patting foundation onto my face.

It felt like I was turning into a sheet of drawing paper.

Sure, they had fancy names like “primer” and “foundation”, but it still just felt like I was getting my face painted.

All I had to do was sit there and keep quiet, which wasn’t that difficult, but it was dull. I wasn’t allowed to talk, and whenever I tried to touch my face out of curiosity, she told me not to. With nothing to do, the boredom weighed on me. Still, after a while, her hands finally stopped, and I opened my eyes.

「That’s enough, isn’t it?」

I looked straight at Sendai-san. She was staring at me with a serious expression.

「We’re just getting started. What we’ve done so far was only preparation.」

「I’m tired of this already. Just sitting here and doing nothing is boring.」

I grabbed her hand before she could pull something else from the case.

「Just bear with it a little longer.」

「I don’t want to.」

「Don’t say that. Give me ten more minutes.」

「I’ll give you five.」

Sendai-san let out a small groan as I released her hand. She stared at my face, then pulled something out of the case and told me to close my eyes, then open them, over and over. After feeling around my eyes and eyebrows, five minutes passed.

「Come on. Isn’t this enough already?」

「Five minutes wasn’t enough. I’m not finished yet.」

She sounded frustrated.

「But you promised only five minutes.」

「Okay, fine. Let me just put on some blush and lip balm. Then we’ll be done.」

I hadn’t agreed to anything, but she placed what looked like blush and lip balm on the table anyway.

It wasn’t worth the energy to argue. Even if I got up and went back to my room, my face had already been turned into a used canvas.

「Fine. Promise me you’ll stop after those two.」

I hadn’t asked her to swear on my earrings, but she glanced at them before replying with a simple, “Got it.” Then she picked up a brush, bigger than the ones used in art class, and began dusting blush over my cheeks.

Right now, it felt like she was drawing a new face on top of mine. The way she applied it seemed like a technique you’d learn in an art class, and I’d never been any good at that. My grades in art had always been low.

「I’ll apply the lip balm on you directly.」

Sendai-san said.

But instead of the balm, I felt her fingertip touch my lips. Slowly, she traced them from one corner to the other.

She moved slowly and gently.

She’d done this before—many times.

But Sendai-san wasn’t the kind of person who would touch my lips without a reason.

My chest tightened, and I pushed her arm away.

「Didn’t you say you were going to use the lip balm?」

She quietly took her finger away, and in its place, she pressed the lip balm against my lips.

My eyebrows twitched.

I’d never liked lip balm. The sticky texture always bothered me, so I only ever used it when my lips were really dry. Right now, I just wanted to wipe it off. I wanted to swat her hand away, but instead, I clenched my fists and endured it.

I didn’t want the balm to smear onto my hands, and I didn’t want to touch anything with it afterward.

As my nails dug into my palms and my hands began to ache, Sendai-san finally pulled the lip balm away.

「Okay, we’re done now. You can take that off too,」

Sendai-san said, pointing at the headband.

I did as I was told and slipped it off. Then, she handed me a mirror.

「So, what do you think?」

At her prompting, I looked into the mirror.

I knew the face reflected back was mine, but somehow, it felt like I was looking at someone else entirely.

When my gaze dropped to my lips, I noticed they were now the same color as Sendai-san’s.

It didn’t suit me. Even though it was the same shade she always wore, it looked completely different on me.

I knew I wasn’t supposed to touch it, but I still brushed my fingertips against my lips.

They felt stickier than usual.

Whenever I kissed Sendai-san while she had lip balm on, I never really minded the texture. So I didn’t understand why I found it so unpleasant when it was on my lips.

「Come on, let me hear your thoughts, Miyagi.」

Sendai-san urged, and I looked over at her.

「… My complexion looks better.」

「Well, yeah, there’s that too. But I want you to admit that you look cuter now.」

「I feel like I look weird.」

「You don’t look weird at all. I put makeup on you to make you cuter—so of course you look cuter now.」

「It doesn’t really suit me, though.」

「You look cute. Seriously.」

Just like I thought, Sendai-san kept saying things that sounded like teasing. If she was actually serious, then she probably needed to get her eyes checked. And if her eyes were fine, then she should’ve just kept her mouth shut. I wasn’t used to hearing those kinds of needless comments, and having them thrown at me over and over sent chills down my spine.

「Do you want me to teach you how to put your own makeup on?」

I handed the mirror back to her.

「No, I’m fine. I’m not going to wear makeup anyway.」

「If you don’t want to do it yourself, I can always do it for you.」

「I don’t need you to do that. You’re satisfied now, right? I’m going to take it off.」

「Wait. Since you’re already wearing makeup, why don’t we go out for dinner today?」

「I don’t want to. Besides, I already told you—I’m not going anywhere with you during Golden Week. And anyway, what would you do about this?」

I said, touching her neck.

The mark I’d left hadn’t faded completely.

「… I forgot about that.」

「It’s still pretty obvious.」

That wasn’t exactly true. It wasn’t as noticeable as I made it sound.

If she wanted to hide it, she probably could without much trouble. Still, the idea of her covering it up before going out left a bad taste in my mouth. I didn’t want her saying she’d hide it, and I didn’t want her actually doing it either. If anything, I hoped it wouldn’t disappear even after the break ended.

「I guess we shouldn’t go, then.」

With a sigh, Sendai-san leaned back against the bed. She touched her neck, even though there was no way to check for the mark just by feeling around.

Her fingers covered the red spot, so I reached out and grabbed her hand.

「What is it?」

She looked at me, surprised.

「Don’t move.」

「Is that an order?」

「No. But I listened to you today and let you put makeup on me, so now you should listen to me too.」

I met her gaze as she continued leaning against the bed.

I pulled her hand away, and the mark came back into view.

She didn’t resist.

I ran my fingertip along her lips.

I didn’t mind the way the lip balm felt on her mouth as much as I did on mine. I’d never hated it when she kissed me.

My finger slid from her lips to her chin, then moved down to the mark on her neck.

I hadn’t given her an order to stay still, but Sendai-san didn’t try to stop me. I leaned in, bringing my face close to her neck. My lips brushed lightly over the mark, and I felt her throat shift as she spoke.

「The break’s almost over, you know?」

「I know.」

That was why I wasn’t going to leave a mark where it would be visible.

I undid one of the buttons on her blouse.

Then I pressed my lips just above her collarbone, in the space between her neck and her shoulder, and sucked hard.

Through the skin beneath my mouth, I felt the heat of her body—warmer than usual.

「Miyagi, you’re going to leave another mark.」

Sendai-san tapped me lightly on the shoulder, and I pulled away.

This one wasn’t as red as the last, and it was in a spot that was easier to hide, so there shouldn’t be a problem.

But maybe the mark not being visible was the problem.

「You said you didn’t hate it when I touched you, right, Sendai-san?」

「Yeah, but isn’t this a little past just ‘touching’?」

「Don’t sweat the little details, Sendai-san.」

I buried my face in her neck and lightly bit down where I’d just left the mark. Then I ran my tongue over the spot.

Out of all the days we’d lived together, this was the closest I’d ever been to her.

She smelled really nice.

Even if I used the same shampoo, I doubted I’d smell like her. Even if we wore the same makeup, we looked nothing alike. She was smarter, prettier.

No matter how much I copied her, we’d never be the same.

I sank my teeth back into her skin. As I bit down harder, I could feel her skin give beneath my teeth.

We were different, but doing this made me feel closer to her. Then I heard Sendai-san say it hurt, so I stopped. I licked the faint marks I’d left behind, then trailed my lips up to just under her ear.

She grabbed me by the arm.

「Is this supposed to be a punishment?」

Sendai-san asked, as if the thought had just occurred to her.

「No, it’s not.」

「Then what are you doing?」

It wasn’t an order.

It wasn’t a punishment either.

All I wanted was to leave a mark that wouldn’t disappear—something like a piercing. But since she wouldn’t let me pierce her ears, this was all I could do.

「Does it matter?」

Now that university had started and she was about to become a part-time tutor, there were more and more parts of Sendai-san I didn’t know.

I wanted to put myself somewhere in the middle of those unknowns.

And I felt like it was okay for me to leave at least a small mark on her.

「It does. Why are you doing this?」

Sendai-san asked, pressing for an answer even though she’d usually let it go by now.

But no matter how many times she asked, I didn’t want to tell her.

It was because she was going to be doing things I wouldn’t know about, in places I didn’t know.

There was no way I could say that out loud. Even if I told her the truth, she’d probably say that wasn’t a good enough reason to leave a mark on her.

I pressed my tongue against her neck again.

Her skin felt warmer than usual.

I moved my mouth back to just beneath her ear and sucked gently. I wasn’t sure if I left a mark, but I licked her earlobe anyway and pressed my lips to it.

It was cooler than her neck.

It felt nice.

「Hey, Miyagi. Things might get a little dangerous if you keep this up.」

She said, gripping my arm tightly.

Still, I kept licking her earlobe, and then bit down softly.

She pulled me closer, wrapping her arms around my back.

「Don’t do that.」

I tried to push her off, but her voice came right next to my ear.

「You were going to keep going, weren’t you? Then let me do a little of what I want, too.」

「Let go of me.」

Her arms only tightened.

「I won’t do it again, so let go.」

I pushed her harder this time, and finally managed to slip out of her arms.

「Miyagi, you really shouldn’t do stuff like that so easily.」

Sendai-san said, touching just above her collarbone.

「I don’t want to hear that from you, Sendai-san.」

I wasn’t the only one who touched others without permission.

Sendai-san touched me too—and would even kiss me. Considering that, she had no right to complain, no matter what I did.

「Miyagi.」

Sendai-san called out to me and let out a sigh.

「What?」

「Do you want to go out for dinner sometime?」

I hadn’t expected her to ask that, and to my own surprise, I answered with, “Sure,” before I could even stop myself.

I didn’t mind going. But it annoyed me how easily she pulled that answer out of me.

「Okay, it’s a promise, then.」

Sendai-san said, grabbing my arm before I could even start to complain.

The distance between us disappeared in an instant, and her lips brushed against my ear, over my hair.

Then, she kissed my earring.

「How can you just do that so easily?」

「It’s basically like a pinky promise.」

「Then why didn’t we just use our pinkies?」

「You’re the one who said your earrings are supposed to help us remember our promises, right? So it’s fine, isn’t it? If I don’t swear on them properly, we might forget our promise.」

Sendai-san spoke like it was the most natural thing in the world. But I realized something wasn’t right.

「Wait. That’s not how it works. These earrings are for you to remember the promises I make—not for me to remember the promises you make.」

「Don’t sweat the small stuff, Miyagi.」

She said as she fastened the buttons I had undone earlier.


INTERLUDE

Greeting Miyagi With a “Welcome Home”

I carried a convenience store bag in one hand and a brand-new key in the other.

Sliding it into the lock, I opened the door and stepped inside.

「I’m home.」

My voice echoed through the empty apartment, unanswered. Of course, there was no one here to reply, but that simple fact filled me with quiet joy. So I said it again, just to savor the sound.

Back in high school, I’d lived in a house full of people who never answered when I came through the door. I’d long since stopped expecting a reply, but each silence felt like something was being chipped away from me. The memories I cherished with my parents and older sister were still there, but over time, every unanswered “I’m home” made them harder to hold onto.

Here, though, things were different.

This new apartment—this space I’d chosen for myself—held no one who could hurt me like that. Hearing my own words echo back felt wonderful in a way I hadn’t imagined. Moving out had been the right choice, and from the bottom of my heart, I was glad I’d come here.

Since moving in, I must have said “I’m home” countless times already, but I never got tired of it. I wanted to keep saying it, over and over, enjoying every moment in this quiet place that belonged only to me.

But soon—around two o’clock—this apartment would no longer be mine alone. Miyagi would be moving in, and the thought of sharing this space with her filled me with a happiness even greater than the freedom of leaving my family behind. I’d been waiting for this day for a long time.

「I’m home.」

I mumbled again under my breath as I took off my shoes. The entryway was smaller than the one back at my family’s house, but somehow it felt like it fit me better. I walked down the short hallway and into the living room and kitchen. From the convenience store bag, I put away the soda and barley tea in the fridge, then set a sandwich, some orange juice, and my bag on the table. I sat down, letting my eyes wander over the room.

All the furniture and appliances here were picked out by me, bought with money from my parents. I chose everything by weighing price against design, compromising when I had to, but I thought I’d done a decent job. Truthfully, I wanted to choose it all with Miyagi, but she brushed it off and told me to handle it.

That was just like her.

I took a bite of the sandwich. I wasn’t hungry, but I kept eating anyway. When I finished, I washed it down with some orange juice. Just then, my phone buzzed.

It was Umina.

『Can I stay over at your place during summer break? 』

Ever since I’d moved here, she’d been sending me messages like that. Wanting to visit, wanting to hang out during Golden Week. My phone was full of those little attempts to tie my high school self to the person I was now. But none of it stirred anything in me. Still, I wasn’t cold-hearted enough to cut her off, so like always, I channeled my high school self and replied:

『I have a roommate, so that’d be a little complicated.』

I set my phone back on the table.

What I wanted wasn’t a message from Umina, or the occasional one from Mariko. What I wanted was to hear from Miyagi, who almost never reached out after we graduated.

Of course, that wish went unanswered. It always did. Miyagi only contacted me when she needed something.

I let my head sink onto the table.

Speaking of people who didn’t need anything from me, my sister had sent me a single message too.

I sighed.

She’d sent a pointless message saying, “Did you finish moving in?” and I’d replied with a simple yes. That was it. We’d barely spoken in ages, so I had no idea why she even bothered, and I didn’t care enough to find out.

I sat back up, drained the last of my orange juice, and tossed the trash away. Then, I opened my contacts on my phone and brought up Miyagi’s name, trying to push away everything else.

『Are you sure you don’t need me to come pick you up?』

I’d already asked her once and gotten a no, but I couldn’t stop myself from sending it again. Of course, unlike Umina or Mariko, she didn’t reply right away. After five or ten minutes, a short message finally appeared on my screen: “I’m fine by myself.“

I wasn’t exactly happy with that answer, but it was so typical of Miyagi. Still, just knowing she’d replied at all was enough to make me feel better.

「I guess I have no choice but to wait for her.」

I put my phone back down on the table and stood up.

There were two bedrooms right in front of me—one already mine, and the other reserved for Miyagi. She’d said whoever moved in first could choose their room, so I did. Not that it mattered much; the rooms were basically the same size with nearly identical layouts. The only thing that mattered was making it clear which one belonged to which of us.

I opened the door to my room.

My room still felt unfamiliar to me. It was filled with new furniture I wasn’t used to: a small bookshelf, a set of drawers, and a bed with comforters cheaper than the one I’d had before. Everything was simple, but the bed was different.

It was the one thing I’d bought entirely with my own money.

I’d decided to let myself stay under my parents’ care for the next four years, so I wasn’t paying my living expenses out of pocket. That also meant I hadn’t completely cut ties with them either. But at the very least, I wanted something of my own to sleep on.

I had no plans to go back to the house my family lived in. Buying this bed was my way of renewing that resolve, and a way to feel like I was finally living as myself.

I walked around the room once before sitting down on the mattress.

There were a few things I’d brought from home—my books, my clothes, my mirror. But one important thing was missing.

─ A piggy bank that could hold up to one million yen.

It had been in my old room ever since I bought it in my first year of high school, but it doesn’t exist anymore. Since there wasn’t any way to take money out of it, I had to break it open with a can opener when it came time to sign the contract for this apartment, and from the moment I did, it stopped serving any purpose.

But in its place, I was gaining something far more important—a new roommate.

「This almost feels like a lie.」

On the day we graduated, I had already signed the contract for this apartment and offered Miyagi an envelope with the invitation to move in. At the time, I honestly didn’t believe she would accept. I’d been pushy, maybe too pushy, and it felt only natural that she would turn me down.

I stood up and paced around my room once more. The thought of Miyagi becoming my roommate starting today made me strangely restless.

I paused briefly, then circled around again like a caged animal, before finally heading back out to the shared living area.

I wasn’t usually this nervous, but when it came to Miyagi, I could never seem to act like myself.

My phone sat silent on the table. No new messages.

I turned to look at the two bedroom doors standing side by side in the hallway.

I knocked gently on the one that would be hers.

There was no reply, of course.

Still, I opened the door and peeked inside.

The room was bare, with no furniture and no boxes yet. It didn’t feel like hers at all.

「I wonder what Miyagi’s going to bring with her.」

I could easily recall her old room—I had visited often enough, once or twice a week, sometimes more. Bookshelves lined with manga and novels, many I had read myself, some I was still waiting on for the next volume or sequel. But she never told me what she planned to bring here, and I couldn’t get a clear picture of what this empty space would look like once it belonged to her.

Miyagi was stingy like that, always keeping things to herself.

I closed the door and went back to the living area, staring down at my phone again. Time seemed to move unbearably slowly. She never sent messages like “I’m almost there” or “I’ll be there soon,” and without them, even a single minute stretched out as if it lasted twice as long. I knew pacing the apartment wouldn’t make time go faster, but I couldn’t stop moving. I circled the dining area once before sitting down, still fidgeting.

I hadn’t seen her since graduation, and I had been waiting for this day for weeks. Ten or twenty minutes should have been nothing, but my heart wouldn’t calm down.

I stopped shuffling my feet and glanced at my phone again. To distract myself, I started searching for things we might still need for the apartment, making mental notes as I went, but nothing seemed to stick. The information slipped away as soon as I read it, and no matter how hard I tried, my head refused to hold on to it. With a small sigh, I gave the side of my head a light slap, as if to jog my memory, then drew in three slow breaths.

And then—my ears caught a sound.

The faint creak of the front door opening.

I immediately stood up.

Just as I was about to head for the front door, the one leading into the dining and kitchen area opened, and Miyagi stepped inside.

I’d given her a key a while ago, so it didn’t bother me that she came in without ringing the intercom, but what did bother me was that she never gave me a heads-up. Any normal person would’ve at least sent a quick message like, “I’m at the station” or “I’m in front of the building.” I knew she wasn’t the type to contact me like that, but still, I couldn’t help wishing she had said something.

Before I could complain, though, there was something else I wanted to say first.

「Welcome home, Miyagi.」

I greeted her with a faint smile. She wore a hoodie and jeans I’d seen her in before, and she gave me a puzzled look.

「Welcome ‘home’? Shouldn’t it just be ‘welcome’?」

「This is your home now too, so I think ‘welcome home’ fits better.」

The day she chose the envelope over the pendant, it was decided that this apartment would become her home. And ever since then, I’d been waiting for this moment—because I wanted “Welcome home” to be the very first words I greeted her with.

「… I’m home.」

I hadn’t asked her to, but Miyagi gave exactly the reply I’d been longing to hear.

That made me really happy.

I was so happy, I wanted to throw open the window and shout it for the whole world to hear.

After all this time, the words “I’m home” had finally been answered with “Welcome home.”

「Welcome home.」

I said once more, and she replied once again with, “I’m home.”

I told Miyagi to set her luggage down for now and offered to show her around the apartment.

「This apartment’s not so big that I’d need a tour, though.」

「That’s true, but it’s just common courtesy.」

I smiled as Miyagi set her luggage down.

「I guess if you want to show me around, then go ahead.」

She said in a flat voice.

She was always a little cold with me, so I didn’t mind.

After showing her the changing room, the toilet, and the bathing area, we returned to the dining and kitchen space.

「This is the dining and kitchen area. That’s about it for our shared spaces. Oh, and lastly, your room’s over there, and mine’s the one next to it.」

「… Thanks. I’ll go bring my stuff to my room.」

「Wait, before that—do you want something to drink? I bought some soda and barley tea.」

「I’m okay.」

She answered curtly, but I didn’t want her to leave just yet.

「It’s been a while since we last saw each other. Why don’t we chat a bit? How have you been?」

「I’ve been okay. Can’t you tell just by looking at me?」

「Even if I could guess just by looking, I wouldn’t know for sure unless I asked, right?」

「I guess you have a point there… How have you been, Sendai-san?」

「As you can see, I’ve been fine too.」

I smiled, but the conversation stalled.

The dining and kitchen area fell silent, and Miyagi, looking a little troubled, twisted the strings of her hoodie around her fingers. This kind of silence—something that hadn’t been between us for a long time—felt strange, like I couldn’t just ignore it like I used to be able to. I tapped my fingertips on the table and looked at her. She undid the strings, turned her back to me, and said, “I’m going to put my stuff in my room.”

「I’ve been waiting all this time for you, Miyagi.」

I called as she walked away with her luggage.

「You say that, but it hasn’t even been that long, has it? It feels like we only graduated a few days ago.」

Miyagi said without turning around.
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「I moved into the apartment first, so it feels like it’s been a long time for me. The moving company’s supposed to be here around four, right?」

「Yeah.」

「I see.」

The words faded quickly, and silence fell again. The atmosphere was starting to stagnate, so I tried to sound as cheerful as I could.

「I’m looking forward to living with you, Miyagi.」

Miyagi, who had still been facing away, turned around. She furrowed her brows and pressed her fingers to them before quietly saying,

「… Looking forward to it, too.」

With that, she disappeared into her room.

A new place. An unfamiliar Miyagi. It felt like the road ahead wouldn’t be easy, but from the bottom of my heart, I was glad she had chosen the envelope that day.


CHAPTER SEVEN

A Side of Miyagi I Don’t Know

◇◇◇ Part 136 ◇◇◇

It had been thirty minutes since I’d introduced myself and exchanged greetings at my new job, and the tension in my body finally began to ease. Mio’s upperclassman had told me that being a private tutor wasn’t as hard as I was making it out to be, but doing anything for the first time always made me nervous.

Just like we’d planned, my part-time job as a private tutor began after Golden Week ended. But it wasn’t going as smoothly as when I used to tutor Miyagi.

I didn’t know how much small talk was allowed, or how close I was supposed to get to the student. Mio’s upperclassman had said I should imagine being like a teacher, but I didn’t have a clear image of what that meant for me—and before I could figure it out, the first day arrived.

My student introduced herself as Hanamaki Kikyou, a third-year middle schooler. She was sitting across the table from me now, staring so hard at her workbook it looked like she might burn a hole through it.

I sipped the barley tea her mother had brought for us.

It reminded me of how Miyagi used to serve me barley tea after school.

「Sensei.」

Hanamaki-san looked up and called out to me.

Being called “sensei” felt a little strange and made me a little uneasy—it wasn’t something I’d ever been called before starting this job.

「Was there anything you didn’t understand?」

I glanced at her notebook. Her handwriting was clean and organized. In the past thirty minutes, I’d already realized Hanamaki-san was more than capable when it came to studying—honestly, she didn’t seem like someone who even needed a tutor. Her mother had asked me to help her prepare for her high school entrance exams, but from the looks of it, there wasn’t much to worry about.

「No, I understand it just fine. I just wanted to ask—why are you working as a private tutor?」

Hanamaki-san looked straight at me as she asked, her tone calm despite her bright, active appearance. Her short hair was neatly tucked behind her ears—unlike Miyagi’s—but like Miyagi, she wore her uniform perfectly by the book.

「Hmm…」

I mumbled, unsure how to answer.

Part of me wanted to say, “I just needed the money,” but I knew that wouldn’t be appropriate to answer with.

「I guess… it’s because I enjoy teaching people.」

「Do you tutor a lot?」

「Just my friends, mostly.」

That wasn’t really the right way to describe what Miyagi was to me, but I couldn’t explain that while I was on the job. I quickly started talking about something else to steer the conversation away from having to talk about it.

「What about you, Hanamaki-san? Do you prefer being taught, or do you like teaching others?」

「I like being taught. My older sister used to help me study a lot.」

I took another sip of barley tea at the mention of something I didn’t really want to hear.

It brought back memories—of my older sister who could do everything, and of myself, who could only do things well enough.

Our parents used to treat us both equally, but once our differences became clearer, most of their attention went to her. That shift created a distance between us that had never really gone away.

Still, maybe it wasn’t such a bad thing.

If they’d continued to dote on me the way they did before, I probably wouldn’t be living with Miyagi now.

I drank more tea, trying to swallow the memories along with it.

「Does your sister still help you now?」

「She lives on campus at a high school she got into on a sports recommendation.」

「Oh, I see.」

I set my empty cup on the table.

Hanamaki-san didn’t seem like the athletic type, so it was hard to picture what her sister was like—but that didn’t really matter. What mattered was that the tense atmosphere had finally started to lighten.

I wasn’t terrible at dealing with awkward silences, but I didn’t want to be stuck in one for the whole session.

We weren’t that far apart in age, but I still didn’t know what we had in common. So we just kept working through her assignments, chatting here and there about small things.

I was going to be doing this twice a week, ninety minutes each time.

It would probably take a little more time before I got used to being her tutor, but just as we were starting to warm up to each other, our time was up.

After saying goodbye to her mother, I headed to the front door.

As I was putting on my shoes, Hanamaki-san—who was around the same height as Miyagi—bowed politely and said, “Thank you,” smiling brightly as she saw me off.

Come to think of it, I hadn’t seen Miyagi smile once since we started living together. I couldn’t help but think how nice it would be if she could smile like that, too.

I got on the train and headed home.

Hanamaki-san was smart and easy to talk to.

She was the complete opposite of Miyagi, who almost never gave me a straight answer.

‘Well, it’d probably creep me out if Miyagi suddenly became honest, though,’ I thought to myself as the train swayed along a route I wasn’t used to. After getting off, I passed through the ticket gate and followed the usual path home. I climbed the stairs to the third floor and unlocked the door to our apartment.

Miyagi’s shoes were at the entrance, but she was nowhere in sight.

My stomach let out a quiet growl.

I’d told her I’d be home late, so she’d probably already eaten without me. Still, I knocked on her door, despite already knowing the answer.

Once, then twice, then three times.

Before I could even peek inside her room, Miyagi opened her door, slammed it shut behind her, and walked straight into our shared space.

「Did you already eat?」

I asked before she could say anything.

「I did.」

「What’d you have?」

「Instant noodles.」

She muttered.

「You should eat properly.」

「Why does it matter? I was eating alone anyway. Was that all you wanted?」

「I was going to make some tea. Want some?」

That wasn’t what I was aiming for, but I played it off like it was. I’d been hoping we could eat together, but with that off the table, I had no other way to keep the conversation going.

「What about your dinner, Sendai-san?」

「I’ll eat later.」

「You should eat right now.」

「Fine. But at least have some tea with me.」

Before she could turn back to her room, I grabbed her arm and pulled her to her chair.

As the kettle boiled, I opened the fridge.

I didn’t want to end up like Miyagi, but today, I didn’t feel like cooking for one.

I filled a pot with water and dropped in a packet of instant stew. While it simmered, I poured some tea into a mug and handed it to Miyagi. Then, I scooped rice onto a plate and poured the stew over it.

I knew it was better to eat them separately, but I didn’t feel like washing more dishes today. It was the first day of my first part-time job, and I was exhausted. So, I ate it the same way Miyagi had served it to me before.

As I brought the plate over and sat down, Miyagi spoke up first.

「… Hey, what’s the student you’re tutoring like?」

「She’s a good kid. She seems to keep up with her studies, and she’s polite too.」

「Is that so?」

Miyagi responded flatly, like she couldn’t care less.

「She seems pretty honest and straightforward too. Totally unlike you, Miyagi.」

I said on purpose as I took another bite of my stew. After swallowing, I glanced over at her. She was tapping her fingers on the table.

「I don’t need to be honest with you, Sendai-san.」

「Then who would you be honest with?」

「Anyone but you.」

「Yeah, I figured you’d say that.」

Even if the thought of Miyagi being honest with me felt kind of creepy, I still found myself wishing she’d be a little more straightforward sometimes.

For example, I wanted her to show me her ears if I asked.

Unlike Hanamaki-san, Miyagi had her ears hidden again today. Her hair completely blocked them, covering the earrings she’d gotten for my sake. I was pretty sure she kept them hidden at school too, but I had a feeling if Utsunomiya ever asked to see them, she’d gladly show her without hesitation.

I nearly sighed, but instead, I took another bite of stew and swallowed the sigh along with it.

Then I opened my mouth again.

「Miyagi. You already went out of your way to get your ears pierced. Why not just leave them uncovered?」

She frowned at me from across the table.

She paused for a moment, like she was thinking something through, then reached up and tucked her hair behind her ears.

I almost dropped my spoon, but managed to set it down on the plate like normal.

「Promise me something, Sendai-san.」

Miyagi said as she walked over to my side.

「What is it?」

「That you’ll make dinner for us tomorrow.」

「… Sure. What do you want to eat?」

I reached my hand out to Miyagi. Instead of making a promise on her earrings, I simply touched them.

I wanted to kiss her ear—but I couldn’t bring myself to move. Something about the way she was right now felt different from the Miyagi I knew.

「I want to eat whatever you like, Sendai-san.」

「Okay.」

I answered while running through a list of recipes in my head.
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Keeping the promise I’d made with Miyagi was easy.

Making dinner wasn’t all that hard.

But figuring out what to make was another story.

I wandered around the supermarket, eyes scanning the shelves.

Miyagi had told me to make something I liked, but nothing came to mind.

「What should I do…」

I muttered to myself as I stood in front of the meat section, staring blankly at rows of pork, beef, and chicken.

It wasn’t something I needed to overthink.

She’d said to make whatever I liked, which probably meant anything would be fine.

Still, it didn’t sit right to cook something she wouldn’t enjoy. That was the part I kept getting stuck on.

Even though we’d spent a lot of time together, I still didn’t know much about what Miyagi liked or disliked when it came to food.

The first time I made something at her place, I’d gone with karaage.

Back then, I hadn’t been too concerned about her preferences, so choosing had been simple.

「Karaage, huh…」

She’d said it was good, so going with that felt like a safe choice.

I thought back to that day a little more.

I’d asked Miyagi to cut up some cabbage, but she ended up cutting her own finger instead. Then she made me lick her blood. She was always ordering me to do weird things like that. No one else would ever ask me to do something like that.

Only Miyagi would.

I let out a quiet sigh and tried to return my thoughts to what to make for dinner.

Come to think of it, she’d served me frozen Hamburg steaks a few times.

Since it wasn’t just once, maybe she liked them.

I picked up a pack of ground beef and placed it in my basket.

As I walked through the supermarket, I grabbed onions and breadcrumbs too, then pulled out my phone.

I had a feeling I was missing something. A quick recipe search proved me right.

I added milk and nutmeg to the basket—skipping the eggs since I remembered we had some at home—and headed to the register.

When I got back home, I saw Miyagi’s shoes at the entrance, but she wasn’t anywhere in the common space.

I walked over to her door and let her know I was starting dinner.

I put everything away in the fridge, except for the onion, then took out a knife and cutting board.

After dicing the onion, I started frying it.

I placed the ground meat in a bowl and cooled the bottom with ice water before kneading. I added salt, pepper, and nutmeg, then kneaded some more. I mixed in the fried onion, milk-soaked breadcrumbs, and eggs, and kept kneading.

I spent so long just working the mixture with my hands that I almost forgot what I was even making.

Making Hamburg steaks was more time-consuming than I’d expected, even though it looked like all you had to do was shape some ground meat and fry it.

I started to regret not just buying premade patties.

But I was too far in to stop now.

I shaped the mixture into thick patties, tossing them between my hands to press out any air, just like I’d seen chefs do on TV.

Once they were ready, I heated up a frying pan and laid the patties on it.

They sizzled as they hit the pan.

While they cooked, I began throwing together a salad and called out for Miyagi.

I waited for the Hamburg steaks to cook under the lid of the frying pan when Miyagi came out of her room. She muttered a quiet, “Welcome back,” then silently began scooping rice onto some plates.

Yesterday, Miyagi had suddenly asked me to make her a promise. She’d sounded like she wanted something serious from me, but it had turned out to be nothing major.

Just making dinner didn’t feel like something worth swearing on her earrings over.

I placed the Hamburg steaks onto the plates Miyagi had set out, then glanced over at her. She didn’t look happy or even mildly pleased. I had no idea what had been going through her head when she asked me to cook for us tonight.

「What about the sauce?」

Miyagi asked, eyeing the Hamburg steaks.

「I’m going to make it now.」

I poured some ketchup and sauce into the frying pan and brought it to a light simmer. Once it was ready, I poured it over our Hamburg steaks and brought the plates to the table.

「Let’s eat.」

We said in unison.

Since we didn’t have any dining knives, I cut my steak with chopsticks. The patty was soft and fluffy. When I sliced into the edge, the juices spilled out—it had cooked better than I expected. I took a bite and was honestly tempted to praise myself; it tasted like something you could get at a restaurant. But Miyagi said nothing.

「Is it good?」

I asked, watching her silently eat across from me.

「It is. Do you like Hamburg steaks, Sendai-san?」

「They’re okay, I guess?」

If someone had asked whether I liked them or not, I’d probably lean toward saying I did. But since I hadn’t made them because I liked them, I gave a vague answer.

「Why’d you answer like that? Didn’t you cook them because you liked them?」

「Well, yeah, I guess so. Do you like Hamburg steaks, Miyagi?」

I stared at her, wondering if it’d be fine to start calling Hamburg steaks one of my favorite foods from now on.

「I think they’re okay, too.」

Miyagi gave an answer I couldn’t tell was true or not, and popped another bite into her mouth. I continued cutting mine into pieces and ate as well.

The conversation trailed off, and we finished our meal in silence.

The Hamburg steaks that had taken so much time to make were gone in less than half the time it took to prepare.

「What are you going to do after this, Sendai-san?」

Miyagi asked, setting down her chopsticks without looking at me.

「I have to prepare for my next tutoring session. Or I guess I mean I need to review for it. The student I’m teaching is in middle school, and I barely remember the material from back then, so I feel a little uneasy if I don’t brush up.」

「You’re taking this really seriously, even though it’s just a part-time job.」

「Hey, even part-time jobs need to be taken seriously, you know?」

「Hmm.」

Miyagi sounded completely uninterested. She walked over to the fridge, pulled out a bottle of barley tea, and brought it—along with a cup—back to the table. She set it down louder than she normally would. That alone was enough to tell me she was in a bad mood.

「Thanks.」

I said, but she didn’t respond.

She sat back down across from me without a word.

「Why don’t you get a part-time job too, Miyagi?」

「No.」

She replied coldly, and the conversation came to a stop again.

Judging by how the conversation had gone, I could guess what was putting her in such a bad mood.

Bringing up my part-time job had been a bad idea.

Miyagi had started acting strange after I mentioned it yesterday, too.

「… Can I come to your room after I finish cleaning up the dishes?」

Miyagi asked suddenly.

It came completely out of left field.

Honestly, it wasn’t even something she should’ve been asking.

I thought I’d made it pretty clear that I needed to review for work.

So if she came to my room, she’d only get in the way.

「Okay.」

But for some reason, the word left my mouth without hesitation—something I hadn’t meant to say at all.

「I’ll start cleaning up, then.」

Miyagi said, getting up and picking up our empty plates and cups.

Everything about this felt off.

Even so, I couldn’t bring myself to turn her down.

I could study after she went back to her room.

Or I could do it on the train.

The sound of dishes being washed echoed from the kitchen.

I couldn’t bring myself to offer to help.

Even though this wasn’t the first time Miyagi had come to my room, I felt nervous.

When I stood up, my chair scraped against the floor with an unusually loud clatter.

Miyagi walked over to me.

「I’m done.」

「So, you’re coming over to my room?」

「Yeah.」

Normally, she would’ve said something like, “If you don’t want me to come, then I won’t,” but not today.

She followed me back to my room and took a seat beside me like it was the most natural thing in the world. But once she sat down, she went quiet.

She didn’t even try to make conversation.

With a stern look on her face, she flipped through a dictionary that had been left out on my table and rested it on her lap.

「Is something wrong?」

I asked Miyagi, who’d asked to come here herself yet hadn’t said a word since.

「What do you mean?」

She replied, looking up from the dictionary.

「Why are you in such a bad mood?」

「I’m not in a bad mood.」

She was definitely in a bad mood.

Her voice was low, and she wouldn’t even look at me.

She’d been off during dinner, too, but now she seemed even worse.

It was hard to believe she’d wanted to come to my room in the first place.

「Was there something you wanted to do here?」

「What, am I not allowed to be here unless I do?」

「You’re allowed to be here. But if you’re going to stay, you better lighten up.」

「I told you, I’m not in a bad mood or anything.」

Miyagi was always stubborn about stuff like this.

Even if she was in a bad mood, she’d never admit it, and the whole conversation would just go in circles.

Her mood turning sour out of nowhere wasn’t exactly unusual, but since she’d come to my room of her own accord, I really wished she’d loosen up at least a little.

「If you want to prove you’re not in a bad mood, you’re going to have to smile every now and then.」

I wasn’t saying she needed to be like Hanamaki-san or anything, but it wouldn’t hurt if she smiled once in a while.

I’d kept my promise and made dinner for us tonight—something Miyagi had arbitrarily decided on her own yesterday—and I’d even changed my plans just to be with her right now.

So I felt like I was entitled to at least this much.

「I do smile.」

Miyagi said, though her face was as sullen as ever.

「No, you don’t.」

「I do. Just at school, though.」

Of course.

I already knew that.

Miyagi smiled when she was with other people, in other places.

Even back in high school, I’d seen her smiling at school plenty of times.

When we were in the same class during our second year, she’d laugh in front of Utsunomiya, and in our third year, I’d seen her smile in the hallway.

Miyagi always smiled whenever I wasn’t around.

And the thought that she was probably still smiling around Utsunomiya, just like she used to, annoyed me.

「I want to see you smile right here, right now.」

We went to different universities now.

If I didn’t ask her to smile here, I might never get to see it at all.

I’d rather see her in a good mood than a bad one, so if possible, I wanted her to smile.

「There’s nothing that I find amusing right now, so I can’t do it.」

「Smiling is so easy, though. All you have to do is lift the corners of your mouth.」

I pressed my fingers against the corners of Miyagi’s lips and pushed them upward.

The dictionary on her lap slipped off and hit the floor with a dull thud.

I knew this was only going to make her more irritated, but I didn’t really care. Nothing I said or did was going to improve her mood anyway.

I forced her mouth into a smile, and although her lips curved up, her brows drew together.

It didn’t look like a smile—it looked kind of funny, actually.

Then she grabbed my wrists.

She pulled my hands away from her face and sank her teeth into one of my fingers.

She bit down hard—hard enough that I could feel her teeth pressing right into the bone.

I tried to pull back on reflex, but I couldn’t.

Instead, her teeth dug even deeper into my skin than before.
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「Hey, Miyagi! That hurts.」

My body stiffened from the pain.

She was biting me so hard it felt like she was trying to crush the bone, and a sharp throb shot all the way to my head.

「I said that hurts!」

I slapped her shoulder, hoping she’d let go and return the finger she was holding hostage, but she refused to budge. What started off as just me wanting to see her smile had somehow turned into this.

Miyagi had never been the type to hold back, but she was hurting me more than usual today. I didn’t know what her problem was, but her bite was relentless.

It hurt. It burned. My head felt light.

「Miyagi!」

I hit her shoulder hard enough that the sound echoed. But even that didn’t stop her. In desperation, I reached out and touched her earring. She was hurting me so much that I felt like I could tear her ear off—but instead, I only gave it a small tug. Her soft earlobe stretched, and finally, the teeth around my finger loosened. I yanked it free.

「Stop trying to eat my finger. Was the Hamburg steak not filling enough for you?」

The finger she bit had deep, clear marks.

It hurt so much that if she’d said she was saving me for dessert, I might’ve believed her.

It still hurt, even now.

「If I wanted to eat something, I’d pick something that actually tastes good.」

Miyagi replied flatly, grabbing a few tissues and roughly wiping my finger down. A sharp sting shot through it.

「If you want me to smile, then do something funny, Sendai-san.」

She picked the dictionary up from the floor and set it back on the desk before looking at me.

「I already know you’re never going to smile in front of me no matter what I do, so I’ll just give up.」

I rubbed my aching finger. Even though I was used to Miyagi hurting me like this, I still furrowed my brows.

「If you were fine with not seeing me smile, then you shouldn’t have gone and done something like that to begin with.」

「Yeah, you’re right. I was an idiot for trying to make someone smile when they clearly didn’t want to.」

「That’s right. How about you smile for me instead, Sendai-san?」

Miyagi placed her fingers at the corners of my lips and tried to lift them the same way I had done to her earlier.

She yanked them up so hard that I shook her hands off.

「Hey, what are you trying to do? You’re seriously starting to get on my nerves.」

「What am I trying to do―?」

Miyagi trailed off, her gaze falling on my finger—the one she’d just bitten.

A bad feeling crept in, and I tried to pull my hand back, but it was too late.

She grabbed it.

「Hey, that hurts. Let go.」

I tried to pull it back toward me, but instead, she pulled with so much force that I thought she might actually rip it off.

Overwhelmed by the pain, I leaned in toward her.

「Seriously, what are you trying to do?」

I asked again, still leaning in close, but she didn’t respond.

「If there’s something you want, then just say it already.」

I said firmly—and she finally let go of my finger.

But then, she reached for the collar of my blouse.

Miyagi pulled me closer, her face stopping just short of mine—close enough for our breaths to mix.

She didn’t say a word.

Our eyes met briefly, and then she looked away.

She let go of my collar, and I grabbed her arm.

「What, you’re not going to continue?」

「There is no continuation.」

Miyagi said as she shook my hand off, moving back just far enough to put space between us again.

「Then let’s make one up right now.」

「Sendai-san, do you…」

Miyagi started to say something, but her words trailed off again.

「Why don’t you finish that sentence?」

「― Sendai-san, do you want there to be a continuation?」

「If I said yes, what would you do?」

「If there’s something you want me to do, just ask. I’ll do it.」

The pain that had been throbbing in my finger all this time finally started to fade.

I reached out and held Miyagi’s hand.

She didn’t pull away, but she still wouldn’t look at me.

Right now, I could probably get Miyagi to do what she’d been about to do.

The thought alone made the finger she’d bitten earlier feel strangely warm.

I exhaled.

「Okay, then kiss me.」

I said to Miyagi, who continued to avoid my gaze.

「That’s not how you ask for something.」

「Please kiss me. Is that better?」

「Okay.」

Miyagi said, and then slowly leaned in toward me.

But before our lips could touch, Miyagi stopped. She looked like she was about to let go of my hand, too.

At times like this, Miyagi always lost her nerve. She had no problem going all out with unnecessary things, but when it came to moments that actually mattered, she would falter.

「You said you’d do it if I asked, so do it properly.」

I said, trying to hold her to her word before she could run away again, then closed my eyes.

I felt her draw closer.

She gripped my hand tightly, and then our lips met.

The kiss was so soft that I barely felt her warmth at first.

After a brief moment, Miyagi pulled away.

When I opened my eyes, I saw that she’d only moved back slightly, like she was still being cautious. That kind of attitude didn’t sit well with me—it didn’t feel right to count that as her holding up her end of the deal.

「That’s it?」

「Yeah, that’s it.」

「Do it again.」

「No. You’re thinking weird stuff again, Sendai-san.」

She shook off my hand.

But even then, she didn’t move away.

Even when I shifted a little closer, she stayed where she was, still sitting beside me.

Miyagi felt different today—like her mind was somewhere else.

Normally, she’d get irritated like a stray cat and keep me at a distance.

「… How’s Utsunomiya been lately?」

I spoke up, afraid that if I stayed quiet, Miyagi would head straight back to her room. But I didn’t know what to talk to her about today, so I reached for something we could at least both comment on.

「She’s fine.」

「Why don’t you invite her over sometime?」

「Why would I invite Maika over?」

「You two are friends, right? I think it’d be fine.」

「I’m not doing that.」

She gave the exact response I’d expected, cutting off the conversation I’d just barely managed to start.

Well, it would’ve been a pain if she actually had invited her, though.

Still, I did want to hear what Utsunomiya knew about Miyagi at school. She definitely knew a lot more about Miyagi than I did. But at the same time, there was also a side of Miyagi that Utsunomiya didn’t know—something only I got to see. I just wasn’t sure how much of that was really unknown to her.

「Miyagi.」

I said her name, trying to open up another conversation, as I looked over at her.

「Have you ever kissed Utsunomiya before?」

Miyagi gave me a look full of disbelief.

But I wanted to know.

I wondered if Utsunomiya had ever felt just how soft Miyagi’s lips were.

「What, are you the type who kisses your friends, Sendai-san?」

「No.」

「Neither am I.」

Even though Miyagi wasn’t the type to kiss her friends, she had just kissed me. I knew that was because, even though we lived together, we weren’t friends. We’d never actually been friends—and somehow, that made me feel a little glad.

I brushed my hand against Miyagi’s cheek.

She didn’t seem to mind me leaning in.

But she wouldn’t close her eyes, so I closed mine instead.

I kissed her over and over again—light kisses where I barely felt the softness of her lips before pulling away.

Then, I parted her lips and slipped my tongue into her mouth, going deeper.

I kept kissing Miyagi.

Her body temperature felt close to mine, and since she quietly let me do it, I figured she didn’t mind. Being able to touch someone like this—someone who wasn’t a friend—made me want to keep touching her. I could feel her warmth through her tongue, just like I had earlier when she bit me. That hadn’t just hurt—it had felt good, too. And right now, it felt so good, I didn’t want to stop kissing her.

I leaned more of my weight against her.

But just as I tried to push her down, she shoved me away by the shoulder, and the space between us returned.

「Sendai-san.」

Miyagi said, her voice neither cold nor warm.

「What is it?」

「… Quit your job.」

She said—words I couldn’t believe were coming out of her mouth right after we’d kissed. She grabbed the finger she’d bitten earlier. The sharp pain brought my rising body temperature back down.

「Why?」

There was no reason Miyagi should be telling me to quit my job.

It was my job. It wasn’t like I was bothering her by doing it. And I didn’t plan on ever making it her problem, either.

I stared at her.

But she stayed quiet, her face unreadable.

「It’d be a hassle for the student if I quit now, and besides, I actually like tutoring, so I’m not going to.」

I liked it a lot more than working at a convenience store or a restaurant, and the hourly pay was better, too. The faster I finished my part-time work, the more time I’d have to spend at home.

「I know.」

Miyagi said, letting go of my finger.

「Then why’d you say that?」

「I just felt like saying it.」

She muttered, and held my hand again.

Something was off.

She wasn’t acting like herself.

I wanted to ask her why she’d told me to quit, but I had the feeling that if I did, she’d get up and head back to her room. Her hand in mine felt too nice—I didn’t want to let go of it.

So I held her hand back, without saying anything.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

The Days Sendai-san Isn’t Around

◇◇◇ Part 139 ◇◇◇

I knew I’d done something bad to Sendai-san.

I felt guilty about it.

But even so, it seemed a little strange that she was still wearing a bandage on her finger even though it had already been a week.

「How long are you planning to keep that on?」

I asked as I stared at her finger, then took a bite of the toast she’d made for us today. I’d spread butter and jam on it—it had the perfect balance of sweet and salty, and it was quickly becoming a breakfast staple.

「The bandage, you mean?」

Back when we were in high school, Sendai-san once asked me to cut a cabbage while she was making karaage, and I ended up cutting my finger instead. She wrapped it with a bandage—a plain one, not cute at all. And now, she had one wrapped around her finger in the exact same way.

「Yeah.」

「Hmm…」

She murmured, then took a sip of orange juice.

That night she made Hamburg steaks, I’d bitten her finger hard enough to leave a mark. I figured it would, but it couldn’t have lasted this long.

「The mark’s already gone, isn’t it?」

「Hmm, who knows.」

Sendai-san replied in her usual tone, but she wouldn’t look at me.

It was one of those days.

And even though I knew that, I still found myself irritated. Then I got annoyed at myself for being irritated over something so small.

「Take the bandage off.」

I really wanted to grab her hand and tear it off myself, but instead, I kept chewing my toast.

Just because she wasn’t mad at me didn’t mean I could do whatever I wanted. There were things you could and couldn’t do. Grabbing her and forcing it off would be crossing the line.

「That’d be a waste. I just put it on.」

「Are you trying to send a message with it or something?」

「A message? Why would you think that?」

She looked puzzled.

「You’re wearing it because you’re mad I bit you, right?」

My tone sharpened, so I stuffed some scrambled eggs in my mouth to cover it up.

Sendai-san was the only person I couldn’t deal with properly.

I wanted to act normal around her, but I couldn’t.

We were going to be living together until we graduated, so I wanted to stay calm around her—like I always did with Maika—but it never worked out that way.

Even knowing it wasn’t right, I kept doing things to her that were cruel.

And whenever she was around, my emotions got harder to control.

I wasn’t great at getting along with people to begin with, but I’d never bitten or kicked anyone before. Yet for some reason, I kept doing that sort of thing to her.

「You do that kind of stuff all the time. I wouldn’t get mad about it now.」

「Liar.」

I’d bitten her as hard as I could, and I knew she wouldn’t get mad.

But every time I saw the bandage, I remembered what I did—remembered the things I’d said that I shouldn’t have—and it hurt.

I shouldn’t have bitten her that hard.

I shouldn’t have told her to quit her job.

That’s all I kept thinking about.

I already knew she wouldn’t quit just because I asked, and as expected, she refused.

She still worked as a private tutor, and sometimes, she’d even tell me about her student.

Sometimes she listened to me, and sometimes she didn’t.

I wasn’t sure where the line was—what she would and wouldn’t do—but there were definitely some things she’d never obey.

She wouldn’t let me pierce her ears.

She wouldn’t quit her job.

Even if I asked, she’d turn me down. Sendai-san wasn’t going to change just because I told her to.

「Miyagi. Don’t start your morning in such a bad mood.」

She said in a flat voice, chewing on her toast.

「I’m not in a bad mood.」

「Okay, fine, you’re not in a bad mood. Then what’s wrong?」

There was nothing wrong with me.

If anything was wrong, it was her job.

I really wish she hadn’t become a private tutor.

Any other job would’ve been fine.

「Nothing. It’s just the way I talk. Honestly, I think it’s rude of you to be so nitpicky.」

I said, covering up how I really felt, and downed half my orange juice before setting the glass back down.

「I see. Well, I’m sure you know this already, but I’ve got work today. I’ll be home late again. Eat dinner without me.」

「Okay.」

Sendai-san had mentioned that she tutored her student twice a week. But knowing she still planned on going today left me feeling a little depressed.

Every time I heard the words “private tutor,” my mind went back to last summer, to the days when she helped me study.

I didn’t actually think Sendai-san would do anything like that at her job. But every time I heard the word “tutoring”—a word I’d always associate with what happened over summer break—it brought to mind all kinds of questions I wanted to ask her.

Did she sit beside her like she used to with me?

Did she ever try to hold her hand?

— Even though Sendai-san told me she wasn’t the type to kiss her friends, would she ever try to kiss her student?

There were so many things I wanted to know, and a few I couldn’t stop thinking about. One of them was the fact that we went to different schools. That much, at least, I could chalk up to circumstance. It was something I could accept. I could imagine what her school life was like by drawing from my own experiences, past and present. It had taken me time, but I could handle that now.

Tutoring, though, was a different story.

It was so strongly tied to our past that I couldn’t bring myself to accept the most obvious truth. Some part of me couldn’t help but compare it to the time we used to spend together after school and during summer vacation.

Getting a part-time job was normal. It wasn’t something I should’ve been so hung up on. I knew that. I’d assumed I’d be able to come to terms with it once she actually started working, but I was wrong.

Whenever I pictured her as a tutor, my thoughts drifted back to the past.

The Sendai-san who had taught me, and the Sendai-san currently tutoring someone else, felt like different people. I knew they weren’t the same—but I still wanted to confirm that somehow. And at the same time, I didn’t want to know.

I was acting strange.

Even if I did ask her about it, her answers would probably be normal, nothing out of the ordinary. I knew how weird it was to be comparing how she treated her student with how she used to treat me.

I knew that.

But it still bothered me. I couldn’t calm down.

I wanted to swallow and digest these feelings the way I did the Hamburg steak she made. But they refused to go down and sat heavy in my stomach, making me feel sick.

「I have to go soon, Miyagi.」

Sendai-san said, finishing her breakfast and downing the last of her orange juice.

「Wait. Take the bandage off before you go.」

「You’re still going on about that?」

The truth was, I didn’t care about the bandage anymore.

I just wanted to keep her here. I just couldn’t come up with a reason that would make her stay.

「I just want to see what your finger looks like now.」

「It looks like any other finger.」

She let out a small sigh, clearly annoyed, but peeled the bandage off anyway. Her finger was slightly swollen, but clean—fair, with no marks left behind.

There’d never been any need for her to wear a bandage at all.

「The mark’s already gone.」

「Maybe it healed under the bandage.」

She said, like it was nothing, as she rubbed her finger. And then, unlike earlier, she looked straight at me and smiled.

She’d been smiling at me like that a lot lately.

But that smile wasn’t the real Sendai-san. It reminded me too much of the smile she’d worn when we saw that movie together during summer break—something forced, something pasted on. Maybe that’s why her smiles now made me feel so uneasy.

I touched my earring.

If I could, I wanted to make her swear on my earrings that she’d quit her part-time job. But they were just earrings. They couldn’t turn pumpkins into carriages or grant wishes like a genie. They were just decorations, holding onto promises that only comforted me.

Even if I made Sendai-san promise me something, there was no guarantee she’d actually keep it.

「Can you do the dishes after you’re done eating, Miyagi?」

「Okay.」

「Thanks. I want to head to campus a bit early today.」

She stood up and went back to her room. I took another bite of my toast.

It was sweet, and a little salty—but it didn’t taste good.

And once I got home later, I’d be eating another lazy dinner all by myself. Just thinking about it made my stomach churn. I had a feeling the rest of my day was already ruined.
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My options for dinner included instant noodles or a frozen Hamburg steak.

Or I could cook something for myself.

After giving it some thought, I grabbed a frozen Hamburg steak from the refrigerator and heated it up. I was going to be eating alone, so cooking felt like too much of a hassle. Sendai-san had mentioned this morning that she’d be home late because of work, but even if she hadn’t told me, I already knew I’d be having dinner alone.

I plated the Hamburg steak and scooped some rice beside it. A salad would’ve been nice, but adding more food wouldn’t make it taste any better when I was eating by myself. Meals were more delicious with other people. Alone, food just tasted okay. It was only there to make sure I wasn’t hungry.

I ate with my chopsticks, quietly filling my stomach. Conversations with Sendai-san never flowed easily, and when I was alone, things were even quieter. I didn’t need to say a single word, so I finished eating in no time.

With nothing left to do in the shared space, I washed my plate and returned to my room.

I picked up the black cat plushie from my bookshelf and tossed it onto my bed.

I followed suit and dove into bed, too.

Today hadn’t been particularly fun, but it hadn’t been awful either. Still, I wasn’t in the best mood. I didn’t feel like taking a bath or changing clothes. I didn’t feel like doing my homework either. Instead, I hugged the black cat plush tightly.

「Meow.」

I meowed in its place as I stroked its head.

The black cat plush I’d gotten for Christmas had become a source of comfort. Stroking its head helped distract me. If it had actually meowed, I felt like that alone would’ve cheered me up.

I held the plush close to my chest and closed my eyes.

I wasn’t really sleepy, but with nothing to look at, my mind grew foggy, and the drowsiness crept in.

Maybe I’ll nap for a little. Just thirty minutes.

Too lazy to set an alarm, I let the light in my room shine through my eyelids and drifted off. I could hear my own soft breathing, and the black cat plush slipped out of my arms.

As I drifted in and out of consciousness, I heard a sound coming from what felt like far away.

Knock, knock, knock.

When I realized it was the sound of someone knocking, I quickly sat up.

「What is it?」

I called toward the door, forcing my voice out.

「I bought some cake slices on the way home. Do you want to eat them together?」

I heard Sendai-san’s cheerful voice from the other side.

「Cake?」

「Yep, cake. Come open your door already.」

Urged by Sendai-san, I stepped out of my room.

As I shut the door behind me, she grabbed my arm.

「I bought a slice of shortcake, a strawberry tart, a no-bake cheesecake, and a baked cheesecake. Pick whichever ones you want.」

「Isn’t this a bit much?」

「Come on, you can eat two, right? I’ll make us some tea, have a seat first.」

Even though I hadn’t agreed to anything, she pulled me over by the arm and dragged me to the table.

Sendai-san pulled out the chair for me and smiled.

On the table was a white box—meaning she’d bought the cakes at a real bakery, not the convenience store.

I didn’t dislike cake, and my stomach still had room left.

Maybe I couldn’t eat two slices, but I could at least handle one.

I sat down like she told me to and looked up at her.

「… Did something good happen?」

「Do I need a reason to buy cake? Doesn’t good food make you happy? Or do you just not like cake?」

「I do.」

「Then it’s fine, right? The water’s already boiled, so I’ll be right back.」

Sendai-san returned with a teapot filled with loose tea leaves and two mugs. She poured the hot water into the pot using the electric kettle we’d bought together. After carefully timing the steeping with her phone, she poured the tea into the mugs.

「Pick whichever ones you like.」

She opened the white box.

Inside were the four cake slices she’d mentioned earlier. They looked so good I almost wanted all of them, even though I knew I couldn’t finish more than one.

I already knew which two I wanted, but I felt bad about choosing first.

「Since you bought them, you should pick first.」

I said, handing the choice over to Sendai-san. She placed the shortcake and the no-bake cheesecake on my plate. Those were the two I had my eyes on, and she probably noticed from my gaze.

「Which ones do you like the most, Sendai-san?」

「The strawberry tart and the baked cheesecake.」

She placed the remaining slices onto her own plate.

「Tell me—which ones do you actually like?」

「Well, I picked them based on my taste, so I like all of them.」

Perhaps sensing I was about to say something troublesome, she peeled the plastic from her cheesecake.

“Let’s eat,” she said, cutting into the narrow end of the slice and taking a bite with her fork.

It felt like her way of ending the conversation, so I followed suit.

“Let’s eat,” I echoed, peeling the wrap from my shortcake.

I wanted to save the strawberries for last, so I moved them aside and took a bite from the point of the triangular slice. The lightly sweet whipped cream melted on my tongue and mixed with the fluffy sponge cake before sliding down into my stomach.

「Is it good?」

Sendai-san asked after taking a third bite.

「Yeah, it is… Thanks.」

I continued eating the cake topped with whipped cream, scooping a generous bite onto my fork and bringing it to my mouth. It was hard to believe I’d already eaten dinner—the cake went down so easily.

Across the table, Sendai-san quietly ate her cheesecake.

She didn’t talk about her part-time job.

She didn’t ask what to do if a student asked her an unexpected question, or what middle schoolers think about these days.

She didn’t talk about anything I didn’t want to hear.

Honestly, I didn’t want to hear about her job even on her days off.

The cake was delicious.

But something heavy and hard to digest welled up deep in my stomach.

「Sendai-san, come over here.」

I called out to her and pointed at a spot diagonally in front of me.

She stood up with a puzzled look.

「With your chair.」

I added.

She clattered her chair into place and sat down diagonally in front of me.

「Open your mouth.」

I scooped some whipped cream with my finger, the coolness clinging to my skin.

Sendai-san furrowed her brows slightly.

I knew this wasn’t a good idea. But still, she opened her mouth without resistance.

I reached out and stuck my fingertip into her mouth.

As I slid my fingertip into her open mouth, her lips closed around it, and her teeth touched the first joint. Her warm tongue pressed against my finger, melting the whipped cream inside her mouth.

Sendai-san would do almost anything I asked.

Even now, without me ordering her to, she opened her mouth and licked my finger.

Watching her do as I said gave me a small sense of relief. It felt different from the times I used to give her orders, but it made me realize that some things were still the same.

I pushed my finger a little deeper.

She bit down in protest.

Still, when I pushed my finger deeper into her mouth, her tongue wrapped around it. The sensation—warmer and firmer than the whipped cream—was both pleasant and repulsive. I quickly pulled my finger out and wiped it with a tissue from the coverless box nearby.

「Why’d you lick it?」

「You told me to, didn’t you, Miyagi?」

She said, like it was the most natural thing in the world.

「All I told you to do was open your mouth.」

「But what you really wanted was for me to lick your finger, right?」

She wasn’t wrong.

But whenever she did something I hadn’t told her to do—like she already knew what I wanted—it made me feel like I could ask her for anything and she’d do it.

― What if I asked her to quit her job again right now?

The thought nearly slipped out of my mouth, so instead, I pressed my fork into the shortcake. I took a small bite. It wasn’t too sweet—soft, airy—but it weighed heavily in my stomach. Somehow, the whipped cream and sponge had turned to something more like lead or iron.

「Sendai-san, you said you didn’t need a reason to buy cake, but… what’s the real reason?」

I asked, trying to ignore the heavy feeling sitting in my stomach.

「I just wanted to eat something delicious.」

「Really?」

「… No. I just wanted to cheer you up somehow.」

Sendai-san let out a small sigh as she continued.

「Even now, you don’t seem like you’re in a good mood. Is there anything I can do to make you feel better?」

「I’m not in a bad mood.」

「You definitely are. I’m not gonna ask you to smile for me, but can’t you at least act a little happier?」

Sendai-san was always there for me, even when I was in a bad mood or didn’t smile at her. She was always considerate of me like this, too.

So I knew it would’ve been fine if I acted a little happier around her once in a while—but I didn’t even know how to do that in front of her.

Sendai-san was kind.

But I couldn’t return that kindness. I was always doing things like I was testing her.

「Lick this. Maybe that’ll make me feel better.」

I said, holding out my finger—now bare of any whipped cream. Without hesitation, she took my hand and pulled it toward her. Just like I told her to, she brought my finger to her tongue and began licking it. Something warmer than her hand crept up my finger, and even though there was nothing left to taste, her tongue moved as if chasing remnants of whipped cream.

The base of my finger grew damp, and then her lips touched the back of my hand.

She pulled away slightly, only to lean in again, this time running her tongue along the top of my hand and up toward my wrist. Wherever her body heat touched me, the nerves there stirred like they’d woken up. Every stroke of her tongue sent a faint shiver through me, making my shoulders twitch.

My heart felt like it had shrunk to half its size, and it ached.

Sendai-san’s tongue traced the veins in my wrist, down along my arm.

When her lips pressed against my skin again, I finally pulled my arm back. She let go easily, offering no resistance.

And yet, the moment her warmth disappeared, I felt a little disappointed.

I wanted to touch Sendai-san more than I wanted to eat the slices of cake.

「Close your eyes.」

I said. Without a word, her eyes, which had been watching me, shut softly.

I stood and gently ran my hand along her cheek.

Then, I traced the shape of her lips with my fingertip. When I reached the center, she licked it again. As I pulled my hand away, Sendai-san reached up and tugged at my clothes, like she wanted me closer. I leaned in and lightly pressed my lips to hers.

It was only a light peck, so I didn’t taste any whipped cream.

All I felt was the softness of her lips before I pulled away.

Sendai-san opened her eyes, and when our gazes met, she looked like she was about to say something, but I spoke first.

「Sendai-san, you never did keep your promise to go out to dinner with me, did you?」

I reminded her of the promise she made on my earrings back during Golden Week.

「I’ve just been so busy since the break ended.」

She gave an excuse as I sat back down.

「Even though you’re the one who invited me.」

「Do you want to go next Sunday?」

「Okay.」

I replied curtly as I wiped my finger with a tissue, and Sendai-san drank her tea like nothing had happened.
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Miyagi had been sticking close to me a lot more lately.

Today was no different.

But she was still in a bad mood.

「Sendai-san, are these really the only options?」

「I do have others, but I’m only bringing out skirts.」

Miyagi frowned.

It was the day of our promised Sunday outing.

Laid out on my bed were three skirts that had survived Miyagi’s wave of complaints—some were too short, others too long, or she didn’t like the colors.

I never thought she’d actually let me dress her up like this.

We were going out for dinner in the evening, and since I had time to kill until then, I figured it’d be better to spend it with someone than alone. So I invited Miyagi to hang out, and when she asked what I wanted to do, I told her I wanted to either do her makeup or dress her up.

I hadn’t forced her to choose or anything, and I was ready to drop it if she said no—but she agreed to let me dress her up, and now she was sulking for no reason.

「How about the one in the middle?」

I pointed to the flared midi skirt, feeling just a little sorry for it under Miyagi’s gloomy stare.

「No.」

「Then do you just want to go out without wearing anything?」

「That’d just make me a pervert.」

「If you don’t like that idea, then just pick one already. I can bring out a few more if you want to compare.」

It wasn’t like I absolutely had to see Miyagi in a skirt or anything, but it had been a while, and I wanted to see her in one again.

And if there was even the slightest chance she might actually wear one, then I wanted to take it.

「… I’ll just go with the one in the middle. I’ll change into it now, so get out.」

She muttered and gave me a push, like she was shooing me away.

I knew that if I said something dumb like, “What if I stay and watch?” the whole dinner plan would probably get canceled on the spot, so I obediently stepped out of the room.

She’d been a lot more straightforward lately.

If it were anyone else, I wouldn’t think much of it—but this was Miyagi.

Considering everything that had happened up until now, her honesty was almost unnerving.

The weather had been unusually hot for May, so maybe the heat was starting to mess with her head.

I leaned against the door.

My skirt, longer than the one Miyagi had chosen, fluttered lightly.

June was just around the corner, and July wasn’t far behind.

As the temperatures continued to rise, maybe Miyagi would start acting even stranger.

Or maybe that wasn’t such a bad thing.

I liked her rebellious side, but I also wanted her to be more honest and open, too.

「Okay, I’m done.」

Just as I was thinking something Miyagi would probably kick me for if she found out, I heard her voice and opened the door.

She was wearing the flared skirt and an irritated expression to match.

Standing in front of the bed, she looked even more displeased than she had before changing.

I was honestly surprised someone could look more annoyed just from wearing someone else’s clothes than someone who’d just been splashed by a passing car on a rainy day—but there she was, wearing the skirt I picked out.
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「That really suits you. You look cute.」

「You don’t have to say stuff like that.」

「Isn’t it normal to say what I think? While we’re at it, should I pick out a top for you too?」

The thin sweatshirt she was already wearing matched the skirt just fine, but I wanted to enjoy the chance to dress her up a little more.

「No, I’m good like this. Let’s just go already.」

Her voice was rough.

「Where do you want to eat?」

I wanted to dress her up from head to toe, do her makeup, and doll her up as much as I could—but the only goal today was to have dinner together.

Trying to do anything more would only end with her getting annoyed and making things more of a hassle.

「Let’s go to the family restaurant nearby. I don’t want to go anywhere far.」

Perhaps feeling self-conscious about the skirt, Miyagi kept glancing at her legs.

「Sure, let’s go there then.」

We left the room and headed toward the front door.

After putting on my shoes and opening the door, I felt a tug on my clothes.

「What shoes should I wear?」

Miyagi asked with a troubled look.

「Sneakers should be fine.」

「Okay.」

She took a pair from the shoebox and slipped them on.

I looked her over again, head to toe, and told her she looked cute.

She pushed me out the door.

We headed down the stairs together and started walking toward the nearby family restaurant.

As we walked together in our skirts, I thought back to our high school days.

We hadn’t really walked around together much in our uniforms, but having Miyagi by my side now, both of us in skirts, reminded me of the time we’d spent together after school.

Miyagi didn’t say a word.

We walked in silence.

There were all kinds of sounds around us—cars passing, kids shouting—and with all that noise, the silence between us didn’t bother me.

The streets were hot for May, with no breeze at all. I felt uncomfortably warm, but Miyagi looked completely fine.

She walked quickly, even though we weren’t in a rush.

I felt like reaching out and grabbing her hand to slow her down.

But I stopped myself before I did.

Instead, I just matched my pace to hers.

Things were going smoothly as they were, and there was no point in grabbing her hand only for her to shake me off.

Before I knew it, we’d arrived at the restaurant.

Even if we finished eating quickly, there would still be plenty of time left to do other things.

That was, of course, only if Miyagi was up for it.

「What are your plans after we eat dinner?」

I asked Miyagi, who was still walking quickly.

「I’ll think about it after I eat.」

She gave me an unsatisfying answer as she walked into the family restaurant.

We glanced over the menu for a while and then placed our orders.

We talked a little about our lives at university, and a little about my job.

Miyagi mostly listened, but whenever I asked her about herself, she’d tell me about her classes or what kinds of books she’d bought recently. It wasn’t exactly a lively conversation, but considering she hadn’t talked this much since high school, I didn’t mind. Once the conversation died down, we finished eating quickly and ended up back home about an hour after we’d left.

「So, have you decided what you want to do now?」

I asked as I took off my shoes at the entrance.

「Can we go back to your room? I want to give you back your skirt.」

「Sure.」

As I thought, Miyagi really had been acting strange lately.

She’d started coming into my room more often, sitting down right next to me. She was almost always in a bad mood, but no matter what she said, she always seemed to want to stay close.

And even now, she wanted to come to my room.

I had no idea what was going through her head.

But either way, I was happy about it.

「Should I bring us some drinks?」

I asked, pausing in the shared living space to look at her.

「I’m fine.」

She gave a curt reply, and we headed to my room.

I turned on the lights and considered switching on the air conditioner. It was hot enough to justify it, but it was still only May.

Even if the temperature said it was fine, running the AC this time of year somehow felt wrong, so I left it off.

「Sendai-san.」

Miyagi called out to me from where she was sitting on my bed.

When I sat down beside her, she kicked my leg, so I had no choice but to sit on the floor and look up at her.

「What is it?」

「Lick my foot.」

「It’s been a while since you’ve asked me to do that. But no, you’re not allowed to order me around anymore.」

There were no more five-thousand-yen bills between us.

Now, we were just roommates.

「It’s a punishment, Sendai-san. If I hadn’t reminded you, you would’ve completely forgotten our promise to go out for dinner.」

「I was just a little late in keeping it. That’s all. I would’ve remembered even if you hadn’t reminded me.」

「Okay, fine. Then consider it an exchange for me wearing this skirt.」

Miyagi said in a low voice.

She was clearly in a worse mood than before we’d gone out.

「For putting on a skirt?」

「Yeah. I did exactly what you wanted and let you turn me into your dress-up doll, so now it’s your turn to do what I say.」

I see.

So that’s why she’d agreed to wear the skirt so easily.

Only now did I realize why Miyagi had agreed to my request, despite all her complaints.

She probably hadn’t intended for me to lick her foot from the very start, but she was definitely trying to get me to do something in exchange.

「Fine, you can give me orders. But I’m not following any weird ones.」

「You’re saying that now? But you’ve done it so many times before, Sendai-san. Didn’t you say you liked my legs, too?」

Miyagi said something completely uncute while wearing such a cute outfit.

She kicked my shoulder, then crossed her legs.

The hem of her skirt fluttered slightly, drawing my eyes to her legs.

I thought back to our high school days—what it was like being in her room.

My hand instinctively moved to reach out, wanting to touch her, but I stopped myself and clenched my hand into a fist.

Now wasn’t the time for that.

But Miyagi’s attitude told me she had no plans of backing down.

「It’s weird that you’re not listening to me, even after I did something for you, Sendai-san.」

I let out a quiet sigh, low enough that she wouldn’t notice.

「… Can I take off your socks?」

「Yeah.」

「Okay.」

I squeezed my eyes shut for a moment, then opened them.

After removing Miyagi’s socks, I placed my hand on her heel and leaned in.

In front of me was her pale, healthy foot.

I pressed my lips against the top of it.

I kissed it, then kissed the base of her toes, repeating the motion a few times until I heard her voice, firm and clear.

「Lick it properly.」

This was exactly the kind of situation I’d wanted to avoid.

The act of licking her foot felt more vivid today than ever.

But Miyagi had insisted for me to do it, and I didn’t have any choice.

I brought my tongue to her second toe and licked up to the base.

Her warmth passed through to me, and it felt like my own body temperature was rising too.

I should’ve turned on the air conditioner, but there was no way I could do that now.

When I rolled the skirt up to her knees, my heart pounded at the sight—something I hadn’t seen in a long time.

I slid my hand from her heel to the arch of her foot.

Then, slowly, I traced upward to the base of her toes.

「Sendai-san.」

Miyagi’s voice sounded displeased, clearly telling me to stop.

So instead, I kissed the top of her foot again, pressed my tongue to it, and traced it up to her ankle.

Then, I left a kiss on her shin.

My heartbeat pounded so loudly, it felt like there was a speaker attached to it.

I took a short breath.

I brought my tongue beneath her knee, tracing along the bone with slow, deliberate movements.

My fingers slid up her calf, stroking the back of her knee, and her leg jerked in response.

She started to pull away, as if trying to escape, but I gripped her calf tighter and ran my tongue up along the bone.

When I reached her stiff knee, I gave it one last kiss before pulling my face away.

「Keep going.」

She kicked my shoulder.

「I can’t.」

「Why not?」

「I just can’t. I’m done.」

「You can’t just decide that on your own.」

「I’ll keep going if you let me lick other parts of your body.」

「That’s not what I told you to do. Keep licking my foot.」

Miyagi said in a sulky tone, uncrossing her legs and setting her foot down on my thigh like she was urging me to continue.

I was trying to hold it together.

But I couldn’t anymore.

It wasn’t simply a matter of the screws holding my rationality coming loose anymore.

It felt like my entire sense of reason was starting to break apart.

Those screws, already loose to begin with, had fallen out and rolled somewhere into the room—hiding, waiting to be found.

But I had no intention of looking for them.

My sense of restraint was melting like ice, and in this sweltering room, it didn’t feel like it was going to solidify again.

I pushed Miyagi’s legs aside and stood up.

「What are you doing?」

I heard her voice.

After a moment of hesitation, I placed my right knee on the bed. I put my hand on her shoulder and gently pushed.

As expected, Miyagi resisted. She refused to let her back sink into the bed.

「Miyagi. Let me push you down.」

「Absolutely not. You’re thinking weird things again, Sendai-san.」

Ever since we started living together, we’d sometimes talk or eat meals together, all while keeping things strictly at the level of roommates.

I kept trying to convince myself that I was okay with that.

「You’re right. I’m not denying it.」

I’d always had impure thoughts. Sometimes, I even dreamed about them.

That was why I told her I didn’t want to follow her order.

Lately, Miyagi had been acting strange.

And now that she’d given me an order like this, this was where it had led us.

This twisted desire was something Miyagi herself had nurtured in me.

She couldn’t pretend it had nothing to do with her, not after letting things go this far.

I had tried to turn her down.

She was the one who ignored it.

So in the end, this was her fault.

「Get off me.」

Miyagi said firmly.

「And if I do? What then?」

「I’m going back to my room.」

「Hmm. Then I’m not moving.」

「Get off me already.」

She spoke in a low voice, glaring at me.

But she didn’t push me away or try to escape.

Maybe it was because she trusted that I wouldn’t do anything she truly didn’t want.

And I did want to respect that trust—at least, that’s what I thought.

「― Miyagi.」

My voice came out hoarse.

I wanted to take things slow.

I wanted to wait until Miyagi felt comfortable enough to invite me into her room.

But I wasn’t sure I could wait that long—not for a day that might never even come.

I wanted to rush toward Miyagi—fast enough to cut through anything in my path.

「Please, I’m begging you. Forgive me for what I’m about to do.」

Our eyes met for a moment.

Then, I tried to push her down again.
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I pushed Miyagi’s shoulder gently, barely applying any force.

Yet her back sank into the bed with such ease, it felt like all the resistance she’d shown earlier had been a lie.

「… What are you going to do?」

Miyagi asked, looking up at me, her gaze searching for an answer.

「Will you forgive me if I tell you the truth?」

I asked, combing my fingers through her hair.

As I picked up a strand and brought it toward my lips, she pushed me away by the forehead.

「Of course not.」

「I know. That’s why I’m begging you.」

「… Sendai-san. You and I are just roommates, right?」

「Yeah, we are. That’s what we’ve been, and that’s what we’ll be from now on, too.」

「Liar. What you’re trying to do isn’t something roommates usually do.」

「Isn’t it fine for roommates to do stuff like this?」

The word roommate just meant we lived under the same roof. It didn’t define what we could or couldn’t do together. No matter what I was about to do, that label wouldn’t change.

I knew it was a weak excuse. But if the word “roommate” was something Miyagi still needed to hold onto, then I wanted to let her keep it.

「― What would you do if I said I wouldn’t forgive you?」

The truth was, I still wanted to keep going, even if she said she wouldn’t forgive me.

But if she were really, truly against it, I’d probably stop.

I could deal with her being angry or cold toward me, but I didn’t want her to hate me or reject me.

「Then I’ll never try anything like this again. Not while we’re living together, and not even after we stop living together. Never.」

「You say that, but you always break your promises, don’t you?」

Miyagi said, staring at me with an unreadable expression on her face.

「I won’t. I swear on your earrings.」

I said, touching one of her small silver earrings—piercings I had made in her earlobes myself with these very hands.

I pressed my lips to that special and important accessory and whispered into her ear.

「I promise.」

「You’re making another half-hearted promise again, aren’t you? You’re always so quick to come up with lies, Sendai-san.」

「Did it sound half-hearted? Besides, isn’t this exactly what you got those piercings for? I swear I’ll never break this promise.」

I kissed the earring again and gently bit her earlobe.

Miyagi brushed a hand through my hair, then traced along my ear with her fingertips.

She touched my earlobe, as if feeling for an earring that wasn’t there.

Then, gently, she pushed me away by the shoulders.

I took that as a sign she couldn’t forgive me for what I was about to do—and pulled back.

「… The lights.」

Her voice was so quiet, I almost didn’t catch it.

「Huh?」

「Turn off the lights.」

Just as I was about to give up, she said something I never would’ve expected.

I was as a loss for words as I got off the bed. I turned off the lights with the remote on the table, leaving only the night light on—but Miyagi angrily told me to turn that off too, so I did. The room was plunged into complete darkness, and I quietly returned to her.

「Miyagi.」

In that darkness, where even her outline seemed to melt away, I reached out to touch her. She didn’t respond as I slowly inched closer. When I stroked her hair with my fingers and kissed a few strands, Miyagi grabbed the front of my clothes.

I kissed her forehead, her cheek, and her ear, one after another.

Being in this complete darkness made it feel like we were cut off from the world.

But I knew that, outside this apartment, there were countless people still going about their lives.

We weren’t alone in the world.

Still, right now, this moment, this space—we had it to ourselves.

There was nothing to interrupt us like last summer.

And even if something like that were to happen again, I had no plans to stop this time.

That was how I truly felt, but hearing how quiet Miyagi was beneath me made me uneasy.

「Hey, even if someone rings the doorbell or calls us, I’m not going to answer—and I won’t let you answer either. But if you want me to stop right now… I still can. Miyagi, can I keep going?」

I asked her one more time, before the last of my sense of reason melted away.

「Sendai-san, shut up. If you’re going to do it, then be quiet and do it already.」

She answered coldly, then bit into my neck. Pain ran through my shoulder, but she seemed to be holding back. It didn’t hurt enough for me to complain like I usually did. Her teeth sank deeper into my skin briefly before letting go. In return, I bit her lower jaw, but she pushed me away by the shoulder, and I dug my teeth into her neck instead. She pushed again, like she didn’t want me doing that.

When I moved away, I felt a little dizzy—the sweet scent of her shampoo was different than usual, and unusually intoxicating.

I ran my fingers through her hair, dark enough to blend into the night, then traced the curve of her ear. My tongue touched the piercing on her lobe, then slowly slid upward, following the shape of the bone. The moment I slipped my tongue into her ear, Miyagi grabbed a fistful of my hair. Her grip was rough, as always, but there was no real strength behind it.

「That tickles.」

She said, sounding annoyed.

「Just deal with it.」

I said, continuing to lick her ear, but she kicked me in return.

「Hey, that hurt.」

「It’s because you wouldn’t stop.」

「Of course I’m not going to stop. Just be quiet for a bit and accept it.」

I softly stroked her ear with my tongue, then bit it gently.

「I told you, that tickl—」

Miyagi gasped mid-sentence as I bit down harder.

I kissed just below her ear and licked her neck.

We’d been walking outside earlier, and my room was hot. Even though we’d been sweating, her skin tasted like nectar. Maybe it was because of her shampoo, but my senses were starting to go haywire.

As if savoring Miyagi’s taste, I ran my tongue along the hollow of her neck and gently bit down. I stroked her side over her clothes, slowly sliding my hand downward.

Slipping my hand under the hem of her sweatshirt, I touched her side directly. My palm clung to her sweaty skin; I could feel both her breath and her body heat.

Wanting to feel even more of her, I pressed my hand against her more firmly. Just as I tried to roll up her clothes and reached her ribs, she grabbed my hand.

「I’ll get mad if you take off my clothes.」

「Don’t worry. I won’t.」

I replied, and she let go of my hand.

I stroked the soft skin just below her ribs.

Even as my hand moved slowly, Miyagi said nothing. But the darkness made it impossible to see her expression.

I wanted to believe she was just embarrassed because her clothes had been shifted, that it was nothing more than that.

I ran my fingers over her belly button, then moved upward, careful not to lift her sweatshirt any further.

When my hand reached her bra, she grabbed my arm again.

「What is it?」

「I told you I don’t want you to take anything off.」

「I’m not going to. I just want to touch you.」

I whispered, then kissed her cheek.

I did want to take it off. But more than that, I wanted to respect Miyagi’s wishes.

「… I don’t want you to.」

She said quietly.

「Even if I don’t take anything off?」

「You’re not allowed to. Even if you don’t take anything off.」

Her voice wasn’t cold or sharp, so I couldn’t tell how serious she was.

Truthfully, I wanted to touch her and kiss her everywhere.

Her chest, her back, her waist.

Just… everything.

And I wanted her to let me.

But just because I wanted that didn’t mean Miyagi did.

My desire and her boundaries were at odds, and when weighed against each other, hers came out on top.

「… I understand.」

I replied quietly, and her grip on my arm relaxed. I pulled my hand out from under her clothes.

But thinking I might get away with it if I touched her over her clothes, I placed my hand on her chest, over her sweatshirt.

She grabbed my hand tightly again.

Even though her grip was firm, it didn’t feel like she hated it.

Still, I didn’t want to be rejected again.

I let out a small sigh, then pressed my lips to her neck and sucked hard. She immediately smacked my back.

「I don’t want you to leave any marks either.」

I wanted to ask her—who was full of complaints—why she was even letting me do this.

But I knew that the moment I asked that, everything would end.

「Are you okay with kissing?」

I asked, wanting to make sure.

There was no answer.

Taking her silence as permission, I pressed my lips to hers and slipped my tongue into her mouth.

Her soft lips, her firm teeth, and the faint brush of her tongue—I could feel them all. When I nudged her tongue gently, Miyagi responded, just slightly.

Soft, warm, a little stiff—her tongue moved against mine, and I almost forgot how to breathe.

I didn’t know why Miyagi was the only one who could melt my reason like this.

I didn’t know why I wanted to kiss her so badly.

But still, my body moved on its own—biting, licking, kissing her again and again.

Miyagi’s breathing turned uneven, and mine grew shallow too. But it wasn’t from being out of breath. It was the pleasure of our body heat blending together.

Her breaths came in broken intervals, and she was starting to make small, unintelligible sounds.

Hearing her gasp like that only made me more impatient. I wanted to touch her more.

Our lips parted, and I intertwined my fingers with hers.

Maybe because I couldn’t see her clearly in the dark, but the sensation of holding her hand felt more intense than usual.

Just touching her like this felt good.

I kissed her cheek, then her ear.

Our fingers untangled, and I rolled her sweatshirt up slightly, placing my lips on her soft stomach.

I kissed every place she would allow, so that the next time we kissed, she’d remember all the places I touched today.

Soft as a whisper, gentle as a breeze, I left no marks behind.

I stroked her hipbone over her skirt, then slid my hand down to pull the skirt up.

Her body flinched, and she pushed me back by the shoulders.

I stopped and looked at her, though I could barely see her in the dark.

But she didn’t say no.

「Miyagi.」

I quietly called her name, and her fingers dug into my shoulder.

But she didn’t say anything. It didn’t feel like she was trying to push me away, either.

I could tell she already knew what was going to happen, but she was hesitating.

I understood why she was hesitating. But last summer should’ve already planted the thought that something like this might happen.

「You’ll forgive me for this, right?」

I asked as gently as I could, and she pulled her hand away from my shoulder.

「You’re such a pervert, Sendai-san.」

「I’m okay with that.」

Her skirt was already half-lifted, so I raised it further and ran my fingers along her thigh.

I knew it was too soon to be touching her there.

But she wasn’t letting me touch her anywhere else, so I didn’t have any other option.

I took a deep breath, trying to steady my breathing.

As I reached for her underwear, I suddenly started worrying about my nails.

I hadn’t expected anything like this to happen, so I wasn’t sure what state they were in. They weren’t long, but I was afraid I might hurt her.

I paused for a moment, and Miyagi’s body shifted slightly.

Worried she might run away, I slipped my hand into her underwear. I had never touched someone else in a place like this before—of course I hadn’t—and naturally, I was nervous. My body, which had been moving on its own until now, suddenly slowed down, like it had run out of battery. I gently moved my hand lower and found a place on Miyagi that felt warmer than anywhere else I’d touched.

My fingertips met something wet and slick.

My heart was beating so hard it felt like it might burst.

My head was just as hot as the place I was touching.

I hesitantly moved my fingers, just a little.

「Mm—」

A small, quiet whimper slipped from her mouth, and I froze. It didn’t sound like her usual voice. It startled me so much, it felt like my heart nearly jumped out of my chest.

「… I don’t think I want this… after all…」

Miyagi spoke in a voice so soft I could barely hear it.

But the response I felt beneath my fingertips said otherwise. Her body was simply reacting to being touched, and maybe she’d respond the same way if someone else did it, but right now, it was me she was letting touch her.

Miyagi would never understand just how much that meant to me.

Even if she were to say no now, I knew I wouldn’t be able to stop.

「― Just tell me when you really can’t take it anymore.」

I traced my damp fingers along Miyagi’s most sensitive spot, stroking it slowly.

She didn’t make another sound, but her breathing grew heavier, syncing with the movement of my fingers.

I was feeling the heat of her body in a way I hadn’t before. It was hotter than anywhere else I’d touched today—so hot it felt like my fingers might melt. Even my own breath was starting to burn, catching in my throat.

I pressed down with the pad of my finger. Miyagi’s body shifted slightly. Something slick clung to me—something that felt like the mingling of our emotions—and it made me want to explore her further, in places untouched by anyone else.

If I just slid my finger a little lower, I knew I’d reach a part of her I’d never known before.

Her ragged breath brushed against my cheek, my ear.

Feelings I didn’t even know I had started to surface, threatening to spill over, and I forced my hand to stop.

「Sen…dai-san…?」

Miyagi called out in a hoarse voice.

That unfamiliar tone pulled at me. It made me want to slip my fingers into the place that would lead deeper into her, but I was scared.

If I did that, I felt like Miyagi might run away.

「Are you okay?」

I asked quietly, and she tugged at my clothes in response.

I still couldn’t see her face clearly.

I didn’t want my hands to be pushed away just because I wanted to know everything there was to know.

I started moving my hand again, but only touched her in the places I was allowed to.

I at least wanted her to call me “Hazuki” at times like this.

I knew that was a wish that would never come true, but I wanted to hear her say “Hazuki” in that rare, sweet tone I almost never got to hear, and I wanted her to let me call her “Shiori.”

And if she didn’t want that, then I wanted to pry open her tightly closed lips and clenched teeth, just to hear the voice she was holding back.

But I knew none of that would happen or be allowed.

And if that was the case, then I should’ve just been happy with what I was given.

I understood that.

But I still wanted more.

I wanted to see Miyagi change under my touch.

I wanted to hear the sounds she’d make just for me, to mess her up—to keep messing her up, from now on, forever.

I wanted her to forgive me for thinking things like that.

The part of me that was aroused by Miyagi and the part of me that was trying to hold back were starting to blur together.

The room was hot. Miyagi’s body was hot. And all I could feel anymore was the sensation at my fingertips.

Not knowing what else to do, I whispered “Miyagi,” instead of “Shiori,” into her ear.

She didn’t answer with “Hazuki.”

Even so, I called her name over and over again.

My voice was hoarse—raspy to the point I could barely recognize it as mine.

But as I kept saying her name, she tugged hard on my clothes.

「Shut… up… Be quiet… already…」

Her voice was broken and breathy in my ear, and her body pressed close against mine.

She had probably just pulled me in so I’d stop talking. Nothing more.

Even so, her body was so hot I could feel it even through our clothes. It felt like she wanted me, and that alone made me happy.

「Let me hear more of your voice.」

I said out loud, hoping that at least one of my wishes could come true.

「… Don’t… want… to…」

Her voice was so quiet, like she was trying to suppress her emotions, that I had to concentrate just to catch every word.

「That’s fine. Just keep saying that.」

「Shut… up…」

That whisper, soft enough to melt into the darkness, made my ears tingle.

Just hearing Miyagi’s voice like that made me feel like I was going insane.

「… I’ll stop talking. So call me “Hazuki.”」

「Don’t… want to…」

「Then it’s fine if you don’t want to say anything. Just kiss me.」

As I leaned in closer, Miyagi pressed her hand to my shoulder. But there wasn’t any strength behind it. Then, as if giving in, she pressed her lips to mine.

I don’t think she kissed me because she wanted to. She probably just didn’t want me to see her face, even if she knew I couldn’t really see it in the dark anyway. Still, the second her lips touched mine, my breath nearly stopped.

Our lips brushed several times, and then she grabbed my shoulder.

Her breathing grew heavier, and I could hear sounds from her that she could no longer keep down.

I thought I remembered everything from last summer clearly. But with time, even those details had started to blur. Now, they were being overwritten by Miyagi’s voice, her scent, her warmth.

One by one, the missing pieces were falling into place.

That vague dream I kept having was being completed.

And I knew I’d dream about this Miyagi again and again from now on.

Each time, I’d probably regret it.

Each time, the Miyagi from today would replace the fuzzy memories from the past.

But I couldn’t stop myself because I’d always wanted to know how she’d sound, how she’d respond in a moment like this.

As I pressed more firmly with my fingers, Miyagi bit down on my neck.

Her teeth sank into my skin, and it hurt.

But I figured this pain was her way of showing how good she was feeling. When I thought of it that way, it took my breath away, and I almost wished it would hurt even more.

Her teeth dug in, without holding back, and I felt like I could faint. I was the one touching her, and Miyagi was the one who was supposed to feel good. But somehow, it felt good to me too.

I wished this moment would last forever.

But then, the pain faded, and I heard her strained voice.

「S-Sen…dai…san…」

Just from that broken voice, I could tell that Miyagi was nearing her limit.

I didn’t want it to end. I wanted more. I wanted to keep going.

But I stopped my hand, trying to shake off the urge to draw it out even longer. Then, I changed the rhythm of my fingers.

Miyagi grabbed my shoulders.

Her grip was tighter than anything I’d felt from her before.

But before it could turn painful, her body loosened.

All that remained in the room were our ragged breaths, echoing quietly.

The sound of her breathing, the warmth radiating from her, and everything else I could feel from her body felt so good that I kissed her. I pressed a soft kiss to her lips, brushed her lower lip with my tongue, and she accepted me without resistance. But the moment the tip of my tongue touched hers, she pushed me away.

「It’s too hot.」

She muttered, her breathing still uneven. As I pulled my fingers back, she pushed me aside and stood up.

「Miyagi—」

Before I could ask where she was going, I heard her mutter, “Ouch,” after bumping into the table.

「Do you want me to turn on the lights?」

I asked, but realized immediately that I didn’t have the remote with me.

「I can do it myself.」

「Okay. The remote’s on the table.」

I turned on the night-light, and Miyagi came back with the platypus-shaped tissue box in her arms. I sat back down on the bed as she pulled out some tissues and gently wiped my hand.

She was erasing the traces of herself from me.

She wiped my fingers down, more carefully than usual, with her head lowered so I couldn’t see her face clearly.

「I’m going to take a bath… I need to wash myself.」

Miyagi said, standing up and turning her back to me.

I wanted to stop her. But I didn’t know what to say.

Having skipped not just one, but two or three bases before touching Miyagi the way I did made me feel uneasy about the way things progressed.

「Miyagi.」

I called her name, and she stopped in front of the door.

I still didn’t know what to say. But I felt like I had to say something.

「Are you okay?」

I asked her the same question I’d already asked several times today.

She quietly answered with, “Yes,” before shutting the door behind her. Just like that, Miyagi was gone.
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I realized I still hadn’t given Sendai-san her skirt back.

I noticed in the changing room of the bathroom, but there was no way I was going back to her room now. I stripped off my clothes and stared at my reflection in the mirror.

There wasn’t a single mark on my skin—proof that Sendai-san had listened to me.

I touched my neck.

There shouldn’t have been anything left behind, yet it still felt like there might be a mark there. Not just my neck—every place her lips had touched felt like something was still there, and even if I wanted to think about something else, I couldn’t.

Her voice. Her breathing. The feel of her hands.

Everything from just moments ago lingered in my head, consuming my thoughts. For hours—no, days. A week, or maybe longer. However long it was, I knew I’d be thinking only of her, and I hated it. I didn’t want her in my head, intruding on my thoughts. I knew what was going to happen if I let Sendai-san do whatever she wanted to me, but no one told me it would take over my mind completely like this.

I let out a slow breath, pulled off my underwear, and stepped into the bathing room.

Noticing the tub was empty, I turned on the shower.

「That’s cold—」

Water had come out of the spout, so I hurried to stop it from wetting my feet. Even if it was hot for May, I wasn’t planning on taking a cold shower. Cooling my head might not have been a bad idea, but the heat had already left my body and my breathing was steady again.

Everything’s fine.

I’m fine.

I quietly inhaled and exhaled.

Today wasn’t like the last day of summer vacation—a day with any special meaning. It might have been worth remembering, but unlike last summer, I probably wouldn’t be able to remember the exact date.

Still, there was no excuse for what happened today.

That summer day could’ve been chalked up to a whim or the heat of the moment, and before winter break, when she’d seen my chest, that had been the result of our deal for her to help me study. I could even come up with an excuse for when I touched Sendai-san myself during winter break, too.

But today was different. It hadn’t happened on a whim, and we hadn’t made any trades either. I knew what was going to happen and chose not to refuse. I knew what she was about to do, and still let her do it anyway.

I wasn’t completely satisfied with what happened, but I accepted it because it was my own decision.

What caught me off guard was… myself.

I didn’t think I’d make those kinds of sounds, or that my body would react like that.

And…

I didn’t think it would feel that good.

I thought I knew myself, but apparently I didn’t.

I turned on the water, tested it, and waited until it was just right before running it over my body.

I’d never done anything like this with anyone else, so I couldn’t tell if it would feel the same with someone else. But I’m sure—probably—it felt good because it was Sendai-san. And that’s something I wish I’d never found out.

When I first started paying her five-thousand-yen for her time, we’d promised we wouldn’t have sex. I wasn’t sure if what we did today counted as sex, but we’d definitely crossed a line. If I’d known I’d react the way I did, I would have never agreed to let her do whatever she wanted.

I had thought maybe someday I might’ve allowed something like this to happen, but it wasn’t supposed to be today. And yet, when she said she’d never do anything like this again if I didn’t agree, and swore on my earring, my resolve wavered.

「… What am I going to do tomorrow?」

I shut off the water.

Sendai-san now knew exactly how I reacted to her touch.

Of course she did—she was the one touching me.

I was the one who created the opportunity, but I didn’t want her to know I’d react like that. If I could erase her memories, I would, but I didn’t have that kind of magic.

Since we lived together, I couldn’t avoid her forever, even if I tried to change my schedule around. And it wasn’t like I never wanted to see her again.

「… This is the worst.」

The way she said my name earlier was nothing like how a roommate should. Each time her voice grazed my ear, it sent a shiver through me, so much that I had to stop her. Yet I still wanted to hear it again, though that would mean reliving everything we’d done today.

— No way.

I couldn’t imagine showing her that side of me again.

I also wanted to know what kind of sounds she’d make if I touched her, but I doubted she’d just let me.

The thoughts racing through my head weren’t normal. I wasn’t in my right mind. I didn’t even know what kind of face I was supposed to make when I saw her tomorrow. I was starting to wish tomorrow would never come.

「You’re so stupid, Sendai-san. You’re an idiot. A total idiot!」

You were the one who said we were just roommates.

That’s what she’d called us on graduation day. Ever since we moved in together, she’d been nothing but my roommate, and things were supposed to stay that way for the next four years. But what happened today wasn’t something roommates did.

I couldn’t imagine how today would change our relationship.

The word “roommate” was like a ticket that let us live together for four years. If that word disappeared, it felt like this lifestyle of ours would end before the four years were even up.

I’d be fine if she wasn’t around anymore, but if she wasn’t, I’d end up thinking of her all the time.

I’d find myself wanting to know everything I’d have no way of knowing.

She was on my mind even when she was here. If she were gone, I wouldn’t know what to do. That’s why, even though we should’ve ended things on graduation day, I chose to keep going. But I didn’t know how to handle these thoughts.

I washed my body, put on my sweats, and left the changing room.

She wasn’t in the shared living space.

I poured myself a glass of barley tea and took it to my room.

After drinking half, I moved the black cat from the bookshelf to my bedside and laid down.

Sendai-san was on the other side of the wall.

I wondered what she was thinking right now.

Today, we both discovered something new about each other—a side of her I hadn’t seen before, and a side of me I didn’t even know existed.

I wasn’t sure if it was a good thing that I’d gotten to know this side of Sendai-san, though. Maybe it was something I’d regret later, or maybe I wouldn’t. Right now, I couldn’t imagine anything ahead of me.

But what I couldn’t stand was that I was the only one feeling embarrassed. It felt like I was the only one left with these emotions.

I pressed my lips to the black cat’s forehead.

I hate this.

I didn’t want to think about her this much.

I’d rather be thinking about school, or Maika, or anything else. But at the same time, I felt oddly unsatisfied now that the warmth from before was gone.

This wasn’t like me at all.

I wasn’t planning on falling asleep yet, but I squeezed my eyes shut.

Naturally, she appeared in my mind, and I let out a quiet sigh.


◇◇◇ Part 144 ◇◇◇


「So, what happened?」

Maika asked the moment I stepped into the room.

Normally she’d ask if I wanted something to drink before getting to the point, but today she didn’t even think about that.

「Can I put my bag down somewhere before I start talking?」

「Sure, but don’t forget you promised you’d tell me everything.」

「Yeah.」

I set my bag down next to the table and sat on the edge of the soft rug. I’d come over to Maika’s place many times since university started, but I felt nervous about the question I had to answer.

「Okay, now tell me the reason. Is it really because you guys got into a fight?」

She wanted to know why I’d brought such a big bag to campus and why I was staying over at her place. When I’d asked earlier in the lecture hall if I could crash at her place, I’d said I’d fought with my roommate, but Maika didn’t seem convinced.

There was no way I could tell Maika I’d run away from Sendai-san because of what had happened yesterday. I’d told her I was living with a relative, so bringing up Sendai-san’s name would only complicate things.

「Well, a lot of things happened, so I guess you could call it a fight.」

To my surprise, my heart ached at how poorly I’d told that lie. I didn’t want to hide things from Maika, but I wasn’t confident I could explain how Sendai-san and I became roommates while keeping everything we’d done secret. And I didn’t have the courage to tell her the whole story either.

I was always like this—lacking the courage to even look Sendai-san in the face in the morning and the courage to eat dinner together at night. So I left the house before Sendai-san woke up. I knew running away wouldn’t solve anything, and it wasn’t that I didn’t want to see her, but I didn’t know what face to make or what to say anymore.

「That’s what I’m asking you about. What do you mean when you say “a lot of things happened”?」

Maika forced a smile and added, “Remember, I’m letting you stay over even though my room is so cramped.”

Just like she’d said, her place wasn’t big. It was a single-room apartment, but it was always kept neat and organized, so it never felt too cramped. It didn’t seem like a big deal to have me over, but as the person staying, I couldn’t talk back, and I definitely owed her an explanation. Still, I couldn’t find the courage to tell her about yesterday, let alone that Sendai-san was my roommate.

「We really did just have a fight.」

I decided to stick to the lie.

「You’re not the sort to get into fights with other people, though, Shiori.」

「Well, they’re family, so I kind of went too far.」

「So you were at fault then?」

「Hmm, I don’t think anyone’s really at fault. I just wanted to cool my head a bit.」

“Hm, I see,” Maika said as she studied me. I wasn’t sure if she was convinced.

「How long do you think you’ll need to cool off?」

「Just a little while.」

「If you’re going to stay here, tell me exactly how long you’ll need.」

Maika’s tone turned serious.

「… Two, maybe three weeks?」

「Don’t you think that’s a bit long?」

「What about one week? Or three days—I’m fine with either. Please, just let me stay.」

「It’s not about that. Two or three weeks, it doesn’t matter, but the longer this drags on, the harder it’ll be for you guys to make up, you know? The sooner you go back, the better.」

Her voice was firm but soft; she wasn’t refusing me, she was worried for my sake. The little prick in my chest felt like a stake being driven in.

「… I understand.」

Given what had happened yesterday, I thought Sendai-san might understand if I stayed away for a day, but the sooner I went back the easier it would be. Still, I kept thinking about her.

What had she thought when she’d found I wasn’t there this morning?

Was she thinking of me at school?

Was she hoping something like that might happen again?

All those questions ran through my head, and my emotions wavered, so I stayed over at Maika’s instead of going home.

「Well, think it over. For now I’ll bring us something to drink, so just stay put.」

Maika stood and opened the fridge.

As she opened the refrigerator, I was tempted to ask what one should do if they had a physical relationship with their roommate. But I knew that if I did, I’d have to first explain who my roommate really was and how it happened before getting any advice, so I set the thought aside and lay down on the rug.

「Do you want plum or orange juice? Apparently the plum’s a new product.」

Maika came back with two cups as I was still laying around.

「I’ll take the orange juice.」

I said, sitting up when I heard the cups being placed on the table.

「… Shiori.」

「What is it?」

「The person you fought with—or the person you live with—are they actually your boyfriend?」

Maika sat down with an unusually serious look on her face.

「Why would you think that?」

「You’re not denying it.」

「No, I am denying it.」

「Yeah, now you are. How suspicious.」

「There’s nothing suspicious about it.」

After taking a sip of orange juice, I added, “I’m not living with a boyfriend,” and she responded with a flat, “Hmm.”

It didn’t seem like she believed me at all.

「What, so you didn’t get these piercings for your boyfriend?」

Maika said jokingly as she reached out and gently touched my earlobe.

It tickled, so I pulled away and replied, “No, I didn’t,” and she let go.

I glanced at Maika’s fingertips, still curled as she chuckled to herself.

Sendai-san had touched my ear before too, but it felt completely different from when Maika did.

I brushed my hand against my own ear.

It went without saying, but it was also different from when Sendai-san touched me.

Her hands were unlike anyone else’s.

On Sunday, Sendai-san’s hands were―

As I began recalling yesterday, I quickly took another sip of my orange juice, swallowing it down along with the memories welling up.

Sendai-san had invaded me more than the piercings ever did, and if I let my guard down, she’d keep appearing in my mind.

「This tastes really good. Want some, Shiori?」

Maika put her cup in front of me, and the pale, see-through liquid inside swirled gently. Since she’d said it was plum flavored, I noticed a light, tart fragrance wafting up from it.

「I’m okay.」

It wasn’t that I disliked plums, but I handed the cup back to Maika anyway.

「I see.」

Just as Maika finished speaking, my phone rang. I reached into my bag, and on the screen was yet another message from Sendai-san.

『Did something happen this morning?』

It was the same question she’d already asked countless times today.

I didn’t want to see Sendai-san so soon, but at the same time, I really wanted to see her right away.

Unable to sort out my feelings, I shoved my phone back into my bag without replying.

「Is that from the person you had a fight with?」

「Yeah.」

「Are you sure you don’t want to go home today?」

「Please let me stay for tonight.」

「You can stay as long as you want, but you guys really should make up soon.」

I wasn’t sure if Maika believed me, but her voice was gentle and kind as always.

「Okay.」

I hesitated, then pulled my phone out again.

『Sorry, I’m not going home today.』

I didn’t want Sendai-san to worry, so I sent the bare minimum and put my phone away again.
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EXTRA

Greeting Sendai-san With a “Welcome Home”

I hadn’t been alive for that long, but today felt like the most unsettling day of my life.

The reason for that was simple: everything around me was new.

I was surrounded by an unfamiliar bookshelf, an unfamiliar bed, an unfamiliar closet, and an unfamiliar view outside my window.

This new room I’d just moved into didn’t really feel like it belonged to me.

Maybe if I opened up some of my boxes full of things from my past and took everything out, it would help make the room feel more like mine. But I’d just moved in today, and I didn’t really have the energy to do that yet.

「Ahh, what do I do?」

I said a little loudly, at a loss for ideas.

Sendai-san, who would normally be home right now, still hadn’t come back yet.

I felt a little bad about it, but I was the one who had asked her to leave the apartment.

I’d asked her to leave simply because I couldn’t deal with both the movers and Sendai-san at the same time, and if I could only handle one, then I had no choice but to get Sendai-san out of the apartment. She’d said, “You can just pretend I’m not here,” but I felt too nervous about interacting with someone else in front of her, so I ended up searching for an excuse to make her go.

It was easier to have her leave until I was done moving everything in.

I sat down on my new bed that I’d bought for this room.

But it felt so strangely different that I stood right back up.

This bed, which was technically mine but didn’t feel like mine, hammered in the reality that I was living in a new place now. I frowned, then dove back into the bed, burying my face in the pillow. It smelled different from the pillow I’d always used. Even when I looked up, I couldn’t escape that new smell, because everything in this room was new. I couldn’t help but feel like I was already starting to regret moving in here.

On graduation day, I was the one who’d chosen to live with Sendai-san.

Although she was the one who’d given me two choices, in the end I was the one who put the necklace I’d given her back around her neck, and chose the cherry blossom–colored envelope. I had hesitated a little, but ultimately I was the one who decided to share a place with her.

But right now, I couldn’t help feeling anxious.

About this unfamiliar room.

This unfamiliar furniture.

This unfamiliar scenery.

And finally, even the familiar Sendai-san.

Everything here felt new, and the optimism I’d had before moving in had already been replaced by unease. I couldn’t help but feel like I just wanted to run away.

Ever since my mother disappeared from my life, I’d lived with only my father—but he was hardly ever home either. To me, “home” had always meant a place where someone else technically lived, but never actually came back to.

But this new home was different.

It was a place where there would always be someone besides me here, and that person would come home every day.

Sendai-san wasn’t here right now, but she would be back soon. She would eat her meals here, study here, and read her books here. And sometimes, she’d probably come and talk to me. I’d be spending my days here with Sendai-san, either in the room next to mine or in our shared living space.

I knew that—but it still felt so different from the life I’d always known, and it made me uneasy.

A home where someone would actually come home to… that was something I’d never had before.

Not that I wanted to go back to how things used to be.

I turned my body and lay on my back.

There would be no more mornings or nights spent alone here anymore.

I wouldn’t feel scared about getting up in the middle of the night anymore, afraid that someone might be standing behind me. I’d feel at ease knowing Sendai-san was just in the room next to mine. For the next four years, I wouldn’t have to live in fear of the dark.

Promises weren’t absolute and could easily be broken, but it should be fine as long as I kept my expectations in check.

I closed my eyes tightly for a moment, then opened them again.

Sendai-san was the kind of person who always pushed the final decision onto me, and sometimes she lied to me too. But I’d come to accept that that was who she was, so I was prepared. Since becoming roommates with her was never something I’d expected, it didn’t matter if it ended sooner than I thought. If I just told myself that and braced for it, I should be able to handle whatever happened. Even if I ended up living alone, as long as I thought of it as something inevitable, I’d be fine.

I sighed and stared at the ceiling.

It felt like there were more good things than bad about moving into this new place, but my anxiety kept making me search for every possible negative outcome.

This wasn’t good.

I didn’t feel like it, but maybe I should clean up my room. Lying around doing nothing only filled my head with thoughts I didn’t want.

I stood up, and among the many cardboard boxes I had, I opened one labeled “stuffed animals.” I pulled out a crocodile tissue box cover and a stuffed black cat.

I placed the crocodile tissue box cover under my table.

I needed a tissue box for it, but I didn’t have any in the boxes I’d brought. I figured if I asked Sendai-san, she’d probably have one lying around, but since she wasn’t here, I decided to just leave the empty crocodile cover where it was.

I placed the stuffed black cat plush on my bed, but paused to think for a moment.

This was my room, but unlike before, there was a chance someone else might enter. I doubted Sendai-san would come in without permission, but still, it was possible.

「I’ll put you right here.」

I said as I moved the black cat plush onto the bookshelf.

On the otherwise empty bookshelf, the black cat now sat alone.

It looked lonely, so I gave its head a little pat and comforted it, saying, “I’ll bring some books over for you.”

「Which box were they in…?」

After checking through the cardboard boxes, I found the one labeled “books.” I opened it and placed some of my favorites on the shelf behind the black cat plush. Just then, I heard a knock at my door.

「Miyagi.」

I heard Sendai-san’s voice from the other side, and I opened my door slightly.

「I’m home.」

I wasn’t sure why, but she spoke with excitement in her voice.

「Welcome home.」

I answered, using a phrase I almost never said to anyone, and stepped out into our shared living space.

I closed the door behind me and looked at Sendai-san.

Back at my old home, where my father never came back, I’d never had a reason to say “Welcome home.” I used to say “I’m home,” even when no one was there, but I almost never said “Welcome home.”

Those words still hadn’t really sunk in for me.

But they weren’t words I disliked.

Unlike yesterday, when it felt like there was no one who needed to hear them, now it felt like there was. That alone seemed like one of the reasons I’d moved here, and it didn’t feel like a bad thing. The “Welcome home” Sendai-san had said to me earlier, when I first arrived, wasn’t something I disliked either. It made me feel like this was where I belonged.

There were still so many things in this new place that I hadn’t gotten used to, but it didn’t feel like a bad thing that saying “I’m home” would be answered with a “Welcome home.”

「How’s your room looking, Miyagi? Do you think you’ll be able to unpack everything by yourself?」

「Yeah, probably. At the very least, I have my bed set up already.」

I hadn’t opened most of the cardboard boxes I’d brought yet, but I could sort through them slowly. There was still some time before classes started.

「Do you need any help with unpacking?」

「I’m good. You should focus on setting up your own room, Sendai-san.」

「I’m almost done with mine, so I’m happy to help you with yours.」

「It’s fine. I can do it myself.」

It wasn’t like I had anything I needed to hide, but I wanted to organize and put everything away myself. I’d asked Sendai-san to organize my bookshelf once before, but this was different. Since I was essentially building my room from scratch, I wanted to be the one to do it.

「Can I see your room?」

Sendai-san asked, pointing at the door behind me.

「No. I’m not done cleaning everything up yet.」

I had no intention of letting her in while the room was still filled with nothing but cardboard boxes. Even if I were to let her in sometime, it’d have to be after everything was organized and put away.

「Oh, right. Where’d you set up your bed?」

Sendai-san asked with a smile.

「Why do you ask?」

「I was just curious. I set up my bed next to that wall. What about you?」

The finger Sendai-san had used to point at my bedroom door earlier was now pointing at the wall separating my room from hers.

「Mine’s against that wall too.」

I didn’t have any particular preference for where to put my bed, but somehow I felt it’d be better to have it close to someone else, so I ended up placing it against the wall next to Sendai-san’s room.

「Maybe we’ll be able to converse through the walls at night.」

Sendai-san said, spouting something totally ridiculous.

「That’d probably be a nuisance to our neighbors, so let’s not do that.」

「I was just kidding. It’d be a pain if we disturbed the neighbors and they filed a noise complaint against us.」

Sendai-san took a seat in a chair in our shared living space, still smiling. Then she looked at me and said, “Somehow, this all feels so weird.”

「Why does it feel weird?」

「Because I don’t have to go back to my old home anymore.」

「… You don’t want to go home anymore, Sendai-san?」

「Yeah. That’s exactly why I’m here.」

「… You’re not going to visit at all in the next four years?」

「I’m not going back ever.」

The conversation stalled, and Sendai-san’s voice faded. Since I didn’t really have much to say either, silence fell between us, and I felt a little uncomfortable.

「Sendai-san, do you have any tissue boxes?」

Feeling that the silence would only make things worse, I blurted out something I’d just remembered I was missing.

「Yeah, I have some in my room. Do you want me to bring one?」

「You don’t have to do it right now, but if you have any extras, could you give me one?」

「Sure. I’ll get it for you later.」

Sendai-san said kindly, and the silence returned once more. We were just former classmates turned roommates. Nothing major should’ve changed between us, but I still felt at a loss whenever we were together.

「Oh, right! Should we celebrate you moving in today?」

Sendai-san spoke up, probably feeling the same way as me.

「We don’t have to do that… I just want to stop by the convenience store.」

This felt impossible to deal with.

Rather than staying here and putting up with this awkward atmosphere, I’d much rather be outside.

「Was there something you needed to buy at the convenience store?」

「I just wanted to get something to eat.」

「If that’s the case, why don’t we go out for dinner together?」

「I’m okay with convenience store food.」

There was no point in going outside if I wasn’t going to be alone. If she came along, we’d just be bringing this awkward atmosphere with us, and it wouldn’t be any different than staying here.

「I see. Then how about I come with you? You don’t know where the convenience store is, right?」

「I do. I saw it on the way here.」

「You might still get lost, though.」

「I won’t. I’ll get you something even if you don’t come with me. Is there anything you want to eat, Sendai-san?」

「I’ll only know what I want once I see it for myself, so I’m coming with you.」

Sendai-san stood up, smiling.

No matter what I said, she was dead set on coming along, and I wasn’t happy about it. I didn’t have to go to the convenience store, so I could’ve told her to go alone while I stayed home instead, but if I said that, she’d probably back down and decide not to go at all, and we’d be back to square one.

Even though we hadn’t seen each other in a while, Sendai-san was as annoying as ever. But it was just like her to be this way.

「Miyagi. Today marks our first day as roommates, so why don’t we go out together?」

Sendai-san said with a grin, completely unwilling to back down.

I didn’t really like celebrating dates, and I really didn’t like that she’d made some special commemoration on her own.

「Today’s just like any other day.」

「Well, even if it is, it’s pretty normal to go to the convenience store together on any other day, too, right?」

「… I guess that’s true.」

Sendai-san was blocking all my escape routes, and I was at a loss for words. I started to feel like the villain for refusing something as simple as going to the convenience store with her.

「Well, that’s settled, then. I’m going to grab stuff from my room, so wait for me.」

Sendai-san headed back to her room.

She was pushy as always.

Even after graduation, she still made me choose things when the answer was already decided for me from the start.

I let out a sigh.

Though my new life seemed filled with things to worry about, I felt a bit relieved seeing Sendai-san act the same way she always had. I wasn’t sure if our life together would be smooth sailing, but if possible, I wanted to spend our days together the same way we had in high school.

─ But I wasn’t confident we’d be able to do that.

I went to my own room and grabbed my bag, then walked back into the shared living space, closing my bedroom door behind me.

I placed my hand on my door.

「I’ll be off.」

I mumbled softly before taking a seat in a chair Sendai-san had picked out and waited for her.
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