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CHAPTER ONE

My Summer Break With Miyagi

◇◇◇ Part 172 ◇◇◇

It had been a week since summer break began.

We’d promised to go somewhere together, but I still hadn’t decided where. It wasn’t that we were short on options—just that I couldn’t find a place that felt right.

「Miyagi.」

From where I was sprawled on the bed, I tugged on Miyagi’s hair as she sat on the floor reading a manga. Our bodies were just barely touching, and yet it felt like my heart was beating a little faster than normal.

「What’s your problem, Sendai-san?」

Miyagi, who had been sitting with her back against the bed, swatted my hand away without turning around.

I could understand how she felt.

Even I would’ve said something if someone had tugged on my hair three times within ten minutes.

「I’m just bored.」

I couldn’t exactly tell her I wanted her to look at me instead of her manga, and I knew there was no way I could be more interesting than whatever she was reading anyway.

It wasn’t that I didn’t want to be Miyagi’s number one. But right now, it was better to keep things the way they were and let her come to my room even when she had no real reason to.

The first time we’d done something that normal roommates wouldn’t do in this room, Miyagi had disappeared afterward. But this time, she hadn’t. She still came over like before and spent time here with me, and I felt like that was something I needed to cherish.

「Here, why don’t you read this?」

Miyagi picked up one of the manga volumes stacked on the floor and set it on the bed.

「I read that one already.」

「Then read it again.」

「I’m tired of reading manga. Let’s go out somewhere.」

「Have you decided where we should go?」

Miyagi finally closed the manga she’d been reading and turned to look at me.

「I want to go on a trip to the hot springs.」

「… Right now?」

「Right now.」

「I think it’s a little late to be going to a hot spring now.」

「Not if we stay the night, right?」

It was still too early to call it evening, but enough time had passed since lunch that we couldn’t make it a day trip anymore. Considering how long the travel would take, we’d have to stay somewhere overnight.

「… When you said you wanted us to go somewhere together, I thought you meant a day trip.」

「And what if I didn’t?」

「You didn’t even book a place to stay, did you?」

「We should be able to stay somewhere even without a reservation.」

「You really are carefree, huh, Sendai-san. Even if there were rooms available, there’s no way I’d go. If I’d known that’s what you meant, I wouldn’t have agreed in the first place.」

「I figured you’d say that.」

I already knew what her answer would be before I asked, but there was no harm in asking anyway. Maybe, just maybe, she’d say yes—and there was nothing wrong with testing whether that faint hope could turn into reality.

— But today, that hope had been dashed.

「Sendai-san, be serious and think of somewhere we can actually go.」

Miyagi’s said, sounding displeased.

「I am thinking about it seriously, you know.」

The destination didn’t have to be a hot spring, and it wasn’t like it had to be some kind of trip either.

「So, what kind of places have you thought of?」

「Hmm… I’m still deciding. I’ll tell you once I’ve made up my mind.」

There were plenty of places I wanted to go with her, but nowhere that felt like the place. All I wanted was to take Miyagi somewhere she’d actually enjoy—but figuring out what that might be turned out to be harder than I thought.

We’d already gone to the movies once before, so that didn’t feel new anymore.

If it were with my friends from university, deciding would’ve been easy—we’d just go shopping or something—but Miyagi and I didn’t enjoy the same things. I could try going along with what she liked, but if I suggested somewhere that only suited her, she’d probably turn me down. I’d even considered a museum or an art gallery, but inviting her to something like that—when it wasn’t really a mutual interest—seemed too much like a date, and I couldn’t bring myself to suggest it.

Normally, I didn’t have this much trouble deciding where to go. But when it came to Miyagi, I just couldn’t decide.

「Then maybe we just shouldn’t go anywhere at all.」

Miyagi said nonchalantly, then opened her manga again.

Before her eyes could drop back to the page, I gave her hair a gentle tug to draw her gaze toward me once more.

Just like last summer, Miyagi was by my side.

Only this time, our relationship had progressed a little further.

If someone told me I should be satisfied with just that, I probably could be. But since we’d already promised to go out somewhere together, it felt like a waste to simply accept what she said about not needing to go anywhere anymore.

「Summer break just started. There’s no need to rush. Just give me a little more time.」

Unlike back in high school, our summer break now stretched into September, so there was no reason to hurry. It was longer this year, and that meant we could spend even more time together.

「You’ve got your part-time job, so you don’t have to force yourself to go anywhere with me. Just focus on work.」

Miyagi sounded mildly annoyed as she pressed her hand against my stomach while I lay on the bed.

「I work the same days as usual, so I’m pretty free most of the time.」

It was true that I still had my tutoring job during the break, but I hadn’t taken on any extra shifts—and I didn’t plan to. I’d thought about picking up another job, but I’d decided it didn’t have to be this summer. If I was going to add anything to my schedule, it’d be more time with Miyagi, not more work.

「If you’re that free, you should get another job. As for me, I’m just going to stay home. It’s too hot to go anywhere.」

My thoughts didn’t seem to reach her at all. She pressed down on my stomach again, like she was handling an oversized stuffed animal.

Just as she said, the world beyond the lace curtains looked unbearably hot compared to this air-conditioned room—a reminder that it really was midsummer. I couldn’t blame her for wanting to stay inside, but I still didn’t want to accept it.

「Well, for now, I don’t plan on taking more work. Anyway, is there anywhere you want to go, Miyagi?」

I asked, even though I knew she probably wouldn’t give me any ideas.

「I thought we agreed that you’d be the one deciding, Sendai-san.」

Miyagi said quietly, then began to stroke my stomach.

The way she touched me wasn’t much different from when she’d been pressing on it earlier. The way her hand moved over my clothes made me feel no different from the platypus tissue box sitting beside her.

It was better than being bitten or kicked, and it made me happy that she was taking interest in some part of my body, but I couldn’t help feeling a little annoyed by the way she touched me, as if forgetting I was a living person and not a stuffed animal.

「Miyagi.」

I called her name, and her hand stopped moving. I got off the bed and sat down beside her, reaching out to touch her hair. Then, I gave her earring a quick kiss before pulling away.

「Did you really need to kiss that just now?」

She asked, sounding displeased.

「I did. We promised I’d decide where to go, so I was just making a vow not to break it.」

「That’s not the kind of promise you need to swear on my earrings for.」

「It’s more reassuring if I do though, right?」

I smiled at her, and she started to say something, but I could tell it would only be another complaint. I brushed my fingers over her lips to silence her. She looked at me with her lips slightly parted. When I leaned closer, she furrowed her brows for a moment before quietly closing her eyes. Taking that as her way of saying it was okay, I pressed my lips against hers.

When I pressed harder against her lips and slipped my tongue inside, she accepted me quietly. Our tongues met and blended together with ease.

Miyagi was more lenient in the summer.

She’d been that way last year too—letting me touch her.

If it was the season that made her like this, then I wished summer would never end.

I pulled away, then kissed her again, deeper this time. Her mouth was warm, soft, and pleasant against mine, and when I grabbed her arm, wanting to touch her more, her skin felt cool, as if the room was too cold for her. I savored her warmth and chill all at once before pulling back.

「You’re kissing me way too much.」

Miyagi muttered, pulling away slightly.

「If you let me kiss you more, then we don’t have to go anywhere.」

I didn’t want to ruin the promise I’d just made, but if she accepted that condition, I could live without it. After all, we’d spent most of last summer inside too—and staying indoors wasn’t all that bad.

「More in what way?」

I touched Miyagi’s cheek and let my fingers trail down her neck.

「“More” as in, you’ll let me kiss you not just today, but all throughout summer break—and in all kinds of places, too.」

My hand followed the collar of her T-shirt, brushing over her collarbone. When I leaned toward her neck, she pushed my shoulder away.

「You promised you would decide where we’re going, so make sure you keep it.」

Miyagi said, glaring at me.

Apparently, she had chosen going out together over kissing.

「You’re so stingy, Miyagi.」

「No, I’m not.」

「You totally are.」

「… I’m okay with it as long as it’s not too much.」

Her voice was so quiet, I would’ve missed it if I hadn’t been listening closely.

「Wait, what did you just say?」

I’d heard the words and understood them, but I couldn’t stop myself from asking again.

「Miyagi.」

Even when I called her name, she stayed silent. So, to make sure I hadn’t misheard her, I pressed my lips to hers.

She didn’t reject the kiss.

But when I tried to move from her lips to her neck, she put her hands on my shoulders and stopped me.

「That’s enough for today.」

So it seemed Miyagi really was more forgiving during the summer.

And that side of her felt unfair.

When she allowed me to get away with this much, it was hard not to believe that maybe she had feelings for me too.

In my mind, I weighed the Miyagi who let me kiss her—as long as it wasn’t too much—against the uncertain future that might come if I ever tried to learn how she truly felt about me.

It didn’t take much thought to figure out which was more appealing. The Miyagi who would quietly tell me it was okay to kiss her was far more alluring, and I didn’t want to risk losing that by trying to find out what she really felt.

As I stayed silent, Miyagi opened her manga again.

Only the soft sound of turning pages filled the room.

Remembering how cold her arm had been, I reached for the remote and raised the air conditioner’s temperature by one degree.


CHAPTER TWO

The Things I Want to Do With Sendai-san Without Needing a Reason

◇◇◇ Part 173 ◇◇◇

Sendai-san had been in my line of sight all day.

It wasn’t that strange, considering we lived together, but ever since summer vacation started, we’d been spending more time at home together. We’d stayed in a lot during Golden Week too, but now, it felt like even more than before.

Anyway, the point was—Sendai-san was always around.

We were supposed to be playing video games, but she’d put her controller aside and wrapped her arm around my shoulder. Having her body against mine made me feel strangely at ease, and I didn’t want her to let go.

「Aren’t you planning to hang out with any of your friends, Sendai-san?」

I hadn’t expected her to be home all the time like this. I thought she’d go out with friends or spend her days working, but since summer vacation began, she’d spent nearly all her time outside of work at home.

「Nope. What about you, Miyagi?」

「I told you before, I don’t have any plans.」

「Yeah, me neither. The only thing I have planned is spending time with you.」

Sendai-san leaned against me as she spoke. Whether she was joking or not, I couldn’t tell. Our shoulders and arms, which were already touching, pressed even closer together, and the places where we touched started to feel warm.

「Aren’t you hot, Sendai-san?」

Her room was usually kept cool.

More accurately, her air conditioner was always on high. Normally, it felt cold to me, but these past few days, the temperature seemed a little warmer than usual.

「I dressed lightly today, so I’m fine.」

She said, stretching out her pale legs.

Well, I guess that’s true, I thought to myself.

Unlike me, Sendai-san was wearing shorts. Just looking at her made me feel cold. When I reached out and touched her thigh, she flinched slightly.

「Are you cold, Miyagi?」

Before, I would’ve complained about how cold it was or turned up the temperature without asking. But this was Sendai-san’s room, not mine. I should respect her wishes. As long as it wasn’t cold enough to make me sick, I had nothing to complain about.

Besides, I’d rather have the air conditioner blowing cold air than warm. If the room were a bit cooler, Sendai-san would cling to me—and with her sticking to me like that, even a chilly room would feel just right.

Or so I thought. But apparently, the warmth didn’t bother her at all. Despite being sensitive to heat, she stayed close to me without hesitation.

「It’s your room, Sendai-san. You should adjust the temperature however you like.」

I said as I slid my hand down her thigh.

I couldn’t tell whether it was my palm or her leg that felt warm.

「Well, in that case, I’m fine with this.」

She said softly, then took hold of my hand resting on her thigh. I could feel her heat clearly as she joined our hands together.

「Do you want to keep playing?」

I asked, glancing at the controller still lying on the floor.

「I can’t win against you, so I give up.」

「Then let’s do something else.」

「Like what?」

「You decide, Sendai-san.」

I tried to free my hand, but she pulled it right back. When I looked at her, she gripped it even tighter, and before I could say anything, she pressed her lips against mine. Her kiss was firm enough that the line between us seemed to blur. After a short moment, she pulled away.

Ever since summer vacation started, she’d been kissing me like it was the most natural thing in the world. I had no reason to refuse her—after all, I was the one who told her it was fine as long as she didn’t go too far—but lately, she hadn’t been holding back at all.

「That’s not what I meant when I said we should do something else. Why’d you jump straight to kissing me?」

「You didn’t want it?」

Sendai-san asked quietly.

「I don’t like the way you say that.」

「Then should I have said it’s because I wanted to kiss you?」

「No, I don’t like that either.」

「Then what do you want me to say?」

「Actually, why do you keep saying weird things like that anyway?」

「Well, it’s because you asked.」

「Even if I did ask, I still don’t want you to say things like that.」

I stretched my leg out like she had and kicked her ankle.

「Ouch.」

She said, even though I hadn’t kicked her that hard, so I did it again in protest. In return, she tightened her grip on my hand.

I looked at Sendai-san’s face, and she immediately leaned forward to kiss me again. This time, though, she pulled away quickly. Even when I held her hand back, she didn’t kiss me again.

I gave her leg one last light kick before letting go of her hand.

It had become natural for us to just be close enough to touch each other. It was even normal for us to be touching all the time now.

I’d gotten used to having Sendai-san always within my sight, and lately, I’d even started to want her there.

It wasn’t that I’d changed; it was because Sendai-san kept doing things that made me feel that way.

— Or at least, that’s what I wanted to believe.

The reason why I wanted her to kiss me again just now was simple: Sendai-san had taught me that we didn’t need a reason to kiss.

Well, she hadn’t exactly taught me that, but the way she kissed me so easily made me feel silly for even needing one in the first place.

Sendai-san had become too deeply tied to everything that made up who I was.

So many things—both inside me and around me—were shaped by her. The desire to kiss someone, the comfort in someone’s warmth, this apartment, the word “roommates,” even my earrings—none of them would’ve existed without her.

「Miyagi.」

Sendai-san called my name softly.

「What?」

「You don’t want to hold hands?」

「Not anymore.」

I answered flatly, and Sendai-san leaned back against the bed.

Our shoulders, which had been pressed together, separated, leaving one side of my body feeling strangely empty.

Sendai-san could be really mean sometimes.

Even when I told her not to, she’d still grab my hand or cling to me. But in moments like this, she’d quietly pull away and never come back. I could never figure out what went on in her head.

Touching Sendai-san had let me learn things about her that no one else probably knew, but that alone wasn’t enough. I wanted to know more about the Sendai-san who kept intruding into my life—more than I did now. And until I did, the unease that had once disappeared but since come back would never go away.

I didn’t want to keep thinking about pointless things—like what if Sendai-san got closer to Maika than she was to me, or started seeing her alone; or what if she grew close to someone I didn’t know and brought them here. I just wanted to stop imagining things like that altogether.

「Sendai-san.」

I tapped lightly at the back of her hand resting on the floor.

「What is it?」

「Give me your hand.」

I placed my own hand on her thigh.

It was impossible to get my feelings across without saying them out loud.

Even if I couldn’t put everything into words, I still wanted to express at least a little of what I felt.

But it never came out the way I wanted, and I knew I couldn’t keep this up for long.

My shoulders were stiff, and my head felt heavy, like a stone was pressing down on the back of it, making it hard to breathe.

Things that would’ve been easy with anyone else felt impossibly difficult with Sendai-san. Just saying what I thought felt like trying to clear a game I could never beat.

「Like this?」

Sendai-san took my hand, and without being asked, pressed her lips against my cheek.

「Miyagi.」

She said my name in a voice so warm I could almost feel it sink into my skin. That same warmth traveled from our joined hands through my body, spreading through my veins until even my blood felt hot.

When I looked at her, she kissed me again—the same way she had so many times today—but her lips soon left mine, leaving only my hand warm in their place. Sendai-san tapped the back of it with her fingers, and when I squeezed her hand back, she kissed me again, softly, again and again.

Even though I was the one who’d said it was fine for her to kiss me as long as she didn’t go too far, I wasn’t sure how much I’d let her get away with. Because of that, one part of me wanted to let her keep going as long as she wanted, while another part wanted to stop her right away. The two sides of me clashed so loudly inside my head that it almost hurt.

Ever since the other day, the solid line that had existed between me and Sendai-san had turned into something dotted, and she kept slipping through the gaps. I knew it was my own feelings towards her that had cut that line apart, but it was something I didn’t want to admit.

After all, I still didn’t want to make something special just to be able to lose it someday.

If I could, I wanted to connect those dots and make it a single, straight line again. But I knew that was impossible.

I pushed at Sendai-san’s shoulder as she leaned in to kiss me again.

「That’s enough.」

I said firmly.

Then, out of nowhere, Sendai-san suddenly said,

「You know, I kind of want some ice cream.」

「We already had some yesterday.」

「What I mean is, let’s go buy some at the convenience store.」

Letting go of my hand, Sendai-san stood up.

「If you want some, go buy it yourself.」

「Come on, let’s go together.」

She said, leaning down and taking the hand she’d just let go of.


◇◇◇ Part 174 ◇◇◇

It was hot outside.

No matter how easily I got cold, summer was always unbearable.

Even though it was nearly evening, the air was still heavy and warm, and I would’ve much rather stayed home than gone out in the heat to buy ice cream.

But Sendai-san didn’t seem to feel the same.

「Come on. Walk a little faster, Miyagi.」

About three steps ahead of me, Sendai-san turned around and called out cheerfully. Even though she was usually sensitive to the heat, she seemed to be enjoying being outside and this small trip to the convenience store together.

「It’ll just feel hotter if I speed up.」

「Well, if you keep walking that slowly, it’s just going to take us longer to get there.」

Sendai-san pulled me along by the arm and started walking again. I followed, letting myself be pulled along, but my feet refused to move any faster. When she realized I wasn’t planning to speed up, she took my hand instead.

We ended up walking side by side, hand in hand.

Walking like this made me remember what Maika once said—that when two people live together, anything they do together can count as a date.

Strictly speaking, she’d been talking about couples, not roommates like us.

Still, holding hands and walking side by side like this almost felt like a date.

「I’ll walk at a normal pace, so let go of my hand already, Sendai-san.」

It wasn’t that Maika’s words bothered me.

And I knew we weren’t actually on a date.

But for some reason, I just didn’t feel like holding her hand, so I pulled away.

「Aw, come on. It’s fine if we hold hands, isn’t it?」

Somewhere nearby, cicadas were chirping—a reminder that it really was summer. The breeze that passed now and then was warm and sticky, and the shade from the street trees was too thin to really block the sun. The sky hadn’t started turning orange yet.

It was hot.

Our hands were hot. Our bodies too.

I wanted to let go, so I gave our joined hands a firm swing, but she still didn’t let go. Instead, her grip tightened, and just as I opened my mouth to complain, Sendai-san suddenly stopped and said, “Oh, it’s Cali.” [1]

「Cali?」

「The calico cat I told you about before. Look, she’s coming over here.」

Following her gaze, I spotted the same calico cat I’d seen once with Maika—the one Sendai-san and I had gone looking for together.

「Is that its name?」

「No, I just call her that because it’s a calico cat.」

Sendai-san said as she easily let go of my hand—the same hand she’d refused to release no matter what I did—and crouched down at the edge of the sidewalk.

「Come here, Cali.」

The cat stopped and looked at us for a moment before walking up to Sendai-san and letting out a soft meow.

I wasn’t reflected in the cat’s eyes—or in Sendai-san’s.

She crouched there, gently stroking its fur.

「It’s been a while since we’ve seen each other, huh?」

She said.

Since the start of summer vacation, we’d been spending most of our time at home, so she hadn’t had a chance to see the cat on her way back from school.

「You’re still as cute as ever.」

The cat purred and rolled onto its back, responding to her voice. It seemed friendlier than the day Maika and I had found it—maybe because it liked Sendai-san. It lay down right there on the sidewalk, inviting her to rub its belly.

Her hand moved back and forth along its fur, and she kept petting it like she’d forgotten I was there at all.

The cat looked happy, like it wanted her to keep petting it forever.

But since she’d be spending all summer with me, there wouldn’t be many chances for her to see it again.

「Hey, how long do you plan to keep petting that cat for?」

I didn’t feel any ill will toward the cat, but I didn’t like being ignored for so long. Watching her attention shift somewhere else made my chest feel tight.

The anxiety that had melted away the day I touched Sendai-san was starting to take shape again. It gathered somewhere inside me, making me more aware of her than ever—of every small thing she did, and how easily it could stir up my feelings.

「Why don’t you pet her too, Miyagi?」

It wasn’t the cat I wanted to touch.

But I couldn’t say that out loud, so I crouched down and reached my hand out. The cat’s ears twitched the moment it noticed me. I froze for a second, hoping it wouldn’t run off, then tried to pet it gently. But before I could, it darted away.

「Sendai-san.」

It wasn’t her fault, but I called her name in an accusatory tone anyway.

「I guess she feels threatened around someone of the same species.」

「I’m not a cat, you know.」

「I said it before, but you really remind me of one.」

「I don’t think I’m like a cat at all.」

I said as I stood up and tugged on Sendai-san’s arm, who was still crouched down.

「Come on, let’s get going. It’s too hot out here.」

「Okay, okay.」

Sendai-san got to her feet, and I let go of her arm.

The cat was nowhere to be seen.

With nothing left to steal her attention, the restless feeling in my chest finally began to settle.

I started to wonder if touching Sendai-san, and letting her touch me in return, was the only way to keep the anxiety away.

「Miyagi, don’t space out like that. It’s dangerous.」

Sendai-san gave me a light tap on the shoulder, and I started walking again.

This time, she didn’t reach for my hand.

We walked quickly through the thick, muggy air. Before I knew it, we’d reached the convenience store, bought enough ice cream for three days, and headed back home.

Even though we walked faster on the way back, by the time we got to the refrigerator, the ice cream—which had slowly been cooked under the harsh sun—was already covered in condensation, as if it were starting to melt.

「Sendai-san, I’m putting all the ice cream in the freezer.」

Without waiting for an answer, I stuffed everything we’d bought inside. But Sendai-san immediately opened the freezer again.

「Why? Let’s eat some now.」

She pulled out a soda-flavored popsicle and a strawberry one.

「They look kind of melted. Wouldn’t it be better to let them freeze a bit first?」

「They’re not that melted.」

Sendai-san didn’t look like she planned on giving in, and she headed back to her room with the popsicles. I had no choice but to follow behind her.

We sat on the floor against her bed, and she handed me the soda-flavored one.

I tore the wrapper open and took a bite of the sky-blue colored popsicle.

「I told you we should’ve let them freeze a bit first.」

I complained, taking another bite. It tasted good, but the texture was soft and a little mushy.

「Oh, come on. It’s only a little melted.」
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「I don’t like it. It feels like it’s going to slide right off the stick.」

「Well, guess you’d better eat it quickly, then.」

Sendai-san said, taking a big bite from hers.

There were plenty of things I wanted to say to her, but instead, I stayed quiet and kept eating.

It was unbearably hot outside, but eating this popsicle almost made me glad we’d gone out to buy it.

I glanced to the side and saw Sendai-san looking pleased.

「Want a taste?」

Sendai-san asked, holding out her strawberry popsicle toward me. I hadn’t meant to bother her, but she offered anyway. I looked at the red popsicle—already a third gone—then turned my eyes to her instead.

「Miyagi?」

She called my name, and I took her by the arm. But instead of biting her popsicle, I licked her lips with my tongue.

It tasted sweet.

But that alone wasn’t enough to tell what flavor it was, so I licked her lips again—this time making sure to taste the faint strawberry from the popsicle.

「Sendai-san, your lips are cold.」

Even then, I still couldn’t make out the flavor.

「… Well, I was eating a popsicle, you know. But when I asked if you wanted a taste, I meant the popsicle, not my lips.」

「If it’s just a taste, does it really matter where it comes from?」

「Yes, it does. And weren’t you the one who said you’d had enough kissing for today? Did you already forget?」

「That wasn’t a kiss. I was just having a taste.」

And because it wasn’t a kiss, I could touch her lips if I wanted to.

Even if it had been a kiss, when I said I’d had enough for today, that only applied to her—not me.

「In that case, let me have a taste too.」

「No.」

I said, pressing my half-eaten popsicle against Sendai-san’s neck.

「Wha—hey, that’s cold!」

Sendai-san exclaimed louder than I expected and tried to back away.

With the faint stain of melted popsicle on her neck, I leaned forward, bit her there, and stopped her from moving any further.

I’d bitten her neck so many times before that my teeth sank in easily. I held back, careful not to hurt her so she wouldn’t try to escape, and pressed my tongue against her skin.

Her neck, chilled slightly by the air conditioner, tasted so sweet it didn’t seem like human skin. The spot that should’ve tasted like soda instead tasted like something else—a mix of Sendai-san’s scent and sweat.

「Miyagi.」

She tapped my shoulder lightly, and I pulled my lips away—only to bite her again. Then, I traced my tongue slowly down her neck. The sweetness had already faded, but I still pressed my lips against her collarbone, biting gently again and again. She stayed quiet this time, unlike the day I’d touched her.

That day was burned into my memory. No matter how much I tried to forget, I couldn’t. I could still recall everything: her voice, her warmth, the way my fingers had gotten wet.

I wanted to see her look at me that way again, like I was the only one she wanted. I even wanted her to touch me again too. But doing things like this tied us together too deeply, and I knew it wasn’t something we should keep doing.

「Hey, Miyagi!」

Sendai-san smacked my shoulder hard.

So I bit her shoulder back just as hard.

The popsicle in my hand had started to melt, sticky syrup running down my fingers.

「Miyagi, your popsicle’s going to melt all over the floor.」

I heard her but pretended not to, and kept biting her shoulder.

Sendai-san took the popsicle from my hand and called my name again. I reluctantly looked up at her.

「Open your mouth.」

Her voice was low, and when I did as I was told, she stuck the popsicle into my mouth.

I had no choice but to finish the rest of the half-melted popsicle before wiping my sticky hands with a tissue.

「My hands are all sticky.」

It wasn’t a wet tissue, so of course it didn’t help much.

「Obviously. And thanks to you doing something weird, now I’m sticky too.」

Sendai-san sounded exasperated as she finished her own popsicle.

「I’m a cat, so it’s fine if I lick you, isn’t it?」

「Huh?」

「You said I was like a cat when we were walking to the convenience store, didn’t you?」

「I did, but why would you do that while we’re eating?」

「Do I really need a reason? Besides, if I hadn’t done it, you probably would’ve, so I just beat you to it.」

「You’re such an idiot, Miyagi. If you’re going to do something like that, at least wait until we’re done with our popsicles.」

Sendai-san said, then pressed her lips to my neck.

Her breath was warm and damp—it tickled, and it felt nice.

But I’d already said I’d had enough kisses from her today, and if I let her keep going, I knew it wouldn’t stop there. So I pushed her away.

「Miyagi. Are you free the day after tomorrow?」

Instead of complaining, she just asked about my plans.

「Yeah, I’m free.」

「Then how about we go out that day, like we talked about before?」

「Sure. Where are we going?」

「You’ll find out when we get there.」

Sendai-san said happily with a smile on her face.
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After riding the train for a while, we finally reached our stop.

Now, I was walking beside Sendai-san.

The reason for that was simple — when we’d left the house this morning, she’d said she wanted to keep our destination a surprise. Even now, I still had no idea where we were headed.

Only Sendai-san knew.

Of course, I had complaints.

I’d asked Sendai-san—who’d been in an unusually good mood—where we were headed, pointing out that I couldn’t even decide what to wear if she wouldn’t tell me. But instead of answering, she’d just handed me a skirt and said,

「Come to my room after you’ve changed into this.」

She’d chosen my outfit like it was the most natural thing in the world. I’d even put on a bit of makeup for today, and now here we were, out together just like we’d promised.

「Are we there yet?」

I asked Sendai-san, who was walking right next to me.

「Almost.」

She replied.

「How much further is that, exactly?」

「Just a little more.」

I had no idea if she was telling the truth or not, but she kept walking ahead.

Today, Sendai-san was wearing a camisole, a blouse, and a light-colored skirt. She looked good in almost anything, but somehow, she looked even prettier than usual. Maybe it was just my imagination. Or maybe it was because we were somewhere new together.

Either way, something about her felt different, and it made me a little nervous.

「We’ll be there once we take this.」

Sendai-san said, stopping in front of an elevator.

「You wanted to take me to an aquarium?」

「Yep. Looks like you figured it out.」

She said.

The elevator arrived, and we stepped inside.

「Of course I figured it out. There’s literally a sign outside that says ‘aquarium.’ Why did you even keep it a secret?」

「Hmm…」

Sendai-san let out a small hum and fell silent.

The blue-painted elevator was filled with children’s voices. Probably because it was summer break, it was packed full and noisy. But Sendai-san stayed quiet.

After a while, the elevator stopped, and we stepped out.

「I kept it a secret because I was afraid you’d say you didn’t want to go.」

She said at last, as we followed the crowd toward the entrance.

She was smart, beautiful, and good at everything she did.

And yet, despite how confident she always seemed, here she was admitting she’d been too afraid to tell me where she wanted to take me just because she thought I might say no. It didn’t sound like she was lying, either.

You could’ve just invited me normally, I thought to myself.

I had no intention of backing out of our promise to go somewhere together, so I wouldn’t have refused if she’d told me she wanted to go to the aquarium.

「But why an aquarium?」

I asked as we waited in line to buy tickets.

I’d never once heard her say she liked aquariums—or sea creatures, for that matter. Aquariums weren’t exactly the kind of place friends usually went together, so I couldn’t help wondering why she’d chosen it.

To me, it was the kind of place you’d go with family, or on a faraway vacation… or on a date.

… No, that last thought was just me overthinking it. It was Maika’s fault for putting weird ideas in my head.

「Because you like animals, don’t you, Miyagi?」

Just as my head was about to get crowded with all the things Maika said, Sendai-san suddenly said something completely nonsensical, and I found myself staring at her.

「… Aquariums are a place to look at fish, though.」

Whether or not I actually liked animals aside, her logic made no sense.

「Good, I’m glad we’re on the same page. I don’t know how I would’ve reacted if you told me you were expecting to see giraffes here.」

「That’s not what I meant. Normally, if you’re taking someone who likes animals somewhere, you’d take them to a zoo.」

「Well, if you think about it, fish are animals too – like giraffes – so it’s basically the same thing. And besides, zoos are hot because you have to walk around outside. Don’t you think an aquarium’s better since it’s cooler indoors?」

Sendai-san said cheerfully, looking at me like she wanted me to agree.

「I guess that’s true.」

If I had to choose, I definitely preferred being somewhere cool over sweating outside, but I couldn’t help thinking that Sendai-san’s logic in lumping fish and giraffes together was a little ridiculous.

「Would you rather go to the zoo, Miyagi?」

「No, the aquarium’s fine.」

「Alright, then we’ll do that today, and visit the zoo once the weather cools down.」

Sendai-san said, already making plans for the future without asking, so I immediately replied with,

「We don’t have to go to the zoo.」

「Come on, what’s the harm? You like animals, don’t you?」

「I wouldn’t say I like them that much.」

「Guess you better start liking them, then.」

There were a lot of people waiting in line for tickets, and it was packed. I wasn’t so lacking in common sense that I’d complain or kick Sendai-san in a place like this, so all I could do was go along with what she was saying.

「… Fine. If you’re going to insist that much, then I’ll go.」

It wasn’t like I loved animals, but I didn’t dislike them either, so I didn’t mind the idea of going to see them someday.

「That settles it, then.」

After casually deciding our plans for after summer vacation, Sendai-san paid for our tickets with one of the five-thousand-yen bills I’d given her back in high school. I wasn’t thrilled that she was using that money on me, but she’d been insisting on it since morning, so I couldn’t really stop her.

I swallowed down the complaint rising in my throat and stepped into the aquarium.

A vast expanse of blue—like the depths of the sea—unfolded before me. The place was crowded and noisy, packed with as many people as there were fish, but being surrounded by the deep blue around me somehow made the noise fade away.

「Should we follow the route?」

Sendai-san asked, and I replied, “Sure,” as we started walking together.

We passed by tanks filled with brightly colored fish, schools of sardines, and oddly shaped sharks. The aquarium was packed with people—children walking happily beside their parents stood out to me the most—but I didn’t feel like comparing what I was seeing now to my own past. Looking for fish together with Sendai-san was far more enjoyable.

Still, something else kept catching my attention.

Seeing all the couples holding hands or linking arms reminded me that aquariums really were meant for dates. And it made me think back to the day Maika came over.

Maika had once asked Sendai-san if she’d ever had a crush on anyone, but she never gave her an answer.

I stopped in front of a large tank where stingrays and sharks drifted through the water.

「… Sendai-san, do you not plan on getting a boyfriend?」

It was a bit of a roundabout way to ask what I really wanted to know, but in a place like this—where people often came with their partners—it didn’t feel too strange to bring it up. I watched the stingrays swim by, graceful as if they were flying through the air, and waited for her reply.

「No, not really. I don’t feel the need to go out of my way to find someone either.」

Sendai-san answered without hesitation.

「Why not?」

「Well, it’s not like you can just decide to have a romantic partner. Things like that happen naturally when the timing is right.」

「“When the timing is right,” huh. That sounds like something only popular people get to say.」

「I’m not that popular, you know.」

Sendai-san immediately denied it, then pointed toward one of the tanks.

「Hey, isn’t that yellow fish kind of cute?」

「Not really.」

I answered flatly, then steered the conversation back to what I actually wanted to talk about.

「Didn’t you get confessed to a lot back in high school?」

「I mean, I guess that did happen a few times. But if it’s not from someone I like, it doesn’t really mean anything, does it?」

Sendai-san, who had been staring intently at a tank that looked like a piece of the ocean itself, said that in an unusually serious tone before turning to look at me.

「What about you, Miyagi? Do you want a boyfriend?」

「No.」

「I see.」

Her eyes drifted back toward the fish.

Even without her swearing it on my earring, I could tell she wasn’t lying when she said she didn’t plan on finding a boyfriend.

But whether she liked someone or not—that, I couldn’t tell.

It wasn’t something I’d ever know unless I asked. And if there was ever a time to ask, it was now.

I took a quiet breath, slowly exhaled, and finally asked the question that had been sitting in my head.

「… Do you have someone you like? You didn’t answer when Maika asked you before.」

「Wow, that’s rare. For you to bring up something like this.」

「So what if it is? Just answer.」

「Someone I like, huh… let’s see.」

She said quietly, her words trailing off.

Then, under the soft blue glow, she turned toward me with an unusually bright smile.

「— Yeah. There is.」

「Huh?」

My voice slipped out before I could stop it. I wanted to cover my ears.

I didn’t want to hear any names—whether I knew them or not. I hesitated, unsure if I should ask who it was.

I knew it was unnatural for me to stay silent for so long, but I couldn’t get any words out.

Before I could decide what to do, Sendai-san followed up with,

「I really like Cali. She’s just so cute.」

「… That’s not a person. That’s a cat.」

I couldn’t tell if she was being serious or just teasing me, but hearing that name made the tension in my shoulders fade away.

When she started laughing, I lightly smacked her arm.

Cali was a stray cat she often saw on her way home from university—a cat she was rather fond of. But I hadn’t been asking about her favorite cat.

「Well, these days, cats are the only ones who catch my attention anyway.」

Sendai-san said. Then, she followed up with, “Anyway, shall we get going?” and started walking ahead.






	In Japanese, the word for “calico cat” is 三毛猫 (mikeneko). If you break the kanji down, the 三 (mi) means “three,” the 毛 (ke) means “hair” or “fur,” and 猫 (neko) means “cat.” Calico cats are a breed that have a tri-colored coat — and supposedly, 99.9% of them are female. 

In the original text, Sendai refers to this stray cat as “ミケちゃん” (mike-chan), which, as you may have noticed now, is because the cat is tri-colored.

I’ve decided to make the choice and localize it as “Cali” because it was a similar way of short-handing the word for “calico.” It wouldn’t make much sense leaving it in Japanese (English speakers would then be like, “who the hell is Mike?”), especially when Sendai’s next line explicitly states she nicknamed this cat based on its coat. ↩︎




CHAPTER THREE

I Want to Keep Looking at Miyagi
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That surprised me.

I hadn’t expected that from Miyagi at all.

I never thought she’d bring up the topic of crushes now of all times.

As we walked, I took slow, careful breaths, trying to calm my heart that felt like it might stop any second.

I hadn’t wanted to lie to her, so I answered honestly, but that was probably a mistake. I thought I’d managed to sound like my usual self, but from the way she was glaring daggers into my back, it was clear she didn’t buy it.

Afraid she’d say something if I turned around, I pointed ahead instead.

「Oh look, we’re in the jellyfish section now.」

I didn’t want her continuing the conversation about crushes, so I tried to steer her attention toward the glowing tanks instead.

In the dim light, I walked up to a tank filled with softly glowing jellyfish.

There were more jellyfish than I’d expected, drifting through the water. The air felt almost enchanted. The deep blue around us blended so seamlessly with the glow of the tanks that it almost felt like I was floating right there with them.

「I know getting stung by a jellyfish would hurt a lot, but they’re so pretty to look at. It’s kind of soothing.」

I said, staring at the tank filled with jellyfish. Miyagi walked up beside me and murmured,

「Yeah. I feel like I could watch them forever.」

I shifted my gaze from the tank to Miyagi and saw she was staring intently at the jellyfish.

Earlier…

If I’d told her that she was the one I liked instead of Cali, what would’ve happened?

What if I said it right now?

I knew I could never actually say something like that. Someone like me, who didn’t want to risk losing what we already had, couldn’t possibly do it.

Still, I couldn’t stop imagining it.

If I told Miyagi I liked her, would she say she liked me too?

I knew she didn’t hate me. I could tell she felt something for me, but I didn’t know what kind of feeling it was, or how deep it went.

I wished she felt the same way I did.

We’d done things that would make anyone think we were already dating. Most of the time, that was enough for me.

But sometimes, I found myself wanting Miyagi’s heart, too.

Even so, I didn’t have the courage to say something that might destroy what we already had, just for the chance to get closer.

No matter how many times I thought about it, I always reached the same conclusion.

Maybe things would change someday, but for now, I just wanted to keep looking at her like this—with this quiet, happy feeling.

「Hey, Miyagi. They’ve got seals upstairs. Or do you want to keep looking at the jellyfish?」

I said in a cheerful voice, hoping to shake off my own thoughts.

「Let’s go upstairs.」

I’d thought about taking Miyagi to the zoo since she seemed to like animals, but with how sensitive I was to heat, that was out of the question. I’d wanted to take her somewhere she could see platypuses or crocodiles—like the ones on our tissue box covers—but apparently there weren’t any platypuses in Japan, and I didn’t think crocodiles alone were worth going out of our way to see. In the end, I’d chosen the aquarium because both of those animals were aquatic anyway, and it seemed like that had been the right decision.

… But since aquariums were usually date spots, I’d found it hard to invite her directly.

 「It kind of looks like a jungle up here. Are you sure the seals are here?」

Miyagi mumbled as we climbed the stairs.

The area we’d entered looked like it was modeled after the tropics, and there didn’t seem to be any sign of seals around. I pulled the pamphlet out of my bag to check where they were.

「Looks like they’re a little further in. Want to go see them first?」

「No, it’s fine. Let’s just keep following the route.」

We walked at a relaxed pace, stopping to look at both the big and small fish along the way. There were turtles and iguanas too, which I thought were pretty interesting.

When we finally reached the seal enclosure, Miyagi’s face lit up. She wasn’t squealing with excitement or anything, but when a seal swam up to the glass, she leaned in so close her head nearly bumped it. It was obvious she preferred mammals to fish.

Since it wasn’t often that I got to see her look genuinely happy, I found my gaze drawn more to Miyagi than the seals themselves.

There were sea lions and small-clawed otters on the rooftop too. Maybe I’d get to see her even happier when we went up there. The thought alone made me a little excited.

Without letting her notice, I watched Miyagi as she stared at the seals. It made me wish we were alone, but unfortunately, the aquarium was packed since it was summer break.

Next time, I wanted to come again when it was quieter. Just the two of us.

As I was thinking that, Miyagi turned to me.

「Are you getting hungry, Sendai-san?」

「… Yeah, I am.」

I hadn’t realized it until she mentioned it, but I really was starting to feel hungry. When I glanced at my phone, I saw it was already past lunchtime. We reluctantly left the seals and went to find something to eat.

「Looks like there’s a café on the rooftop. Want to grab a bite there?」

「Sure.」

We passed tanks of clownfish and river fish hiding among the sea anemones before heading up to the rooftop café. Deciding to check out the sea lions and otters later, we ordered hot dogs, iced tea, and one pancake to share.

「Let’s eat.」

We said in unison before digging in.

We were both so hungry that our hot dogs disappeared almost instantly. As Miyagi sipped her iced tea, she stared intently at the pancake that couldn’t be found anywhere else.

「It looks so cute.」

She said quietly, her voice lighter than usual. She wasn’t exactly chatty, but she’d been talking more than usual today.

I knew what she meant.

The pancake had an otter drawn on it, and it really was adorable. But in order to eat it, that meant we’d have to sacrifice the otter.

「Can I cut it up?」

I asked, and Miyagi replied, “Sure.”

So I plunged the knife right into the otter’s face and began slicing it in half. Miyagi made a sound of protest, but I ignored it and kept cutting the pancake into bite-sized pieces.

「You’re cutting it so heartlessly, Sendai-san.」

She sighed as I took a bite of what I’d just cut.

「Well, even if you feel sorry for it, it’s still meant to be eaten. If you pity it that much, does that mean you’re not going to have any?」

「… No, I will.」

「That’s good. While we’re at it, want me to feed it to you?」

「I can eat it by myself just fine.」

「Aw, what a shame.」

After finishing the pancake, we left the café.

Unlike inside the building, it was hot out on the rooftop.

But despite that, Miyagi still seemed to be in high spirits. Her steps were light as she walked ahead of me.

I glanced between her and the sea lions and small-clawed otters nearby. She wasn’t exactly brimming with excitement, but she looked like she was enjoying herself, just like she had when we saw the seals earlier. Seeing her like that made me feel happy, too.

Still, I couldn’t help but wonder—if she’d come to the aquarium with Utsunomiya instead, would she have been more excited? Maybe she’d be pointing things out, gushing about the seals swimming up to the glass, saying how cute the sea lions were, and running from one tank to the next.

I let out a small sigh and pressed my temples.

Thinking about her any more would just make me miserable, so I pushed Utsunomiya out of my mind.

Miyagi seemed to prefer the small-clawed otters to the seals and sea lions. She looked like she didn’t want to leave them.

[image: Miyagi looks dismayed down at the pancakes as they are cut in half.]
「Small-clawed otters look a lot like platypuses, don’t they?」

I asked, watching her stare at a few otters sleeping side by side.

「Not at all.」

「Really?」

「If you think otters and platypuses look alike, you should get your eyes checked.」

Miyagi retorted with a rude remark before walking away.

As we continued along the route, a voice louder than usual came from beside me.

「Sendai-san, look! There are so many penguins here!」

Miyagi said, pointing toward a tank designed to look like a grassy plain.

Sure enough, there were several penguins waddling around inside.

「If we go a little further ahead, we can see them from below.」

I said, repeating something I’d read before coming here.

「From below?」

「Yeah. Apparently you can watch them swim right above your head.」

「I want to see. Where is it?」

After checking the pamphlet, I pointed in the direction we needed to go, and Miyagi grabbed my arm.

「Let’s go.」

She said, pulling me along.

We weren’t holding hands, but she kept tugging at my arm as we walked. Her skirt swayed as she moved ahead of me, and before long, I could see penguins flying above us.

Of course, they weren’t really flying. There was a tank built above the walkway, and when we stepped underneath it, we could look up and see the penguins swimming through the water overhead.

「Wow. It really looks like they’re flying through the sky.」

Miyagi said, letting go of my arm and looking up.

Since the exhibit was on the rooftop, the penguins really did look like they were soaring through the air.

But I couldn’t take my eyes off Miyagi.

What I was seeing was far rarer than penguins that looked like they were flying through the sky.

She was smiling.

Miyagi was actually smiling—and she looked genuinely happy.

She used to smile with her friends during high school, and I’d seen her smile when Utsunomiya came over too. But when it was just the two of us, she rarely smiled. In fact, she usually looked grumpy.

And yet, here she was, smiling in front of me.

I barely even looked at the penguins.

All I wanted to do was keep looking at her.

It was a little disappointing that her smile wasn’t directed at me, but still, just seeing her smile while we were together made me happy.

「Do you like penguins?」

I asked as she continued gazing up at the tank.

「I wouldn’t say I like them or anything, but they’re cute.」

She replied cheerfully, in a voice that made it seem like she actually did like them.

She didn’t even seem to realize she was smiling as she kept watching the penguins swim overhead.

「Miyagi.」

「What?」

「Cute, right?」

「The penguins?」

She asked, still looking up.

「Yeah.」

The penguins were cute.

But Miyagi was even cuter.

I wanted to tell her that, but I was afraid saying it would wipe the smile off her face.

Under the blue sky, the penguins’ white bellies passed overhead again and again.

Pretending to watch them, I kept my eyes on Miyagi instead.

The smile she never showed at home glimmered in the sunlight.

It was even hotter outside now than before.

But all I wanted was to keep looking at her like this forever.


◇◇◇ Part 177 ◇◇◇

I felt like I could die of happiness at any moment.

That was how much I loved seeing Miyagi in such high spirits.

The flying penguins were the last exhibit on the aquarium route, but Miyagi seemed to enjoy the rooftop area so much that she wanted to see it again. We walked side by side, talking as she smiled.

Aquariums weren’t really the kind of place where people went to look at the same animals over and over, but seeing Miyagi so happy made me feel like I could circle the place as many times as she wanted.

I didn’t care about getting sunburned, or the sweat trickling down my forehead.

We went to see the sea lions and small-clawed otters again before returning to the penguin area.

「Miyagi, it looks like there’s going to be a sea lion show soon. Want to watch it?」

I called out to her as she kept her eyes fixed on the penguins.

「We don’t have to. Is there anything you want to see again, Sendai-san?」

「Not really.」

It was Miyagi that I wanted to see.

If she didn’t want to watch the sea lion show, then neither did I. And if there was nothing else she wanted to see at the aquarium, then there was nothing else I wanted to see either.

「Then let’s go home.」

Miyagi said curtly, tearing her gaze away from the penguins.

「You want to go home already? Don’t you want to stop anywhere else first?」

I didn’t want to go home yet.

There wasn’t anything I particularly wanted to see or anywhere I wanted to go, but I wanted to keep watching Miyagi enjoy herself until evening—and if I could, even after it got dark.

But Miyagi simply replied with, “We don’t have to go anywhere else.”

「I guess we should head back, then. You sure you don’t want to buy a penguin plush before we leave?」

I asked, thinking she might want one since she seemed to like penguins so much, but she gave me a puzzled look.

「Do you want a penguin plush, Sendai-san?」

「I don’t. I just thought you might, since you like them.」

「No, I don’t need it. I already have a plush.」

「You own a penguin plush?」

That was news to me.

She hadn’t owned one back in high school, and stuffed animals weren’t exactly the kind of thing you’d hide away either.

If Miyagi had a penguin plush in her room now, it meant she’d gotten it sometime after starting university.

I wouldn’t have minded if she’d bought it herself.

But I hated the thought of someone else giving it to her.

And it made me feel even worse imagining her proudly displaying it in her room after receiving it from someone else.

A drop of black paint fell into my heart and spread through it like ripples in water.

Just as that stain was about to engulf everything, I heard Miyagi’s dissatisfied voice.

「Not a penguin—a cat. You were the one who gave it to me for Christmas, remember?」

Her words instantly washed the stain away.

There was no way I could forget the black cat plush I’d given her—the one that somewhat resembled her.

And I could still clearly remember the slight frown on her face when I handed it to her.

「Yeah, I remember that… Does that mean you brought the black cat plush with you when you moved?」

Back in high school, the black cat plush had always been sleeping on Miyagi’s bookshelf. I’d never been to her new room before, so I had no idea where it was now. It would make me incredibly happy to know that it was still living on her bookshelf like it had back then—even if it wasn’t because I was the one who’d bought it for her.

「Yeah, I did. Which is why I don’t need another stuffed animal.」

Miyagi, who’d been in such a good mood just a moment ago, said this with frown on her face.

Suppressing the urge to wrap her in a hug, I simply replied with, “Oh, I see.”

It seemed like Miyagi—who resembled a cat herself—liked the black cat plush I’d given her. No, she probably loved it a lot if she was willing to turn down a penguin plush just because she already had the cat.

I found myself feeling more jealous of that black cat plush than of the penguins that had stolen her heart earlier. It almost made me wish I could become a stuffed animal, too. But if I were a black cat plush, I wouldn’t be able to take Miyagi to an aquarium like this—or kiss her—so that jealousy alone wasn’t enough to make me want to stop being human.

「Alright, I guess we should head home now. Should we buy something to eat on the way back? I don’t really feel like cooking today. Oh, but I wouldn’t be opposed if you wanted to cook for me.」

I didn’t mind that she didn’t want to go anywhere else, but picking up food on the way home seemed easier for both of us.

「I don’t feel like cooking today either.」

She said, agreeing with my suggestion, and the two of us started walking.

「What do you want to eat, Miyagi?」

「We had a lot of bread earlier, so maybe a bento?」

「Okay.」

I wanted to stay here forever, but after hearing what she’d said earlier, my steps felt lighter as we left the aquarium together. The small wrinkle between Miyagi’s brows was gone, too.

We walked leisurely toward the station.

Usually, Miyagi and I didn’t have much to talk about, but today felt different—like there were all sorts of things we could say.

「Hmm, what’s the difference between seals and sea lions anyway?」

I asked. I knew they were different animals, but couldn’t tell how.

「Their body shape, maybe?」

「I guess they do look different, but is there anything more specific?」

「Even if you ask me, I have no idea. Why don’t you just look it up, Sendai-san?」

「I’ll do it once we get home.」

It wasn’t much of a conversation, but Miyagi was talking more than usual, and that alone made it fun.

As we kept chatting about things that probably didn’t matter to anyone else—though they did to me—our pace slowed down. The words between us faded, and the murmur of the city filled the silence.

「… Do you often go to the aquarium, Sendai-san?」

Miyagi asked without looking at me.

「I went a few times with my family when I was little, but hardly ever after that. What about you, Miyagi?」

「Same. I went once when I was little, but… my family didn’t really go out much together to begin with.」

「Oh, I see.」

「My father’s really busy, so he’s almost never home.」

It was rare for Miyagi to talk about her family.

She didn’t seem like she wanted to look at me—her eyes stayed facing straight ahead.

I hesitated, unsure if I should ask what was on my mind.

Normally, it was the kind of question I knew she would never answer.

But for some reason, I felt like today she just might.

「… What about your mom?」

When Miyagi decided to move in with me, she had come over to my house to introduce herself to my family—but only her dad had come with her.

She’d mention him from time to time, but not once had she ever brought up her mom.

「She’s not around anymore.」

She said, in the exact words I’d expected.

Maybe it was something I shouldn’t have asked in the first place.

But even so, I wanted to know more.

Miyagi still didn’t look at me.

Her gaze stayed fixed straight ahead, as if looking anywhere else wasn’t allowed.

I didn’t want her to have any bad memories tied to today.

I wanted her to go home remembering only the fun we’d had.

「I see.」

I said softly, searching for something—anything—to follow it up with.

But I couldn’t find the right words for what she’d just confided in me.

There were quite a few people walking the same way toward the station. It wasn’t the kind of place for talking about something like this. The sounds of nearby and distant voices blurred together into a low, indistinct noise.

I drew in a quiet breath, then let it out slowly.

「I’m sure you already know this, but my family’s never really gotten along that well… But, when I was little, we were close enough that they’d take me to places like the aquarium or the zoo.」

I said, almost as if I were returning the favor after what Miyagi had shared.

Miyagi, who’d been staring straight ahead this whole time, finally turned to look at me.

To be precise, it wasn’t that my family didn’t get along—it was that I didn’t get along with them. Everyone else always seemed perfectly happy together. But to explain that properly, there were far too many details I’d have to add.

「You said you had an older sister, right?」

「Yeah.」

「…You two don’t get along?」

「Not really.」

I kept my distance from my sister, who was two years older than me.

There wasn’t any clear animosity between us—no arguments, no fights—but we hadn’t really talked in years.

The proof of how distant we were was that, even though we lived close enough to meet anytime we wanted, neither of us ever bothered to reach out.

「Sendai-san.」

Miyagi quietly called my name as we passed through the ticket gates together.

「What is it?」

「… Thanks for today. I had a lot of fun at the aquarium.」

I heard every word clearly, yet for some reason, my mind refused to process them.

I found myself completely speechless and couldn’t respond right away.

「Sendai-san?」

「Oh, sorry. I just didn’t think you’d ever say something like that. You know, that you had fun.」

I’d seen her enjoying herself at the aquarium, smiling and excited, but I never thought she’d actually say she had fun.

Hearing Miyagi say those words felt as impossible as winter coming right after summer.

「Just what kind of impression do you have of me, Sendai-san? Even I can admit something’s fun when it is.」

「Then, next time you’re having fun, tell me like you did just now.」

「Why would you even want to know that?」

「Because I want to know what makes you happy, Miyagi.」

If I could figure out the kinds of things Miyagi enjoyed, no matter how small it was, maybe I could make her smile again like she had today.

「… Fine. If something fun happens, I’ll tell you. But only if I remember to.」

「Sounds good to me.」

Miyagi hadn’t given me a clear answer, but that was fine for now. The fact that she hadn’t shot me down right away felt like progress.

「Wanna hold hands?」

I asked, knowing full well she’d say no, and nudged her arm with my elbow.

「No.」

Unfortunately, her answer was exactly what I’d expected.

If we were at home, she probably would’ve kicked me for asking.

But, well, that was just like Miyagi.

Even so, I wanted her to at least look my way, so I nudged her arm again.

Suddenly, she spoke quietly.

「… When are we going to the zoo?」

Huh?

My voice almost slipped out, but I managed to hold it in.

I couldn’t risk saying something that would make her take it back.

「Winter’s too cold, so maybe sometime in autumn?」

「I’ll keep that in mind.」

Miyagi replied curtly.

Summer break wasn’t over yet.

I wanted to keep doing more and more fun things with her.

But at the same time, I found myself wishing autumn would come soon.


◇◇◇ Part 178 ◇◇◇

「Did you find out what the differences between seals and sea lions are yet?」

Miyagi asked, and I answered while looking at my tablet.

「Hmm, maybe it’s the way they swim, or whether they have external ears or not. Things like that, I think.」

After eating the bento boxes we’d bought on our way back from the aquarium, Miyagi had followed me into my room as if it were the most natural thing in the world, and she’d been sitting next to me ever since.

「External ears?」

Miyagi asked, and I looked up at her. She should’ve been reading the pamphlet we’d brought back from the aquarium, but somehow, our eyes met instead.

「Yeah, it means they have ears that stick out. Like this.」

I reached out and traced the outline of her ear with my fingers, then gently tugged on her earlobe. I could feel the firmness of her earring beneath my thumb before letting go. I was about to bring my lips to it, but before I could, Miyagi quietly called out to me.

「Sendai-san, is it seals or sea lions that have the external ears?」

「Sea lions. It says here they’ve got these little flaps that look like earlobes.」

I said as I handed Miyagi the tablet—and kissed her on the ear.

「What exactly do my ears have to do with this?」

Miyagi asked, her voice cold as she pushed me away.

「Well, it’s not like there are any sea lions around.」

「Does that mean you’d kiss its ear if there was one around?」

「Sea lions are pretty cute, but I don’t think I’d kiss one. Anyway, didn’t you want to see what the differences were?」

I asked, pointing at the tablet I’d handed to her.

「I do.」

She muttered, turning her attention to the screen.

「We should go and see the differences for ourselves next time.」

「I thought we were supposed to go to the zoo next?」

Miyagi asked, her eyes still on the tablet.

「We can go to both the zoo and the aquarium. Don’t you want to see the sea lions’ ears for yourself, Miyagi?」

「Yeah, I do.」

「Then it’s settled. We’ll visit both.」

「… Are you sure? I don’t remember you liking fish enough to warrant visiting the aquarium more than once.」

She asked, lifting her head from the tablet screen showing a close-up of sea lions’ ears to look at me.

It’s rare for her to be this considerate of my feelings, I thought to myself.

Miyagi had been a lot more tolerant since summer break began, but today she was so open and kind that it almost scared me. It felt like I was getting all the best parts of summer break at once—even though we still had half of it left to go—and using them all up this early felt like such a waste.

I wanted all the best parts of summer to be spaced out evenly, just so this happiness could last longer.

I couldn’t help thinking that—but maybe it was just my way of admitting I wasn’t expecting much from the days ahead. If I treated today as the peak of summer break, then it would only make the rest of our time together feel like it could never live up to it.

「I really enjoyed the aquarium today, so I do want to go again. You said you had fun too, didn’t you, Miyagi?」

I answered, believing there were still better days waiting for us.

It would’ve been boring if the aquarium were only about fish, but it had become an important place to me now. Miyagi had looked like she was genuinely having fun, and the penguins she liked so much were cute too. I wanted to go back as many times as we could—and it would make me happy if Miyagi felt the same way.

「… I mean, you’re right.」

「Then let’s go again sometime. We can do it before or after the zoo.」

「I guess that works.」

She didn’t exactly promise we’d go, but her answer sounded like she was agreeing to it.

Miyagi set the tablet down on the table.

「Sendai-san.」

She said softly, looking at me.

「What is it?」

I asked, waiting to hear what she wanted to say.

Time seemed to slow around us, but Miyagi didn’t say another word.

「Miyagi?」

Even after a long pause, she didn’t respond. She dropped her gaze, as if hesitating.

「What’s wrong?」

I asked, confused. Then, she suddenly grabbed my arm.

Without answering my question, she pressed her lips against mine.

I didn’t mind kissing—whether I was the one kissing her or the one being kissed, I liked it all the same.

But I hadn’t expected her to kiss me out of nowhere, and as our lips touched, I couldn’t help but wonder what had made her do it.

Maybe it was her way of thanking me for taking her to the aquarium.

That was the only explanation I could come up with before she pulled away.

Our eyes met.

But before she could say anything, I closed mine—and she kissed me again.

It really did feel like I was taking in all the best parts of summer break way too soon.

Today felt almost too good to be true.

Moments like this made it seem as if Miyagi and I were actually dating.

Before I could even figure out why she’d kissed me a second time, her lips left mine, and she grabbed my arm tightly.

When I looked at her closely, I saw that her cheeks were faintly flushed.

「Miyagi.」

I called her name, though I wasn’t sure what I wanted to say.

Her hand, which had been gripping my arm, slipped up to my shoulder. Then she leaned her weight against me, and I toppled backward without much resistance.

From the cold floor, I looked up at Miyagi. Our eyes met again.

I brushed my hand against her slightly flushed cheek.

「Close your eyes.」

She said softly, her gaze still fixed on mine.

「I don’t want to.」

She was probably planning to kiss me again, but it felt like such a waste to close my eyes.

I wanted to keep looking at her—at this version of her I might never see again, flushed and leaning over me, wanting to kiss me.

[image: Miyagi moves in closer toward Sendai; taking hold of her arm as they kiss.]
But Miyagi didn’t seem willing to grant me that wish.

Even though she was the one who’d pushed me down, she started to pull away, so I caught her arm.

「Just kiss me like this.」

What I really wanted, more than the kiss itself, was to ask what she was feeling right now.

But I knew that if I did, it would put a stop to everything that was happening right now.

And if that was the choice I had to make, then I’d rather have the kiss than nothing at all.

「Miyagi.」

I called her name again. When she didn’t move, I added, “You can still kiss me even if I don’t close my eyes, can’t you?”

「No, I can’t.」

She said firmly.

「Then let’s do something else instead.」

「What are you talking about?」

「I’m saying I’m fine with it.」

I moved my hand from Miyagi’s arm to her neck, tracing along the back of it. As I pulled her closer, she spoke in a faintly displeased tone.

「Fine with what, exactly?」

「You pushed me down, and I didn’t resist. So I’m saying you can go further if you want.」

「I’m not fine with that, though.」

「Then how about you keep the promise you made me last time?」

I ran my hand along the side of Miyagi’s waist through the fabric of her T-shirt. Then, I took hold of the hem and slowly lifted it.

I had no intention of taking her clothes off.

If I did, Miyagi would probably run away—and if I wasn’t careful, she might never let me touch her again.

Just as I’d raised her shirt to just below her ribs, she flinched slightly, and I stopped.

「Sendai-san, what promise are you talking about?」

She asked, sounding annoyed.

「After you were done touching me last time, I said I wanted to touch you too, but you said “not now,” remember?」

「That doesn’t mean I promised you could do it next time.」

「If it wasn’t okay then, doesn’t that mean it should be okay now?」

「No, it doesn’t. I don’t want to do it right now either, so stop.」

Miyagi said in an irritated tone as she tried to grab my hand, but I slipped it under her T-shirt before she could.

I traced the outline of her ribs, my palm brushing against her smooth skin, and stopped just below her chest. I stroked the side of her body with my fingers, as if to pour my warmth into her, then moved my hand around to her back.

I’d touched Miyagi directly like this once before.

Back then, the room had been dark, and I couldn’t see her face—but now, I could see everything clearly.

Her cheeks were more flushed than before.

Her lips were slightly parted, like she had something she wanted to say.

I wanted to pull her close and kiss her, yet at the same time, I wanted to keep looking at her like this.

When I gently pressed on her spine, just above her waist, Miyagi’s body twitched, and she furrowed her brows.

「I told you I didn’t want to do it right now, didn’t I?」

Her voice sounded irritated, but she didn’t actually try to stop my hand.

I ran my fingers up along her spine, and Miyagi called my name again—her tone firmer this time.

「Sendai-san, stop.」

「Don’t say that. Just let it happen.」

My hand moved to the back of her bra.

I felt the clasp under my fingertips and hesitated.

I wanted to undo it, but I also didn’t want to do anything that would upset Miyagi today.

「Can I take this off?」

I asked, and without a second’s pause, she answered,

「Absolutely not.」

―Right. I figured as much.

I’d asked knowing exactly what she’d say, but I had no intention of forcing her to let me.

Still, I didn’t want to stop, so I moved my hand to her chest and touched her over her bra. As soon as I did, Miyagi grabbed my hand.

「How come you don’t want to touch me—or let me touch you—right now?」

If she didn’t want to do it today, I was fine with waiting until she was ready, but I at least wanted to know why.

But Miyagi didn’t answer.

「At least tell me the reason.」

「I’ll tell you if you move your hand.」

Miyagi said, sounding genuinely displeased.

「Then you’ll have to let go of my hand first, or I can’t move mine.」

I countered, and Miyagi released my hand.

I pulled mine away too.

「Is this good enough?」

I asked, and Miyagi averted her gaze before finally speaking, her voice soft and uncertain.

「… The reason I don’t want to right now is because… it’ll just make everything confusing. I feel like it’d mess up the memories I have of us going to the aquarium today.」

Her words completely caught me off guard.

I couldn’t take it any other way than her saying that both touching me and being touched by me felt good.

And on top of that, it sounded like she meant it would feel so good she’d lose all sense of what was happening—to the point where the memories of our trip to the aquarium today would get muddled.

Would Miyagi really think something like that?

Well, since she’d said it herself, it had to be true—yet I still couldn’t quite believe it.

「It’s kind of crazy hearing that from you. Are you okay?」

I couldn’t help but worry that maybe Miyagi had lost a screw holding something important together in her head.

「Of course I’m not okay. Now fix my T-shirt for me already.」

She shot back bluntly, glaring at me.

Now I really wouldn’t be surprised if I just suddenly died today, I thought as I pulled her T-shirt back down, smoothed out the fabric, and watched Miyagi sit back up.


INTERLUDE

A Distant Memory & My Promise With Miyagi

Miyagi and I had promised to go somewhere together, but I still couldn’t decide on the right place.

I wanted it to be enjoyable for her, so I asked if she had anywhere in mind, but she only said she wanted to stay home, and we ended up spending the day together without choosing a destination.

Home was a place to stay, not a place to go.

Miyagi always had a way of giving answers that didn’t actually answer the question.

Because of that, something that would’ve been easy to plan with anyone else ended up getting stuck in the “still deciding on a destination” phase.

I lay down on the floor, dragged the platypus tissue box toward me, and rested it on my stomach.

「Do you know of any good places to go?」

I asked the platypus as I held its little hand.

The platypus sitting on my stomach was something Miyagi had picked out when we went shopping for an electric kettle together. Staring at its expressionless face, I started thinking that maybe it would be good to choose somewhere with a lot of cute things like it. But the only thing I could imagine was Miyagi immediately saying, “I’m going home,” the moment we arrived. She didn’t seem to dislike cute things, but she’d never admitted to liking them either.

「Hmm, cute things, huh… platypuses… crocodiles… Oh, what about a zoo?」

It wasn’t just the platypus tissue box cover—Miyagi had a crocodile one of her own back when we were in high school. And she’d known what borzois were even though I’d never heard of them before. I’d asked her if she liked animals because of that, but she denied it at the time. Still, Miyagi probably did like them.

She was likely fond of cute things too, but animals were probably what mattered most to her, so a zoo seemed like a pretty decent place to go. Crocodiles weren’t exactly rare at zoos, and seeing a platypus would probably make her really happy.

But there was one problem—zoos were unbearably hot in the summer. Getting Miyagi to walk around under the scorching sun would be difficult, so somewhere cooler would definitely be better. And honestly, Miyagi would probably turn the idea down immediately, saying it was too hot.

「… I wonder if there’s anywhere you can see platypuses besides a zoo?」

I picked up my phone and started searching for places where you could see a platypus indoors.

But I was quickly met with disappointment.

「There’s nowhere to see platypuses in Japan at all, let alone indoors, huh.」

Realizing I was back at square one, I sighed.

If there wasn’t a single place in Japan where we could see platypuses, then I couldn’t think of any other place that would make Miyagi happy.

「Platypuses, crocodiles… platypuses, crocodiles… Hmm…」

I wasn’t trying to play a word association game with myself, but as I stroked the platypus’s head, I searched for something the two had in common.

Oh, wait.

Suddenly, I realized what those two things had in common.

Both platypuses and crocodiles lived near water.

「An aquarium.」

Considering how it was related to other things Miyagi liked, it didn’t seem like a bad idea at all.

Unlike zoos, aquariums were mostly indoors, and even if they were a little crowded during summer break, at least they weren’t as hot as being outside. There might not be crocodiles there, but I doubted she’d mind not seeing them. I wasn’t sure whether Miyagi liked fish or not, but I’d never heard her say she didn’t. It could be something she was interested in—and besides, there weren’t many other places I could take her where she could enjoy herself without needing to talk to me.

I sat up and placed the platypus on my lap.

Then I started looking up aquariums on my phone.

So many came up that it was hard to pick one, and I gently tugged on the platypus’s hand.

I couldn’t choose anything that would require an overnight trip. Miyagi wanted a day trip at most, which narrowed down my options.

「I wonder if there are any good ones nearby.」

I searched for aquariums that fit within Miyagi’s preferences so she wouldn’t complain. I found a few that matched what she’d want and checked their official websites.

If we were going to an aquarium, I wanted to choose the one I thought Miyagi would enjoy the most.

Asking her directly would’ve been the ideal way to decide, but I doubted she’d pick one herself. If I asked, she’d probably just say something like, “I’ll leave it up to you, Sendai-san.”

Large fish, small fish, dolphins, seals, and penguins.

There were plenty of other animals too, but I wanted to take Miyagi to an aquarium where she could see all of them in the best environment possible.

「Which animals are the most fun to see at aquariums, anyway?」

I wondered as I kept holding the platypus’s hand.

To be honest, I couldn’t even picture Miyagi being happy at all.

But if it were me, what would I want to see?

I’d been to aquariums before, but only when I was little, so my memories of them were vague.

And they weren’t memories I particularly wanted to revisit anyway—because they reminded me of my family.

I’d been a few times back then, but the last clear memory I had was from when I was in second grade.

That time, I went with my older sister, who was two years older than me.


◇◇◇


「Onee-chan, what’s this weird looking fish over here?」

I said, standing in front of a tank while tugging on my big sister’s arm.

「Which one?」

「That long, thin-looking one.」

I pointed toward the long, shiny silver-colored fish.

「Hmm, let me think… that one seems to be a hairtail.」

「What kinda fish is it?」

「Well, I heard they’re pretty tasty.」

「Really?」

「Yeah, that’s what it said in the book I read.」

My big sister explained with a grin.

「Then what’s that one?」

I pointed at a tank where a bunch of little fish were gathered together to form what looked like the shape like a big fish, just like what I saw in my picture books.

「Sardines, probably?」

「Sardines! I know those. You can eat them too, right?」

「Yep. We had them for dinner the other night, remember?」

「Yeah! They tasted really good.」

「We should have them again sometime.」

My sister said with a smile, and we stared at the sardines for a while.

Then we kept walking until I stopped again.

「Onee-chan, what’s that?」

At the bottom of a tank, I spotted an interesting fish I’d never seen before.

「Oh, that one’s a cat shark.」

She answered immediately.

I didn’t know much about fish, but when we came into the aquarium, onee-chan said, “I studied up on fish before coming here,” and now she could answer every question I asked.

Onee-chan was amazing.

She always taught me anything I wanted to know.

And she was almost never wrong.

「Is it called a cat shark because it looks like a cat?」

「I read it’s because the bulges above their eyes look like cat ears.」

「Really? They don’t look like cat ears to me.」

「Maybe they can make their “ears” move and meow just like cats do.」

「Fish don’t make any sounds!」

I retorted, and onee-chan laughed and said, “Yeah, you got me there.”

I laughed with her, but since we weren’t supposed to make much noise in the aquarium, we laughed quietly for a bit before walking over to a tank that looked like a coral reef.

There were fish swimming there that were more colorful than any we’d seen so far, and even some whose names I knew.

「Onee-chan, look! Those are clownfish!」

I tugged on her arm again, and she happily replied,

「You’re right. They’re so cute.」

「Are clownfish edible too?」

「Hmm, I wonder. Well, I’m not sure, but…」

「But?」

「You seem to like them a lot, Hazuki, so even if they are edible, I’ll make it a rule that no one’s allowed to eat them.」

She said with a smile, patting my head.

Not only was my big sister knowledgeable, she was also incredibly kind. That’s why I felt so lucky to be her little sister. There was another pair of sisters walking a little ahead of us, and the older one seemed to be teaching her younger sister something too, but my big sister was definitely more amazing. And nicer, too.

「So clownfish are fish you aren’t allowed to eat, then.」

I smiled back at her, and she pointed at the tank next to us.

「Hazuki, there are some cute fish over there, too.」

「Oh, you’re right! Let’s go see them, onee-chan.」

「Hazuki, wait. We’re going to get lost like this. Should we hold hands?」

Just as I was about to run toward the next tank, my big sister held her hand out to me.

The inside of the aquarium was about the same color as the tanks around us, and it was a little dark. There were lots of people too, and if I wasn’t careful, I knew I’d get lost and wouldn’t be able to find my big sister. So I grabbed her hand tightly.

「This should keep us safe. It’d be pretty bad if we got separated, so let’s make sure to stay together.」

My big sister said in her calm, gentle voice.

I really wanted to run from tank to tank, like I was diving straight into the ocean myself, but we weren’t supposed to make much noise in the aquarium, and running was dangerous too. So my big sister and I walked slowly together as we waited for Mom and Dad to catch up to us.


◇◇◇


「Cute looking fish, huh.」

I squeezed the platypus’s beak as tightly as I could, then let out a small sigh.

After that, I reached over, pulled a tissue from its back, and sighed again.

I hadn’t meant to bring up those vague memories, but once the past slipped into my mind, it took over my mind on its own, and suddenly I was thinking back on the kid I used to be.

I clenched my hand tightly.

The past didn’t matter anymore.

My sister and I weren’t the same as we were back then.

Our parents’ attention had shifted entirely to her, and the conversations we used to have when we were close had disappeared. I tore up the memories we’d shared, like shredding the pages of a notebook filled with secrets.

Even so, pieces of those memories still surfaced sometimes—just like today—from somewhere deep inside me.

I pushed those fragments aside, trying to bury them under new memories instead.

「Hey, little platypus.」

I said to the platypus Miyagi had brought into my room, and hugged it.

This tissue box cover was something Miyagi found when we went to buy an electric kettle together.

The fluffy platypus we brought home that day had even witnessed me piercing Miyagi’s ears.

It was full of memories of her, and I knew we’d only keep adding to it.

And the crocodile tissue box cover that was probably in Miyagi’s room right now had its own memories too.

That crocodile had watched over the two of us back in high school.

「The aquarium sounds perfect, doesn’t it?」

It was a bit crude to lump platypuses and crocodiles together with fish, but they did have one thing in common—they lived in or near water—so it wasn’t like they were completely unrelated.

As I was now, I probably couldn’t find a better place to take Miyagi—one that would make her happier than an aquarium. I doubted I could pick out the best one to go to either. Miyagi and I didn’t talk about these things enough for me to know.

But there was still meaning in going together.

Making a new memory with her might let me learn something new about her, too.

I continued scrolling through different aquariums on my phone.

There was one with glowing jellyfish tanks and even options to feed some of the animals.

Even the penguins there were arranged to look like they were flying through the sky, which I found fascinating.

The old me never would have chosen an aquarium on my own, but when I thought about Miyagi, I found myself wanting to go to one with her.

Rather than the hazy memories of my family, my heart was drawn to a future with Miyagi.

「Thanks.」

I softly kissed the platypus’s beak, grateful it had led me to the idea of going to an aquarium.
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Five thousand yen, three times a week.

Last summer vacation, Sendai-san had suddenly suggested that arrangement — tutoring me over the break in exchange for money.

Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays.

Those were the days she used to come over back then. But this year, she was by my side every single day. Even without the five-thousand-yen bills, even without the excuse of tutoring me, she was always here — to say good morning, and to say good night. She wasn’t family, and she wasn’t a friend either, yet she’d become someone I’d grown used to having around every day. And today was no different.

「Do you want to take a break now, Miyagi?」

It had been a little over three hours since we’d started watching a foreign drama together.

Sitting beside me, Sendai-san sounded a bit tired — or rather, she just seemed tired of staring at the screen.

「I want to watch one more episode.」

Three hours might’ve sounded like a long time, but we still hadn’t even finished the first season yet. There were still plenty of episodes left, and I was curious about what would happen next. It felt too early to be taking a break.

「Okay, you watch it, then.」

Even though Sendai-san had been the one to suggest watching this series together, she abandoned her responsibility to see it through and flopped onto her bed.

「You want me to watch it by myself? How are you going to keep up with the story if I do that?」

「Don’t worry, I’ll be fine. I’ll just have you fill me in later.」

Sendai-san said that from on top of her bed, looking lazy and disheveled now.

This was her room, so I didn’t mind if she wanted to laze around or make a fuss, but telling me to watch the drama she’d promised to see with me by myself? That was a different story.

「I’m not going to fill you in on anything. Now stop lying there and come watch it for yourself.」

「But I’m tired.」

「You’re just bored, aren’t you?」

「I’m not bored, but sitting for too long is exhausting. Oh, I know. Why don’t we go out for a change of pace?」

「You always want to go out somewhere, Sendai-san. We just went to the aquarium the other day. Wasn’t that enough?」

We’d already fulfilled our promise to go out together just a few days ago. We’d also agreed to visit the zoo sometime, but that was supposed to be in autumn, and we hadn’t decided when to go back to the aquarium yet, either.

「Well, you know, it’s summer break. We should do something that’s more fitting for summer, and I think it’d be fun to go outside together.」

「No. And what exactly do you consider “fitting for summer”?」

I had no idea where she wanted to go, but it was already evening. I couldn’t think of a single place we could go to at this hour. Just because it was summer vacation didn’t mean we had to do anything that suited the season.

「Like going to the pool, or watching fireworks together.」

「It’s already too late to go to the pool, and there aren’t any fireworks tonight. The other day you were talking about a trip to the hot springs, too. You’re just tossing out ideas at random, aren’t you? If you want to go somewhere, at least be serious about it.」

「Alright, then how about going out to buy ice cream together?」

「We already did that a few days ago.」

「Okay, then what about going out for food?」

To me, just staying here together was enough. We didn’t need to force ourselves to do something “fitting for summer.”

Even though I’d always been used to being alone, that didn’t mean I liked it. I’d never been fond of long breaks, but with Sendai-san here, it didn’t feel so bad anymore. There were even a few things we could do together that seemed fun.

But still, I really didn’t feel like going outside right now.

「I don’t want to go out right now. I’ll just read some manga. You can keep resting there if you want, Sendai-san.」

I turned down Sendai-san’s suggestion and paused the show we’d been watching. Picking up my phone, I opened an e-book. As I leaned against the bed and flipped through the pages, I suddenly felt someone tug at my hair from behind.

「Miyagi.」

Sendai-san’s voice came from above me.

It seemed she’d stopped rolling around and had sat up instead.

「What is it?」

I asked without taking my eyes off my phone.

「I’m bored.」

「If you’re that bored, how about we keep watching the show together?」

「No thanks.」

She sounded tired as she tugged on my hair again. That wasn’t all—Sendai-san started gathering my hair, bundling it together as she kept touching it quietly.

「What are you doing?」

I asked, still flipping through my manga.

「Braiding your hair.」

Only then did I realize she was being completely unproductive, just braiding and unbraiding my hair over and over.

「Are you having fun?」

「Yep. Plenty.」

I had no idea what she found so fun about it, but since it didn’t get in the way of me reading manga—and since she seemed to be enjoying herself—I just let her do it.

It was a manga I’d already read several times before, so even without needing to turn the page, I already knew what the next line would be. And yet, I kept turning the pages anyway.

The story kept moving across my phone screen.

Sendai-san’s hands didn’t just touch my hair. Every so often, they brushed against my ears or the back of my neck.

I kept turning the pages.

The more I did, the longer her hands lingered around my ears and nape. I could feel her body heat against my skin—something I couldn’t feel through my hair—and it was strangely comforting. Even though I couldn’t see her, I could still feel her.

「Why don’t you come up here too, Miyagi?」

Apparently bored of braiding my hair, Sendai-san asked quietly, then pressed a light kiss to the top of my head.

「No. I feel like you’re going to do something weird to me if I do.」

「You don’t want that?」

「No, I don’t.」

I set my phone down on the table, still keeping my back to Sendai-san.

「It’s okay if you lose all your senses today, though, isn’t it?」

She whispered into my ear, and I pushed her head away.

It wasn’t fair of her to bring up what I’d said last time.

I forced down the urge to run away.

Our trip to the aquarium had ended up being a lot more fun than I’d expected, and because of that, I’d tried to be more honest—to tell her what I was really thinking. But now, it felt like I’d gone too far. I’d ended up saying more than I should’ve.

「Of course not.」

「Then how long are you planning to make me wait?」

Sendai-san asked in a gentle tone.

「How about for the rest of your life?」

「Do you really think I can wait that long, Miyagi?」

「Well, do your best.」

「It’s not like you hate doing it with me, though, right?」

Instead of saying she’d try her best to wait, she asked me something else.

I didn’t want to answer.

If I said I didn’t hate it, she’d take it as permission to keep going. But if I said I did, she’d probably never touch me again—and I didn’t want that either.

「Miyagi.」

Sendai-san said as she ran her fingers through my hair. Then her hand moved to my ear, and slowly down to my neck.

「You’re so annoying, Sendai-san.」

I slapped her hand away, and she backed off without much resistance. A soft thud sounded from behind me. When I turned toward the bed, I saw her lying down.

「Don’t worry, I’ll wait.」

Sendai-san smiled as if to reassure me, but her words didn’t match her actions. The same hand she’d just pulled back reached out again, touching my chin. Her fingertips slid down my neck and stopped at my collarbone.

「It doesn’t seem like you’re waiting at all.」

I caught her hand—because if I didn’t, it looked like it would slip under my T-shirt next.

She’d said she would wait, but what she was doing made it clear she wanted it now.

「I just want to touch you again, Miyagi. But I won’t go any further until you let me.」

Sendai-san seemed to have no sense of shame at all, saying things like that without even a hint of embarrassment.

The other day, when I’d asked how good it felt when I touched her, she’d actually admitted—crazy enough—that she sometimes did it herself.

Normally, she’d never say something like that.

Sometimes I caught myself wondering if she’d done it again since that day. Of course, it wasn’t exactly an easy topic to bring up, so I’d never asked, but I couldn’t help wondering if she’d answer me if I did.

「Don’t touch me anymore. I’m going back to reading my book.」

I said, pulling her hand away from my collarbone.

「But it feels so cold when I can’t touch you.」

Sendai-san said half-heartedly and reached toward me again, so I caught her hand and held it still with mine.

「You’re not cold at all. If anything, I bet you feel hot right now, don’t you, Sendai-san?」

I could tell how warm she was from the hand I was holding down against the bed.

Even though she usually liked the room cold enough for me to find it chilly, lately it had always been kept at a temperature that suited me instead. It was comfortable for me today too, so there was no way Sendai-san was actually cold.

「Yeah, it is pretty hot in here. Pass me the remote. I’ll make it really cold.」

「Really cold? Usually, you like it just a little colder, don’t you?」

「Yeah, but I figured I’d turn it down low enough that the only way you’d feel warm is by clinging to me.」

「Stop saying stupid things and be quiet already, Sendai-san.」

I said, letting go of her hand and pressing my fingertip lightly against her lips. I wasn’t covering her mouth completely, but she still went quiet.

Her lips parted slightly.

I pushed my finger inside, and her tongue immediately curled around it.

My finger grew wet, and I could feel Sendai-san’s warmth.

Her teeth grazed the space between the first and second joints of my finger.

It was only a gentle bite, not enough to hurt.

She pressed down and eased up, again and again.

The warmth of her tongue on my skin and the rhythmic pressure of her teeth felt strangely pleasant.

I slowly pulled my finger out and looked at it.

Seeing how wet it was brought back memories of that day—of the time I’d touched Sendai-san.

Back then, my fingers had been wet with something else.

「Miyagi.」

I heard Sendai-san call my name.

When I didn’t answer, she got up from the bed and sat down beside me.

「I’ll wipe it for you.」

Sendai-san said, pulling a tissue from the platypus’s back and gently wiping my finger clean.

「Miyagi, you were totally thinking about something erotic just now, weren’t you?」

「No, I wasn’t.」

「Really now?」

「Yes, really. You’re the one who’s always thinking about erotic things.」

I said, picking up the platypus tissue box and smacking it against Sendai-san’s thigh.
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Being within touching distance of someone all the time wasn’t necessarily a bad thing.

If Sendai-san knew how to behave herself, I wouldn’t have minded our bodies touching so much. But it was different when she clearly had no intention of doing so, and after she kept trying to pull those strange things on me, I decided to leave her behind in her room for a moment.

I took out some soda and orange juice from the refrigerator and poured them into two cups.

After taking a quiet breath, I went back to Sendai-san’s room and found her sitting with her back against the bed.

「Well, since you’re up, let’s keep watching the show.」

I said, setting the two cups on the table before sitting down next to her.

「Okay.」

I’d half expected her to complain that she wasn’t done resting yet, or ask for a kiss, but instead she agreed without hesitation. She picked up the cup of orange juice, took a sip, and then reached for my hand.

Her hand, holding mine with just the right amount of pressure, felt a little too warm for summer—but somehow, it was comforting.

I reached for the tablet to press play and start the next episode, but before I could, my phone rang.

When I checked the screen, I saw a text from Ami.

『Is Sendai-san there right now?』

I had a bad feeling about this.

Like Maika, Ami was one of my friends from high school.

After telling Maika that I was living with Sendai-san, there was no way I could keep Ami in the dark, so I’d explained things to her too as best I could. I hadn’t been thrilled about it, but I would’ve felt guilty if she’d heard it from Maika instead, so keeping quiet hadn’t really been an option.

As I mulled over what to reply with, I glanced at Sendai-san.

Ever since I’d told Ami about our living situation, she’d been wanting to talk to Sendai-san, so it wasn’t hard to guess what she’d ask next if I answered with, “Yes.”

What should I do?

I typed out, “No, she’s not,” but quickly deleted it.

Lying to her didn’t feel right.

Even if I avoided it this time, the same thing would just happen again sooner or later.

After finally mustering up the courage, I sent a reply.

『Yeah, she’s here.』

A response came almost immediately.

After a few messages back and forth, I learned that Ami was actually with Maika right now, and that the two of them had been talking about Sendai-san.

Reading that last message made me sigh.

「Did something happen?」

Sendai-san asked, giving my hand a gentle squeeze.

「… One of my friends wants to talk to you. Is it okay if we video call her right now?」

Ami was hanging out with Maika, and I knew Sendai-san wouldn’t say more than necessary about our relationship, so things shouldn’t turn weird.

I knew that.

I knew that, and yet, I couldn’t stop myself from feeling uneasy.

Ideally, I wanted Sendai-san to say, “I don’t really want to talk right now,” but she rarely ever turned down my requests.

「I’m fine with it. I’m guessing this friend isn’t Utsunomiya, then?」

Sendai-san asked as she let go of my hand.

I gave the answer she was probably expecting.

「Yeah, it’s someone else.」

Then I sent a message to Ami. Almost immediately, my phone rang, and when I picked it up, a cheerful voice came from the other end of the line.

「Is Sendai-san actually there?」

「Yeah, she is. Here, look.」

I said, turning my phone toward Sendai-san.

「Whoa, it’s the real Sendai-san.」

「You say that like there’s some impostor of me out there somewhere.」

Sendai-san replied with a small laugh.

「Oh, sorry for asking to talk so suddenly. I heard about you from Shiori, and I really wanted to try talking to you sometime, but I ended up forcing you into it, didn’t I? Ah—right, I should introduce myself first.」

When Ami said that, I realized I’d completely forgotten to introduce her to Sendai-san. But before I could say anything, Sendai-san responded naturally with,

「Don’t worry about it, I know who you are. You’re Shirakawa, right? Shirakawa Ami.」

「Huh? Did Shiori tell you about me?」

「Yep. Plus, I saw you and Miyagi together all the time back in high school.」

She said as if it were the most natural thing in the world, even though I’d never told her any of that before. Then she took my phone from me and started answering all of Ami’s questions one after another.

How can one person be so effortlessly good at everything?

She and Maika had become friends in no time, and now she was chatting with Ami—someone she’d never even been in the same class with—as if they’d been close since high school.

I could hardly even believe we were the same species.

I could occasionally hear Maika’s cheerful voice coming through from the other side of the line. Sendai-san spoke so eloquently, it was hard to believe she’d been trying to touch me all over just moments ago.

Right now, I felt like nothing more than a doll, mechanically responding whenever my name was mentioned.

I wasn’t sure how long the four of us talked.

It might’ve been a few minutes, or maybe several tens of minutes.

Before I even realized it, the video call had ended, and Sendai-san handed my phone back to me.

「The three of you sure get along well.」

Sendai-san’s voice was quieter than usual.

「Well, yeah. They’re my friends, after all.」

「… What about me?」

She asked in her usual tone, but with an uncharacteristically serious expression.

The answer, though, was obvious from the start.

「You’re my roommate, aren’t you?」

That was the word Sendai-san had given me on the day of our high school graduation.

It was the word that would define our relationship for the next four years we lived together, until we graduated from university. I couldn’t think of any other word that fit us better.

「Anything else?」

「My former classmate.」

「And what else?」

「A former schoolmate?」

「And?」

「… Is there something you want me to say specifically?」

「No, I was just asking.」

Sendai-san said in the same cheerful tone she’d used while talking to Ami, and then tightened her grip on my hand.

「That hurts, Sendai-san.」

She was squeezing so hard it felt like my bones might break, so I tried to pull away. Sendai-san loosened her grip, but didn’t let go. As if it were only natural, she leaned in close and pressed a kiss to my cheek. Her fingertips traced my lips—and just then, my phone buzzed with a notification. Ignoring it, Sendai-san tried to kiss me again, so I pushed her away.

「Wait, my phone.」

「Just check it later.」

She sounded a little annoyed as she silenced me with a kiss.

It only lasted for a moment before her lips pulled away, but when I reached for my phone again, she kissed me once more.

I wasn’t even in a hurry to check it—but she was making me want to, with the way she was constantly trying to stop me.

「I told you to wait.」

I said as I firmly pushed Sendai-san away by the shoulders and picked up my phone. On the screen was a message from Ami that read: “Thanks for earlier. Let Sendai-san know I said thank you as well.”

I sent her a quick reply, then looked back at Sendai-san.

「Ami wanted to thank you for earlier.」

「Tell her I said I had fun talking to her too.」

「I will, but why were you so insistent on stopping me from checking my phone?」

「Because I just wanted to kiss you.」

Sendai-san answered without hesitation and traced my lips with her fingertip. As soon as she pulled her hand away, she pressed her lips against mine.

This time, the kiss lasted longer than before. Then, she kissed the hand she’d been holding earlier, too.

At times like this, it was hard to believe she was the same person who’d been chatting with Ami just moments ago. This was a side of Sendai-san only I ever got to see, and I didn’t want anyone else seeing her like this.

「You could’ve just kissed me after, you know.」

I said, letting go of her hand and lightly smacking her arm.

「Well, we didn’t get to kiss earlier, so it’s fine, isn’t it?」

「Earlier? You mean when we were talking to Ami?」

「Yep.」

「Are you an idiot, Sendai-san? If you did that in front of her, they’d be asking me stuff like, “What is Sendai-san to you, Shiori?” for the rest of my life.」

「You can just tell them we’re roommates, can’t you?」

Sendai-san said with a smile on her face.

How annoying.

There was something snarky about the way she said that.

So, in protest, I bit down hard on the back of her neck.

Sendai-san didn’t say it hurt, nor did she tell me to stop.

My teeth sank into her soft skin, and she wrapped her arms tightly around my back. Her hold was so strong I couldn’t pull away. I tried to free myself, but Sendai-san wouldn’t let go.

「Sendai-san!」

I called her name sharply, and the pressure around my back finally eased.

「You could’ve bit me even harder, you know?」

「No, I’m done.」

I said, putting a bit of distance between us and leaning against the bed.

「If you were going to bite me anyway, you could’ve at least left a mark that lasts through all of summer break.」

Rather than getting angry about me biting her, Sendai-san said something stupid instead.

No matter how hard I bit her, or even when I tied her up, blindfolded her with a towel, or touched her wherever I wanted, she never really got angry with me.

Sometimes she’d hesitate, but in the end, she always let me get away with everything I wanted.

She was capable of doing everything perfectly, and she didn’t need someone like me.

And yet, for some reason, she always stayed by my side.

「You’re such a pervert, Sendai-san.」

Even if she wasn’t exactly a pervert, she was still a very strange person.

No matter what I did to her, she was always kind to me.

And I kept taking advantage of that kindness, unable to do a single thing for her in return.

「I’m starting to think so too.」

Sendai-san said with a sigh.

「Miyagi.」

「What?」

「Make sure I’m the only person you consider your roommate, okay?」

「That goes without saying. It’s not like I could just go live with someone else anyway.」

「Promise me.」

Sendai-san said, hooking her pinky around mine.
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Today wasn’t a very good day.

It was raining, and it looked like a thunderstorm could break out at any moment. Sendai-san wasn’t home right now because she was at work. I wished she’d stay home and take a break on days like this, but she went to her student’s house like always. It seemed like both her job as a tutor and her student were very important to her.

I knew Sendai-san would never take a day off from work, but being alone like this made me want to complain about her not being here.

Even though I knew it wouldn’t really distract me, I tried reading manga, but nothing on the pages would stick. I couldn’t focus on video games either. Instead, I kept worrying about whether the weather would get even worse.

It was already later than when Sendai-san normally came home, and there was no sign of her voice saying “I’m home.”

I picked up the black cat plush from my bookshelf and lay down with it in bed.

Both the gloomy weather and my pointless worries felt like Sendai-san’s fault.

I stroked the plush’s back and set it on my chest.

Even though it had been several days already, I still couldn’t stop thinking about how Sendai-san had asked what she was to me.

On the day we talked with Ami and Maika, Sendai-san had wanted me to call her something other than my “roommate.” But aside from the few words that described what we used to be, “roommate” was the only other thing I could bring myself to say.

The truth was, Sendai-san and I were two people who were never meant to meet.

Even when we were in the same class, there was always a boundary between us. I never went near where she and her friends were, and she never approached me either. We were simply classmates—nothing more, nothing less. And yet, somehow, after everything that happened, we ended up being connected by the word “roommate.”

And now, it felt like Sendai-san was determined to make me find another word to define us.

Her presence had already taken root in my life so deeply that it couldn’t be erased. She was always there—appearing in my schedule, shaping my days, changing me into someone I hadn’t been before.

Maybe there was a word that suited us better than “roommates,” but I didn’t know what it was, and I didn’t want to find out.

I just wanted us to stay as roommates.

Even after graduating from university.

I wanted this time together to last forever.

And I was afraid that if we tried to call ourselves something else, and that word didn’t fit us, we’d end up losing everything.

I caressed the black cat plush’s head and kissed its nose lightly.

Setting it by my pillow, I closed my eyes—but a sudden, heavy rumble from outside made my body tense up.

It wasn’t a sound I wanted to hear, yet I couldn’t stop myself from listening for it.

No more thunder followed.

I let out a quiet sigh and sat up. Just then, I heard something from the other side of my door.

When I stepped out of my room to see what it was, I locked eyes with Sendai-san.

「I’m home.」

Sendai-san said softly as she was about to enter her room.

「Welcome back. Your hair’s soaked. Was it raining that hard outside?」

I asked, grabbing her arm before she could go in. My hand met the damp fabric of her sleeve; it wasn’t just her hair, her clothes were wet too.

「The rain wasn’t bad, but the wind was really strong.」

Her messy hair was proof of that, and it stood out even more since she hadn’t tied it up today.

That was when I realized the loud noise I’d heard earlier probably wasn’t thunder—it was the wind.

「Have you eaten yet, Miyagi?」

「No, not yet.」

「Then let’s eat together. I’m going to get changed first, so give me a few minutes.」

「Why don’t you take a bath first? We can eat afterward.」

She wasn’t soaked to the point that her hair or clothes were dripping with water or anything, but it still didn’t seem like a good idea for her to stay that wet.

「I’m pretty hungry right now, so I’ll take a bath later.」

「You’ll catch a cold if you stay like that, though.」

Before summer vacation last year, Sendai-san had once shown up at my apartment completely drenched. She wasn’t wearing her school uniform now, but the blouse she had on reminded me of that day, and the sight of it made the memory resurface.

She hadn’t caught a cold then, but she might this time, which was why I wanted her to bathe and change as soon as possible. If she insisted on staying like this, I knew I’d end up wanting to take off her clothes for her—just like I had back then.

Well, no—I hadn’t exactly taken all of her clothes off back then.

But what about now? I wasn’t sure what I might do.

Which was why I wanted her to just take a bath first.

「I’ll dry my hair and change into something else, so I’ll be fine.」

「Go take a bath first.」

「It wasn’t like I’d gotten that drenched, so I don’t think I need to take one immediately.」

She smiled as if to reassure me, but I tightened my fingers on her sleeve and said her name firmly.

「Sendai-san.」

Then, she shrugged my hand off and leaned her back against her bedroom door.

「What, are you planning to strip me if I don’t take one right now? Like that one time?」

She must’ve remembered the same thing I did.

「What if I said I would?」

「Hmm… then I guess I’d do the same to you.」

Sendai-san said as she lifted the hem of my T-shirt. She only raised it enough to reveal a sliver of skin before stopping, as if to say the rest depended on me. I couldn’t tell if she really meant what she’d said or not.

I didn’t want her to undress me, but I wanted to unbutton her blouse the way I had back then. Only this time, I wanted to take the whole thing off—and the bra beneath it as well.

― No, this isn’t good.

Lately, we’d been stepping well beyond the line of what being “roommates” was supposed to mean.

「I wasn’t actually going to undress you.」

There was no need to, either.

I knew that, but my hands moved on their own, finding the top button of Sendai-san’s blouse—the one that was already undone.

「… But I will leave a mark.」

I said as I unfastened the second button.

「Where?」

Without answering her, I unfastened two more buttons, revealing the faint line of her cleavage. I hadn’t undone all the buttons like I had last year, but it was enough to expose her undergarments.

「Miyagi, what happened to not undressing me?」

「I’m not undressing you. I only undid three buttons.」

What I was about to do didn’t belong within the definition of “roommates,” but there was no turning back now.

I knew that if I truly wanted our time together to last forever, I shouldn’t keep crossing this line—but Sendai-san had been the one expanding these boundaries all on her own, until this had simply become normal for us.

Besides, this wasn’t anything new—we’d been doing things like this since the beginning, and we’d already done other things far more inappropriate for people who were supposed to be just roommates.

「You didn’t have to unbutton my blouse if all you’re doing is leaving a mark, you know.」

「What, so you’re saying I can leave one where everyone can see it?」

「Well, I didn’t say that part was okay.」

She said, but she wasn’t really rejecting the idea of me leaving a mark on her.

I pressed my lips to her now exposed neckline.

Sendai-san tugged on my hair, though not very strongly—not enough to stop me from leaving a mark.

I sucked firmly on Sendai-san’s skin, and she neither resisted nor encouraged me. When I pulled my lips away, a red mark remained on her fair skin.

「Seriously, Miyagi. You’re always so quick to do things like this.」

Sendai-san said, tracing the mark I’d left on her with her hand.

「Weren’t you the one who said it was okay for me to leave a mark that would last all through summer vacation the other day? This is basically the same thing. Besides, I made sure to leave it somewhere your student wouldn’t see when you go to work.」

「I appreciate your consideration, but it’ll probably be gone by the time I go to work again.」

「Well, if it disappears, that just means I’ll have to give you another one.」

I pulled Sendai-san’s hand away from her neck and buttoned her blouse back up.

「You say that, but because you were so considerate about where you left it, you’ll never know it’s gone unless you check for yourself, right?」

「Just tell me when it’s gone, then.」

「Nope, you’ll have to check it yourself, Miyagi.」

「Well, we go by the honor system around here.」

「Okay, well in that case, it’s gone already.」

Sendai-san said with a bright, playful smile, and I tried to wipe that smug expression off her face by kicking her in the leg.

「It’s impossible for it to disappear that fast.」

「Oh, really? Why don’t you see for yourself?」

Sendai-san said as she undid one of the buttons I’d just fastened for her and grabbed my arm.

She’d accused me earlier of being quick to do things like this, but that description fit Sendai-san far better than it did me. She was always the one doing things like this—teasing me, and blurring the lines what it meant to be “roommates.”

I pulled my arm free from her grasp.

「I don’t need to check anything. I know it’s still there. Now go take a bath or change your clothes or something. I don’t want you catching a cold.」

「Okay, okay. I’ll go get changed, then.」

[image: A sweaty sendai holds her hand in front of her chest.]
Sendai-san said—her voice even softer than the black cat plush by my pillow—and opened the door to her room.
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I sighed as the train swayed, carrying me home.

Miyagi had left the apartment before I went to work today, saying she was going to hang out with a friend.

It wasn’t as if she needed to stay home or anything, and it was fine for her to have plans with friends as well.

I wasn’t home either, since I had work, and sometimes I’d go out with my own friends too.

Even so, I didn’t really like the idea of Miyagi not being at home, and I couldn’t help wondering who this “friend” she was meeting could be.

Seriously, who could it be?

Utsunomiya had gone back to our hometown for the summer and still hadn’t returned yet.

I knew Miyagi had other friends besides Utsunomiya, but I’d never once heard her mention anyone she was close enough to spend her summer break with.

And on my birthday, of all days.

I stared out the window.

My own birthday had always been so insignificant to me that I hadn’t even realized it was today until I got a few text messages at midnight from people wishing me a happy birthday. I’d never felt anything special about the day I was born, and I didn’t expect Miyagi to celebrate it with me either. She probably didn’t even remember when my birthday was.

Still, knowing that she was out with some friend today of all days made me feel unbearably depressed.

There’s really nothing great about birthdays after all.

I let out a long sigh as I stepped off the train.

The sidewalks glowed faintly under the streetlights as I walked home.

Miyagi had said she’d eat dinner with me tonight, so she was probably back by now. I’d be seeing her soon, but I wasn’t looking forward to it. I was afraid I’d end up asking something stupid like, “Who’d you hang out with today? What kind of person are they?”

I was irritated that she’d chosen today, of all days, to go out with someone.

Even though I knew I was just being unreasonable, I felt like I had a hundred things I wanted to complain to her about.

On days like this, I felt like petting Cali1 would help calm me down, but she wasn’t around.

Then again, now that I thought about it, she was hardly ever wandering around at this time of day anyway.

I climbed the stairs to the third floor, and when I opened the front door, I saw Miyagi’s shoes by the entrance.

It seemed she’d made it back home already.

I took off my shoes and headed into the shared living space, where Miyagi was pacing restlessly near the kitchen.

「I’m home. What are you up to?」

I called out to her as she stood in front of the fridge.

「Welcome home. I’m not up to anything.」

「That’s exactly why I’m asking. What are you doing here if you’re not up to anything?」

Miyagi wasn’t usually the type to hang around the shared space without a reason. It was rare to see her here without cooking something or taking anything from the fridge.

「Seriously, I’m not doing anything, so just wait somewhere else, Sendai-san―」

Miyagi’s words were cut off by the sound of the doorbell.

Instinctively, I turned toward the intercom monitor.

「Oh, someone’s here.」

「I’ll get it, so just go somewhere else, Sendai-san.」

「It’s fine, I’ll answer the door.」

「No, I’ll do it. Just go somewhere else and stay there.」

Miyagi sounded flustered as she hurried toward me and pressed her hands against my shoulders, trying to push me back. Then, she opened the door to her bedroom and shoved me inside.

「Huh? Wait, what—」

I wasn’t prepared for this.

When she’d told me to go to somewhere else, I thought she meant my room, so being pushed into Miyagi’s room completely caught me off guard.

「Just sit down and wait.」

「Sit down? Wait, Miyagi!」

I called after her, but Miyagi shut the door hard behind her and left the room.

「… Isn’t this a little too out of nowhere?」

This was the first time I’d ever set foot in Miyagi’s room since moving in, and the way it happened felt way too casual.

It wasn’t like I needed some big occasion or anything, but being thrown into her room so suddenly just felt wrong somehow.

Since it was my first time here, I’d wanted at least a moment to prepare myself.

But the way she’d shoved me in was so abrupt that my surprise completely drowned out every other emotion.

Though, I guess that was just like us.

Getting pushed into her room like this suited us a lot more than just waiting around for an invitation.

I wandered around her room and stopped in front of her bookshelf.

The atmosphere of her room hadn’t changed much since high school, but on the slightly smaller bookshelf sat a black cat plush. Miyagi had mentioned bringing it with her on the day we went to the aquarium, and seeing it there for myself almost made me break into a smile.

I picked up the black cat plush and stroked its head.

It had been a long time since I’d last seen or touched it, and I couldn’t remember if the texture felt the same as before, but petting it was oddly comforting.

「I’m glad you’re here.」

I said to the black cat, which vaguely resembled Miyagi, and pressed a light kiss to its nose. After running my hand over its head a few more times, I placed it back on the bookshelf. Just a few moments later, I heard the door open.

「Why are you standing up? I told you to sit down.」

「Sorry, I was just looking at the black cat.」

「Sit over here.」

Miyagi pointed to a spot by the table, away from her bed, and set down two cups of orange juice.

「Orange juice? What happened to dinner?」

I asked as I sat where she told me to.

「We’re eating dinner in here. I’ll bring the food now.」

「We’re eating here?」

How strange.

Miyagi—who had never once let me step foot into her room—was now saying we’d be eating dinner here. She was clearly acting different from usual. The only explanations I could think of were that she’d either hit her head somewhere or been brainwashed.

「You have a problem with that?」

Miyagi asked, glaring at me.

「Well, no, but…」

「Then stay put.」

Her curt voice sent a chill down my spine.

So many unbelievable things were happening all at once that I couldn’t calm down.

「Oh, right. Miyagi, do you want to have some cookies together later?」

I asked, stopping her before she left the room.

「Cookies?」

「Yeah, I got them as a birthday present from my student, Kikyou-chan.」

Hanamaki Kikyou was the name of the student I tutored. We were close enough that I called her by her first name, and she’d made some handmade cookies for me as a birthday gift.

「… No. She gave that as a present to you, didn’t she? So you should eat it yourself.」

Miyagi said in a low voice before leaving the room.

A few moments later, she came back carrying a large pizza and some chicken nuggets, setting them down on the table before taking a seat across from me.

「… Why’d you get pizza?」

The question slipped out before I could stop myself.

「You said it yourself just now, didn’t you?」

「Wait, what did I say again?」

「Your birthday.」

「Huh?」

「It’s your birthday today, isn’t it? That’s why I ordered us pizza.」

「Oh… Wait, what?」

I went completely speechless.

Miyagi had said something that I hadn’t expected at all.

「… Happy birthday.」

She murmured.

「…Thanks.」

I replied quietly.

The room suddenly fell quiet, but after a brief silence, we both said “Let’s eat” in unison and reached for the pizza.

No, seriously. What?

Why did Miyagi order pizza for me and even wish me a happy birthday?

I had no idea what was going on.

She knew when my birthday was, so this shouldn’t have been surprising, but having Miyagi actually do something like this for me felt completely unreal.

I didn’t know how to react, or what kind of expression to make.

Even though I was happy, I couldn’t bring myself to smile.

I took a bite of the cheese-covered pizza.

It was good—or at least, it should’ve been.

But with so many unexpected things happening all at once, I couldn’t even taste it properly.

「There’s also some cake for later.」

Miyagi said, adding another surprise to the list.

The Miyagi I knew during summer breaks wasn’t just more lenient than usual.

She was practically like a different person, as if she’d been given some kind of medicine that made her kinder to me.

「You bought one?」

So many unexpected things had happened all at once that my mind and emotions were a complete jumble, and I ended up asking a question with an obvious answer.

「I mean, it is your birthday, after all.」

「… Wait, so the reason you went out earlier was to buy me a cake?」

「… Yeah, so?」

「You should’ve told me.」

「I didn’t want to.」

「Why not?」

「I wanted to go without you finding out, but since you only had work in the evening, you wouldn’t leave the apartment no matter what.」

Miyagi said, as if blaming me, then took a bite of her pizza.

「So you weren’t actually hanging out with a friend?」

「I said I was meeting a friend because it was easier to leave if I had an excuse. I went out alone today.」

I couldn’t help feeling relieved knowing she hadn’t really gone out with some mysterious friend.

「You even went as far as making up an excuse just to go out… You really did all this for me?」

「… Isn’t it normal for a roommate to celebrate your birthday with you?」

「Yeah, but I honestly didn’t expect this at all.」

「Well, we’re roommates, after all. There’s nothing surprising about it.」

「Don’t you think you’re emphasizing the ‘roommate’ part a little too much?」

I knew Miyagi was still clinging to that word, but hearing her repeat it like that made the part of me that longed for more stir uneasily.

「Don’t worry about that. Anyway, let’s keep eating.」

Miyagi said in her usual flat tone, picking up another slice of pizza and taking a bite. Her expression was as grumpy as ever—not even close to a smile.

I wasn’t a penguin, and maybe I wasn’t exactly something Miyagi liked, but if she was going to celebrate my birthday, I wished she’d at least looked a little happier while doing it.

「Okay, but can’t you at least look like you’re enjoying yourself a little?」

I asked, voicing that small wish, and Miyagi frowned.

「No. If I could do that on command, I would’ve done it already.」

「Well, I guess that’s true.」

I stared at Miyagi, who didn’t look the least bit friendly.

Then again, having Miyagi wish me a happy birthday and celebrate with me like this was already way out of the ordinary for her, so seeing her usual grumpy expression somehow felt right.

She’d remembered my birthday, ordered pizza, and even bought me a cake—so it’d be greedy to ask for anything more.

My birthday would come around plenty more times in the future, after all.

It was fine to save more things to look forward to for later.

I glanced at Miyagi, who still refused to smile, and took another bite of my pizza.
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「I’ll go bring the cake and some tea.」

Miyagi stood up after we finished eating the pizza and chicken nuggets, leaving me alone in her room.

As I looked around her room, I noticed that the bed across from me was now a metal-framed one, unlike the bed she’d had back in high school. The bedding was different too. There were things that hadn’t been there before, but also plenty that Miyagi had brought with her when she moved in, like the crocodile tissue box cover.

Even though this was my first time stepping into Miyagi’s room, it felt unmistakably like her.

It was comfortable being here.

It’d make me happy if she kept letting me in like this, but Miyagi was always unpredictable, so I had no idea what things would be like from here on out.

I mean, even today, I hadn’t had the slightest clue that she wanted to celebrate my birthday with me.

I pulled the crocodile tissue box—a friend of the black cat plush—toward me. As I stroked its head and played with its soft little hands, I heard her voice from outside the room.

「Sendai-san, help me open the door.」

I did as she said, and Miyagi came in carrying a tray with cake slices and cups of tea. She set it down on the table.

「Is this a no-bake cheesecake?」

On the plates were slices cut perfectly into isosceles triangles, and I could tell right away Miyagi hadn’t been the one to cut them.

「Yep. That’s what you like, right?」

Miyagi said as she sat down across from me. Her tone carried a hint of nervousness, so I quickly replied,

「Yeah.」

She was probably thinking back to that time I’d bought us slices of no-bake cheesecake to celebrate finishing our exams.

It was such a small detail to remember, but it made me happy anyway.

To be honest, I’d bought those cakes that day because I thought she’d like them. I’d never cared much about the type of cheesecake myself. If I had to choose between shortcake or strawberry tart, I’d probably pick shortcake, but when it came to cheesecake, I didn’t really have a preference.

But now, because Miyagi had gone out of her way to buy this no-bake cheesecake thinking it was what I liked, it was my favorite now.

「Can I eat it?」

I asked, picking up my fork.

「You don’t have to ask. Go ahead.」

「Let’s eat.」

I said, and then took a bite.

The cream—with the tartness of lemon and the smoothness of cream cheese—melted across my tongue. It wasn’t too sweet, and its flavor blended perfectly with the crisp cookie base.

「It tastes really good. Thank you.」

Miyagi furrowed her brows slightly, as if bothered by something, but said nothing.

After I’d eaten about half my slice, I glanced over at her. She finally murmured, “Let’s eat,” and began on her own piece.

Knowing she’d picked this cake with me in mind made it feel almost wasteful to finish it.

If I could, I wanted to save just a small piece of it forever—as proof that she’d remembered what I liked, and bought it for me.

I wanted to gradually fill Miyagi’s mind with more of me—to take up more and more space in her memories.

I wanted her to think of no one but me.

I wanted her to keep learning more about me, and I wanted to know her better than anyone else ever could.

「Miyagi, do you not buy whole cakes for your birthday? You know, like the round ones.」

I asked, figuring it was as good a time as any.

「I don’t really like round cakes.」

「Why not? They’re kind of the standard for birthdays, aren’t they?」

「I don’t really have any good memories associated with them.」

Miyagi muttered quietly, taking another bite of her cake.

She didn’t seem to be in a particularly good mood, but she didn’t seem like she was in a bad one either.

Miyagi hardly ever talked about herself. Even when I asked, her answers were always vague.

I wasn’t sure if she’d tell me, but I still wanted to know why she didn’t like round cakes.

「Can I ask why?」

I tried to sound as gentle as possible.

Miyagi looked up at me for a brief moment, then lowered her eyes to the cake in front of her.

She poked at it with her fork for a while before falling still.

I could tell she was hesitating—trying to decide whether or not to share what must’ve been unpleasant memories.

Just as I was about to tell her it was fine if she didn’t want to talk about it, Miyagi began to speak quietly.

「… When I was a kid, my father would always buy me a round cake for my birthday. But he was always busy with work and away from home, so I always ended up eating it alone.」

She paused there, took a small bite of her cake, then a sip of tea.

Without looking up, she let out a quiet sigh and went on, her voice low, as if she were forcing the words out from somewhere deep inside her.

「And as you’d expect, it was impossible to finish a whole cake by myself. So I’d put the rest in the refrigerator, but the next day it would still be there—untouched, just like I left it. Seeing that always made me feel really lonely. That’s why I don’t like round cakes.」

After finishing her story—something she’d probably never told anyone before—Miyagi took another sip of tea.

Memories of our high school days came rushing back.

Whether it was after school, during summer break, or even winter break, I’d never once seen anyone else at her place.

Miyagi, who’d felt lonely just from seeing a cake sitting in her fridge, had always been by herself.

But things were different now.

「I’m going to prepare a round cake for your birthday, Miyagi.」

「… What’s this supposed to be? Some kind of harassment?」

Miyagi, who’d kept her head down until now, looked up at me with clear displeasure in her voice.

「No. What I mean is, we can finish a whole cake together. If there’s two of us eating it, it’ll be gone in no time.」

「… Are you even going to be home for my birthday?」

It was something that should’ve been obvious, but the uncertain look on her face made me answer firmly.

「Of course I will.」

「What if something comes up? Like if your job runs late, or a friend invites you out?」

「You know Kikyou-chan’s a middle schooler, right? Her parents would kill me if I tutored her that late. And even if a friend asked me to hang out, I’d still put your birthday first. So let’s eat a round cake together, okay?」

I said with a smile, looking straight at her.

But Miyagi didn’t reply.

「I promise I’ll be here.」

There was no way I wouldn’t be home for Miyagi’s birthday this year.

The future might be uncertain, but I knew this was one promise I would never break.

As if to seal that promise, I reached out and touched Miyagi’s earring—but she flinched and pulled away.

「… I don’t want to be disappointed if you promise me something and then break it, so you don’t have to swear on my earrings.」

The reason she’d gotten her ears pierced in the first place was to make sure I kept my promises—and I’d never once broken a promise I’d sworn on her earrings.

Miyagi was the one who’d made things this way.

She must’ve known that—we’d already made plenty of promises like this before. After keeping all of them, I thought I’d earned at least a little of her trust. But right now, Miyagi looked almost afraid to make any promise with me at all.

I looked at her.

If I let things go like this, I knew I’d regret it.

「Don’t worry. Whether I swear on your earrings or not, I won’t break this promise. We’ll have a round cake together for your birthday.」

It was a promise I had to make—whether Miyagi wanted it or not—and one I intended to keep no matter what.

「… Really?」

Her quiet voice sounded like she really wanted to believe me.

「Really. I’ll pick out a really good cake for us, so let’s eat it together.」

I didn’t know how to make her believe me, but I said it as gently as I could. Then I added,

「Can I sit next to you?」

「You always end up sitting next to me without asking, don’t you?」

Miyagi muttered, lowering her eyes.

「Yeah, but I felt like I should ask today.」

「Don’t start saying things you don’t normally say.」

She muttered quietly, but she wasn’t rejecting me.

I sat down beside her and kissed her on the cheek.

When I reached out to touch her, her shoulders trembled slightly.

Instead of touching her ears, I let my fingers brush against her lips.

「Thank you for today. It made me really happy. Can I kiss you here?」

「Why are you asking me that?」

「Because I thought it’d be better if I asked.」

「If you’re going to ask, then I’m going to say no.」

That sounded more like the Miyagi I knew.

Without saying anything else, I pressed my lips against hers.

They weren’t softer than the cream on the no-bake cheesecake, but they were still incredibly soft.

Miyagi’s hands clutched at my clothes.

I pulled back for a moment, then kissed her again.

It was a brief kiss.

Just as I was about to stroke her cheek and kiss her once more, Miyagi spoke before our lips could meet.

「I didn’t know what you wanted for a birthday present, so instead of getting you something, I decided I’d do anything you wanted from me. Can I count that kiss just now as your birthday present?」

She spoke faster than usual, blurting out something I hadn’t expected at all.

「Huh? Wait, no. That didn’t count.」

When I looked at her, I noticed a faint blush on her cheeks—perhaps out of embarrassment.

「Fine. What do you want, then?」

Miyagi asked, tugging lightly at my clothes as if she didn’t want to give me much time to think.

But even as she rushed me, my thoughts refused to settle.

「Hmm…」

I thought for a moment, then took hold of the hand she was using to pull at me.

「Does that mean you’ll do anything I ask, then?」

「As long as it’s not something weird.」

「Whose standards are we talking about here?」

「If we went by yours, nothing would count as weird, Sendai-san.」

Miyagi said something rather rude as she squeezed my hand tightly.

I squeezed back with the same strength, and our hands slowly relaxed together.

Still holding her hand, I finally managed to put my thoughts into words.

「Okay, then I want you to celebrate my birthday with me next year too.」

「Is that all you want?」

「I’ll keep asking for the same thing every year, so make sure you keep granting it.」

If I could ask for one thing as my birthday present, it’d be to have a day like this again.

Just one day each year—reserved entirely for me.

「Even though we’re only going to be roommates for the next four years?」

「You don’t have to be someone’s roommate to celebrate their birthday, you know.」

「That’s true, but… I feel like there are plenty of people who’d want to celebrate your birthday, so it doesn’t have to be with me.」

「I want you to wish me a happy birthday, Miyagi.」

I was happy when anyone wished me a happy birthday—

But hearing it from Miyagi made me the happiest.

「… Well, if that’s what you want, then I guess I don’t mind.」

Miyagi mumbled, then gave my hand a firm squeeze, as if to say that what she’d just promised was real.

Having one of my wishes granted made me greedy for another.

So, I added one more.

「Then I want you to tell me more about yourself, Miyagi. I want to get to know you better.」

「I’m already granting one of your requests, Sendai-san.」

「But you never said you’d only listen to one of my wishes, right? So grant me a second one.」

「That’s unfair.」

「Come on, it’s fine, isn’t it? It’s not even a difficult wish to grant.」

「I mean, it’s not… but what exactly do you want to know about me?」

Miyagi asked, sounding a little resigned.

「Just trivial things. Like your favorite color, or your favorite foods. Ordinary conversations anyone could have. We could talk about things like our trip to the aquarium the other day—or how I’ve come to like penguins because of it.」

「Really?」

「Yep. I had a lot of fun at the aquarium, and I really did come to love penguins. I kinda wish I’d bought a stuffed penguin plush back then. I want to have more of those kinds of small, ordinary conversations with you, little by little. Simple, right?」

We’d known each other for a long time and spent so much time together, yet we’d never really talked all that much.

I wanted to have more of those casual, everyday conversations—the kind anyone could have with each other.

I wanted to tell her things like how much I’d loved going to the aquarium with her, or how I regretted not buying something to remember that day by.

We’d never had any sort of conversations about these things that should’ve been so easy to say out loud.

I also wanted to know about the painful memories she’d buried in her heart, but there were still plenty of other things we needed to talk about first.

「Will you talk more about yourself too, Sendai-san?」

「Of course.」

「Then… I’m fine with that.」

Miyagi said softly.
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Those happy moments from yesterday passed by in the blink of an eye, and by the time I woke up, my birthday was already over.

I sat up in bed and stretched my arms toward the ceiling.

I wished my birthday could’ve lasted today, tomorrow, the day after—maybe even forever—but I knew Miyagi had only celebrated it with me because it was something that came once a year.

She had probably pushed herself really hard yesterday.

I couldn’t imagine her usual self doing any of the things she’d done for me: ordering pizza, preparing cake slices, or even agreeing to spend time with me again in the future.

I didn’t want her to push herself too much, but I was happy that I’d become someone she was willing to exert herself for at all.

After letting out a big yawn, I got out of bed and sat on the floor.

I picked up the small paper bag Kikyou-chan had given me yesterday and opened it. The cookies were apparently handmade and the bag was wrapped so neatly they looked almost store-bought.

Feeling like it would be a waste to leave them untouched again, I untied the ribbon and took a bite.

「This tastes amazing.」

I’d been too full from the pizza and cake yesterday to eat them then, but now the unevenly shaped cookies tasted better than any I’d ever received before.

I took another from the bag and put it in my mouth.

When I was in my third year of middle school, just like Kikyou-chan was now, I spent all my time studying.

If I’d had the time and energy to learn how to bake sweets back then, I might’ve become the kind of person my parents wanted me to be.

But if I’d turned into that person, I never would have met Miyagi.

Thinking that the reason I was able to celebrate my birthday with her yesterday was because the third-year-middle-school me never had the free time or energy to learn how to make cookies… made it feel like maybe I hadn’t wasted that time after all.

Now, I could make snacks and sweets whenever I wanted.

In fact, I felt like it would be fun to bake cookies with Miyagi.

「But I bet she’d say no to that.」

I could practically imagine her furrowing her brows the moment I asked, and that thought made me smile—until my stomach growled loudly. Deciding it was time to wash my face and get ready to eat, I stood up. When I opened my bedroom door, I heard a small sound and stepped outside quietly. That’s when I noticed a bag hanging from my doorknob.

I picked it up, opened it, and looked inside. Something flat and wrapped was tucked in with a card.

I brought the card back into my room. A cat illustration and the words “HAPPY BIRTHDAY” were printed on it.

「Is this a birthday card?」

Yesterday, Miyagi had said she hadn’t prepared a birthday gift for me at all, so for a moment I wondered if this had come from someone else. But the idea of anyone else getting into our apartment to hang something on my doorknob was terrifying, so it had to be from Miyagi.

I reached into the bag and pulled out a small box. I carefully peeled away the wrapping paper, opened the thin lid, and found five little cats inside.

「Chopstick rests, huh?」

A calico, a black cat, a white cat, an orange tabby, and a bicolor cat.

They were so cute I felt like just displaying them in my room.

I wished she had given them to me yesterday.

If she had, she probably wouldn’t have agreed to the two wishes I made, but at least she would have handed these to me herself.

Even if she’d handed them to me while looking irritated, I would’ve hugged her, kissed her, and maybe gone a little further—

Well, not that she would’ve let me.

I picked up the calico and black cats and placed them on my palm.

「Maybe I should wash some rice right now.」

I had planned to have toast for breakfast, but I quickly changed my mind.

I wanted to use the chopstick rests Miyagi had given me.

I left the room and set the two cats on the table in the shared living space.

After washing my face and getting changed, I washed some rice and put it into the rice cooker.

It was still too early to make side dishes, so I sat down.

As I admired the two little cats on the table, Miyagi’s bedroom door opened, and she walked out wearing a set of sweats.

「Good morning.」

I said, and she answered with a quiet, “Good morning,” of her own.

「Thanks for the chopstick rests. These are for my birthday, right?」

I asked, pointing at the cats on the table.

「You said you liked cats, didn’t you?」

Miyagi said coldly, avoiding my question.

「I do like cats, so I’m really happy with these.」

「I didn’t know what you wanted, so I just bought something with a cat design that you could use every day.」

She said, as if dodging the topic, then escaped to the bathroom.

I could’ve grabbed her arm to stop her, or hugged her so she couldn’t run off, but she wouldn’t stay in the bathroom forever, and she definitely wasn’t leaving the apartment in sweats. If I waited, she would return. So I stayed where I was and waited with the cats.
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Something I can use every day, huh?

At first, I wondered why she chose chopstick rests, but from what she’d said, it was clear she’d spent a lot of time thinking about what to get me.

It seemed like my birthday was a day when I could steal Miyagi’s time, occupy her mind, and fill it with thoughts of me.

August 23rd was right in the middle of summer—an easy day to forget. Sometimes even I forgot it was my own birthday.

But thanks to Miyagi, I finally had something to look forward to next time.

I couldn’t help wishing my next birthday would come sooner.

I picked up the calico and black cats from the table and pressed their noses together.

After letting the two cats kiss a few times, I heard Miyagi’s voice behind me.

「What are you doing, Sendai-san?」

「Just playing with the chopstick rests.」

I said, glancing over at her, only for her to turn away.

I set the two cats back on the table and stood up. Before Miyagi could escape again, I caught her by the arm.

「Let go.」

Miyagi said in a grumpy tone.

「I’ll do it if you sit down.」

「I’m going to get changed, so let go of me.」

「I will—after we talk for a bit.」

「… Fine. If it’s just for a little.」

She said, and I let go of her arm. Miyagi reluctantly took a seat in her chair.

「Where are the other chopstick rests?」

Miyagi asked in an unfriendly tone as I sat back down across from her.

「I’m keeping the white cat, the bicolor, and the orange tabby in my room as decoration.」

「You should use them.」

「We only need one chopstick rest per person, right? So I brought out the two I want us to use.」

I said, pointing at the two cats, and Miyagi poked the black one with a frown.

「Well, you brought one too many.」

「That black cat’s yours, Miyagi.」

「But I gave the chopstick rests to you, Sendai-san.」

She said quietly, pushing the black cat toward me.

I knew the fact that there were five of them was just coincidence—not some hint that she wanted us to use them together. Still, since there were five, I figured it wouldn’t hurt to make one hers.

「It’s fine. There are five, so you can have one too.」

I set the black cat beside the calico again, but Miyagi stayed silent.

「You gave them to me, but now that they’re mine, I’m saying I want to give one to you. So use it.」

「… Why the black cat, though?」

Miyagi mumbled, staring at me.

「Because it resembles you.」

I replied. She didn’t argue or complain, but her silence made it clear she didn’t think she was anything like a black cat.

「If you don’t like that one, I can switch it for another. What do you think?」

「I’m fine with this one.」

Miyagi muttered as she stood up.

「Wait, I wanted to ask you something.」

「What is it?」

「Do you want anything for your birthday, Miyagi?」

「No.」

I hadn’t expected a straightforward answer, but her sharp reply still caught me off guard, cutting right through my question in one clean swing.

「Okay… then at least tell me which you like more: fried eggs or tamagoyaki?」

「Why do I have to answer that?」

「Because I said I wanted us to talk about these kinds of trivial things.」

Yesterday, we’d promised each other we’d start having more of these small, everyday conversations. This was my first step toward making that happen.

「… I like both, but I’m more in the mood for fried eggs today. What about you, Sendai-san?」

「I prefer fried eggs, so I guess that means we’re having fried eggs for breakfast.」

I said with a smile, and she quietly added, “I like mine sunny side up.”
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「It’s already September, but it still feels like summer,」

Maika remarked with a deep sigh. It had been a while since I last saw her.

After spending about a month at her parents’ house, she’d come back slightly tanned and in great shape.

「Summer vacation’s a lot longer now that we’re in university, huh.」

「It is, but I pretty much spent the whole time back home at my parents’ house, so I didn’t get to do any of the typical university student things. And even though I’m living alone now, I didn’t get to enjoy that freedom at all.」

She flopped onto the floor like a seal basking on a beach, which made it impossible to feel even a hint of grief. If anything, she looked like she was enjoying herself.

I shifted my gaze from Maika to the table, where two cups of barley tea and a bag of chips sat.

I picked up a cup beaded with condensation and took a sip.

Maika had told me to come over to her place because she had souvenirs for me. The room’s temperature was comfortable—neither too warm nor too cool.

「Well, summer vacation’s not over yet, so you still have time to do those typical university student things.」

「What exactly do typical university students do, anyway?」

Maika asked immediately.

「Hmm… I don’t really know.」

I’d been a university student for six months now, but I wasn’t much different from how I was in high school, so a question like that was hard to answer. Honestly, it felt like something Sendai-san could explain better than I ever could—but if Maika actually contacted her to ask, I knew that would put me in a bad mood, so I kept that thought to myself.

We tossed ideas back and forth for a while, trying to figure out what typical university students were supposed to do.

「Shiori, what if we went on a trip?」

「That sounds like a hassle.」

I gave the same answer I always did whenever I was asked that.

Maika, who’d been lying flat like a seal, lifted herself up and turned back into a human.

「Oh yeah. Ami said I should tell you to go home for winter break.」

「I already told Ami the other day that I wasn’t going home for winter break, though.」

Ami had asked about my winter break plans near the end of August, and I’d already said I had no intention of going back. It was still months away, but that wasn’t going to change.

「She asked me to try persuading you. Are you not going home for New Year’s either?」

「Nope.」

「And your parents don’t hassle you about that?」

「My family’s pretty hands-off.」

My father was the type to put work above everything else, and he never paid enough attention to bother with me.

Honestly, the reason I didn’t go home during summer break was because he was hardly ever around in the first place.

「I’m so jealous. I want to stay here during winter break too, but I have to go back. At least I get New Year’s money, though.」

「Getting New Year’s money… that sounds nice.」

「Why don’t you go back too, Shiori? Ami would love it.」

「Well, I do want to see Ami, but…」

That really was how I felt, but I couldn’t imagine returning to an empty apartment again.

「Everyone’s probably going home for New Year’s anyway, so won’t you feel lonely staying here by yourself?」

Maika hadn’t said the words, “Let’s go home together,” outright, but I could tell she was clearly hinting at it.

「I don’t think Sendai-san’s going home for the winter either, so I probably won’t be alone.」

I hadn’t actually asked Sendai-san about her plans yet, but I couldn’t imagine her going home just for New Year’s, and I’d rather stay here than return to an empty apartment.

「So Sendai-san’s not going home either, huh. Now that you mention it, she stayed here over the summer too, didn’t she?」

「Yep.」

「Did you two go anywhere together?」

「Yeah, we did.」

I knew she’d ask.

If I were in Maika’s shoes, I’d be asking the same thing.

But it was hard to answer.

Even though I hadn’t done anything wrong, I still felt strangely guilty.

「Where’d you guys go?」

Maika asked brightly.

I knew there wasn’t any deeper meaning to it, and it was natural for the topic to go this way after I’d mentioned we hung out.

「We went to the aquarium.」

I said, taking another sip of barley tea.

「Whoa, that’s unexpected. I didn’t think Sendai-san was the type to go to places like that. The aquarium though… isn’t that kind of a date spot?」

「It wasn’t a date.」

There was nothing strange about hanging out with your roommate, even if the place happened to be an aquarium.

It was somewhere you could go with friends, so it wasn’t odd to go there with your roommate either.

Maika was the weird one for thinking it was a date.

I knew I was a little weird too for getting self-conscious whenever Sendai-san came up, but that was only because she was always doing things roommates usually wouldn’t do.

「Well, I was just kidding about the date thing. But that sounds nice. I wish I could’ve gone somewhere too.」

「How about we go somewhere together, then?」

「That sounds good. Where do you want to go? ― Oh wait, Shiori, your birthday’s this month, right? Why don’t we do something that day?」

「On my birthday? Um…」

Hearing the word “birthday” thrown in so suddenly left me at a loss for words.

Up until last year, only Maika and Ami had ever celebrated my birthday with me.

But that wasn’t how things were going to be this year.

「Hm? Oh, did you already make plans with someone else?」

Maika asked, looking puzzled.

「… Yeah.」

「Oh, you did?」

「Mhm. With Sendai-san.」

「Is it just going to be the two of you?」

「… Something like that.」

「Aww, but I wanted to celebrate it with just the two of us this year.」

Maika said dramatically, then she smiled and continued.

「… Well, that’s what I would’ve liked to say, but it’s not like we really did much last year either. I’ll leave your birthday celebration in Sendai-san’s hands, then.」

「Sorry.」

Maika was only being considerate, so I felt bad.

The right thing to do would probably be to invite her so the three of us could celebrate together, but I couldn’t bring myself to do that.

「It’s fine. It’s not like we made any plans, so you don’t have to apologize. By the way, when’s Sendai-san’s birthday?」

「It was in August.」

「Oh, it already passed, huh. Did you two do anything for her birthday?」

「Yeah, sort of.」

We hadn’t really done anything special for her birthday, but it was true that we had done something to celebrate it.

Still, I wasn’t sure whether the birthday present I’d agonized over giving her was actually good. She seemed to like it, but she also wasn’t the type to turn down people’s gifts either, so I couldn’t tell if she really meant it when she said it made her happy.

I wanted to repay her kindness somehow, so I celebrated her birthday with her—but I wasn’t sure if I’d done a good job of it.

「It sounds like you had a lot of fun over summer break. That’s so not fair.」

「You hung out with Ami a lot, didn’t you?」

「I did, but I wanted to do fun things here, too.」

Maika complained in a childish tone that she didn’t show very often, then flopped onto the floor again—turning back into a seal basking on the beach.

As I thought back to the time Sendai-san taught me the differences between seals and sea lions, Maika and I kept talking about what we’d done over summer vacation—which still hadn’t ended yet. In the end, we decided we’d hang out again and go somewhere fun before classes started back up. After having dinner together, I took the train home.

I climbed the stairs to the third floor and opened the front door. Sendai-san’s shoes were sitting by the entrance. She’d said she wasn’t going anywhere today, and although I couldn’t tell if she’d gone out at some point or not, it seemed she was home at the moment.

As I walked into the shared living space, Sendai-san stepped out of her room and greeted me.

「Welcome home.」

「I’m back.」

I replied.

「How’s Utsunomiya doing?」

Sendai-san—who had been in a good mood ever since summer vacation started—asked with a slightly gloomy expression.

「She’s doing well. She got a little tanned, and she looks like she’s in good spirits overall.」

「That’s good.」

「Here, she brought us a souvenir. She said we should eat it together.」

I said, handing her the souvenir.

「Do you want to eat it now?」

She asked. Since I was still a little full from dinner, I answered with,

「Let’s save it for tomorrow.」

After that, Sendai-san took a seat in her chair, as though she wanted the conversation to last a little longer.

「Did you have fun today?」

「Yeah, it’s been a while since we last saw each other. We’re planning to hang out again before summer vacation ends, though.」

「When’s that going to be?」

「We’re not sure yet.」

「I see.」

Sendai-san murmured, then stood up from the chair she’d just sat down in. I didn’t have anything in particular to say, but I didn’t want her to go back to her room so quickly either, so I brought up something else.

「Are you planning to go home for winter break, Sendai-san?」

「No. I’m thinking of taking another temporary job over winter break, though.」

I clenched my fist. I’d expected the first part of her answer—but not the second.

「What about your tutoring job?」

「I’m still going to be doing that too.」

「… So you’re taking on a second job?」

I asked, staring at Sendai-san. I still hadn’t fully accepted her tutoring job as it was, and now she was saying she wanted to take on another part-time job on top of that.

Her being a private tutor reminded me too much of when she used to tutor me.

Even though I knew she’d never do what she did to me to her current student, I still felt depressed knowing she’d become a tutor at all. Plus, it took up so much of her time, and even now, I wished she’d quit.

At first, I thought I’d be fine with her working anywhere else—as long as she wasn’t a private tutor—but now, I felt like I didn’t want to accept her working any job at all.

「Yep, that’s the plan. Are you going back home for winter break, Miyagi?」

Sendai-san asked, staring back at me.

「No.」

「Then how about we go somewhere together over winter break?」

「You won’t even have time for that if you’re getting a second job.」

「It’s not like I’m going to be so busy that I can’t go anywhere.」

Sendai-san said with a smile—and for some reason I couldn’t explain, I suddenly felt the urge to kiss her.

Why?

What was it that made Sendai-san so different from everyone else?

I didn’t want her to become someone special to me, but no one else could replace her. I didn’t want her presence in my heart to grow, but it kept expanding anyway. Whenever we were together, I’d get these inexplicable urges—things I’d never do with anyone else.

I reached out and touched her lips.

As my fingertips pressed against them, Sendai-san closed her eyes like she already knew what would come next.

When I leaned in, I could feel her warmth before our lips even met.

And as if trying to avoid confronting my own feelings, I closed my eyes and bit her lip.

Sendai-san tried to pull away at first, but then grabbed my arm.

As my teeth sank in, her grip tightened.

I didn’t intend to hurt her, but I wanted to leave a mark—something anyone would notice, no matter where she went or what she was doing. She didn’t belong to me, but I still wanted to leave a mark anyone could recognize at a glance.

I bit her soft lips hard—hard enough that they felt like they might bleed—then let her go.

「… That really hurt, you know.」

Sendai-san sounded dissatisfied as she brushed her fingers over her lips. Once she confirmed there was no blood, she let out a quiet sigh.

「Then why don’t you get mad at me?」

I was being unfair—I’d said that knowing she wouldn’t actually get angry at me.

「I’m already used to you doing things I don’t understand,」

Sendai-san said with an exasperated sigh as she stood up.

But she didn’t go back to her room.

「Hey, are you in a bad mood?」

She asked, gently tugging on my bangs.

「I’m not.」

And I wasn’t lying either.

As if to prove it, I leaned in and kissed her again.
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「I’m back.」

「Welcome home.」

Once we exchanged our usual greetings in the shared living space, I set a small bag down on the table.

「There’s pudding in here, and there’s one for you too, Sendai-san.」

「Are these from Utsunomiya?」

Sendai-san, who had been eating dinner alone, asked as she lowered her bowl and looked at me.

「No, I bought them.」

「You did?」

「What, is there a problem with that?」

「… No.」

Our plan to hang out before summer break ended happened sooner than I expected. Within a week, Maika and I had gone to see a movie and had dinner together. We also bought some highly rated pudding from a shop we passed, though it might not have been something Sendai-san wanted to eat.

「I’ll leave them in the fridge, so you can eat yours whenever you feel like it.」

「Thanks.」

Usually, she would’ve said something like, “Let’s eat them together later,” but today she didn’t. It seemed like she wasn’t in a great mood right now. She’d been fine this morning before I left, so maybe something happened while I was gone.

I put the pudding cups in the fridge and started heading back to my room, but before I could open my door, Sendai-san called out to me.

「Stay here.」

She said flatly, and I turned around.

「Why?」

「I’ll be done eating in a bit.」

My eyes drifted to the calico cat chopstick rest in front of her. The present I’d hung on her doorknob the other day was now something she used every day. Still, I couldn’t help thinking chopstick rests were kind of unnecessary, and that maybe I should’ve gotten her something else.

「Just call me back out when you’re finished eating.」

I said, turning away, still a little regretful about the gift—when I suddenly heard her set her chopsticks down on the rest.

「I’m done eating now. Thanks for the meal.」

Sendai-san said, then walked over to the sink to wash her dishes.

The sound of running water mixed with the clatter of dishes, but Sendai-san didn’t say a word. She’d gone to such lengths to keep me here, yet now she was just washing her dishes in silence. I hesitated for a moment, wondering if I should go back to my room after all.

I leaned my back against the door, bumping into the doorknob. The words Sendai-san had said earlier—telling me to stay here—kept echoing in my head. So, still leaning against my door, I tried calling out to her.

「If you’re going to tell me to stay, then hurry up and say something. You wanted to talk about trivial things with me, right?」

I said, bringing up the promise we’d made on her birthday.

「You went to see a movie, didn’t you? What did you two watch?」

She asked in a completely flat tone.

「Something you probably wouldn’t like.」

「Was it good?」

「Not really. Even Maika thought it was underwhelming.」

「I see.」

Her indifferent response annoyed me a little.

She was the one who’d said she wanted us to have these ordinary conversations anyone could have, so I wanted her to at least show some interest. If she was going to brush off everything I said so easily, then I didn’t feel like talking to her at all.

「I’m going back to my room.」

I threw the words at Sendai-san’s back and turned to leave.

「Sorry, I can’t really hear you over the water while I’m washing dishes. I’m almost done, so just take a seat and wait for me, okay?」

Even though she claimed she couldn’t hear me, she answered right away, sounding slightly panicked.

I stayed silent.

When I didn’t say anything, she looked back and said, “Just give me five more minutes.”

「Fine, just five more minutes.」

Even though she’d already been washing her dishes for quite a while now, I decided to wait and took a seat without checking the time.

Besides, even if I did time her, I knew that once five minutes passed, she’d only ask for another minute or two anyway.

「What do you think about pudding, Sendai-san?」

I asked, not sure how much time had passed.

「I’ll eat it later.」

「No, not that. I meant—do you like pudding?」

We’d eaten pudding together before, so I doubted she disliked it, at least.

「What about you, Miyagi?」

Sendai-san asked as she finally came over after finishing the dishes.

「I wouldn’t buy something I don’t like.」

「I like pudding too.」

She said with a smile.

I wasn’t amused.

I didn’t like that she was smiling at me now after acting so disinterested earlier—and after making me wait.

I stood up and grabbed her arm with my left hand.

Then, using my right hand, I pressed my thumb against her lips, and she called out my name.

「Miyagi. If you’re going to bite me, do it somewhere other than my lips.」

「I never said I was going to bite you.」

「You didn’t, but you were planning to, weren’t you?」

She was right, but I didn’t like her acting as if she already knew exactly what I was going to do, so I stayed silent and let go of her arm.

「It hurts way too much when you bite my lips, so do it somewhere else. I don’t mind if you leave a faint mark either.」

Sendai-san said, taking my hand.

「I’m not going to do anything, so let go of me.」

「You’re not?」

「No.」

I answered firmly, looking straight into her eyes.

But she didn’t release my hand.

Instead, she leaned in and kissed me.

It was just a quick peck, and then she pulled away—only to immediately come in for another kiss, so I gently bit her lip.

「Ouch.」

Sendai-san exaggerated her complaint, staring at me as I pulled away.

「I didn’t bite you hard enough for it to hurt.」

「Well, it did hurt.」

She said, going out of her way to brush her lips with her fingertips, so I lowered my mouth to her neck and bit down—hard enough to leave a mark this time.

「That actually hurts, Miyagi.」

I ignored her and kept biting down hard. Sendai-san grabbed my arm, but I sank my teeth even deeper into her soft skin, as if trying to tear it off. My lips stayed pressed against her neck, and I could feel her warmth against my mouth. The harder I bit, the tighter her grip on my arm became.

She was holding on so hard it started to hurt.

I slowly pulled my mouth away, and without letting go of me, Sendai-san said,

「I never said you could bite me that hard.」

「You’re the one who said it was fine if I left a mark on you, weren’t you?」

「Well, there’s still limits to these kinds of things.」

「If there were limits, you should’ve said that from the beginning.」

Sendai-san let out a small sigh. Then she released my arm and stroked her neck, her fingers tracing over the fresh bite marks.

Watching her fingertips move slowly back and forth made me want to bite her again, but before I could, Sendai-san spoke once more.

「Miyagi, summer break’s almost over. Did you have a good time this year?」

「… Why are you asking all of a sudden?」

「You told me you’d say something if you had fun, remember?」

It was true. I had said something like that on our way back from the aquarium.

I sighed quietly and decided to follow through on the promise I made.

「… I guess it was pretty fun.」

This year’s summer vacation wasn’t like the ones before.

Until now, I’d always spent long breaks mostly by myself, but this time, I’d been with Sendai-san so often that I barely had any time alone.

I’d spent time with her last year too, but only three days a week—we weren’t living together like we were now.

I doubted I could ever spend this much time with anyone except her, but having someone beside me all summer wasn’t so bad after all.

「Well, in that case, let’s have a sleepover today.」

Sendai-san smiled as she suddenly said something completely out of nowhere. I had no idea how our conversation ended up turning into a sleepover plan. Plus, there was no reason for us to have a sleepover anyway.

「Even though we already live together?」

「Just because we live together doesn’t mean we sleep in the same room.」

「I mean, I guess that’s true.」

「So let’s do something fun to wrap up our summer break, like talking about trivial things and getting to know each other better—in your room.」

「Wait, why does it have to be in my room?」

I glared at Sendai-san, who said it like it was the most natural thing in the world.

I’d let her into my room a few times after her birthday, and I didn’t mind her being there normally, but having a sleepover there was a different matter. Besides, I hadn’t even agreed to a sleepover yet.

「You slept over in my room before, so now it’s my turn to sleep in yours.」

「No.」

「Come on, let’s have a sleepover.」

「You’re definitely planning on doing something weird, aren’t you, Sendai-san?」

「I said I’d wait, remember? I won’t go any further than kissing you until you tell me you’re ready.」

「I don’t believe you.」

「I’ll even swear on your earrings.」

Without waiting for my permission, Sendai-san reached out and touched my ear, then pressed her lips to my earring.

「I’ll wait until you tell me you’re ready, Miyagi.」

I knew she always kept her promises when she swore on my earrings, but that didn’t mean I trusted her self-control.

「If you’re that worried, why not just stay up all night?」

「You want me to stay up?」

「If you watch movies until morning, you won’t have to get into bed. And if you don’t get into bed, nothing will happen, right?」

「… Sendai-san, were you planning to sleep in my bed?」

「You slept in my bed last time, didn’t you?」

「It’ll be too cramped if we do that. If you’re sleeping in my room, bring your own futon.」

「That’s too much trouble. Let’s just share the bed. Or you can stay up—either way works. Anyway, that settles it, then.」

She said while putting her hands together as if to end the discussion.

I glanced toward my bedroom door.

I wasn’t tired.

I could handle one night without sleep.

So I decided to accept her suggestion.


◇◇◇ Part 187 ◇◇◇

I’d planned for us to watch movies all night, but Sendai-san hadn’t even touched the tablet she brought. She’d taken a bath, changed, and come straight to my room, and now she was just sitting beside me, quietly drinking tea.

「Weren’t we supposed to be watching movies together for our sleepover?」

I asked Sendai-san, who was wearing a T-shirt instead of pajamas. She set her mug down and looked over at me.

「I said we could watch some movies if you were planning to stay up all night.」

「I am planning to stay up all night, so let’s watch something.」

「You already went to see a movie with Utsunomiya earlier today, didn’t you? So let’s watch something later.」

「No, I want to watch something first.」

I reached for the tablet on the table, but Sendai-san grabbed it before I could touch it.

「Let’s watch something once we run out of things to talk about. Didn’t I say the whole point of this sleepover was to talk about trivial things and get closer?」

Smiling, she set the tablet on the bed she had been leaning against.

「We don’t really have anything to talk about.」

「Of course we do. Like, what do you want for breakfast tomorrow?」

「Toast with butter and jam.」

「Okay, then what about your favorite high school memories?」

「I don’t have to answer that. This is my room, so I get to decide what I want to do.」

I declared, and Sendai-san answered with a casual “I see.”

But it was obvious she had no intention of respecting what I’d just said. She called my name in a cheerful voice.

「Miyagi, let’s play rock paper scissors.」

「Huh?」

That came so far out of left field that I didn’t even know how to respond.

「Okay, here we go. Rock, paper, scissors.」

She said, and my hand moved on reflex. I threw out a fist. I glanced at her hand—she’d played paper. In the same cheerful tone, she said,

「Looks like I win. We’re saving the movies for later, then.」

It seemed the rock paper scissors match had been to decide what we’d do next, and since she won, Sendai-san immediately started talking about trivial things once again.

「Are you not planning on working a part-time job, Miyagi?」

「No.」

If getting a job was the only way to avoid having to go back home to an empty apartment, I might have considered it—but that wasn’t the case. My father was doing everything he could so I wouldn’t have to work while I was in university.

「Hey, remember how I said I was going to pick up a second job for winter break? Why don’t we work together?」

「No. Do it by yourself.」

I couldn’t accept the idea of Sendai-san working. I didn’t want her going to places I didn’t know, or talking to strangers I’d never met—but that didn’t mean I wanted to work with her either.

「If you’re not going home for winter break, you’ve got plenty of time, don’t you?」

「It doesn’t matter how much free time I have. I don’t want a part-time job.」

「Why not?」

「Because I’m not cut out for it.」

If I worked somewhere with Sendai-san, who handled everything so effortlessly, people would inevitably compare us. I wasn’t like her—I couldn’t do things so effortlessly the way she did, and I wasn’t quick or efficient either. Working in the same place would only show her all my shortcomings. I didn’t need to impress her or anything, but there was no reason to go out of my way to show her how incompetent I was.

Besides, I didn’t even know what kind of face I was supposed to make when I was with Sendai-san in front of other people.

「You’ll have to get a job once we graduate from university anyway. Why not treat this as practice?」

「Even if I do get a part-time job, I don’t want to work with you, Sendai-san.」

「… Does that mean you’d work with Utsunomiya?」

She spoke in a low voice.

It seemed like Sendai-san really was in a bad mood today.

「Maika has nothing to do with this.」

「If you’re going to get a part-time job, then work with me.」

「I don’t want to work with you. And besides, I already said I’m not planning on working at all during winter break.」

To be honest, I wanted Sendai-san to stop working altogether.

Instead of pushing me to get a job, it would’ve been easier if she just gave up on working over winter break herself. She should quit tutoring too, not pick up even more jobs, and just stay home doing nothing. But she clearly wasn’t planning on doing that.

She let out a frustrated sigh and turned toward me.

「I’ll say it one more time. Let’s work together during winter break. I’ll find us a job.」

「Like I said, I’m not working anywhere with you, Sendai-san.」

I didn’t want her looking for part-time jobs on my behalf, so I shut her down firmly. No matter how many times she asked, I had no intention of working with her.

「No matter what?」

「No matter what.」

「… Miyagi.」

She said my name quietly.

When I didn’t answer, she put her hand on my shoulder.

「Miyagi, I think you should consider my feelings a little more.」

「… I bought you pudding, didn’t I?」

「That’s not what I meant—I just feel hurt.」

Sendai-san’s grip on my shoulder tightened. It felt like she was about to push me down, so I shoved her away and put a bit of space between us.

「Why would you feel hurt?」

「It’s fine if you don’t get it.」

Sendai-san said, then kissed me like it was the most natural thing in the world.

She pressed her lips firmly against mine and wrapped her arms around my neck.

Her hand followed the line of my shoulder blade over my T-shirt, then began to move downward. When she tried to lift the hem of my shirt, I pushed her away, but she immediately kissed me again—deeper this time. When her tongue slipped between my lips, I bit down on it as if to drive it away, yet she still didn’t pull back. Her tongue kept trying to entwine with mine.
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Her hand moved back up my spine.

While I was distracted by her tongue, which had become far too familiar to me, she unclasped my bra. I shoved Sendai-san away hard and forced the hand under my shirt back out.

「That was not the right atmosphere for that.」

Putting the kiss aside, it definitely wasn’t the kind of mood where she should’ve been taking my bra off—and it went against the promise she made, too.

「Besides, didn’t you say you’d wait until I was ready?」

That wasn’t even something I forced her to promise me.

She’d brought it up on her own and had even sworn it on my earrings before coming to my room.

「I wasn’t planning on doing anything like this when I first suggested the sleepover… You’re the one that’s at fault here, Miyagi.」

「Even if that’s true, you made me a promise, so you should keep it.」

「I’ll keep my promise. But if you tell me it’s okay to do this, then there’s no need for me to wait any longer, right?」

Sendai-san acted like what she said made perfect sense and tried to put her hand under my clothes again, so I pushed her away.

It felt like she was doing all this completely out of order.

She should be asking me if it was okay before doing any of this.

「Miyagi, if you don’t want this, then say so, and I’ll stop.」

「I don’t want this.」

「Why not?」

「I already told you the reason before, didn’t I?」

「Because you’ll get confused and lose all sense of what’s happening?」

Even though I was the one who had said something like that, hearing it come out of Sendai-san’s mouth made me realize just how embarrassing it actually was. It was something I definitely shouldn’t have said, and it made me want to erase my past self entirely.

「Miyagi.」

Noticing my silence, Sendai-san brushed her hand against my cheek, so I answered quietly with, “Yes.”

「It’s fine if you lose yourself today, isn’t it? Tomorrow’s still a day off, it’s okay to just let it happen today.」

The hand on my cheek slid down to my neck.

When her fingertips reached my collarbone, I grabbed her hand.

「You said something like that the other day too, but I just don’t want this, Sendai-san.」

I pulled her hand off my body and pushed it back toward her.

「In that case, I’ll make sure to do it in a way you won’t lose your mind, then.」

She whispered into my ear, then pressed her lips to my neck.

She sucked lightly, her teeth grazing my skin. It didn’t hurt, but it tickled, and for a moment, all the strength left my body.

Before I realized it, my back was against the floor.

「Sendai-san!」

I called her name sharply, and she sealed my lips with hers.

She slipped her hand under my T-shirt.

Her hand rested on my stomach, then slowly moved upward. My bra, already unhooked, was pushed aside without hesitation. I bit the lips against mine, and although Sendai-san pulled back for a moment, she still moved her hand to my chest.

A breath caught in my throat.

But Sendai-san didn’t go any further.

The hand resting on my chest didn’t move.

Right now, I could still keep my composure with just her warmth on me, but if she kept going—

I grabbed her hand over my T-shirt.

「I never said you could do this.」

「Yeah, you said no, didn’t you?」

「If you knew that already, then move your hand away.」

「I want to respect your feelings, Miyagi—honestly, I think I’ve been doing that this whole time.」

「… Well, you’re not respecting them right now.」

「I still want to, though. So come up with a different reason—something stronger than just being afraid that you’ll lose your mind. Something that’ll actually stop me from doing anything further.」

Sendai-san spoke like what she said made perfect sense, even though it didn’t.

「Fine, but before I answer your question, you need to answer one of mine. Why do you want to do things like this so badly, Sendai-san?」

I asked, and she stared right back at me.

The hand I’d been holding down started to move lower, so I caught it and placed it on my stomach instead.

「… Are you sure you want me to answer that?」

Her voice sounded a lot less confident than before.

She looked down, avoiding my eyes, hesitating.

The air between us grew heavy.

There was no reason for me to feel suffocated, but my chest tightened, and I couldn’t breathe properly. My heartbeat turned uneven, like raindrops tapping against a window.

I didn’t know what she was trying to say, but I had the feeling it was something I shouldn’t ask.

With her head still lowered, she gazed up at me.

She opened her mouth to speak, but I cut her off first.

「You don’t have to answer that.」

「Even though you were the one who asked?」

「Yeah, but it’s okay if you don’t.」

「Okay, then I won’t… but at least tell me why you don’t want this.」

Sendai-san said and pulled her hand out from under my T-shirt.
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“I’ll wait until you’re ready.”

Sendai-san still hadn’t broken that promise she’d sworn on my earrings.

But it felt like she was right on the verge of doing so.

If I told her why I didn’t want to do these kinds of things with her, she would definitely keep her promise.

But I didn’t have a strong enough reason—nothing that would convince her to stop.

She was the one who told me to “come up with a reason,” and I could make one up if I really wanted to.

But right now, I couldn’t think of anything that would actually make her stop.

「So, Miyagi? What’s your reason?」

Before I could come up with anything, Sendai-san pressed me for an answer.

「… Sendai-san, you said we don’t need a reason to kiss each other, right? So I don’t need a reason to not want this either.」

I said, knowing she probably wouldn’t accept it.

「That excuse isn’t going to stop me, you know?」

Sendai-san said as she stroked my arm that was peeking out from under my T-shirt.

Her soft hand traced along my skin, sliding up toward my upper arm.

「So, can I do it then?」

Sendai-san asked in a gentle voice, but she clearly had no intention of waiting for my answer. She pressed her lips against my neck, pulling away only to return again. The hand that had been stroking my upper arm slipped under the hem of my T-shirt before I even had the chance to stop it.

Her fingertips slid up my side, and she gently bit my neck.

This wasn’t good.

I knew I shouldn’t let her continue, but the hand sliding under my T-shirt and the heat of her lips against my skin made it hard to think. I couldn’t come up with a single reason that would make her stop like this.

The hand that had been tracing my side now rested on my breast.

I didn’t want Sendai-san to see my face, and for a moment, I thought about pulling her closer.

The room was too bright.

It would show her everything I didn’t want her to see.

I wanted to turn off the lights, but I doubted Sendai-san would do it if I asked, and I couldn’t move to do it myself. My only other choice was to draw her closer, to block her view—but if I did, it would look like I was giving her permission to continue.

The hand resting on my breast began to move slowly.

Her fingertips traced the outline as if to feel its shape, then she started to caress it softly. Her hand that had been moving slowly reached the center of my breast and stopped, and I couldn’t help but flinch.

My body was now reacting the same way hers had when I’d touched her like this before.

I knew she must have realized exactly what I was feeling, but I didn’t want her to know, so I caught her hand over my clothes.

She resisted when I tried to pull it away. Instead, she pressed her hand firmly against my breast, making it impossible to hide what was beneath her palm, and my cheeks flushed with heat.

I averted my eyes from Sendai-san.

「Stop it.」

I couldn’t see what kind of expression she had on her face right now.

「So, what’s your reason?」

She asked in a gentle voice, but I had no answer for her.

She leaned in and bit my ear.

The breath she released against it stole the strength from my body, leaving me unable to push her away.

「If you can’t say it, then just let this happen.」

She whispered into my ear, draining the rest of the strength from me.

The hand I had been holding down slipped free and began moving as it pleased over my breast. She stroked the part that had clearly swelled. The place she was touching tingled, as though she were sending an electric current through me.

I bit down hard on my lip.

I wanted to stop her hand, but all of my attention kept being pulled toward where her fingers touched me. A feeling I didn’t want to put into words began to form. The room should have been cool with the air conditioner running, yet it felt unbearably hot, and my breathing turned uneven.

「Doesn’t this feel good?」

Sendai-san was trying to drag out the emotions I was desperately trying to look away from, and I wanted to deny her immediately.

But if I opened my mouth, I felt like I would make a sound I didn’t want her to hear, so I kept it shut.

「Tell me, Miyagi.」

The hand roaming across my breast and the whispering voice at my ear jumbled my thoughts.

At some point, Sendai-san’s hand had become something that could so easily destroy my sense of reason. The wall that was meant to keep her out kept crumbling, and she slipped through the gaps. It terrified me—I wanted to run, yet it felt good, and that frightened me even more. If I didn’t pull my shattered sense of reason back together, I felt like I’d lose who I was.

And if I were to lose the part of me that kept myself safe, I’d be too afraid to stay by Sendai-san’s side anymore.

So I picked up the shattered pieces of my reason, one by one, and tried to put myself back together.

I held my breath and let out a small exhale.

Then I grabbed Sendai-san’s hand over my clothes.

I looked into her eyes and quietly spoke, mustering what was left of my reason.

「… I don’t want this.」

「If you don’t want it, then give me a reason already.」

I met Sendai-san’s gaze.

Her eyes were neither warm nor cold as they stared straight into mine.

「It’s too bright, and you can see everything.」

I glared at her as I tore her hand away from my body and pulled it out from under my clothes.

「But I want to see every part of you, Miyagi.」

「I don’t want to be seen, though.」

「So that’s your only reason?」

I knew it wasn’t enough to stop her, but I couldn’t think of anything else.

As I fell silent, Sendai-san took my hand.

「If you’re that embarrassed about being seen, then just cover my eyes.」

She guided my hand up to block her vision and added, “Like this. Now I can’t see anything.”

「That’s not the point.」

I said firmly, trying to pull my hand back.

But she didn’t let go. Instead, she held on and pulled back even harder.

「So you just don’t like being the only one getting touched, then? If that’s the case, I don’t mind you touching me too.」

She said, pressing my hand against her breast.

I could feel her warmth through her T-shirt.

Just touching her over the fabric felt like it wasn’t enough.

I wanted to touch her more, just like that time I’d done this to her—

No. I can’t.

Sendai-san was trying to mislead me.

This wasn’t about me not wanting to be the only one being touched.

We’d been talking about something else entirely—and yet what she was doing now only made me want to touch her even more.

「See? Now things are equal between us.」

「No, they’re not.」

「Miyagi, if you want to touch me directly, you can. As long as I can touch you too.」

Sendai-san guided my hand under her T-shirt, and I felt myself being misled by her again. My hand was placed beneath her breast, and I couldn’t piece my crumbling sense of reason back together in time. The warmth against my palm felt so good, I slid my other hand around her back. As I traced her smooth skin and let my fingers wander upward, they brushed against the clasp of her bra.

“You can undo it if you want,” she said.

My heart pounded so loudly it felt like it had grown to twice its size.

I unhooked her bra and touched her chest directly.

My past self began to overlap with the present. Back then, I’d regretted turning the lights off. I’d wanted to see what kind of expression Sendai-san wore when I touched her.

But now, I could see her face clearly.

「Sendai-san.」

I called her name, and she looked at me.

「Miyagi.」

Her cheeks were flushed, her lips slightly parted as she spoke my name. Her hands began to move, touching me in return.

Her fingertips traced the curve of my breast, and her palm pressed against it as if to learn its shape. Her hand, hot against my skin, felt like it might never leave. But my body burned even hotter, and a quiet breath escaped me.

My breathing turned uneven. I wanted Sendai-san even more, so I slipped my arm around her back and pulled her close. Her lips found my neck, and she licked me there.

In the back of my mind, I clung to the last pieces of reason I’d pushed aside.

I was the one who’d pulled her close, but I knew I had to stop her.

I needed to find a reason to stop her hands from exploring more of my body—but the heat between us swallowed every thought. My emotions followed wherever her hands led.

As what reason I had left began to fade beneath my fingers, I came face-to-face with something I hadn’t wanted to see.

It was something I’d ignored all this time.

Something trying to surface from deep within my heart—somewhere even I couldn’t reach.

I had always looked away from it, covering it, hiding it from the sunlight, returning it to the soil before the sprout could break through.

But whatever it was—even if I spoke it aloud—it still wouldn’t be enough to stop her.

Sendai-san’s hand slid down my side.

Not knowing what else to do, I called out to her.

「Is this… only for today?」

「What do you mean, “only for today”?」

「Doing things like this… is it just for today?」

「I want us to keep doing things like this from now on, too.」

She said, and I caught her hand, pressing it against my hipbone.

「This isn’t… just being roommates anymore.」

If we kept doing this—

Just like her hand that was clinging to my hipbone, I felt like I’d never be able to let go of Sendai-san again. And if we were to stick together tightly together, I knew that being pulled apart would hurt terribly.

And I didn’t think I could bear with that pain.

「… Miyagi, do you not want to be anything other than roommates?」

Even though I wanted things to stay the same between us, Sendai-san wanted us to change.

Into something that wasn’t just roommates.

Into something new.

I understood that we couldn’t stay the same forever.

But I couldn’t keep up with her pace.

「… Stay roommates with me a little longer.」

I’d only just gotten used to being her roommate. If things changed again now, I wouldn’t know what to do. I couldn’t walk at the same speed as Sendai-san.

I kept having to stop and force my feet forward little by little, moving so slowly I couldn’t even tell if I was making any progress at all.

If she kept walking too far ahead, I would want to give up chasing after her altogether as she grew farther and farther away.

I didn’t want Sendai-san to leave.

So I wished she would walk just a little slower.

「Sendai-san.」

I grabbed onto her clothes.

She let out a small sigh.

「Okay. We can stay roommates for now, so I’ll stop here for today.」

Sendai-san pulled her hand away from my body.

Then she looked at me.

「So praise me, Miyagi.」

Her voice sounded fragile, so I reached out and gently stroked her hair.

「… Thank you.」

I doubted those were the words she wanted, but I couldn’t think of anything else to say.

I combed through her long, loose hair as I stared at her.

「That doesn’t really sound like praise, but… oh well, it’s fine.」

She said in her usual tone, then sat up and began fixing her rumpled clothes.

I turned away and refastened my bra clasp.

「I’m going back to my room tonight.」

I turned around when I heard her voice behind me.

「I thought we were having a sleepover.」

The words slipped out before I could stop them, and Sendai-san spoke with a troubled look on her face.

「… Miyagi, do you enjoy testing my self-control or something?」

「No, but you’re the one who made me a promise and swore it on my earrings, and you’re the one who suggested the sleepover in the first place.」

I knew I was being selfish.

But I still wanted her to stay with me.

If I let her do anything she wanted, I felt like everything between us would change—and that terrified me.

But the thought of her leaving my side scared me just as much.

「Sendai-san.」

Just as she was about to leave, I tugged on her T-shirt.

She still didn’t stop, so I pulled harder. The fabric stretched with a snap, and Sendai-san fell backward onto the floor with a soft thud.

「Miyagi. I’m not lying when I say I’ll wait, but I don’t think I can wait forever. I’ve realized that at this point, I really can’t keep myself together anymore.」

「Don’t give up yet.」

「Don’t worry, I’ll behave and just go to sleep tonight.」

「You’re not staying up?」

「No. I’m going to sleep. You can stay awake if you want.」

Sendai-san said, so I let go of her T-shirt. Then she climbed right into my bed.

「Hey, that’s my bed.」

「You’re not going to tell me to sleep on the floor after you dragged me back here, are you?」

She smiled and handed me the tablet that had been on the bed, and I had no choice but to take it and set it on the table.

I let out a small sigh, and without warning, she turned the lights off, leaving the room completely dark.

「Are you staying up, Miyagi?」

「No, I’ll sleep too.」

I pushed Sendai-san toward the wall side of the bed and lay down with my back to her.

The moment I closed my eyes, she wrapped her arms around me, pressing her body against mine with no space left between us.

I could feel the softness of her chest and the rhythm of her breathing against my back.

It was comfortable, yet uncomfortable at the same time.

Those contradictory feelings mixed together, and I wanted to complain to her, but before I could say anything, Sendai-san whispered,

「At least let me have this much as a reward for holding myself back.」

She was pushy, but gentle—and I couldn’t bring myself to say anything to her.

I had no idea what would happen to us in the future.

I found myself wishing this moment could last forever.

But because nothing ever stayed the same, I wanted to depend on Sendai-san’s kindness now and feel her warmth beside me for as long as I could.

I held the hand she had wrapped around me.

May tomorrow be a continuation of today.

As I made that small wish, I closed my eyes.
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When I woke up, Miyagi’s face was right in front of mine.

Last night, when I tried to cancel the sleepover and go back to my own room, Miyagi stopped me. In the end, I was the one who chose to sleep in her bed. I remembered she’d turned her back to me when we went to sleep, yet now, I was looking straight at her face.

I didn’t know when she’d turned to face me—but seeing her like this made me happy.

I gave her a quick peck on the cheek.

She didn’t react. Miyagi seemed to be fast asleep. Usually, when we slept together, she was always the first to wake up, so it surprised me to find her so still.

Maybe she was tired from spending the day out with Utsunomiya yesterday.

I stroked her hair gently.

I knew I shouldn’t have done what I did yesterday.

It had all started with something small—inviting her to work a part-time job with me over winter break. I’d wanted to spend time together watching movies, TV shows, playing her favorite games. But that small wish had grown into something much bigger.

I reached out and touched her earring.

It would be a stretch to say I kept my promise last night. If I looked only at the result, technically, I hadn’t broken it—but when I thought about what I’d actually done, it was a miracle Miyagi hadn’t kicked me out of her room.

It was a miracle—but one that left me feeling suffocated.

Normally, I wanted to be by her side, and I wanted to sleep in the same bed as her. But after what happened yesterday, it would’ve been better if I’d gone back to my own room.

Trying to fall asleep as if nothing had happened took a fair bit of effort. Feelings didn’t just switch off that easily, and forcing me to make that effort was cruel of Miyagi.

But I also knew it meant she trusted me, so I held back the part of me that wanted more of Miyagi and eventually drifted off without doing anything else.

And yet, when I woke up, the first thing that came to mind was everything that had happened yesterday.

I could still remember the feeling of touching her chest—the warmth of her body, the sound of her unsteady breathing, the way she’d pulled me toward her.

All of it had felt like acceptance, and in that moment, I believed nothing could stop me. If I’d kept whispering into her ear, touching her wherever I wanted, and let my emotions take over, I was sure Miyagi would’ve let me continue. But if I had done that without giving her time to process what was happening, it wouldn’t have ended well. If I’d kept touching her without her consent, and without turning off the lights, Miyagi—who’d run away from home the first time we did this—wouldn’t still be here now.

And if she disappeared again, I wouldn’t even know where to start looking for her.

She probably wouldn’t go to Utsunomiya’s place like last time, and now that she knew Utsunomiya and I were in contact, she’d likely go somewhere even Utsunomiya couldn’t find her. If that happened, I’d never be able to bring her back.

Still, I didn’t think I’d been wrong for trying to get her to talk yesterday and for wanting to hear what she really felt.

And choosing to give up and fall asleep beside her without doing anything else… I believed that was the right decision too.

But now, seeing Miyagi—who’d seemed to accept me last night—sleeping right in front of me made it hard to hold myself back.

She was always so vague, yet sometimes she felt so close that it was suffocating.

I let out a quiet sigh and brushed back her bangs.

As expected, she didn’t stir.

「Looks like someone’s sleeping well.」

― If only she’d think about my feelings.

If she really wanted me to stop, she should’ve rejected me with stronger words.

“Stay roommates with me a little longer.”

That was the half-hearted line Miyagi had come up with, but it only made me want to touch her while she slept even more.

I wasn’t sure how long “a little longer” was supposed to be. Maybe she wanted it to last forever—or maybe it wouldn’t be long before we became something more than just roommates.

At the very least, she didn’t seem to dislike living together. That much meant she must’ve had some kind of positive feelings toward me, and there was a good chance that those feelings could one day match mine.

I couldn’t say with confidence that Miyagi liked me back, but I felt like she cared about me more than she used to.

The words “a little longer” gave me so much hope that it scared me. I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to keep my feelings hidden anymore.

If I were to tell Miyagi how I felt—when she’d made it clear that she didn’t want our relationship to change yet—she might never look at me the same way again.

I wanted to whisper “I love you” to her while she slept, but I had a feeling she’d wake up at just the wrong moment and hear it.

For better or worse, nothing ever went the way I wanted when it came to Miyagi.

I swallowed the words that threatened to escape my throat and replaced them with something else.

「… Shiori.」

Surely, she’d let me get away with this much.

Even if she woke up, she might get a little grumpy, but it’d be nothing I couldn’t smooth over later.

I ran my fingers through her black hair and stroked her cheek.

「Shiori.」

I whispered her name again and pressed a soft kiss to her lips.

I brushed my hand along her still arm and took her hand in mine. I kissed her fingertips a few times, then returned to her lips. Miyagi stirred. Her hand almost slipped away from mine, but I held it firmly and pulled her close by the waist. Her eyes slowly opened.

「Good morning.」

I said.

「… Sendai-san?」

Miyagi looked—and sounded—still half-asleep.

I placed a finger against her lips and coaxed her to say what I wanted to hear.

「It’s “Hazuki.”」

「Huh? Hazuki?」

「Yep. Now say it again.」

I spoke softly to the half-awake Miyagi, but even in her drowsiness, she quickly regained her composure and stopped humoring me.

「… What are you staring at me for?」

She muttered, brushing away my hand and pulling free from my arm around her waist.

「Looks like you’re awake now.」

Miyagi really was stingy.

She’d cut that dreamlike moment short.

I wished she’d stayed sleepy and dazed just a little longer.

「Don’t make me say weird things when I’m still half-asleep.」

Miyagi said, kicking my leg under the towel blanket.

「Isn’t it kind of cruel to call my name weird?」

「No. And it’s way too hot, so move.」

She said while pushing at my shoulder, so I grabbed her hand—but instead of letting go, she pulled it toward her mouth and bit down on my finger.

It hurt.

She was holding back, but it was still strong enough that I felt like I needed to pull my hand away.

「You’re so stingy, Miyagi. What’s wrong with clinging to each other a little?」

「I’m getting up now.」

Miyagi sat up and tried to get out of bed, so I tugged on her T-shirt.

「Come on, just stay here with me a little longer.」

「What about breakfast?」

「I can’t be bothered to make anything right now, so let’s just skip it and have lunch together.」

「No, I’m hungry. I’ll go make something, then.」

I tightened my grip on her T-shirt.

It was the complete opposite of yesterday.

Last night, Miyagi was the one trying to stop me from leaving, and now this morning, our roles were reversed.

「Sendai-san, you’re going to stretch my shirt out.」

「If you don’t want it stretched, then stay with me a little longer.」

「How long do you plan on laying around for?」

「Until noon.」

There wasn’t any special reason for it, but I just wanted to stay in the same bed with her a little longer. I wasn’t asking for much—just to feel her warmth beside me.

「… Fine, but only if you make us lunch, Sendai-san.」

Sounding a little grumpy, Miyagi lay back down on the bed—but she turned her back to me.

「Sure. All I’ll need to do is boil some water anyway.」

「So we’re having instant noodles for lunch?」

「Yeah, because it’s simple.」

「Cook us an actual meal.」

「Maybe I’ll consider making something good if you turn to face me.」

「What are you going to make?」

「Why don’t we decide that together?」

I said, tugging gently on her arm, and Miyagi turned around.
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I sighed as I stood in front of the fridge.

Before I knew it, today had become the last day of summer break, and Miyagi’s birthday was just around the corner.

What am I going to do about the cake?

If possible, I wanted to make it myself, but I’d never baked a cake before, and I didn’t feel confident doing it without some practice. Aside from making handmade chocolates for friends on Valentine’s Day, I rarely ever made sweets, and I’d never had anyone I wanted to bake a cake for in the first place.

I knew I didn’t have to go through the trouble of making one.

Still, I’d gathered all the tools and ingredients I needed for a practice cake anyway. But summer break was almost over, and I still hadn’t managed to make anything yet.

「Well, even if I tried making a practice cake…」

There was only one person I wanted to have taste it—and she lived with me.

I didn’t mind if Miyagi found out I was making a cake—I wasn’t trying to surprise her or anything.

The real problem was figuring out what to do with the practice cake.

I wasn’t planning on making a large cake or anything, but even then, it wouldn’t be something I could finish by myself. I could just have Miyagi eat it with me, but that would mean feeding the test version to the very person I wanted to serve the real one to. And I didn’t like the idea of bringing out the exact same cake again on her birthday.

「Maybe I’ll just buy one after all.」

Whether the cake was homemade or not didn’t matter. The important thing was getting a round cake we could eat together. I needed to make sure Miyagi wouldn’t spend her birthday alone, and that we wouldn’t end up with leftovers sitting in the fridge either.

I sighed and sat down in a chair.

Cake aside, I still hadn’t decided what to get her for her birthday.

I thought back to the slice of cake she’d bought me, and the cat-shaped chopstick rests I ended up getting the next day.

I could tell she’d chosen that cake because she thought I’d like it, and I could tell she’d spent a lot of time picking out those chopstick rests too.

Just like she’d done for me, I wanted to put the same amount of thought into her birthday as well.

I glanced over at Miyagi’s bedroom door.

She’d been holed up in her room since morning, saying she needed to finish the rest of her homework, and she hadn’t come out at all except for meals.

I wish she’d come out already.

I couldn’t decide on her present right this moment anyway, and if I wasn’t going to bake a cake, then I didn’t have anything else to do today. I could make other sweets with what we had in the fridge, but if I was going to make anything, I wanted to do it with Miyagi.

Normally, I would’ve knocked on her door by now and asked her to come out, but since she said she was doing homework, I couldn’t bring myself to.

I got up and took a cup from the cupboard.

I poured myself some barley tea and took a sip.

Then, as if my wish had been granted, I heard a door open and saw Miyagi walking out, heading toward the fridge.

「Are you done with your homework?」

「Yeah.」

She answered curtly as she took out a bottle of soda, then asked,

「What were you doing, Sendai-san?」

Miyagi asked with a disinterested look as she set her cup on the table and started pouring soda into it.

「I was just thinking about what to make for dinner.」

I wasn’t about to admit I’d been debating whether or not to bake a cake for her, so I gave the safest answer I could.

「Didn’t we just have lunch?」

「That was over an hour ago. It’s been a while already.」

「… I mean, I guess.」

The small talk naturally died off as Miyagi returned the soda bottle to the fridge, picked up her cup, and turned her back to me.

「What are you going to do now, Miyagi?」

「Nothing.」

Miyagi didn’t turn to look at me.

Now that she was done with her homework, I could follow her into her room, and she probably wouldn’t turn me away. But today, I wanted to do something else instead.

「Then how about we bake some cookies together?」

I didn’t dislike watching movies or playing games with her, but I wanted to switch things up every once in a while, too.

「Cookies?」

「Yeah, I thought maybe we could make some together.」

「No thanks.」

Miyagi answered firmly as she turned around.

「Why not?」

「I don’t like cookies.」

「Huh? Even though we’ve had cookies together so many times before?」

I didn’t need to bake cookies today—anything was fine. But this was the first time I’d ever heard Miyagi say she disliked them.

And thinking back on it, there was no way she did. When Utsunomiya came over, she’d brought cookies for us to eat together, and Miyagi had gotten some for us before, too.

「I started disliking them as of right now.」

She muttered while drinking her soda.

「Can I ask why?」

「Why do you want to know?」

「Not only is it rare to find someone who dislikes cookies, most people don’t suddenly decide they dislike them on the spot.」

I answered Miyagi’s question while trying to figure out why she’d suddenly claim to dislike cookies.

As I searched my memories, I thought back to the cookies I’d eaten recently. I’d eaten them the day after my birthday by myself. They were handmade cookies from the student I tutored, Kikyou-chan. I’d asked Miyagi if she wanted to eat some with me on my birthday, but she’d turned me down, sounding grumpy about it.

Miyagi always seemed to be in a bad mood whenever my part-time job came up.

She’d even asked me to quit before.

「… There’s no particular reason for it.」

She answered in the same low, sulky tone as always.

To claim she disliked cookies—even though they were nothing more than a simple snack with nothing to hate…

Could it be because…

The thought crossed my mind, but I shut the thought down right away.

But another part of me was starting to think it might actually be possible…

That maybe she felt the same way I did when it came to Utsunomiya.

Maybe Miyagi, the one who’d always insisted we remain roommates, was starting to shift into something that wasn’t just a “roommate” anymore.

No—that was probably just what I wanted to believe.

「Why do you suddenly want to bake cookies anyway?」

Miyagi asked, her tone clearly annoyed as she set her cup back down on the table.

「I just felt like it.」

I wanted to ask more about why she’d suddenly decided she didn’t like cookies, but if I pushed her too much, she’d just run away. Even now, she looked like she was about to head straight back to her room without taking her cup with her.

Before she could leave, I caught her hand. I brought her fingertips to my lips, and she stepped on my foot as if to say she didn’t like that one bit.

「If it’s something you “just felt like” doing, then you don’t have to make any.」

「Yeah, I don’t have to, but there’s no reason not to either. Come on, let’s make them together.」

「I just said I don’t like cookies.」

Miyagi glared at me and pulled her hand away.

「Don’t worry, I’ll eat all of them.」

「So why do I have to make them with you then?」

「Okay, in that case, tell me what you want to eat. We can make that instead.」

I didn’t mind swapping the cookies for something else.

I kept talking, choosing words I hoped would keep her from walking away.

「I’m okay with making anything. Just stay here with me. Once school starts up again, we won’t get to spend this much time together anymore.」

I smiled as I picked up the cup Miyagi had left on the table and took a sip.

The carbonation fizzed against my tongue before settling in my stomach.

It was so cold I couldn’t even make out the taste.

Even though it was something Miyagi liked, I could never bring myself to enjoy carbonated drinks.

But I took another sip anyway, and then I heard her quietly ask,

「… Fine. How are we going to make the cookies?」

「I’ll look up a recipe right now.」

I set the cup back on the table and grabbed Miyagi’s hand again before she could slip away, then picked up my phone.
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I grabbed a bowl and a rubber spatula, then pulled a stick of butter from the fridge. As I handed Miyagi the flour sifter and told her to sift the flour, she replied in a grumpy voice.

「Why can’t we just use the flour as it is?」

「It seems like we can’t do that.」

The recipe I’d looked up on my phone said to soften the butter at room temperature and to sift the flour.

「Why not?」

「Who knows? Maybe it makes it taste better?」

I answered as I cracked the eggs and began mixing them.

「You’re so carefree, Sendai-san.」

「I’ll look up the reason later, but for now, just sift the flour. If it helps the cookies taste better, then we should just do it. But if it feels like too much trouble, leave it there and I’ll do it after.」

The recipe hadn’t explained why the flour needed to be sifted, but it must’ve been written in the instructions for a reason, and I’d rather follow them properly than skip a step.

「… No, I’ll do it.」

Miyagi said, sounding unmotivated as she began sifting the flour.

We were standing together in the shared living space. As I watched the flour fall softly into the bowl, my thoughts started drifting.

When I’d eaten the cookies Kikyou-chan made for me the day after my birthday, I’d imagined how nice it would be to make cookies like that with Miyagi someday—and now it was actually happening.

This year’s long summer break had been filled with nothing but good memories, so much so that it felt like I was borrowing luck from next year. On the day we went to the aquarium, I’d thought there’d be more good things ahead, but so many fun moments had piled up that I felt almost uneasy about what next year would be like.

I didn’t believe luck balanced itself out—that good things required an equal share of bad ones—but when good things kept happening one after another, it made me nervous. Maybe that was because Miyagi had treated me so coldly until recently.

「Sendai-san, stop staring at me and concentrate on your own task.」

Miyagi paused her sifting and glared at me. She looked annoyed, and I could tell she had more complaints lined up in her head, but the fact that she was here making cookies with me was already a big step forward compared to before.

I didn’t know what Miyagi would be like tomorrow, but I wanted her to keep choosing to stay with me like she was now—even if she was a little moody. I wanted to believe these good moments would keep going, even after summer break ended.

「Don’t worry, I’m following the steps properly. Can you do the sugar next?」

I said, instructing Miyagi to sift the sugar as well. Then I put the butter into a bowl and began creaming it with a whisk. I didn’t really know why it needed to be creamed, but I kept stirring anyway and added the sifted sugar. I wasn’t as curious as Miyagi, but I still wanted to look up the reason later. Slowly, I poured in the beaten egg and mixed it well.

Once the mixture turned fluffy, I added the flour Miyagi had sifted and gently folded it with a spatula. Then I wrapped the dough in plastic and set it in the fridge.

「How long do we have to let it sit for?」

Miyagi asked as she stared at the refrigerator.

「The recipe says between thirty to sixty minutes, so it’ll probably be ready in thirty.」

「Even thirty minutes is too long.」

She muttered, and I grabbed her hand before she could head back to her room.

「What are you grabbing my hand for?」

Miyagi asked, looking down at our joined hands.

「I thought you were going back to your room.」

「I’m not, so let go.」

She said, trying to shake my hand off, so I did as I was told and let go. Miyagi sat down in her chair. It seemed like she was willing to stay in the shared living space while the dough rested.

I turned away from Miyagi and began cleaning up. I set the containers and tools we’d used into the sink, and as I poured dish soap onto a sponge, I heard Miyagi call out from behind me.

「Sendai-san.」

「What is it?」

I replied while washing the rubber spatula, and then she quietly asked,

「Were you planning on making cookies today?」

「No, not really. Why do you ask?」

「You had all the ingredients ready.」

「We just happened to have them at home. Cookie ingredients aren’t exactly uncommon, you know.」

「I guess that’s true…」

Miyagi’s voice faded, and only the sound of running water filled the shared living space. Moments like this made it easy to tell she wasn’t saying what she actually wanted to say. I did the same sometimes, but I felt like Miyagi held back twice as much as I did.

「If there’s something you want to say, then just say it.」

I said, even though I knew I wouldn’t get anything out of her.

「It’s nothing.」

As expected, she gave me a short reply and said nothing more.

We’d only recently gotten used to having normal conversations with each other, but I still hesitated to say the things I kept buried in my heart. There were things I couldn’t say either, so I decided not to push her any further.

Once I finished washing up, I put everything away and took a seat next to Miyagi.

「Why’d you go out of your way to sit over here?」

「Because I just wanted to be closer to you.」

If we were going to be together, I wanted to sit close enough that we could reach each other. But we had nothing to talk about, so the two of us just sat there in silence.

The wait for the dough to rest was a little too long.

And after that, we still had to bake it in the oven.

Baking would take less time than letting the dough rest, but even so, we had another fifteen minutes to go.

If we were going to make something, maybe it should’ve been something that kept us busy the whole time, so our conversations could come more naturally.

Like the French toast Miyagi and I made together during last year’s summer break.

I thought back to that summer.

Back then, I’d gone out to buy ingredients for French toast just to run away from the urge to touch Miyagi.

「Why aren’t you saying anything?」

Miyagi asked in a dissatisfied voice, lightly stepping on my foot.

「I was just thinking about last summer. When we made French toast together, remember?」

「… Why did you suddenly go out to buy ingredients that day, anyway?」

It seemed she remembered that summer too—enough to ask the one thing I didn’t want her to ask.

「Hmm, I wonder. I don’t actually remember.」

I said as casually as I could, taking Miyagi’s hand.

A little over a year had passed since then, and things between us had changed.

Now, we were roommates, and I could touch her whenever I wanted.

「Miyagi.」

We still weren’t close enough for me to call her “Shiori,” but she no longer got angry or pulled away when I called her “Miyagi” and held her hand like this. I tugged her hand gently and leaned in. Miyagi never closed the distance herself, but she always shut her eyes, like it was only natural.

I pressed my lips against hers, then pulled away.

Miyagi had changed too.

Granted, those changes came gradually—so slowly that I only realized them in hindsight—but Miyagi had become a different person from who she was back then.

And it didn’t feel like she was changing for the worse either.

I wanted her to keep changing in the direction I wanted her to—and the sooner, the better.

I knew I had to wait, but I couldn’t stop wishing for it anyway. I wanted Miyagi to change right away, even before the cookies were finished.

「What time is it now, Sendai-san? Hasn’t it been thirty minutes already?」

Miyagi asked, looking over at me with our hands still joined.

I glanced at my phone and saw that we were still a few minutes short of thirty.

「Just a few minutes left.」

「If there’s only a few minutes left, can’t we just take it out already?」

Miyagi stood up from her seat. Even though I hadn’t said it was okay yet, she opened the fridge, pulled out the cookie dough, and called to me.

「What do we do next, Sendai-san?」

She asked, and I realized we didn’t have a rolling pin.

「We’re supposed to roll the dough out, but… hmm, hold on.」

Standing in front of the dough, I started looking up substitutes for a rolling pin.

「Miyagi, bring out a jar of jam.」

「Jam?」

「Yeah.」

Looking confused, Miyagi took a jar of jam from the fridge. I grabbed it, wrapped it in plastic, and started rolling the dough with it.

「Aren’t you supposed to use a rolling pin for this?」

「Well, we can’t use what we don’t have, so it’s not like we have any other choice. Also, I just realized we don’t have any cookie cutters either.」

Since I had originally planned on making a cake, we were missing quite a few things we needed for cookies.

「… So what you said earlier was true.」

Miyagi muttered.

「What do you mean?」

「You really weren’t planning on making cookies today.」

「Well, yeah.」

I decided to cut the rolled-out dough into squares with a knife. The cookies wouldn’t be cute, but they’d taste the same either way. I made a few vertical cuts and was about to cut horizontally when I noticed Miyagi’s hand in the corner of my vision.

「Give me this part.」

She pointed at the very edge of the dough.

「Sure, but what are you going to do with it?」

「I’m going to shape it.」

I handed Miyagi a strip of the dough and then cut the rest into squares. I finished quickly and glanced over to find Miyagi rolling the dough in her hands like clay. She stuck the pieces together like a snowman and then attached small ear-like shapes to the top.

「… Is that a cat?」

What I wanted to say was, “Whoa, the cat is making a cat,” but I knew that would annoy her, so I kept it to myself.

「You can think of it as a dog, too, if you want.」

It did kind of look like a dog, but it still looked more like a cat. But that was beside the point.

「That might come out undercooked.」

Miyagi had done her best to shape something cute out of the cookie dough, but it was rolled too thick and didn’t look like it would bake all the way through.

「What should I do, then?」

「Flatten it somehow.」

「I don’t want to.」

「You can say that, but what’s the point if it won’t bake through? Here, pass me the cat.」

I held out my hand, and Miyagi reluctantly placed the dough cat into it.

「You’re so cruel, Sendai-san.」

She grumbled.

I pressed the cat-shaped dough together, rolled it into a ball, and split it in half. I handed one piece to Miyagi and flattened the other into a round shape before adding ears and eyes. When Miyagi saw that, she shaped her half the same way. Once we finished, we set all the pieces on the baking tray and slid them into the preheated oven.

Then, I sat down, ready to wait the fifteen minutes.

But Miyagi didn’t move—she just stood there, staring into the oven.

「Having fun?」

「It’s whatever.」

Miyagi replied in a cold voice.

If staring into the oven wasn’t that fun, I wished she would at least turn around and look at me instead.

「Miyagi.」

「What?」

She still didn’t face me.

I stood up and wrapped my arms around her from behind.

「Don’t cling to me like that. It’s hot.」

She said, slapping the hand I had around her stomach.

「Come on. It’s fine, isn’t it?」

「No, it’s not.」

Miyagi pried my hand off and went to take a seat.

Well, it’s okay.

If good things kept happening one after another, it would only make me feel more uneasy anyway.

Maybe this was good enough for the last day of summer break.

I went over and sat next to Miyagi again, just like earlier.
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Just in case—just to be on the safe side—I’d told Miyagi to stay home yesterday.

When I opened the front door, I saw her shoes at the entrance.

It was almost evening, and it looked like she was home and hadn’t gone anywhere.

I took off my shoes and headed toward the shared living space.

I’d been worried that I might come back after picking up the cake I’d reserved only to find Miyagi gone, but it seemed like that crisis hadn’t happened. If the birthday girl hadn’t been home, the cake would’ve gone completely to waste.

I put the small round cake in the fridge and knocked on Miyagi’s door.

Knock, knock.

After two soft knocks, Miyagi opened the door and peeked out.

「I’m home.」

「Welcome back.」

「I bought the cake.」

「… You didn’t have to do that.」

Miyagi said in a flat tone.

「We made a promise, didn’t we? That we’d eat a round cake together for your birthday.」

We’d made a few promises on my birthday.

One of them was that from now on, whenever it was Miyagi’s birthday, we’d get a round cake and finish it together so there wouldn’t be any leftovers.

And today was the start of that promise.

Miyagi hadn’t let me swear it on her earrings, but there was no way I was going to break it.

I wanted to earn her trust.

More than anything, this promise was important—if I couldn’t keep even this, I’d be worthless.

And because she hadn’t let me swear it on her earrings, it felt all the more like something I absolutely couldn’t break.

「I didn’t think you’d actually go and buy one, though.」

Compared to the weight of my feelings, her voice sounded surprisingly light.

I couldn’t help staring at her, but she immediately looked away.

Her voice had been a little low, but she didn’t look like she was in a bad mood.

If anything, her face was almost expressionless—like she’d left her emotions somewhere else.

What were birthdays to Miyagi, exactly?

Maybe it was a day she didn’t even want to be celebrated.

That thought crossed my mind for an instant.

「I don’t want to break any of the promises I make to you, Miyagi. I didn’t have work today, and I didn’t suddenly go hang out with my friends either.」

As if denying the thought that had crossed my mind, I reached out and held Miyagi’s hand.

That day, Miyagi had looked like she didn’t believe I’d actually keep my promise today.

So I’d decided I would never break it—no matter what.

I didn’t have work scheduled in the first place, and I had no intention of going anywhere even if someone invited me out. Besides, my phone was on silent, so I wouldn’t hear it if someone messaged me anyway.

「What are you talking about?」

Miyagi tried to pull her hand away, but I tightened my grip.

「You were worried, weren’t you? That I might come home late from work, or that my friends might suddenly invite me out.」

「I wasn’t worried, and I never said I was.」

「Then let’s just enjoy the cake together. It is your birthday, after all.」

Miyagi was probably still afraid.

She was trapped in her memories of spending her birthdays alone and couldn’t escape them. Even now, she was likely scared of having the round cake left over in the fridge and seeing it untouched the next morning.

I’d never seen someone look so unhappy about eating a birthday cake before, and it made me a little uneasy—but I reminded myself this was the right choice.

「It’s still my birthday even if there’s no cake, you know. It’s not like having one is going to change anything.」

「It does change things. Birthdays are better with cake, so come on—lighten up a little.」

「… You didn’t look like you were having much fun on your birthday either, Sendai-san.」

Miyagi stared at me, and my mind went back to August 23rd.

I hadn’t been in a great mood that day because Miyagi had said she was going out with a friend. But that feeling only lasted until she pushed me into her room—because the moment I realized she’d been trying to celebrate my birthday, that heaviness in my chest vanished.

「That’s not true.」

I said, firmly denying Miyagi’s words.

「It is true… You looked really unhappy that day.」

「I was just surprised. I didn’t expect you to do anything for my birthday. It actually made me really, really happy.」

It had been the happiest birthday I’d had in all nineteen years of my life.

If I didn’t seem that way at the time, then it was only because Miyagi had done something I never thought possible—my shock must’ve shown more than my joy.

But it wasn’t about me right now.

Miyagi’s feelings mattered more.

「Do you not want your birthday to be celebrated, Miyagi?」

「… I don’t know. No one’s ever bought a cake for me like this and asked me to finish the whole thing with them before.」

Her voice sounded unsure.

「You’ve gotten presents from your friends before, right? Have you never had a birthday party?」

「Yeah, I’ve gotten presents, but… I don’t really like birthday parties.」

「Why not?」

「Because I hate how it feels afterward.」

「Afterward?」

Her reason for hating birthday parties was probably the same reason she didn’t like round cakes—

「Sendai-san, you said you needed my help today, right? What do you need me to do? Just tell me already so we can get it over with.」

Miyagi cut me off in a rush, like she didn’t want me to say the answer I’d come to.

「Oh, I was wondering if you could help me with some cooking.」

I told Miyagi what the “help” I’d asked for before leaving the apartment earlier had been about.

I didn’t want to dig up any more of her bad birthday memories.

Today wasn’t a day for talking about unpleasant things, so I took her hand and guided her toward the kitchen.

「Are we cooking something we’re going to eat today?」

「Yeah. We’re not having a full-on party or anything, but I want it to feel a little like one.」

「Isn’t it weird that I’m helping? It is my birthday, you know.」

「It doesn’t matter if it’s weird or not—it’ll be something you’ll remember. And it’s more fun when we cook together anyway.」

「I think you’re the only one who finds it fun, Sendai-san.」

Although she sounded annoyed, Miyagi still seemed willing to help, and she followed me without any objections.

I wanted to overwrite her birthday memories with new ones—with memories that had me in them.

I wanted her to feel like having me here was normal, and that next year, and the years after that, we’d spend her birthday together too.

「… So what are we making?」

「Karaage.」

「You really like karaage, don’t you, Sendai-san?」

「It’s a classic, and tastes great, too. And after that, I want to make some bite-sized pizzas using gyoza wrappers.」 [1]

I didn’t plan on making anything fancy, but I wanted it to be delicious.

A round cake and a small feast—nothing complicated.

As long as today became a day Miyagi would remember, that was all I needed.

I opened the fridge to start preparing the food we were going to make.






	Gyoza is the Japanese variation of dumplings (or potstickers). They usually consist of ground meat and vegetables that are wrapped into thinly rolled pieces of dough — and this dough is called gyoza skin or a gyoza wrapper. Unlike pizza doughs (which usually consist of the addition of olive oil and other seasonings for flavor), this is just made with mostly water and flour. ↩︎
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A round cake with candles.

Thinking back, I remembered seeing something like this before.

A birthday from long ago. My father wasn’t there because he was still at work, but my mother took pictures of me smiling, with candles for each year I’d lived.

And now, the photos that held those memories were tucked away in an album.

Now we were in Sendai-san’s room, with my mother nowhere in sight.

I wondered what kind of face I was making.

I looked over at Sendai-san as she set five candles into a white strawberry-topped cake.

She hadn’t reminded me to look cheerful—neither in the kitchen nor when she brought the cake in—so I figured I didn’t look too unhappy.

「Maybe I should’ve bought those numbered candles after all.」

Sendai-san said from the other side of the cake, sounding serious but clearly in a good mood.

「This is fine.」

「Really? Wouldn’t it look nicer with a “19” candle in the middle?」

「I don’t need something like that.」

I was fine with the five candles that came with the cake. There was no need to go out of our way to buy numbered ones.

「I see. Well, I’ll light these, then.」

Sendai-san said as she began lighting the candles one by one.

A moment later, all five were flickering gently.

I hadn’t made any plans for my birthday because I’d promised that we would spend it together, but even so, I hadn’t believed her when she said we’d eat a round cake together. Even when she left the apartment earlier saying she was going to pick up the cake she’d ordered, I still doubted her, worried she might not come back.

Thinking that way had made me uneasy.

But now, the cake was right in front of me, the candles lit.

「I’m going to turn off the lights.」

Sendai-san said cheerfully, but I stopped her before she reached for the remote.

「You don’t have to turn them off.」

「Why not? I was going to sing “Happy Birthday” to you.」

「You don’t have to do that either. So leave the lights on.」

「Really? You don’t want to hear my beautiful singing voice at all?」

「No. And I’m going to blow the candles out now.」

It felt a little over the top, and I wasn’t a child who enjoyed being sung to anymore.

Besides, the more Sendai-san tried to make the celebration feel like a real birthday, the more it made me want to open the photo album I hadn’t touched in ages and add a new page to it, this time with Sendai-san in it.

「Okay, go ahead.」

Sendai-san said softly.

I inhaled and blew out the candles, as if blowing those old memories away with them.

The flames vanished, and the faint smell of wax stung the back of my nose.

I didn’t want to cry, but my vision blurred for a moment, so I squeezed my eyes shut before opening them again.

「Happy birthday.」

「Thanks.」

I replied quietly to her upbeat voice, and she removed the candles from the cake.

「Miyagi, how do you want me to slice it?」

「I’ll leave that up to you.」

「We’re eating the whole thing anyway, so I could just cut it in half… but that feels a little overwhelming. Hmm…」

She debated between cutting it into four slices or six, mumbling under her breath, before leaving the room to get a knife.

[image: Miyagi looking at her birthday cake. It has a chocolate “Happy Birthday” sign in the center with strawberries and five candles adorning the perimeter.]
I rubbed my eyes and then looked toward the cat-shaped chopstick rests sitting in the corner of her table. The three cats were always in different spots whenever I came in here, but lately it seemed like this table had become their home.

Just as the calico and black cats in our shared living space had gotten used to holding our chopsticks at mealtimes, these three looked like they had settled naturally into decorating Sendai-san’s room. It showed she liked my gift, and the thought made me feel relieved.

I stroked the bicolored cat’s head with my fingertips.

Unlike my black cat plush, this one was hard and smooth.

I lined up the three cats neatly and then flipped them over.

But when I heard Sendai-san coming back, I quickly put them back the way they were before.

「Apparently if you warm the knife, it cuts more cleanly, so I went to do that. I also read that the cake should stay chilled, but since it’s been sitting out for a while now… I’m not sure how well I can slice it.」

Sendai-san sat down across from me and stared intently at the cake. Then she picked up the chocolate “Happy Birthday” decoration from the top and set it on my plate.

「That’s for you, since it’s your birthday.」

She said before plunging the knife straight down the middle without hesitation.

「Huh? You’re going to start by cutting it straight in half?」

「That’s what it said to do.」

Even as she answered, Sendai-san didn’t take her eyes off the cake. Starting from the center, she pulled the knife outward a few times until the cake was divided into four slices—two on each plate.

「Well, this seems good enough.」

Sendai-san said, looking satisfied.

They weren’t cut as perfectly as the ones you’d see in stores, but they were far better than the slices I used to cut when I was a kid.

「Let’s eat.」

We said in unison as we picked up our forks and took our first bites.

The whipped cream and soft sponge cake melted together in my mouth. The tartness of the strawberries made it even better, and I immediately wanted another bite.

「Is it good?」

「Yeah, it is.」

I answered, taking a second bite before sipping my iced tea.

「That’s good. I’m glad.」

She said gently. Her voice made me lift my eyes from the cake, and even though I hadn’t meant to, our gazes met.

「What?」

I asked, since Sendai-san seemed to be staring at me. She smiled.

「You look like you’re enjoying this.」

「You seem like you’re having even more fun than I am, though.」

「Well, you know, birthday celebrations are supposed to be fun.」

Sendai-san said with a grin as she ate a strawberry off her plate. Her fork moved through the cake a few times, each bite disappearing into her mouth and then into her stomach. After swallowing a bite myself, I snapped the chocolate topper in half and took a bite of it.

「… Did you actually have fun on your birthday, Sendai-san?」

「I told you earlier, didn’t I? I did. Thanks to you.」

「Really?」

「Really.」

「Did any of your friends wish you a happy birthday?」

「Well, sort of. But your friends did too, didn’t they?」

Maika had given me a gift yesterday, saying, “It’s a day early, but here you go,” and Ami had called to wish me a happy birthday. Some of my university friends had wished me one too. But it still felt like Sendai-san had gotten twice as many birthday wishes as I did.

「Yeah, they did… So, was it your friends from university who wished you a happy birthday?」

I asked.

「Yep, and even people from high school, too.」

「Like Ibaraki-san?」

「Yeah.」

「You still talk to each other?」

「Who, me and Umina?」

「Mhm.」

「Yeah, we do. She even said she wants me to come home for winter break.」

That was the first time I’d ever heard that.

Sendai-san had never said a word about it before.

Of course, she had no obligation to tell me she was still in contact with Ibaraki-san, and I had no right to interfere with her social life. I’d always known they were friends, so it wasn’t strange for Ibaraki-san to want to see her again.

And yet, for some reason, it felt like I’d just been shoved off a cliff and dropped straight into the ocean.

「… You’re not going to go back, are you?」

I asked as I cut into my second slice of cake.

「Nope. And if our friendship ends because of that, then so be it.」

Sendai-san said plainly, without a hint of hesitation.

I didn’t want her going home just to see Ibaraki-san, but hearing her say it so bluntly made me feel a bit of sympathy for her.

During high school, Sendai-san and Ibaraki-san had always looked like they got along well. But once Sendai-san started coming to my place, I realized she’d just been putting up appearances.

There was no doubt they were friends, but I doubted they saw their friendship in the same way.

Sendai-san often brought magazines that Ibaraki-san liked to my room, but she never read them with any real interest—and now she stopped buying them at all.

「Sendai-san.」

「What’s up?」

「Back in high school, you used to buy the magazines that Ibaraki-san liked. Do you not buy them anymore?」

「No, because I don’t need them anymore.」

Sendai-san said like it was the most obvious thing in the world.

It felt like she could cut her world up as easily as she sliced through a cake.

If something no longer mattered to her, she could toss it aside without hesitation.

Just like slicing a round cake into triangles, she never seemed afraid of changing its shape.

At the aquarium café, she’d cut straight through the otter face drawn on our pancake without a second thought. When we made cookies, she’d taken the cat-shaped dough I’d formed and rolled it back into a ball just as easily.

If she decided something needed to change, she could break its shape without the slightest hesitation.

Watching her do things like that made me anxious, and I couldn’t help wondering how long we could stay the way we were now—and if a day would come when she’d do the same to me.

I let out a quiet sigh and brought a bite of cake to my mouth.

The yellow sponge cake, the whipped cream, and the red strawberries—all of it tasted delicious.

There was no point spending all my time dwelling on something so pointless on my birthday, which only came once a year.

I pushed back the shadow creeping into my heart with the sweetness of the soft cake.

「Well, if you want to read them, I don’t mind buying them again.」

Sendai-san said softly.

「No. I don’t read those kinds of things anyway.」

I replied, bringing another bite of cake to my mouth.

I ate the rest slowly, savoring each bite, and eventually finished my half of the round cake along with the chocolate topper. When I looked over at Sendai-san, her plate was empty too.

We managed to keep the promise we’d made, and there was no cake left to put in the refrigerator.

Not a single crumb remained.

Warm dishes and a round cake had filled the table, and now all of it was gone.

Having a birthday where nothing was left behind felt happier than any I’d had before.

Everything’s fine.

It was the cake that Sendai-san cut out into pieces, not me.

And it was the food on the table that we got rid of, not me.

So… everything’s fine.

「Miyagi, what kind of cake do you want for your birthday next year?」

「I’m okay with anything.」

「Then let’s get another round cake, about the same size as today’s.」

Sendai-san said with a bright smile.

Next year was too far away for me to trust her promises.

But even so, I wanted to believe we would spend it the same way we had today.

「Anyway, here’s your birthday present.」

Sendai-san said casually, pulling a small bag from under the bed and handing it to me.

「Thanks.」

It was a bit unusual. She normally liked fancier bags with ribbons, so seeing something this plain felt a little strange.

「Go ahead and open it.」

She said, and I did as I was told. Inside the bag was a small box, but it didn’t look much like a present at all.

I stared at Sendai-san, completely stunned.

「… What is this supposed to be?」

「You can’t tell just by looking at it?」

「No, I know what it is. I just don’t understand why…」

It was something I’d seen before.

Something I’d bought and given to Sendai-san—something I could never forget.

Something I never imagined she would need.

Not after how reluctant she’d always been about it before.

I pulled the box out of the bag and placed it on the table.

「I’m giving you my ears, Miyagi.」

She said gently.

Sitting there was the same kind of piercing gun she’d used to pierce my ears with.

That was the present Sendai-san was giving me.
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I stared at the piercing gun on the table.

With it, I could pierce Sendai-san’s ears.

It was something I’d wished for back in high school, and something I still wanted even after we entered university.

And now she was giving me that right.

I brought my fingers to my own ear.

As I fiddled with my earring, I looked at her.

She accepted just about anything that came out of my mouth.

Even now, if I rejected this present and asked for something else, I was sure she’d give it to me. If I said I wanted to trade it for the right to order her around, she’d probably agree to it. And if I told her to lick my feet, she’d probably obey.

There were very few things Sendai-san ever refused to do.

And one of them was letting me pierce her ears.

I took a sip of my iced tea, which tasted a little watered down now that the ice had melted.

Why is she suddenly letting me do this?

I couldn’t stop wondering why she’d decided to get her ears pierced now, when she’d insisted so firmly in the past that she never would.

「Sendai-san, didn’t you say you didn’t want to get your ears pierced?」

「I did, but I also said I’d be willing to consider it if it was for a special occasion, remember?」

「… Yeah.」

Small flower earrings adorned my ears.

When she’d pierced them for me, I’d asked why she didn’t get her own done—and now, as if it were nothing, Sendai-san brushed aside the stubborn refusal she’d always had toward getting her ears pierced.

「Is today supposed to be some kind of special occasion?」

「Is it not?」

「Then what’s the occasion?」

「It’s your birthday.」

Sendai-san said casually.

「Isn’t it weird to treat my birthday as a special occasion for you? Usually, people feel that way about their own birthdays, not someone else’s.」

My birthday didn’t seem like the kind of day that should make Sendai-san reconsider getting her ears pierced—something she’d always been against.

「Well, there’s no point doing it on my birthday.」

「Why not?」

If this had been last year, I would’ve pierced Sendai-san’s ears without even stopping to wonder why.

But now, watching her act like she hadn’t been against this the whole time made me want to understand what she was thinking.

Without knowing the reason, I didn’t want to reach for the piercing gun sitting on the table.

「Because there’s something I want to swear to you on your birthday using these earrings.」

Sendai-san said quietly, staring at me intently.

「What would that be?」

「That next year, we’ll have another round cake together, just like today. The promise we made last time was only for this year, right?」

Just like how I’d wanted to pierce her ears, I also wanted to celebrate my birthday the same way again next year.

I wanted to eat another round cake with her.

But having her swear on it terrified me.

A vow like that meant more than any regular promise. It tied words to actions and made them real. Sendai-san had never broken a vow when she swore on my earrings—and if she were to make another one today, after I pierced her ears, I knew it’d be something she wouldn’t go back on.

But that was exactly why I was so scared.

If she ever broke a vow that was supposed to be unbreakable—if she disappeared, leaving me to spend my next birthday alone—I knew I’d never be able to trust Sendai-san again.

「You don’t have to swear anything to me.」

I was so afraid of her swearing anything—even if it was on my own earrings—that I couldn’t bring myself to accept what Sendai-san was offering me.

「Okay, what about a regular promise, then?」

「If it’s just a promise, you don’t need to get your ears pierced for that.」

I wanted Sendai-san to stay the person who would never betray me.

「I do, though. I want the promise to be somewhere you can always see it.」

She said softly.

「Why are you going this far for something like this?」

「Because I want to. Do I need any other reason?」

「… No.」

「Then it’s settled. My piercings will serve as a reminder of our promise—that we’ll celebrate like this again next year, and hopefully for many years after that, too.」

Right now, two empty plates and a piercing gun sat on the table.

Sendai-san’s voice sounded sweeter than usual, and the happy past I’d tucked away in a photo album felt like it was slowly melting into the present.

「… No.」

「Why not? You promised me the same thing too, didn’t you? That you’d celebrate my birthday next year, and the years after that. This is the same thing.」

She said, her tone like she was gently scolding a child.

「Is it really the same thing?」

「Yeah, it is.」

Her calm, reassuring voice lingered in my ears.

When I looked at her, Sendai-san met my gaze and said, “You don’t need to worry so much.”

I slowly let out the words I’d been holding back.

「… Fine. Promise me we’ll celebrate like this again next year.」

「Okay.」

Sendai-san smiled as she set a cotton ball and some disinfectant on the table.

「Are you really okay with this?」

「Yep. I’ll let you decide where to make the holes, Miyagi.」

I picked up the piercing gun, and Sendai-san instructed me to sit next to her.

I did as she said and moved beside her, and she handed me a pen.

I already knew the steps by heart.

Disinfect her ears, mark the spots on her earlobes, then use the piercing gun.

That was all it would take to pierce Sendai-san’s ears.

It wasn’t hard at all.

It hadn’t been difficult when she pierced mine, either.

And yet, for some reason, this felt like the hardest thing I’d ever had to do.

I set the piercing gun back down on the table and reached for her ear.

I touched her earlobe, just like she’d done to mine before.

Piercing this smooth, flawless ear felt strangely important—like I was about to change something about Sendai-san herself.

I tugged gently at her soft earlobe before letting go.

The same way she’d cut a round cake into perfect triangular slices, I was about to shape her into something a little different, too. The thought was tempting, but at the same time, I wondered if piercing her ears was really the right thing to do.

It felt like changing her might also change what we had between us—and I didn’t want that.

I brushed the back of her ear lightly with my finger.

「That tickles.」

Sendai-san said quietly, catching my wrist in her hand.

I was the one who chose to let my ears go through change, and I had her pierce them for me.

The holes she’d made, now adorned with the flower-shaped earrings she chose for me, were proof of a promise we’d made together.

What I was about to do now wasn’t any different.

At her request, I would be the one to change her this time, creating another promise between us.

It wasn’t something that would change our relationship in any major way.

So this much was okay.

Piercing Sendai-san’s ears wouldn’t change our relationship as roommates.

「Let go of me.」

I said, gently tugging on Sendai-san’s earlobe. She released her hold on my wrist.

I traced the outline of her earlobe before letting go.

She had such beautifully shaped ears.

Once she had earrings in them, I’d never be able to see them like this again.

I leaned in and pressed my lips softly against her earlobe.

It was a little cold and soft, but pleasant to the touch.

When I gave it a gentle bite, Sendai-san flinched.

I’d left marks on her body plenty of times before, though never on her ears.

But hickeys and bite marks never lasted very long, and they always faded too quickly.

That was why I wanted to leave something more permanent—something that would stay with her forever, somewhere everyone could see.

If I pierced her ears, no one would know I’d been the one to do it, but it would still be visible to anyone, and I’d know it was a mark I left behind.

I touched the spot I planned to pierce with the tip of my tongue, and Sendai-san tapped me on the back.

「Come on, that’s enough, Miyagi.」

Ignoring her, I bit her earlobe again.

Then I pressed my lips just below it and traced the back of her ear with my finger.

「Hey, stop it. If you keep doing that, you’re going to mess with my head.」

Sendai-san said, grabbing me around the waist. Her fingers brushed against my sides, tickling me, so I pushed her away by the shoulders.

「Stop fooling around and just pierce them already.」

Sendai-san said, pushing the disinfectant and cotton ball into my hands.

I dampened the cotton and carefully wiped down her ear. After marking the spot with the pen, I opened the packaging for the piercing gun.

For something that was about to leave a permanent mark on her body, it felt surprisingly light in my hand.

― I wondered if Sendai-san had felt the same way back when she pierced my ears.

「Is this really okay?」

I asked quietly.

「Yeah, it is.」

She answered.

I gently aligned the toy-like piercing gun against her earlobe.

All I had to do was press it down, and a hole would be made in Sendai-san’s ear.

I took a deep breath, then exhaled.

Everything will be fine.

When she’d pierced my ears, it hadn’t hurt nearly as much as I’d expected, and it was over in a second.

Surely, it’d be the same for her.

And yet, even knowing that, my hand wouldn’t move.

「Miyagi.」

Sendai-san called my name softly.

I was always hesitating, stopping halfway, but hearing her voice gave me the push I needed. I still couldn’t keep up with her pace just yet, but at the very least, my body finally started to move again.

I tightened my grip on the piercing gun and slowly pressed down.

My heart pounded so hard it felt almost suffocating.

I let out a quiet breath.

Then I pushed the piercing gun down all the way.

A sharp snap rang out, the earring settling into place, and in that same instant, I thought I heard something quietly crack inside me.

「Huh, I thought it’d hurt more than that.」

Sendai-san said, looking relieved as she met my eyes.

「I’m going to pierce the other one now.」

I said, touching the ear I hadn’t pierced yet.

「Okay.」

After disinfecting the spot and marking it with a pen, I pressed the piercing gun against her earlobe again. When I pushed down, another sharp snap rang out. A hole opened in this ear too, and once again, I thought I heard something quietly crack inside me.

Now, she had earrings in both ears.

Those faint sounds I’d heard each time must have been the sound of my own shell starting to break.

I looked at Sendai-san, now wearing the earrings I’d put on her.

Through that small fracture within me, it felt a little easier to breathe, and for a moment, I felt like I could see her more clearly than ever before.
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「Nice, it looks pretty good.」

Sendai-san said brightly, checking her newly pierced ears in the hand mirror.

I wore earrings too, but somehow, Sendai-san suited them far better than I did.

「Well? What do you think?」

She asked as she set the mirror down and looked at me.

「About your earrings?」

「Yeah.」

The earrings she wore had the same design as the ones I’d worn up until a few months ago. It wasn’t anything unusual—we’d used the same piercing kits, and anyone else who bought the same one would probably end up with the same earrings too.

So there was no special meaning behind her wearing the same kind of earrings I used to wear. Her piercings were just there as a reminder of the promise we’d made for next year, and the earrings themselves were painfully ordinary. Even so, I couldn’t help thinking she looked beautiful with them.

「I think it’ll be hard for me to bite your ears now that you have earrings on.」

Unable to say what I was really thinking, I let a different thought slip out instead.

「It might make it a little inconvenient for you to bite me, but I feel like you’ll do it anyway.」

「Your ears belong to me now, so I think I should be allowed to bite them.」

I didn’t want to touch the area that had just been pierced, so I gently tugged at a spot above Sendai-san’s earlobe before letting go.

「You know that’s not what I meant when I said I was giving you my ears, right? And that’s not even what I was asking about.」

Sendai-san said, reaching out to touch my earring.

Her fingertips brushed over the small flower at my ear, pressing down on it gently.

 “Now answer me properly,” she said.

I drew in a quiet breath.

「… They look good on you.」

I said as I exhaled.

My voice wasn’t loud, but it still seemed to reach her, and she gave me a soft smile in return.

「I see. That makes me happy to hear.」

Seeing her with earrings felt so natural, like they’d always belonged there. They suited her so perfectly it seemed as though she could’ve had them since high school. She’d always looked like someone who would wear earrings, so it felt like I was finally seeing the real Sendai-san now.

「Here, take this as a thank-you for the compliment. I actually got you another present.」

Sendai-san said, pulling out a small, sturdier bag than the one the piercing gun came in and placing it in front of me.

「Why’d you get me two presents?」

「You gave me two for my birthday, didn’t you? You listened to what I wanted, and then gave me a set of chopstick rests the next day, so I wanted to return the favor.」

Sendai-san smiled, then added, “Go on, open it.”

Inside the bag was a small, neatly wrapped box. I took it out and found a rectangular box tied carefully with a ribbon, clearly meant to be a gift.

I didn’t want it.

Even so, I doubted Sendai-san would accept it if I said that. But if I could, I wanted to give it back without opening it.

And the reason was simple: just from the shape of this long, rectangular box, I already knew what it was.

Obviously, it wasn’t going to be a glue stick or a pack of batteries.

What was inside was definitely something I almost never used—something that felt like it had nothing to do with me.

「Hurry up and open it.」

She urged, and I reluctantly untied the ribbon, peeling away the wrapping paper. I couldn’t help but sigh when I saw an expensive-looking stick of lip balm inside.

「You don’t have to look that disappointed.」

Sendai-san said, sounding a little unhappy.

「Well, I mean, I’m not really a big fan of these kinds of things.」

I never liked lip balm—it made my lips feel sticky. Plus, I wasn’t a fan of makeup to begin with. Sendai-san should’ve known that.

「I figured you’d say that, but I thought this was something even you might end up using. Besides, lots of people who don’t even like makeup use stuff like this.」

Sendai-san, who’d put makeup on me a few times before despite my reluctance, said with a smile.

「I don’t think I’d use this.」

「Oh, don’t say that. It smells nice, almost like it’d taste good.」

「Is it strawberry-scented?」

I wasn’t interested in actually wearing it, but I was a little curious about the scent. Just as I was about to take the cap off, Sendai-san snatched the tube from my hand.

「Here, I’ll put it on for you.」

「I can figure out the scent without having to put it on, so give it back.」

「Where’s the fun in that?」

「I don’t care if it’s fun or not.」

「Come on, can’t you at least use it once in front of me?」

「No.」

「But I’m using the chopstick rests you gave me.」

It was rare to hear Sendai-san sound so sulky. She was even pouting at me.

She’s doing this on purpose.

She definitely has to be doing this on purpose.

She was only sounding so sulky and pretending to pout so I’d give in.

「Miyagi.」

It was my birthday today, so technically, there was no reason I had to cave.

But Sendai-san had kept her promise to eat a whole round cake with me, and she’d promised we’d do this again next year too. She’d even let me pierce her ears, just like I’d always wanted.

I let out a huge sigh and turned toward her.

「Okay, now stay still.」

Sendai-san said as she removed the cap from the lip balm. She placed her hand on my cheek and began applying it to my lips.

It wasn’t unusual for Sendai-san to be this close to me. It wasn’t strange for our shoulders to brush or for our lips to end up almost touching.

But today, she felt closer than ever, and I didn’t know where else to look, so I shut my eyes.

The room went dark, and something sticky spread across my lips.

Even though I couldn’t see anything, I could feel her gaze on my lips.

I didn’t even need to sniff the air to smell the fruity scent.

「Okay, all done. You look really cute with it on.」

Sendai-san said, and I opened my eyes. The moment I did, I found her staring straight at me, so I immediately looked away.

「You don’t have to flatter me.」

「But it’s true.」

「Shut up, Sendai-san. You’re so annoying.」

I slapped her thigh, and she asked, “Does it smell nice?”

「Yeah, it does.」

I answered curtly, then brought a finger to my lips.

A bit of the lip balm stuck to my fingertip, carrying its sweet scent with it. I couldn’t tell exactly what kind of fruit it was supposed to be, but it definitely smelled good.

「Apparently, it tastes sweet if you lick it.」

Sendai-san said, sounding way too pleased with herself.

「What do you mean “apparently”?」

「Well, I’ve never actually used that lip balm myself. I looked up a bunch of things I thought you might be willing to use and tested the scent in the store, but I’ve never tasted it. Why don’t you try it?」

I licked my lips just as she suggested, and the lip balm brushed against the tip of my tongue, leaving behind a faint sweetness.

「… It tastes pretty good.」

「Really?」

「Yeah.」

「In that case, let me have a taste too.」

Before I could say anything, Sendai-san leaned in. I shut my eyes instinctively, and her lips pressed against mine.

The moment our lips touched, the sweet scent filled the air, and something soft and moist met my mouth. Even though she’d said she only wanted a taste of the lip balm, her tongue didn’t aim for my lips—it tried to slip into my mouth instead.

When I grabbed Sendai-san’s arm in protest, her lips pulled away for a moment. But they came back almost immediately, pressing against mine harder than the first time, and the tip of her tongue slipped into my mouth.

What curled around my tongue was sweeter than the lip balm, and even sweeter than the cake we had earlier.

Our tongues touched, then parted.

A small breath escaped me.

Sendai-san should have felt out of place inside me, but instead she blended into me, almost like she was part of my own body. The warmth flowing into me felt good.

After our lips parted, she brushed the tip of her tongue over my lips, licking the lip balm she’d just put on me.

「That does taste pretty good.」

Sendai-san said with a bright smile.

「You’re making the lip balm come off.」

「Yeah, I know.」

She said casually and leaned in again, so I pushed her back by the shoulder.

「I just said you were making the lip balm come off.」

「It’s fine. A few kisses won’t hurt. And even if it does come off, you’ve still got plenty left.」

「Just because I have a lot left doesn’t mean you have to kiss me that many times.」

「You’re so stingy, Miyagi. What’s wrong with kissing you a bunch?」

「I don’t care if I’m stingy. Also, how many more times are you planning to kiss me anyway?」

「Well, I’m not convinced the lip balm I gave you is enough for a present, so… however many it takes to make up for it.」

Sendai-san replied with a serious look on her face.

I had no idea how to react when she said something that sounded like a joke so earnestly.

I didn’t dislike kissing her, but it was something I wanted to leave for another time.

「You’re such an idiot, Sendai-san. Anyway, no more for today.」

I said, pushing her back firmly.

I expected her to complain, but instead she backed off without protest and leaned her back against the bed. Then, as if something had suddenly occurred to her, she said,

「Hey, Miyagi. You can bite my ears again in about a month.」

「Once your piercings have healed?」

「Yep.」

Sendai-san said quietly, then smiled at me.
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After putting on my makeup, I looked at my ears in the mirror.

I’d given my ears to Miyagi for her birthday.

But this was something I’d wanted too—to have her pierce my ears on her birthday.

Now I had an earring in each ear.

Those days in high school, when having any kind of permanent mark on our bodies was against the rules, now felt like a distant memory.

It had been two days since I’d gotten my ears pierced.

The small accessories Miyagi had put in my ears felt far more natural on me than I ever expected. They made my feelings for her even stronger, even more certain, and I never got tired of looking at them.

I touched my earring with my fingers.

It didn’t feel much different from when I touched Miyagi’s, and I let out a small sigh.

「Well, at least our earrings match.」

Miyagi would definitely hate it if she heard me say that, but the earrings I was wearing now looked just like the ones she used to wear. Lately, she’d only been wearing the plumeria earrings I’d given her, but just knowing she once wore earrings like these made my heart flutter.

What happened to the first pair of earrings I put in Miyagi’s ears?

Did she keep them somewhere, or did she throw them away?

I wanted to ask, but I couldn’t. I didn’t want to hear it if she said she’d thrown them out.

For me, I had no intention of throwing these earrings away. I’d even be fine with wearing them forever. But since I’d gone through the trouble of getting them pierced, it wouldn’t hurt to try on other ones too.

Like, for example, if Miyagi were to choose a pair for me…

「That’s probably never happening, though.」

I let out a sigh.

It was already hard enough just finding a chance for us to go out together, so getting her to pick out earrings for me felt about as impossible as teaching a stray cat to give me its paw.

My piercings were supposed to heal in about a month—when Miyagi would be able to bite my ears again—but I doubted that stray cat would suddenly turn into a well-trained dog by then.

So if I wanted new earrings, I’d just have to pick them myself.

Well, it had only been two days since I’d gotten my ears pierced.

Even if I planned on getting new earrings someday, there was no reason to rush.

For now, I was happy with the little treasure I had.

I could think about what might happen a month from now later.

Maybe by then, some miracle would happen and Miyagi would turn into a stray cat that had learned how to give me her paw.

I tugged lightly on my earlobe, now adorned with an earring, then glanced at the clock.

It was still a bit too early to head to campus.

Deciding to grab a drink before leaving, I opened my bedroom door and stepped out into the shared living space, where I found Miyagi.

「Are you leaving already?」

I called out to Miyagi, and she turned toward me.

I’d noticed it while we were eating, but ever since I’d gotten my ears pierced, I could feel Miyagi staring at them. Ever since her birthday, she’d been looking at me a lot.

「Yeah.」

She answered, her eyes still fixed on me.

Miyagi stared at my ears without holding back.

I never thought earrings would lead to something like this.

All it took was piercing my ears to catch Miyagi’s attention.

But I wanted more than just her eyes.

If offering up more parts of my body could draw more of her attention, I’d give her as much of myself as it took.

And if she ever said she wanted something from me, I’d give her just about anything.

If I asked Miyagi what she wanted from me, would she even give me an answer?

Just as I was getting caught up in that unhealthy train of thought, Miyagi’s voice pulled me back to reality.

「You’re not leaving yet, Sendai-san?」

I let out a small sigh. I felt exasperated with myself for even thinking about what else I could offer her.

Miyagi had seeped too deeply into me.

She had become such a large part of me that it felt like she was starting to paint over everything inside me.

If Miyagi ended up covering every last part of who I was, I wasn’t sure what would be left of me—and that thought scared me a little.

「Sendai-san?」

Seeing me stay quiet, Miyagi called my name.

I couldn’t just stay silent when she was asking me a simple yes or no question, so I looked at her and smiled.

「No, not yet. Also, I figured I’d help you put your lip balm on.」

She didn’t seem to be wearing the lip balm I’d given her.

「You don’t have to do that. Besides, I was just about to leave.」

Maybe because she didn’t like what I’d said, Miyagi’s expression turned displeased.

「Are you not planning on using the lip balm at all?」

「I will, but not right now. And I did use it on the day you gave it to me, didn’t I?」

「You should use it every day.」

It would make me incredibly happy if Miyagi actually used the gift I’d gotten her.

Just like how she brought the black cat plush with her when we moved in, I wanted her to keep using the lip balm too.

「No.」

「Then how about this—if you let me put the lip balm on you, I’ll do any one thing you ask of me.」

This seemed like a better idea than trying to think of what other parts of me I could offer her, and I really did want her to make use of the lip balm I’d given her too.

「… You’re saying you’ll do anything I ask of you?」

「Well, anything within the realm of common sense.」

Miyagi frowned at me.

It wasn’t like putting on lip balm was that big of a deal, so she didn’t need to think that hard about it.

Miyagi and I didn’t always agree on what counted as common sense, but it wasn’t like I’d ever refuse her anyway, so it shouldn’t have been an issue at all.

Even so, she spent a full minute thinking it over before finally answering.

「You better keep your word, Sendai-san.」

「I will. So can you go grab your lip balm?」

I asked, and Miyagi looked even more displeased than before. Then she pulled the lip balm out of her bag and handed it to me.

“Wait, it wasn’t in your room?”

I barely stopped myself from saying it out loud.

If I had, Miyagi probably would’ve snatched the lip balm back and headed straight to school.

「So, what is it that you want me to do in exchange?」

「I haven’t decided yet. Can I think of something later?」

「Sure. Now close your eyes.」

I said quietly, and Miyagi closed her eyes without any protest.

She didn’t need to have her eyes closed for me to apply lip balm on her, but I preferred it this way.

Instead of using the lip balm, I touched Miyagi’s lips with my fingertips.

Then I placed my hand on her cheek and kissed her. She tried to push me away, but I wanted more, so I leaned in to deepen the kiss.

She kicked me in the leg, so I reluctantly pulled back. As I did, she kicked me again before saying,

「I thought you wanted to put lip balm on me.」

「Oops, I forgot about that.」

I said with a grin, then took the cap off the lip balm. When I brought the sweet-smelling tube close to her, Miyagi closed her eyes again.

Slowly, carefully, I applied it to her soft lips.

「Okay. All done.」

Miyagi smelled really nice.

It made me want to kiss her again, but if I did, she’d probably never let me put lip balm on her again, so I held myself back.

「… Thanks. I’m going to get going now.」

She took the lip balm from my hand and put it back in her bag. Just as she turned to leave, I caught her arm.

「Wait for me. Let’s go together.」

「No. I’m leaving first.」

「What? Come on, just wait a little for me.」

「I don’t want to.」

Miyagi shook off my hand and left the shared living space, and I hurried back to my room. I grabbed my bag and rushed to the front door. After putting on my shoes and opening it, I let out a small gasp when I saw Miyagi standing there.

「Were you waiting for me?」

「I wasn’t.」

Miyagi glanced at my ears for a moment before starting to walk away. I locked the door behind me and followed after her.
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「Morning, Hazuki!」

I was sitting near the middle of the noisy lecture hall, taking out my pen and notebook while absent-mindedly touching my ear, when I heard someone call out to me.

「Good morning.」

It was Mio, bursting with energy as always. She slid into the seat next to mine. A few people nearby stared at her, but she didn’t seem to notice or care.

Mio was the one who helped me get my private tutoring job. She was friendly and easy to be around, but sometimes a little too carefree.

Then again, her senior had been pretty carefree too.

Mio’s upperclassman—the one who’d actually introduced me to Kikyou-chan’s family—was the type of person who called me three hours later than the time we agreed on.

「Hazuki, did something good happen?」

Mio asked. My fingers drifted to my earring.

A small, round stud was secured to my earlobe.

I knew there was no chance it had fallen off on my way to campus, yet feeling it under my fingertips made me feel reassured.

「No, nothing in particular. Why?」

I replied in my usual tone.

「You were grinning to yourself, so I figured something good must have happened.」

She said cheerfully.

It wasn’t that nothing good had happened.

I only said “no” because I didn’t want her to ask about it.

The truth was, I’d been in a good mood since this morning.

Miyagi let me apply lip balm on her, we walked to the train station together, and I was still wearing the earrings she’d given me.

But there was no way I could tell Mio any of that.

「Oh, that might’ve been because I was thinking about Cali. I ran into her on my way to the station this morning.」

I gave her the safest answer I could think of, turning my grin into a normal smile.

「Is that the cat you mentioned before?」

「Yeah.」

Cali usually only appeared when I was heading home from campus, so I definitely hadn’t seen her this morning.

But this kind of harmless lie didn’t bother me—little things I’d say to keep my relationships smooth, pretending I’d seen something I hadn’t.

Besides, Miyagi was basically like a stray cat herself, so it wasn’t even that far from the truth.

「You sure love cats, don’t you?」

Mio said warmly, then added, “They are pretty cute, though.”

Then, she glanced over at my ears.

「Whoa, are those earrings?」

She sounded genuinely surprised.

「They sure are.」

「Hazuki, didn’t you say you weren’t interested in getting your ears pierced? Did something happen?」

「I just changed my mind. That’s all.」

「Huh, I see.」

She didn’t sound convinced at all.

She’d asked me several times before if I had any interest in wearing earrings, and every time I’d told her no, so I couldn’t blame her for reacting that way.

Mio’s eyes stayed fixed on my ears.

I didn’t like where this was heading.

「Ohh, I get it. You found a boyfriend, didn’t you?」

Mio said with a grin.

「I didn’t.」

「No, that’s definitely it. I mean, lately you’ve been—wait, no. You’ve always been so busy, and you kept turning me down whenever I asked you to hang out during summer break.」

I knew this would happen.

Even in university, half the casual conversations between students were about love, just like how it was in high school.

It felt like if you cut any girl in half, the word “love” would come flowing out instead of blood.

I didn’t mind listening in on those kinds of conversations, but I didn’t like being asked about love myself.

Trying to explain Miyagi to anyone else would’ve been impossible.

It wasn’t that I didn’t trust Mio, but I had no idea what would happen if I told her. And it wasn’t like I wanted to get that close to her anyway, so I had no intention of talking about myself more than necessary.

「I’ve just been busy with work and some other things, so I really didn’t have time to hang out.」

「You don’t have to lie. I’m not going to steal your boyfriend away from you or anything.」

「That’s not what I’m talking about.」

「Okay, in that case, here.」

Mio said as she held out her right hand, like she was expecting me to hand something over.

「What are you holding your hand out for?」

「Show me your phone.」

「Why?」

「I just want to see if your boyfriend’s on your lock screen or not.」

「I really don’t have a boyfriend, you know.」

I said, lightly swatting Mio’s hand away.

「In that case, you should come with us to grab a bite sometime. The guys keep asking me, “Where’s Hazuki-chan?” and I never know what to say.」

「Come on, you don’t have to lie like that.」

「I’m being serious. You really should come hang out at least once.」

「Alright, I’ll think about it.」

「That basically means you’re not interested, right?」

「Yeah, not really.」

I said with a laugh, and Mio sighed. Then she grabbed my shoulder with a mischievous grin on her face.

「Okay, fine. What about this—instead of going out to dinner, how about working at a café instead? Like, just short-term, though.」

「Um, aren’t you switching topics a little too quickly?」

「Don’t sweat the small stuff. Anyway, my club’s starting preparations for the school festival soon, so I’m not gonna be able to go to work much.」

Mio—who definitely seemed more careless than simply laid-back—said, and this time it was my turn to sigh.

「So… are you asking me to go to your part-time job for you?」

「Something like that.」

「Is that even allowed? Having someone else work your shift for you?」

「It’s my relatives’ shop, so I’m sure it’ll be fine. And it’s only until the school festival’s over. Besides, they’d be more in trouble if they didn’t have enough people. I know I can trust you with it, Hazuki. And if that’s no good, we can switch it around—you do the festival prep and I’ll go to work.」

Mio’s reassurance sounded anything but convincing, and right as she was finished talking, the lecture hall door opened and the professor walked in.

The school festival was just a little over a month away.

I wasn’t interested in helping with the preparations at all, but the part-time job did interest me.

I had originally planned to take on another job besides tutoring during summer break, but I chose to spend that time with Miyagi instead. I still didn’t want to cut down on the time I spent with her, but I also wanted to start making time to prepare for my future.

If I wanted to keep living here after graduating from university, I needed more money. Once I graduated, I wouldn’t be able to rely on my parents anymore—not that I had any intention of doing so.

Even if Miyagi were to tell me she didn’t want to live together anymore, I wasn’t planning on going back home to my family. Of course, that didn’t mean I had any intention of giving up on the life I had with her now.

Even if we never became anything more than roommates, I’d do whatever it took to keep living together.

「Well, what do you think? If you’re not interested, that’s fine. I can always ask someone else.」

Mio asked softly, right as the lecture was starting.

「Can you tell me more about it later?」

I whispered back in a voice just as quiet as hers, and she replied, “Okay.”

I’d already planned on taking up another job during winter break anyway, so taking this one until the festival ended, as a sort of practice run, didn’t sound like a bad idea.

The problem was Miyagi.

She didn’t like the idea of me working.

Even if she wasn’t happy about me taking on another job, I could still do it, but I had a feeling it wouldn’t lead to anything good.

I brought my hand up to my ear. As I stroked my earring, I let out a quiet sigh.

The professor’s voice echoed in the background, mixed with the sound of pencils scribbling across notebooks.

I picked up my own pencil and slowly began writing in my notebook as well.

Maybe because I was so lost in thought, the lecture ended before I even realized it.

After class, Mio told me more about the part-time job, but I told her I’d give her an answer later.

Once I finished the rest of my classes for the day, I headed home.

The part-time job itself wasn’t anything special. I would be working at a café, and the pay was decent. I had no real reason to turn it down, but because I was so worried about what Miyagi would think, I couldn’t give an immediate answer.

I wasn’t acting like myself.

I couldn’t make decisions as easily as I used to.

Miyagi’s presence in my life kept growing, and whenever I wanted to do something, she was always the first person who came to mind.

I rode the train home and got off at my station. On the way back, I stopped to look around for Cali, but I didn’t see her—maybe because I’d lied about seeing her earlier, when I really hadn’t.

I climbed the three flights of stairs and opened the front door.

Miyagi’s shoes were there.

I took a deep breath, removed my own shoes, and stepped into the shared living space.

「I’m home.」

I said as I noticed Miyagi pouring herself a cup of soda.

「Welcome back.」

She replied, staring at me intently.

The lip balm I’d put on her that morning was gone—either it had worn off or she’d wiped it away, but there was no trace of it left.

「There’s something I want to talk to you about, so can you come to my room after dinner?」

「What do you want to talk about?」

Miyagi’s voice lowered, as if sensing this wasn’t going to be a pleasant conversation.

「I’ll tell you later.」

「You can’t tell me right now?」

「I want to be able to sit down and talk about it properly.」

Miyagi didn’t reply. She simply drank from the cup of soda in her hand.

The clear liquid swayed in the cup, then disappeared down her throat.

She set the glass—still half full—on the table, and her eyes went straight to my earrings.

It was a completely different kind of gaze from Mio’s, and it made my ears grow warm.

All of a sudden, the worries I had about the part-time job didn’t feel important anymore, and as if trying to let the heat escape, I tugged lightly at my ear.

「… Alright.」

Miyagi answered quietly, her eyes still fixed on me.
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「Miyagi.」

I called her name, and she answered, “What?”

Then the room went quiet.

Just like we’d promised earlier, Miyagi had come to my room after dinner.

But instead of sitting beside me like she usually did, she was seated diagonally across from me.

I could tell she was in a bad mood before I even said anything.

「Do you want me to pour you some more soda?」

I sat up from where I’d been leaning against the bed and reached for the empty cup on the table. But before I could touch it, Miyagi—who had been sitting silently until now—spoke in an unfriendly tone.

「Didn’t you say there was something you wanted to talk about?」

She asked. She wasn’t looking at my ears anymore. Her eyes were fixed on the tissue box with the platypus cover sitting on the floor.

「Yeah.」

「Then hurry up and get on with it.」

Miyagi’s voice was so cold it felt like the temperature in my body dropped.

I hadn’t even said the words “part-time job” since I’d gotten home, yet Miyagi already knew that what I was about to tell her wasn’t going to be pleasant.

I let out a quiet sigh.

Back when I’d first gotten my tutoring job, I’d been able to tell her without any trouble.

But now, I couldn’t bring myself to do it.

I was even more of a coward now than I’d been back then.

Unlike my tutoring job, this one was temporary and would only last for a month. It should’ve been the kind of thing I could just tell her about and brush off with a smile.

I didn’t need Miyagi’s approval to take on a part-time job; if I wanted to do it, I could, and if I didn’t, then I didn’t have to.

「Don’t get quiet, Sendai-san. Hurry up and tell me already.」

Miyagi spoke in a low voice.

Just because I was about to take on another part-time job didn’t mean Miyagi would automatically hate me for it. Even if she did get upset, it would only be for a little while. She’d told me to quit my tutoring job before, but I still hadn’t done that, and things were fine.

「Okay… the thing I wanted to talk to you about is…」

I pushed all my excuses out of the way and tried to get the words “part-time job” out, but they still wouldn’t leave my mouth.

Miyagi had become such a big part of that I couldn’t even bring myself to say it.

「What is it, Sendai-san?」

Miyagi asked, her eyes glued to my earrings.

I took a deep breath in, then exhaled.

「… It’s related to work.」

I managed to get part of what I wanted to say out, and I started poking at the chopstick rests on the table. Instead of meowing, the orange tabby made a small clink as it bumped into the white cat beside it.

「Is it about your tutoring job?」

「No, a different one. It’ll only be for a month, but… I’m thinking of taking on another part-time job.」

「Why are you telling me this?」

「I felt like it was better to let you know.」

「You can do whatever you want—just like when you decided to pick up that tutoring job on your own.」

「You’re right, but I still thought I should tell you.」

「Okay, you told me. Now what?」

Her sharp, prickly tone stung my ears.

Miyagi’s mood kept getting worse, and mine was sinking with it. It felt like we’d gone from the third floor all the way down to the ground floor— and were about to keep digging straight into the Earth’s mantle.

If I kept avoiding what I really wanted to say, I felt like I’d never be able to say the words “part-time job” ever again.

「I want to know your thoughts on me working another part-time job.」

I said bluntly as I looked at Miyagi, who was sitting diagonally across from me.

「And I want you to keep the promise you made me this morning.」

Her voice sounded even more irritated than before.

「What promise?」

「You said that if I let you put my lip balm on me, you’d do any one thing I asked.」

「Right, I did say that.」

「Yeah, so keep your promise and listen to me. Don’t work another part-time job.」

「That’s not within common sense.」

I said as a memory came to mind.

On the day I told Miyagi I was going to start working as a private tutor, I promised I’d accept any punishment from her, and that ended with me having to pierce her ears.

What I needed to tell her today was a little different, but the situation felt almost the same.

「So you’re saying you’re not going to give up on taking another part-time job?」

Miyagi frowned.

「Yeah.」

「If you’re going to do it no matter what I say, then why does my opinion even matter?」

「You have a point there.」

It shouldn’t have mattered, but it did.

I wanted Miyagi’s permission.

Even though I had no intention of obeying her if she told me not to work, I still wanted her to tell me it was okay.

And because of that, I decided to ask her a question.

「What are your plans after you graduate, Miyagi?」

「What does that have to do with your part-time job?」

「I’ll get back to that later, so answer my question first.」

「I don’t know. Work, probably.」

Miyagi’s words left out the part I wanted to know most. I didn’t know if she was doing it on purpose, but when I asked, “Are you planning on going back home?” to get at what she was avoiding, Miyagi mumbled,

「… What about you, Sendai-san?」

「I don’t plan on going home even after I graduate, so I’m going to look for a job here. And even if I can’t find one, I’m still not going back. That’s why I want to work here while I can and save up some money.」

No matter what kind of relationship we ended up having, I wanted to work as much as I could so I could keep living with Miyagi forever.

But I kept that thought to myself.

If I said it out loud, I was afraid it would scare her off.

「I see.」

「What about you, Miyagi?」

「… I haven’t decided yet.」

Her voice sounded uncertain, but I wanted her to give me an answer right away.

But I knew if I pushed her, she’d probably say she planned on going back home.

「I see.」

I replied.

Then, in a tone that didn’t even try to hide her displeasure, she said,

「So why’d you bring that up? What do you want from me? If you have a reason for wanting to work, then just do it without worrying about what I think.」

「I want you to tell me it’s okay if I take another job.」

「I don’t want to.」

「Do you really hate the idea that much?」

Miyagi looked away from me. Then she picked up the platypus tissue box and threw it at me.

It hit my leg.

「You’re not even keeping the promise you made me.」

She said, like a sulky child, as she reached out to pull the tissue box back toward her, so I grabbed her hand.

「Look, I’ll do anything you want—anything except turning down the job offer.」

「Really? You’ll do anything?」

「Yeah. Whatever you want right now, I’ll do it.」

I said with a smile, still holding her hand, but Miyagi’s gaze drifted away until it landed on the platypus tissue box.

I couldn’t tell what she was thinking, and she didn’t say a word.

「Miyagi.」

When I called her name, she slipped her hand out of mine.

Her gaze, which had been fixed on the platypus, turned toward me.

But she still didn’t speak.

She just stared at me for a moment, then looked away, then back at me again.

Somehow, I had a very bad feeling about this.

「— Tell me if you’ve done it to yourself since then.」

She spoke so quietly I almost asked her to repeat it, but I caught myself before saying anything.

I didn’t need to ask what “since then” meant.

She was talking about the day she touched me.

And I knew what she meant by asking if I’d “done it” to myself too.

She had to be referring to what I’d accidentally told her that day.

「… You really think I’m going to answer that?」

Knowing exactly what she meant made it hard to give her a straight answer.

「You’re the one who said you’d do anything I asked for.」

「You’re just trying to make things difficult for me, aren’t you?」

It wasn’t the kind of question she should’ve been asking right now.

And I doubted it was something she genuinely wanted to know, either.

She was probably just picking a question she knew I couldn’t answer easily, trying to corner me into keeping the promise I’d made her earlier by not taking the part-time job.

If that was really her intention, then Miyagi didn’t understand me at all.

The job was something I needed for my future, so I couldn’t accept her telling me not to work.

But almost anything else—from her questions to her demands—I could accept.

That included this one too.

It was embarrassing, and I hesitated, but if Miyagi really wanted an answer, then I’d give it to her.

「You can think whatever you want. As long as you answer it, I won’t tell you not to take the job anymore.」

Miyagi said quietly, gripping the platypus’s hand.

「You better not go back on that.」

「I won’t.」

Her voice was firm, so I took a deep breath.

As I exhaled, I turned my face away from her.

I glanced at the platypus’s hand in Miyagi’s grip before answering her honestly.

「… I have.」

My voice came out softer than I expected. The moment the words left my mouth, a wave of embarrassment hit me so hard my whole body felt like it was starting to burn up.

She didn’t say anything.

And because she stayed silent, I could hear nothing except my heartbeat pounding out of control.

Feeling uneasy, I looked back at her. Miyagi looked genuinely surprised, as if she never imagined I would actually answer.

「— When you did it… what were you thinking about?」

Miyagi’s words came out a little unsteady, but I heard them clearly. I didn’t owe her an answer to that follow-up question, and she had to know it wasn’t something she should even be asking.

「Sendai-san.」

But she called my name again, as if refusing to let me run away without responding.

「Just about the times I did it with you.」

I answered in a single breath. Miyagi looked like she still had more to say, so before she could get a word in, I added,

「That’s enough. No more.」

「I still had more questions, though.」

「I promised I’d listen to one thing you wanted from me, didn’t I? And I even answered a second question on top of that. So that should count as keeping my promise, right?」

I said as I shifted over and sat beside her. She kicked my leg.

She was clearly still in a bad mood, but she didn’t move away, and she didn’t kick me again.

「… I guess.」

Miyagi muttered, looking annoyed.

「October’s going to be busy for me, but the job’s only until the school festival is over. I’ll tell you whenever I’m going to be home late, too.」

「You promise?」

「Yeah, I promise. I’ll even swear it on your earrings.」

I leaned in and kissed Miyagi’s ear. Then she pushed me away by the shoulder.

「There’ll be a punishment waiting for you if you break that promise, you know.」

「Okay.」

I replied, and Miyagi continued holding the platypus’s hand instead of mine.


EXTRA CHAPTER

A Distant Memory & The Present with Sendai-san

I stood at the front door, took my key out of my randoseru, and unlocked it. [1]

「I’m home.」

I turned on the light and took off my shoes, but there was no response.

I didn’t bother calling out for my dad either.

He wasn’t always done with work by the time I came home, and he’d already told me he’d be late today. Mom wasn’t around anymore, so calling out for her wouldn’t do anything.

No one was ever home.

That didn’t change even on my ninth birthday.

I lined up my shoes neatly, turned on the hallway light, and went straight to my room.

I put my randoseru on my desk and took out the notebook and textbook I needed for tomorrow’s homework. I also took out the handouts I had to give Dad and carried them to the living room. He wasn’t home yet, but he said he’d be back before my birthday ended. He even said he’d buy me a cake.

But Dad was the kind of person who said he’d come home and then didn’t.

「I’ll leave the handouts here.」

Even though no one else was around, I said it out loud and placed the papers on the table.

The curtains were open and the living room was already bright, so I went back to my room without turning on any lights.

Normally, I would’ve started my homework by now, but since it was my birthday, I decided to do it later and read manga instead. After three volumes, I got bored and switched to video games. And because it was my birthday, I wanted to play on a bigger TV than the one in my room, so I brought my console to the living room.

I plugged in the cords and started playing.

Time passed in the blink of an eye.

It was still light outside, but I turned on the living room lights before it got dark and kept playing—winning and losing car races—until the intercom rang. I hurried over and checked the screen.

It was the lady who often made my meals and cleaned the apartment for us.

I clenched my hand tightly.

I hadn’t expected it to be Dad anyway, so it was fine.

I reached out and answered the intercom.

「Yes?」

「Good evening. Is that you, Shiori-chan?」

「Yes, it’s me.」

I answered the familiar voice.

「I know I’m not scheduled to work today, but your father asked me to bring you a cake.」

She said through the intercom.

「Okay, I’ll open the door.」

I unlocked the entrance of the apartment for her.

A moment later, the doorbell rang, and I opened the front door.

「Good evening, Shiori-chan.」

The lady said brightly, holding a cake box in her hands. I greeted her back with, “Good evening.”

「Your father said he’s busy with work today, so he won’t be able to make it home in time for your birthday.」

「Okay, I understand.」

「I’m sorry, but he did ask me to tell you that he wishes you a happy birthday.」

「Thank you.」

I’d meant to thank her for passing on my father’s message, but it probably sounded like I was thanking my father instead.

And when I thought about it, saying “thank you” to someone who had just apologized didn’t feel right either, but I didn’t know what else to say.

I looked down at her feet instead of her face, and she spoke again in a warm voice.

「Anyway, happy birthday, Shiori-chan! I brought you a little present too.」

I looked up, and she handed me a small wrapped bag.

「Thank you very much.」

I said, bowing deeply.

「The cake I brought is pretty big. Oh, and I’d like to make dinner for you too, so may I come in?」

「I still have some of the side dishes you made the other day in the freezer, though.」

「Well, since it’s your birthday today, I’d like to cook something fresh. Is that okay with you?」

「Yes. Thank you very much.」

She stepped inside, took off her shoes, and locked the door behind her.

Then she turned off the hallway light and walked down the hall, and I followed behind her.

「I’ll put the cake in the fridge.」

She said, and I replied with, “Okay.”

「Are you okay with omelette rice for dinner today?」

「Yes.」

「Okay, I’ll have it ready for you soon.」

「May I be excused to my room?」

「Sure. I’ll come get you when it’s ready.」

「Okay.」

I bowed politely, then went to pick up the game console I’d left in front of the big TV.

I took it, along with the present the lady had given me, back to my room.

I sat down at my desk where my homework was laid out and picked up a pencil.

I didn’t like being alone, but I didn’t really like being at home with someone I didn’t know very well either.

The lady was someone my dad asked to come over sometimes, and she wasn’t a bad person at all. She was kind, and she cooked and cleaned for me. But I still felt uneasy when she was in our home. Even when we were together, we had nothing to talk about, and it made me feel uncomfortable, like I was sinking under water.

I opened my textbook and notebook and started practicing kanji.

I didn’t really like doing homework, but with the lady around, there wasn’t anything else I wanted to do either.

It was easier to just stay in my room and keep writing kanji.

Even though I wrote each stroke slowly and carefully, I finished all of them quickly. With nothing else to do, I moved on to my math homework. As I was working, I heard a knock at the door.

「Shiori-chan,」

I heard her voice from outside the room, so I replied with, “Yes?” as I opened the door.

「The omelette rice is ready, and I left it on the table for you, so please make sure to eat it. I also made extras for you if you want it.」

「Thank you very much.」

「I’m going to head home now. Will you be alright by yourself, Shiori-chan?」

「Yes.」

She walked to the front door, and I followed her. She turned on the entrance light, put on her shoes, and said, “Make sure you lock the door once I leave.”

「Okay. Thank you for today.」

I said, bowing.

「See you later, then.」

She replied before stepping outside.

I locked the door and went back to my room, leaving the entrance and hallway lights on. Then I returned to the living room with the present she’d given me and noticed that the curtains were closed. The lights were on, though, so the room wasn’t dark. The kitchen was dark with the lights off, so I went to switch them on—clearing all the dark spots so no ghosts could appear—then came back to the living room.

A plate of omelette rice with a bright yellow color sat on the table. The handouts meant for my dad had been pushed aside somewhere.

At times like this, I wished I had a big dog, like my friend did.

If I had a dog, it would probably follow me to the bathroom, and it would probably try to sleep with me too. I wouldn’t be scared of the dark anymore. I felt like it would bark and chase away any ghosts that appeared.

But Dad said kids couldn’t take care of a dog by themselves, so we couldn’t have one.

Being a kid was so boring.

I wanted to hurry up and become an adult already.

Once I became an adult, I wouldn’t be scared of ghosts anymore, and I’d be able to raise a pet. But if I wasn’t going to be scared of ghosts anymore, then maybe I wouldn’t need a pet at all.

I didn’t really understand it, but it was probably just because I was still a kid.

I turned nine today, and next year I’d be ten, and the year after that, eleven.

Birthdays were fun because I got older every year.

So even if I was alone, it wasn’t like I couldn’t enjoy them.

And becoming an adult wasn’t just about getting older—I had to make sure I ate properly too.

I finished every last bite of the omelette rice and washed the dishes.

Then I took the cake box out of the refrigerator and set it on the table. After placing a plate beside it, I opened the present the lady had given me. Inside was a cute pouch decorated with lace. I put it back in its bag and turned my attention to the cake.

The box was bigger than last year’s, and when I took out the cake, a round, snowy-white cake appeared—so big it looked impossible for me to finish.

I put a candle on top, making sure to avoid the strawberries and the chocolate “Happy Birthday, Shiori-chan” topper.

But I didn’t light it.

Children weren’t allowed to use fire without permission.

I didn’t sing to myself.

I didn’t turn off the lights either.

「Happy birthday, Shiori-chan.」

I said quietly, wishing myself a happy birthday before blowing out the unlit candle.

I scooped out a slice, placing an uneven triangle on the plate.

I took one bite. It was sweet and delicious.

Then I took a second bite, just as sweet as the last.

The third bite was sweet too, and suddenly I felt like I couldn’t finish it.

But since Dad had bought the cake for me, I kept eating the awkwardly cut slice one bite at a time.

Even when my stomach started to feel heavy, I finished everything on the plate.

Then I cut another uneven triangle from the cake that was no longer perfectly round and ate that too.

But after eating a quarter of the cake, I was full.

Still, I picked off the strawberries and ate them. I tasted some of the whipped cream, then tossed another bit of sponge cake into my mouth.

I stuffed as much of the white cake into my stomach as I could before putting the rest back into the box.

As long as there was cake in the refrigerator, tomorrow and the next day—and the day after that—would all still feel like my birthday, but it would also mean Dad never came home.

— I hated it.

I wished my birthday would just be over already.

I put the box with the cake that wasn’t round anymore into the refrigerator and pushed the door shut hard.

「Hurry up and be over already.」

Leaving every light in the apartment on, I went back to my room and crawled into bed, even though I wasn’t sleepy at all.


◇◇◇


I heard my alarm going off.

I fumbled around with my hand, reaching left and right until I found my phone and tried to shut off the alarm.

But it wouldn’t stop.

When I opened my eyes, I realized I was holding the black cat plush instead. I grabbed my actual phone from beside me and finally managed to silence the alarm.

— I was so sleepy.

I set the black cat plush beside my pillow and rubbed my eyes with my fingers, leaving them slightly damp, so I lifted my hand toward the ceiling.

Seeing the faint wetness, I blinked a few times.

「I think I must’ve been dreaming about something…」

I yawned and sat up.

「What was it…?」

I tried to think, tilting my head, but the dream felt locked away deep inside me and impossible to remember.

And I was still sleepy.

Maybe I was worn out from celebrating Sendai-san’s birthday yesterday.

I’d gone out to buy a cake, then gone home and ordered pizza before she came back. I waited for her nervously the whole time, and I even let her into my room for the first time since we moved in, so it wasn’t strange that both my body and mind felt exhausted.

On top of that, I’d spent a lot of time thinking about what kind of present to give her.

I sighed and looked at the bag on the table.

「What should I do about that…?」

Inside the bag was a wrapped box and a birthday card.

And inside that box was a set of five cat-shaped chopstick rests.

It was supposed to be Sendai-san’s birthday present—the one I hadn’t been able to give her yesterday.

「… I bet she doesn’t even need them anyway.」

I’d never given a birthday present to someone like Sendai-san before, so I had no idea what to buy. After agonizing over it for so long, I ended up choosing something that didn’t feel like a birthday present at all—a set of chopstick rests.

Since Sendai-san reminded me of a borzoi, I’d thought about getting her something dog-related.

But she was the one who’d given me the black cat plush, and she often talked about the calico cat she saw on her way home from university. When I’d asked her who she liked even when we were at the aquarium, she’d said “Cali”—the nickname she’d given that same cat.

Since she liked cats so much, I decided on a cat-themed gift.

But when her birthday actually came, it suddenly felt strange to hand her a set of chopstick rests as a present. In the end, I left the little cat-shaped rests tucked away in my room instead of giving them to her.

I slapped my cheeks with both hands and stretched my arms toward the ceiling.

Then I got out of bed and picked up the black cat plush.

I was only making things harder for myself by overthinking it.

It was a birthday present for Sendai-san, so it didn’t matter what was inside—what mattered was giving it to her.

I set the black cat on the bookshelf and picked up the bag with the chopstick rests.

Still in my sweats, I slipped quietly into the shared living area and stood in front of Sendai-san’s room. I gently hung the bag on her doorknob, making sure not to make any noise, then backed away.

She probably wouldn’t ever need them, anyway.

There weren’t just one, but five chopstick rests inside, which made it even more unnecessary than it already was. But I couldn’t think of anything else to give her for her birthday, so this was the best I could manage. I just couldn’t come up with anything suitable for someone like Sendai-san, who was so different from me.

At the very least, I’d put the present somewhere it could be found and count as a present.

Then I quietly returned to my room.

「I managed to give it to her.」

I told the black cat plush on my bookshelf—even though that wasn’t exactly true—and stroked its head.


[image: Images of Sendai and Miyagi as small children in childish clothes. Miyagi holds a fork to her mouth. Sendai beams brightly.]





	A randoseru is a sturdy, box-shaped backpack that is usually used by Japanese elementary school students. It is typically made from leather, and is extremely durable — designed to last the entire six years a child is in elementary school (grades 1-6). The term is burrowed from the Dutch word ransel, which means backpack. ↩︎
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