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  Prologue


  


  Summer break was just around the corner.


  I strolled along a residential street in the evening after leaving my house in time for my 6:00 p.m. cram school class. Posters advertising the upcoming Tokyo Olympics have been featured in a variety of locations, including the glass windows of stores in the shopping center, bulletin boards across the city, and in many other places.


  It was the middle of July, and the weather had been quite hot for the previous several days. It’s much better now that the sun has set, but the air is still hot and tepid, and even walking about makes me sweat.


  一The sun had morphed into a gigantic red ball, bathing the city with a dull orange light after warming the ground with its piercing rays all day. The clouds in the sky were soft pink, and the shadows cast by the poles and buildings were dense and prolonged.


  I put on my backpack, which had my cram school materials, writing materials, and wallet. Just then, a voice from behind me cried out, “Yukinari-kun!”


  When I looked around, Yuuko was running towards me. Her short-cut hair swayed to the rhythm of her movement. She was dressed in a short-sleeved white dress and a blue mini-skirt, and she was carrying her red backpack, which she always carried.


     When she got near me, she took a few deep breaths to regain her breath, then said, “It’s hot again today!”


  “Yeah.” I nodded, slowed down, and we started walking together. It was simply a five-minute walk to the cram school. Even if I didn’t rush, it was still 5:45 on my wristwatch, so I’d be able to make it to class on time.


  She was a girl about my age who attended the elementary school next door. We met in the cram school when we were in fourth grade two years ago. She and I lived in a neighborhood near enough to ride our bikes to each other, but the Kitairizawa River that ran through the city split the district where I lived from the district where Yuuko lived, and the school district was divided by the river, so we had never met before.


  一“Yukinari-kun, have you done your homework?” Yuuko asked as soon as we started walking together.


  “Yeah. I was able to do math but struggled with English. What about you, Yuuko-chan?”


  “Quite the opposite. I could do English, but I couldn’t solve some of the math problems. But my father helped me.”


  “I see”


  Yuuko’s father appears to be a researcher. I’ve heard that he works at a university in Tokyo. When I arrived at the cram school, I told Yuuko that I would ask her to show me what I didn’t understand before the session began.


  “Show me the English part later.”


  “All right.” She nodded with a smile. Just before class, students at the same cram school would frequently teach each other the solutions to their homework. Yuuko was always precise with her homework, so her eight sixth-grade classmates at the cram school mostly depended on her.


  When I initially started going to this cram school, I was depressed since I didn’t know anyone, but now I’m friends with everyone. Fortunately, there were no kids at school with whom I didn’t get along. So I felt more at ease at this cram school, where we studied in tiny groups than in an elementary school classroom dominated by a gang of strong-minded guys. My mother was pleased since my grades at school had recently improved as a consequence of my studies at the cram school.


  As Yuuko and I strolled down the street in the evening, we ultimately arrived at the five-story building that housed our cram school. The building was not new, and some of the metal parts were corroded and shedding paint. The building also housed a beauty salon and a legal office, in addition to the cram school. Next to the property was a vintage electronics store and a bakery. There was also a shrine nearby. Trees were growing there, and the buzzing of cicadas could be heard.


  The location of our school is on the second floor. When you go up the stairs alongside the gorgeously gussied-up hair salon on the first floor, you will notice a glass door with the words “Irisawa Cram School” written on it. As soon as I opened the door, I heard the receptionist exclaim, “Hello.” She’d dyed her hair brown and was sporting a fluffy perm. She was usually cheerful and appeared to be a kind person.


  We put on our slippers, returned greetings, and double-checked the attendance papers. The air conditioner was on inside the school, and it felt cold and refreshing. Yuuko and I let out a gulp of breath when the coolness touched us as we walked in the muggy heat outside.


  We spotted several of our friends already in one of the various classrooms behind the reception desk. Yuuko and I took our seats after greeting everyone. There was no specific seating arrangement, but I always sat at the front, on the right side, facing the blackboard, while Yuuko sat in a group with two other girls on the left side. I got out my notebook and proceeded to ask her to show me the section of the homework that I didn’t understand, as I had aforementioned.


     As the students arrived one by one and the room filled with the sound of chatting people, I quickly completed my English homework.


     “Thank you. You’ve been big help.”


     “You’re welcome,” Yuuko responded as I finished writing, closed my English notebook, and started preparing for my forthcoming mathematics class. It was soon six o’clock, and the teacher with a white shirt entered the classroom. As the teacher exclaimed, “Let’s get started!” Standing students took their seats, and everyone turned to face the blackboard.


  ◇


  When the English and math courses were finished, and everyone was getting ready to depart at 7:40 p.m. The receptionist entered the classroom with a handful of sheets.


  “I’ll hand out the timetable for the summer course,” she said, handing us three sheets of paper.


  I went over the papers and noticed that one was entitled “Summer Course Schedule”, and the other two were titled “How to Study During Summer Vacation.” I placed them in a separate file and left the school with the other classmates. I exited the building by walking down the small steps and said goodbye to the teacher and the receptionist.


  Outside, it was already dark. A slew of headlights flashed down the road, divided by a guardrail. The area was bright because, in addition to the lighting, the neighboring buildings and shops were also lit up.


  “Bye, Yukinari,” a friend on his bicycle remarked as he waved at me. I also waved back and said, “See you later.” Yuuko also waved her hands and paused her talk with the other girls.


  I was going to begin my stroll back home. But at that very moment, Yuuko approached me and called out. “Hey, I got a call from my father saying he’ll pick me up here today. He also stated that he would offer other children who were walking home a ride.”


  “Are you sure?” Yuuko nodded when I asked. Takashi, another classmate of mine, walked to the cram school. She also called out to him, and the three of us agreed to wait in front of the cram school until Yuuko’s father came.


  “Summer break is only two days away,” Yuuko murmured.


  “Yes. Today was supposed to be the day I brought home the belongings I had left at school, but they were so heavy that my hands hurt.”


  “The same thing happened to me,” Yuuko giggled.


  This summer vacation marked the end of my elementary schooling years. I just knew about summer vacation from elementary school, but I had heard grownups talk about how “special” it was in various television programs, videos, and literature, and I somehow assumed it was just that way and felt a peculiar sensation of loneliness. I was struck by a weird sense of loneliness.


  “Do you hang out with your friends during your summer vacation, Yukinari-kun?”


  “Hmm. I didn’t have any specific plans. But I definitely want to go swimming.”


  “Didn’t we all go last year? Takashi-kun confessed that he had trouble removing sunburn thereafter, but that it was fun at the moment.” Takashi, who was nearby, nodded with an uncomfortable smile when Yuuko stated this. He had neglected to apply sunscreen on his back.


  “I’d like to go again.”


  “Yeah. Let’s invite everyone and make a plan, shall we? “I said.


  “Does Yuuko go on a trip somewhere?” he asked. Every year, she took a vacation with her family. We were always given a souvenir.


  Yuuko nodded happily.


  “This year, I’ll be in America for five days beginning August 20th.”


  “America?”


  “My father’s research partner is in the United States, and they plan to conduct some experiments. So my father needs to work, but my mother and I will accompany him and have a lot of fun.”


  “That’s amazing.” I let the words escape my mouth. I was reminded of a term I had just heard on a TV news programme: “gap.” I don’t have a father who has such a great job, or, more accurately, I don’t have a father at all because he divorced when I was in second grade. There is just one mother who works for a company. I had an odd feeling of melancholy and uneasiness towards the well-bred Yuuko.


  “Please get me a souvenir,” I said.


  “Yes. Of course,” Yuuko nodded. 


  I cast a hazy glance out the doorway at the city at night. There were a lot of vehicles on the road in front of me. The red lights on the tops of the distant pylons were slowly flickering. The dark sky was filled with thin grey clouds with a few tiny white stars.


  “Oh, here he is.” Yuuko notified Takashi and me, and a black vehicle drew up in front of us. Takashi stuffed the game into his backpack, and we followed Yuuko to her car. Takashi and I sat in the backseat, while Yuuko sat at the front.


  Takashi and I called out to Yuuko’s father in the driver’s seat as we opened the door and sat down, “Please take care of us.” “Yes,” the uncle responded as he returned our gaze. “Good job on your studies,” he responded with a smile.


  The seat was wide and comfy, unlike the mini-car at my home. Yuuko’s father had previously given her a ride home from school.


  “Then I’ll go around from Yukinari-kun’s place,” the uncle informed.


  “Yes. Thank you,” I said in return. 


  When the flow of vehicles came to a halt, the old man put on his blinker and began driving. It was only a fifteen-minute walk from my house to the school, so if he drove me there, it would be easy.


  I asked him to pull over in front of my six-story apartment building, opened the door, and stepped out, said, “Thank you very much.”


  Takashi and Yuuko spoke to me, “See you later.” And I said, “Yes,” and waved them off as the car carrying Yuuko and the others drove away.


  Then I strolled past my apartment building’s white streetlights, rode the elevator to the fifth floor, and opened the door of my residence, which had a nameplate that said “Nakayama.”


  ◇


  The heat and a sliver of light greeted me when I awoke.


  It’s the first day of the summer vacation. I glanced at the clock beside my bed and noticed that it was 8:10 a.m. I have to get up at 7:30 a.m. for school, so I generally sleep in till then.


  The cicadas could be heard chirping. I was sweating slightly as light and heat streamed through the drapes into the room. When I opened the curtains, the brilliant light invaded my vision, and I couldn’t help but close my eyes. It was the height of summer. The sky was bright blue, with clouds drifting in the air, and the asphalt surface reflected the light so vividly that it appeared to be retaining light.


  In such a condition, how did I manage to get to school……?


  This time of the day was right around school time. I wanted to praise myself for what I had done yesterday.


  I entered the living room while still dressed in my running shorts and t-shirt that I wear as pajamas. My mum appeared to have left for work already. There was tuna and natto on the table. I took my bowl from the cupboard, fetched the rice from the rice cooker, and ate my breakfast while watching television. I finished fast, took a cup of barley tea, and sat quietly watching a special Olympics show right before the opening ceremony. An athlete competing in the short distance race was interviewed. They were discussing their training regimen and if they were sure of earning a medal. The athlete was calm and cheerfully answered the questions.


  Cicada chirping and a later-than-usual breakfast. It was a summer vacation morning. And this time was unlike the other five summer vacations. This was the last summer vacation I had in elementary school, so it was very special.


  But, I thought to myself.


  The time indicated in the top right corner of the television was still before nine a.m. I have nothing scheduled for today till my evening cram school class. I have no incentive to rush through my homework because it isn’t particularly large.


  In short, I was free.


  I sat in my living room in the morning, with an empty bowl in front of me and the bright sunlight streaming through, listening to the laughter coming from the TV and wondering what to do with the rest of the day.


  That’s right, I remembered at this moment. 


  I felt like I had no time at all. This was also the feeling of summer vacation. I went to my room, switched on the air conditioner, and took my tablet, which I use at home, to play video games and watch Internet videos of people with their pet cats and dogs.


  一After about an hour of this, I started to feel drowsy and slept off on the bed for a few minutes.


  As lunchtime approached, I decided to stop by a neighbouring convenience shop and get some food. My mother had given me money last night to spend on food, snacks, and books for my summer vacation. At the entrance, I carefully placed my wallet in my backpack and put on my shoes.


  A steamy heat engulfed me as I stepped out of the air-conditioned house. The sun was beaming in the corridor outside my apartment, and my body began to sweat as soon as I was exposed to the bright light. I rode the elevator down to the first floor, regretting that it would have been cooler if I had gone earlier in the day, and strolled to a convenience shop about five minutes away, seeking as much shade as possible.


  ◇


  In the afternoon, I went to the convenience shop and got some juice to go with my lunch, as well as doing my cram school and school homework. I didn’t want to do summer homework because there was no need to rush through it, so I did a page of mathematics exercises while doing my cram school homework.


  After that, I ate a few snacks to keep myself from being hungry during class, and I went to the cram school shortly before six o’clock in the evening.


  We had two sessions, English and math, as usual, and then a boy named Tomoki suggested that we go to the pool again this year. Tomoki was a tanned, energetic boy who belonged to the soccer club. He was always the focal point of the group. We each had our own schedules, and we would compare them on the day of the next class to settle on a date.


  “I’m looking forward to it,” Yuuko said as they walked home together.


  Several vehicles passed us on the road as we walked, causing a loud noise. It was a clear night and a faint moon hung low in the night sky.


  The pool we’ll be going to this time is the same one we went to last year, and it’s located in an amusement park in a nearby town. There are various kinds of pools such as wave pools, flowing pools, water slides, etc. Furthermore, there are shops offering foodstuffs like takoyaki, hot dogs, and kebabs, allowing us to play all day.


  Yuuko was walking back when she opened her notebook and looked over her schedule. I glanced at her as I came under the streetlight, and her numerous schedules were written on the calendar in Yuuko’s round handwriting.


  “You look busy,” I said.


  “Yes. My parents take me to a lot of places.”


  That’s nice, I thought out loud.


  “I should have joined a soccer or baseball team.” I remembered Tomoki, who played soccer, expressing to me proudly that he was busy with training and competitions on top of cram school during the summer vacation.


  Then, after a brief period of thought and a little “hmmmm” in her voice, Yuuko closed her notebook and placed it in her bag before turning to me and saying, “There is a camping trip right before Obon festival.”


  “Camping?” I asked back.


  I heard of a two-day, one-night camping event in the mountains of Saitama Prefecture’s western province, and Yuuko was planning to go. The event’s point was to show the children nature and the stars, and Yuuko’s father would play the role of a teacher.


  I declined once since I had heard that you have to be accompanied by a parent or guardian. My mother works, therefore she won’t be able to join me. But when I told her, she replied, “I’ll ask my father if I may invite my friends.”


  I was hesitant and uncomfortable, but thinking that it would be wonderful if I could join such an event, I thanked her and added, “Thanks, I’ll talk to my mum about it.”


  Yuuko and I said our goodbyes at the foot of the Kitairizawa River bridge known as Oe Bridge, which was just before the fork in the road.


      When I arrived home after passing the Oe Bridge, I discovered that my mother had not yet returned from work. I reheated a frozen meal, took a bath, watched a little TV, and then went to bed. I was reading a book in bed until I fell asleep, then turning off the light and meditating when I heard my mother arrive home.


  ◇


  

  In addition to the regular classes that begin at six o’clock, students enrolled in the summer course have morning classes three times a week at our cram school.


  The majority of the sixth graders at the school, including me, took part in the event, and some of them were only there for the summer course, so there were more people in the classroom than usual at the time.


  Some of the students decided to have lunch together on the way home after the first summer course of this summer break, and we headed to a fast food restaurant nearby.


  On a weekday afternoon, having lunch with only children was unusual. Inside the café, young university students worked on their laptops, while elderly folks read newspapers and books. We ate our lunch in a nook while conversing with one another.


  Then, as we were walking out of the restaurant, Tomoki said, “I know an interesting place; why don’t you come with me?”


  Some of the kids had plans in the afternoon, so they returned home, leaving me, Yuuko, Misato (a shy girl who usually wears her hair in a ponytail), and Tomoki to go to his apartment complex.


  Tomoki didn’t tell us what the “interesting place” was while we were walking along the summer road. We went to a convenience store and got some juice and chocolates since he suggested we should bring some beverages and snacks.


  We eventually made it to the apartment complex where he lived. In a vast area, there were several rectangular concrete buildings. I’d passed by this location numerous times before, but it was a lush green space with plenty of trees. The cicadas perched on the trees chirped noisily, and the flower beds along the paved pathway were brimming with lovely blooms.


  “Over here”


  Tomoki took the initiative and led us to a more quiet area of the complex.


  Then, just over our heads, there was a green tunnel. There was a wire netting arch with green vines wrapped tightly around it.


  “Come on in.”


  I was overwhelmed with a greenish light that seeped through the foliage as I got inside. There was a subtle fragrance of grass in the air, and it felt pleasant. And because the plants were blocking the sunshine, it felt chilly within the green tunnel. I could sense the change in temperature between the outside and the interior the moment I walked in.


  “Isn’t it interesting? It was created by the caretaker. It is a popular place for the kids in the complex to cool down.” Tomonori told us with pride.


  A three-meter-long rectangular block of concrete was put in the centre of the tunnel, most likely to sit on.


  “Yes,” Yuuko and Misato said enthusiastically. Perhaps it was because the sun wasn’t shining as brightly as it should have, but I felt a chilly feeling through the short trousers I was wearing as I sat on the pavement.


  “But there aren’t any mosquitoes?”


  Yuuko asked as she recalled. “It’s fine,” Tomoki said, nodding slightly proudly.


  “In this area, the grass is blended with plants that insects dislike. That’s why mosquitoes don’t bother me much when I’m here.”


  “Amazing.” Yuuko and Misato said in unison. Then we snacked and played cards Tomoki had brought with him.


  Yuuko was seated next to me. We were so close that our bodies were touching, and the entire time I could feel her sweaty body heat.


  The western sun was soon becoming crimson, and I could hear a high-pitched, mournful chirp from a woodcock.


  The green of the tunnel grew softer and gentler as it was drenched in crimson light. The tunnel, unbeknownst to us, was also becoming darker. Yuuko took her smartphone from her skirt pocket, glanced at her watch, and grumbled, “It’s already past five o’clock.”


  “I have to get home. Thank you for showing me a fantastic place to go,” I said to Tomoki as I stood up. He nodded and grinned.


  We exited from the tunnel. In the orange western sun, the concrete structures of the apartment complex created large, dark shadows on the landscape.


  “I’ll see you later.” We said our goodbyes to Tomoki and returned home.


  ◇


  That night, during dinner with my mother, who had arrived home unusually early, I explained to her about the camp. When I mentioned that Yuuko’s father may be willing to act as guardian, even though I needed to be accompanied by a parent or guardian, my mother said, “But is that okay?”


  “What does Yukinari want?”


  “If I can go, I’d like to,” I answered hesitantly.


  “I see,” she pondered, and then…


  “The next time I call Fukuhara-san’s residence, I’ll ask him about the details, and then I’ll decide whether or not to allow it.” In a slightly stern tone, she said.


  “Yes,” I said. I didn’t want to cause Yuuko’s father any problems, and I also didn’t want to cause my mother any concerns. If it didn’t work out,  I would be sorry, but there was nothing I could do about it.


  After dinner, I cleaned the bathroom and filled the tub with hot water while my mother washed the dishes.


  When I returned to the living room and looked at the television, I noticed that it was still running a programme on the Tokyo Olympics. These are the only things I see these days. I sat there for a long time, watching the programme, which was as vibrant as a carnival.


  However, I had been restless since my conversation with my mother, so I went back to my room and played a game.


  I became bored with the second round of an RPG that I purchased with my New Year’s gift at the start of the year and have already finished, basking in the hazy air of the fan.


  I then took a bath, brushed my teeth, turned off the lights, and went to bed. With the air conditioner turned off, the room was hot and humid, and I had trouble sleeping.


  I tried to distract myself by thinking about the swimming pool I was going to and the camping trip I might be able to join with Yuuko. I wondered what type of mountain we’d be camping on, and I knew it’d be wonderful to hang out with Yuuko and her father, but as I thought about these things, I began to feel tired, and my consciousness gradually grew hazy.


  ◇


  The next day, it was roughly midday. It was a very hot day, considerably hotter than the day before. The temperature was 38 degrees Celsius, according to the wearable equipment on my arm.


  Yuuko and I were coming home from the summer course in the morning under the hot heat when we noticed an elderly lady walking with a cane ahead of us. She staggered and fell down while we were wondering why she was wobbling.


  We were so taken aback that we dashed over to the elderly lady.


  “Are you okay?”


  When I reached out to her, she nodded and replied, “It’s okay, it’s okay…” She then attempted to stand up using the cane that had fallen nearby. However, she tripped again soon after, and Yuuko and I hurried to her aid.


  “What should I do, call an ambulance?”


  “It’s all right, it’s all right,” the elderly lady replied weakly again when Yuuko murmured with a concerned expression. She inhaled and exhaled many times before pointing to the end of the road and starting to walk unsteadily, adding, “The home is just there.”


  “I’ll carry you.”


  I said as I crouched in front of the elderly lady.


  “It’s fine,” the old lady murmured, but Yuuko said sharply, “No.”


  “Then I must ask you…… I’m sorry,” the elderly lady murmured as I carried her on my back.


  The elderly lady was lighter than I had anticipated. “Please tell me when we get closer to the home,” I added as I began walking.


  Yuuko, who was walking behind me, was encouraging us with a carpet pad. Every adult we saw on the road gave us anxious or reluctant looks.


  Eventually, a man wearing a shirt and a black bag on his shoulder asked, “What’s wrong?”


  “Let your uncle carry the old lady,” he suggested after Yuuko explained the situation. Despite her small weight, she was already sweating in this heat, so she was grateful, but the old lady pointed to a stationery store just ahead, saying, “Home, over there.”


  The signboard was green and said “Yoshida Stationery Store” in white lettering. It was a weathered-looking timber structure with a tiled roof. The paint on the corner of the sign was flaking away, revealing brown rust.


  When the uncle heard the old lady’s words, he went there on a short run and soon came out with an aunt in her fifties or so. 


  “W-what’s the matter with you, mother!?” She said in astonishment. We pushed open the glass door of the stationery store and took the elderly lady to the air-conditioned room in the back, where she laid down on a futon. Meanwhile, her aunt chastised her for venturing outside in such hot weather.


  “No, no, no, most of it was brought in by these kids. I didn’t do anything,” the uncle explained, adding, “I have work to do, so I’ll leave you to it. It may be heatstroke, so call an ambulance right away if she doesn’t appear to be recovering,” he said as he walked out.


  “Thank you,” she replied before serving us cold tea in a tatami room in the back of the store.


  When Yuuko told her she spotted the old lady on her way home from cram school, the aunt was impressed that we had studied so hard during the summer break, and she handed out some pencils and notebooks from the store and said, “Take one of each of your favourites.”


  “Do you really want to give us?”


  Yuuko kept her reserved demeanour.


  “It’s all right. That mechanical pencil is manufactured by a neighbouring company, but it is only available in stationery stores like ours. It’s nice and simple to use. You may use it for studying.”


  The aunt responded with a smile, and Yuuko bowed her head and said, “Thank you very much.”


  As we were leaving the store, the lady waved her hand in front of us and said, “Thank you. If you want, come back again.” the elderly lady replied as she sat up. I was relieved to see how much better she looked.


  “I got something out of it,” Yuuko said.


  It was past noon, and the sun was becoming hotter by the minute. In the heat, the asphalt road in the distance seemed to shimmer.


  “Yes,” I nodded as I walked along the road, where cicadas of all kinds were chirping noisily.


  ◇


  On the day we were scheduled to go to the pool, Yuuko, Takashi, and I met at the foot of the Oe Bridge and walked early in the morning to the station where the rest of the group was due to meet. Yuuko was dressed in a light blue short-sleeved blouse, white shorts, and her regular red bag.


  It was already quite hot in the morning, with the sun scorching the asphalt and heat rising from underneath, and I was gradually sweating.


  We touched our IC cards to the ticket gates and proceeded down to the platform to wait for the train until the six of us, three boys and three girls, who were travelling together today (the other two couldn’t make it due to family obligations, so we’ll go together again next time) were all together. The sky we could see through the breach in the platform’s ceiling was a bright blue summer sky.


  We boarded the train, which arrived in about five minutes, and proceeded to the amusement park station. We had to change trains at Shin-Musashino station for the amusement park, but the train was packed with groups of elementary school kids like us, as well as parents and children.


  We got our tickets and proceeded to the pool area through the amusement park’s roller coasters and Ferris wheel.


  After going under an archway named “Irisawa Amusement Park Pool,” there were two big tents serving as changing rooms. We separated into males and females, changed clothes, and decided to meet outside beneath the tree.


  The air was stifling and heated within the tent of the male’s changing room. I opened the nearest locker and pulled out my sandals, bathing suit, and a towel from my backpack, followed by my plastic bag containing sunscreen and my change purse, which I stowed.


  Then I stripped my T-shirt, wrapped a towel around my waist, removed my pants and shorts, and changed into my swimming suit. Then I closed my locker, wrapped a band over my wrist to contain the key’s metal part, and stepped out.


  It only took the boys about five minutes to change, and Takashi, Tomoki, and I were ready with our bags. The girls, on the other hand, were not ready. Last year, I think we had to wait around 10 minutes as well.


  Others were streaming into the water, laying plastic sheets and tiny tents around the pool while we stood in the shade of a nearby tree.


  “I’ll go look for a place. Let’s go together, Takashi. Yukinari, please wait for the girls. I’ll return for you later.”


  Tomoki said this as he stood up.


  “Yeah.” They grabbed their bags and floats and headed toward the pool as I nodded.


  Yuuko and the others gradually finished their preparations and stepped from the tent as I stood alone in the shade.


  Yuuko wore her hair in a bun and a red swimsuit that looked like a skirt, while Misato wore a blue one-piece swimsuit. Minami, the other girl, was a bit taller than the other two, and she was wearing a different swimsuit that made her appear like a grown-up sister, and I almost turned away in dismay at how uneven her figure was. She typically dresses like an adult, but the girl in front of me appeared to be my age.


  “What happened to Tomoki and the others?” When Yuuko noticed me standing alone, she was intrigued.


  “We’re going to grab a place,” I fidgeted as Takashi approached us. We followed him to the location they had reserved for us. We were close to the wave pool and it wasn’t too crowded yet, so we stretched out our plastic sheets and set down our baggage.


  We went straight to the pool. We began by playing in the shallow end, but after a while, we moved to the far end, where we could see the waves.


  I approached the device that generated it.


  There was a safety fence in front of the machine, and a rumbling sound reverberated from the darkness behind it, as waves rushed towards us at a regular pace. We’d stare into the depths and dive in the deep water, or when we were weary, we’d hang on to the fence and watch the girls in the shallows, or we’d play with the beach balls Takashi had brought.


  It was a lovely day. The chirping of the cicadas was as loud as the music playing in the backdrop of the pool. There isn’t a cloud in the clear blue sky. The dark green foliage of the trees planted around the pool glowed brilliantly in the sunshine. There were frequent notifications that the UV rays were intense today, so please be cautious about sunburn.


  We exited the pool when it was time for lunch. We bought lunch at one of the food vendors near the pool and ate it on a plastic sheet. The three boys and three girls were seated some distance apart, but I got pleasure when I looked at the girl whose hair was damp and wet.


  “Minami’s in trouble, isn’t she?” Tomoki whispered to Takashi and me, and we nodded. It made me feel a bit better to know that everyone else was thinking the same thing. But for some reason, Yuuko drew my attention more than the more stylish Minami. Perhaps it was because we normally went home together, but seeing her in her swimsuit and her hair damp made me feel strangely fidgety. It was strange because it didn’t happen last year.


  Later, we went to different sorts of pools. When we arrived at the water slide, the boys played in the flowing pool and the three girls in the regular pool. When we became tired, we went to the concession stand and sat in the shade. Takashi stood up and stretched at that precise time.


  “What are you up to?” Tomoki asked, puzzled.


  “This…”


  Takashi showed us with a dark mass of some sort. It was a huge beetle. The six legs were moving in an undulating motion.


  “Whoa.”


  When Tomoki and I saw the disgusting underbelly of the beetle, our attention quickly peaked, and we gazed closely at the insect that Takashi had lowered to the ground. It had amazing horns, and its body glistened black in the light of the fire as it walked about me quietly and warily.


  “I haven’t seen a beetle in a long time,” I said.


  “I saw one for sale the other day at a home improvement store,” Tomoki added.


  “I suppose he will have some juice.”


  I dribbled some orange juice from my glass next to the insect. It left a tiny smear on the floor. The beetle stopped crawling near the stain, but I couldn’t determine if it was drinking. In quiet, we studied them for a time.


  As I stared at the insect’s huge, shiny black body, I pondered how such an unusually formed creature could be there, and I wondered.


  “How are you going to deal with it?” Tomoki ultimately spoke up.


  He groaned for a minute, as if contemplating, and then added, “I can’t take it back with me, so I’ll give it back.” Takashi grabbed the beetle once again and tossed it to the top of the tree. We sat back down, took up our straws, and finished our drink.


  There were so many people in the pool, and the sounds of vibrant discussion and laughing resonated across the area, coupled with the sound of cicadas. The light fluctuated as it bounced off the water’s surface, splashing in numerous areas that likewise shone silver.


  ◇


  

  The plan was to leave the pool around four o’clock in the afternoon. When it was time to leave, we returned to the plastic sheeting, deflated the floats and beach balls, stowed our belongings, and returned to the locker room.


  We quickly removed our swimsuits, cleaned our bodies, changed our clothes, collected our bags, and exited the tent that had been transformed into a changing room. Again, the girls kept the boys waiting for approximately 10 minutes or so. The sunshine, which had been clear when we arrived, had begun to become yellow, and the clouds had started to turn red. The shadows cast by the trees, the arches of the doors, and the people appeared to be darkening. My body was exhausted after a full day of play, but it was a weird and comfortable fatigue. My clothing appeared to be a little dry on my skin, fresh from the water, and I felt a little different than usual.


  We eventually strolled out of the tent with the girls towards the amusement park section, which was connected to the station.


  Although the pool was packed, the amusement park did not appear to be quite as crowded. The bustling people and background music from the pool in the distance could be heard vaguely.


  While we were walking, Tomoki suggested, “Let’s get some shaved ice.” There was a food stall nearby, as well as a bench in the shade. We were all in agreement.


  In the tepid July wind, a flag with the phrase “Ice” fluttered. The man at the shop was preparing something like yakisoba or okonomiyaki. That white smoke and fragrance were also flowing in the breeze.


  There were posters for the Tokyo Olympics as well as event information on the bulletin board next to it.


  Since the beginning of the year, there has been a lot of discussion about the Olympics. There were a lot of shows on TV, and even though I wasn’t going to be in any of them, as the opening date approached, I started to feel strangely buoyant. I hadn’t been especially interested in it until then, but it was a bizarre sensation, as if I was being carried along by the environment surrounding me. There were numerous Olympic shows airing every day once the games began, and when a Japanese athlete won a medal, it was major news.


  I put the ice cream into my mouth with a plastic straw spoon. Along with the ice, the sweetness of the melon syrup melted in my mouth.


  “Lemons and blue Hawaii, they’re only different in colour, but they all taste the same,” Tomoki said next to me. “Don’t lie!” the girls murmured suspiciously. They took a bite out of each other’s ice cream to be sure.


  Yuuko smiled happily as she said, “When you put it that way, it makes me feel that way.” As I looked at her, I ate my melon flavoured shaved ice and looked up at the sky.


  The sun was becoming darker by the time. The clouds, which had been crimson from the setting sun, had turned grey, and the first hints of darkness were starting to appear. The wind temperature seemed to be slightly lower than during the day. I kept reapplying sunscreen during breaks, but my arms were still a little red and itchy. The twilight breeze caressed my arms.


  ◇


  That night, I was drinking barley tea and watching an Olympic soccer match, “About the camping, you can go,” Mom said as she walked from her room to the living room. She said that she had just contacted Yuuko’s father and asked about it.


  I was overjoyed and thanked my mother.


  “Be careful not to cause trouble for Yuuko-chan’s father.”


  When I nodded, she smiled warmly and murmured to herself, “It’s the last summer vacation for elementary school children.” She then pulled out a pot of barley tea from the refrigerator and poured it into a cup and gently drank it.


  I returned to my room and scribbled the camp dates on my calendar. There were just five days till that fateful day.


  I did some Internet research on what to bring to camp and where to camp. By down train, the region was around forty minutes away from this metropolis. I had mostly taken the train to Tokyo, so this was my first trip to the western part of Saitama Prefecture.


  I told Yuuko about it at the next cram school, and on my way home, I stopped by her house to get a “bookmark” for the camp. When I showed it to my mother, she handed me 5,000 yen cash and told me, “Go purchase anything you need with this.”


  “Thank you, mom.” I thanked her, grabbed the money, and proceeded to a local shop to buy a sleeping bag and a flashlight.


  By the way, Yuuko had invited Misato and Takashi, who didn’t have any arrangements at that time of year, but their parents refused to give them permission, so it was only me and Yuuko who went camping with her father in the end.


  Her dad came and picked me from my apartment to camp on the morning of the camp day.


  “Hello,” he said as he stepped out of the vehicle. Yuuko’s father was dressed comfortably in long slacks and a sports-style polo shirt.


  “I’m sorry, he’ll be in your care then.”


  My mother accompanied me to the front of the apartment building, bowed to him, and said as much.


  “Sure. I will take care of him responsibly.” And the uncle, too, bowed respectfully to my mother and said, “I’m off,” I muttered to my mother as I hopped into the back seat of the car. Then Yuuko murmured, peering out from the passenger seat, “Hello.” She had her seatbelt on and a red backpack on her lap.


  He then returned to the car, started the engine, and began driving. My mother was waving at me from the window. The car pulled out onto the roadway, heading westward. I’d never traveled on this road before, and the scenery was new to me. I gazed out the window while I sat calmly in the car.


  Yuuko and her father were having a little talk. After a while, he began to converse with me as well.


  “What do you usually do at home, Yukinari-kun?”


  While staring out the window, I quickly shifted my eyes forward and responded.


  “I usually play games or listen to music…… I also read a book before going to bed.”


  “Do you like to read?”


  “Yes.” I nodded.


    “I get what you mean. As a kid, I was also not particularly sporty and spent much of my time at home reading books, so I can relate with you” He said. Then Yuuko suddenly interrupted and  said, “But Yukinari-kun is fast.”


  “Oh, really?”


  “Every year, he’s picked as a relay runner for the sports day.” Yuuko looked back at me and said.


  “Uh-huh.” I nodded, a bit uncomfortably. I felt sorry for Yuuko’s father who had made me feel so close to him.


  I remained silently in my seat for approximately thirty minutes till we left the city and entered the mountain route. On the twisting route, he drove at a slower speed. Around us, I could see a lot of greenery, rivers, and farmland.


  We finally arrived at our destination. The campers were congregating as we approached the parking area at the bottom of the mountain. The majority of the people were about Yuuko’s father’s age, and the kids varied from preschoolers to older children like us.


  He appeared to recognise a few people and was conversing with the other adult attendees. Yuuko and I talked while we waited for the time to go.


  When it came time to go, we began climbing the mountain after ensuring that all of the participants had arrived. I went on a walk with Yuuko and her father.


  I could hear several cicadas buzzing and the sound of water running close from a nearby creek. It seemed colder in the mountains, shadowed by the many trees’ leaves than it did in the city.


      We arrived at an open location after climbing the slope for about thirty minutes. Then the participants proceeded to set up their tents since it appeared that we would be staying there. We joined the other participants in setting up the tents.


  ◇


  We were planning to have a barbecue with the other family for tonight. A fourth-grader kid was there with her parents, and she and her mother were in charge of chopping veggies and meat with knives, while uncles and adult men prepared the griddle and other stuff.


  We started preparing as the western sun began to shine, and ate grilled meat and veggies on the griddle as it began to fade. Then we cleaned up, and it was time to look at the constellations.


  Yuuko’s father appeared to be the teacher of the hour as he stepped forward to explain various things about the stars and the universe, sketching figures and numbers on an illuminated whiteboard with a magic marker.


  “Do you know how fast light travels?”


  He then scribbled “approximately 300,000 kilometres per second,” on the whiteboard as the children’s voices echoed.


  “How quickly is it to orbit the Earth seven and a half times per second? It’s a ridiculously fast speed, however, we use it to calculate the distance between stars in the vast cosmos. A light year is a unit of measurement that represents the distance light travels in years. 10 light years, for example, is the distance that light travels in ten years.”


  On the whiteboard, he then drew a slightly deformed triangle.


  “There are three stars called the Summer Triangle that may be joined like this, try to find them,” he said, pointing to the distant starry sky with his finger and said. “Around there.”


  “Did you manage to discover it? Vega, the star at the top, is twenty-five light years away from Earth…” As he spoke, he drew a circle on the whiteboard with Earth written on it, connected it to Vega with a straight line, and wrote “twenty-five light years” next to the line.


  “How long did it take the light to reach our eyes?”


  “Twenty-five years,” a boy’s voice replied to his question.


  “Yes. That’s why the light we’re seeing now came from that star 25 years ago.”


  Baffled, the children’s voices echoed through his explanation.


  “Which one? I’m not sure.” Yuuko, who was seated next to me, said. “That one.” I replied, tracing a triangle with my finger.


  “Oh, that. Thanks.”


  I nodded and stared at Vega.


  The light I see now is the light from twenty-five years ago. It has been travelling through the cosmos since long before I was born, and I am witnessing it right here. It seemed unusual to consider it in that manner.


  “By the way, how long ago do you think this universe was created?”


  Nobody answered Uncle’s following question. He continued, after a few seconds of silence, “It is estimated to be around 14 billion years old. It is believed that there was a kind of explosion known as the Big Bang, and that it has since propagated at the speed of light.”


  I tried to imagine 14 billion years and a universe that was expanding at the rate of seven and a half times the speed of the earth per second, but my mind couldn’t keep up.


  Such a question arose unexpectedly. The uncle chuckled and casually lifted his hands, as if to say, he gave up. “I’m not sure. Everyone can conceive their own approach,” he answered, drawing laughter from the grownups surrounding him.


  For a time, I stared at the starry sky, wondering how the universe began, how light came into existence, and how the speed of light had reached 300,000 kilometres per second. Then I felt an unexplainable unease, as if the footing that had been there had suddenly vanished and I was being pulled into the bottomless nothingness beyond the sky, and I frantically shook my head to clear my mind.


  “What’s wrong?”


  Yuuko asked, tilting her head to look at me. With a timid smile, I responded, “It’s nothing.”


  Following Yuuko’s father’s talk, an astronomer showed each of the children the moon through a large astronomical telescope. I was delighted when I could plainly observe the moon’s bumpy surface.


  After that, we had some free time until it was time to go to bed. I sat in the midst of the plaza with Yuuko and her father, having a drink, as there was a space in the middle of the area where we could make a fire. We chatted about our schools and cram schools as we threw twigs into the fire and watched them burn, and he listened intently.


  It was great to look at the night sky and the moon, but I found it more intriguing to watch the three of us carefully light a fire. With a crackling sound, the fire swayed and the burning wood slowly converted to charcoal. As I could occasionally hear night birds and insects chirping.


  We entered the tent around 10 o’clock in the night. The sleeping tents were separated into men’s and women’s sections, and I joined a group of boys and uncles I didn’t know, spreading down the sleeping bag I’d bought. I was so exhausted that when the lantern light went out, I fell asleep easily amidst the buzzing of the night insects.


  ◇


  After breakfast the next day, we left the campground and hiked to a lookout point high in the mountains.


  It was a beautiful day, and the view from the observatory was beautiful. White clouds were floating in the blue sky as I could see a city stretched out in the distance.


  While the women were conversing on the observatory seats and the children ran around, Yuuko, I, and her father were standing along the fence in front of the cliff, taking in the sight.


  As I gazed at the city, which appeared smaller, the clouds, which were much closer than normal, and the dense green of the mountains, I felt a chilly but gentle touch on my hand.


  I looked at her hand, surprised, and saw that Yuuko was grasping mine. I attempted to glance at Yuuko’s face, but she kept her head down.


  Her father was nearby staring down at the city through his binoculars, saying something like, “Oh.”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “It’s too high,” Yuuko said when I asked her. I felt it was scary, so I continued to hold Yuuko’s hand, worried.


  Yuuko suddenly released my hand when the uncle lowered his binoculars.


  “Take a look, Yuuko and the others.”


  “Uh, yeah.”


  Yuuko, as if in a panic, lifted her newly put-on face, grabbed the binoculars from her father, and began to gaze at the scenery. Even more perplexing was the fact that Yuuko didn’t appear to be scared of heights now when she exclaimed, “Wow!”


  I could still feel Yuuko’s hand in my hand, which was slightly colder than my body temperature, as if it were an illusion. I felt a burning sensation deep in my chest as I saw her with her backpack on her back and her short hair braided.


  Then we ate the lunch that the attendants had prepared for us and descended the mountain. By the time the sun went down, the whole event had ended, and I asked her father to drive me back to my apartment. Yuuko appeared to be asleep, with her head down in a clammy position.


  I’d been told to call her when I arrived home, so I did so in the vehicle, using the smartphone I’d taken with me.


  I stepped out of the car when we arrived in front of the apartment building, thanking Yuuko and her father for waking me up. My mother, who was there, placed her hand on my shoulder and thanked him, saying, “Thank you very much,” before asking him, “I hope he didn’t cause you any problem.”


  “No way. I also had a good time talking with Yukinari-kun. I don’t often get to chat with boys my daughter’s age―― Then, see you later, Yukinari-kun.”


  The uncle said this to me before returning to his car. Just as I was about to say “See you later” to Yuuko, the passenger window opened and she looked out.


  “See you later, Yukinari-kun.” she said with a smile.


  I waved my hand, my heart was pounding for some reason. The vehicle then began to drive away, straight into the driveway and out.


  “Yuuko-chan’s father is a good man,” my mother said. Then, pushing me, she said, “Come on, let’s go back home.” We then entered the apartment building, took the elevator to the fifth floor, and entered the house.


  Dinner had already been prepared and was waiting on the table. I cleaned my hands and sat down at the table with my mum to eat. My mother kept asking me questions about the camp the whole time.


  “Did you have fun?”


  “Yes.”


  “What did you do that night?”


  “Staring at constellations, looking through a telescope at the lumpy parts of the moon.”


  “Oh, that’s great. Ah, Did you express your gratitude to Yuuko’s father for everything?”


  “I did.”


  We continued to converse in this manner, and then I took a bath. As I bathed in the warm water, I became tired and drowsy all of a sudden. I was almost asleep in the bath as I cleaned my body and hair, got ready for night, and rushed back to my room to go to bed.


  I was meditating, feeling the lethargy in my legs, when I suddenly felt Yuuko’s hand come back to me. My heart began to pound again at that instant, exactly like it had before. But I wasn’t nervous or excited; instead, I felt soft and serene, which was unusual.


  ◇


  The camp had ended a few days before, and the Olympic Games were just a few days away. My mother had not yet returned home from work that evening, so I ate dinner alone in front of the television. Then, in the midst of the celebrations for the medal win, Yuuko’s father’s face appeared.


  <A local industry-academia collaborative research group led by Professor Fukuhara Shohei of Japan’s Tokyo University of Advanced Science and Technology began developing a new sort of quantum computer two years ago. So far, the development has gone smoothly, and the group hopes to put it to use within the next five years. The new D-F quantum computer is expected to make significant breakthroughs in physics and computational science during the project, as new discoveries are discovered not only in applications after development, but also during development. Fujisawa Yoshihide, a Japanese physicist, proposed the idea that provided the foundation for this world-renowned research 10 years ago…>


  Following this narration, a video interview with the uncle was aired. He was talking in a courteous tone of voice while drawing something on the whiteboard, but I wasn’t sure what he was expressing.


  However, it appeared that the same was true for the people on TV, the newscasters, who were arguing with each other. “I’m not sure how you feel about it, but I’m impressed. I’m delighted to see Japanese people excelling not just in athletics but also in science and technology.”


  I had no idea what the uncle was researching into, but I knew Yuuko’s father was a man who was doing something incredible that would make the headlines.


  I had no idea that uncle was such an amazing person. The prospect of knowing such a person made me feel somewhat happy.


  I told Yuuko about it at the following cram session. Yuuko then told me what her father had said to her. “‘Your perspective on the world may alter dramatically in your lifetime, Yuuko.’ That’s exactly what my father said. He stated that humans in the future may have to go through changes that no one in history has ever experienced.”


  “Really?”


  I don’t know, but it’s amazing.


  “It’s amazing. I wonder what’s going to happen.”


  “Dad wrote a book, and he said I’d understand if I read it. Oh, but…”


  “Do you think I’ll understand?”


  “He mentioned that he wrote it so that people with a high school degree could read it. However, it may still be challenging for us.”


  “That’s not gonna work.”


  Despite my disappointment, I headed to the science books area of the bookstore on my way home from cram school that day. After some searching, I found the name “Fukuhara Shohei.”


  [Advanced Studies in Modern Physics: The Development of Interpretive Problems in the Twenty-first Century and the Framed World――]


  The only word I could make out from the title was “understanding well.” I leafed through the book. The book was written in a spoken language, with many drawings and images, and it appeared to be more simple to read than I had anticipated.


  However, when I turned it over and looked at the pricing, I saw that it was 1,500 yen. When I peered at it, I was reluctant. My summer vacation money would be significantly reduced. I couldn’t ask my mother for additional money because she had already given me some while I went camping.


  I was browsing the wonderful graphics and pictures as I flipped through them. I began to crave it more and more as I pondered whether I should buy it or not.


  I made my decision, took it, and proceeded to the checkout.


  When the clerk handed me the book in a paper bag, I felt excited and happy, and I was glad I had purchased it. I was certain I wouldn’t understand, but I hoped that with the aid of the teachers at the school or the uncle himself, I may be able to figure it out. When I question Yuuko’s father about it, I’ll make sure to have him autograph his name on the book as well.


  My allowance had been cut, but I could live with the sweets and drink. I strolled down the street with my books in my bag to my house.


  ◇
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  Chapter 1


  I had a memory that I should not have had.


  I get a strange sensation of déjà vu while strolling around the city. In addition, images of children with names like “Tomoki” or “Minami” that I should not have known come to me, and I can occasionally see myself with them.


  But I’d never known someone with that name.


  There was no one with that name in my elementary school graduation album, and since I didn’t take part in any sports clubs or lessons, I would have had no way of getting to know my peers outside of elementary school.


  Not only do I experience a strong sense of déjà vu, but I also have many recurring dreams about the same stuff. It appears like a character from my “memory” is in the dream, but I can’t recall the details when I woke up, but in the dream, I was content and liked a girl named Yuuko. I always had a slight sensation of nostalgia after waking up from a dream, and occasionally I felt sad that I had woken up from the dream.


  These phenomena began about the time I started junior high school. I was curious, so I read a few books on “dreams.”


  I’d read theories about how dreams reflect our own aspirations and unconsciously suppressed emotions, and I wondered whether having fulfilling dreams was easing my dissatisfaction after a tough upbringing.


  I was escorted to an examination room after filling out a medical questionnaire, where I explained to an elderly doctor in a white coat that I occasionally experienced the same recurring dreams and felt a sensation of déjà vu regarding things I had never seen before. After hearing my experience, the doctor had a look at the questionnaire and then had me do some type of IQ and psychological test. I answered those questions in another room, and when the results came in, I was brought to the examination room. The doctor began asking questions after reviewing the questionnaire and test results.


     “Do you have difficulty sleeping at night?”


  “No.”


  “Do you frequently wake up in the middle of the night?”


  “No.”


  “Do you dread going to school or feel you don’t want to do anything?”


  “No.”


  “Do you ever lose or exceed your appetite?”


  “No.”


  After repeating these questions and answers, the doctor turned to the questionnaire with a puzzled expression, “Hmm….”


  “You’re doing well in school and in terms of your health, right? Do you have any aches or pains, or is there anything else bothering you?”


  “Not particularly.”


  The doctor scribbled in his report before asking, raising just his eyes from his hand, “Do you have any friends at school that you talk to a lot?” 


  “In a nutshell, I have a few good friends in my class and club.”


  After some thought, the doctor concluded, “It’s puberty,” and directed me to a counselling centre near the hospital.


  The doctor did not recommend medicine that day, but he told me to return soon if I felt anything abnormal or depressed.


  Later that day, I went to the counselling centre. It was a clean facility, and the room I was taken to featured a comfy chair, as well as orange juice, which the employees offered me. I sipped my orange juice and gave the friendly-looking counsellor, who eventually came with the same explanation I had given the psychotherapist.


  As I told her about my experience, the lady smiled and listened. Then she started asking things like, “Do you enjoy school?” or “How are things at home with your mother?”


  “It’s not always fun, but sometimes it’s fun in its own way. It’s fun to play soccer and talk with my classmates during lunch. My mother usually arrives home late from work, but when she arrives early, we eat dinner together.” I said. “Hmm’, the aunty gave up and asked, “Do you ever get lonely when you’re home alone?”


  When she asked me, I felt terribly childish, so I shook my head and said, “No, it’s not.” The lady then smiled pleasantly and murmured, “I see…”


  “By the way, do you frequently have problems remembering something in your everyday life, or do you forget things?”


  “No, I don’t think so. I’m not bad at remembering stuff. I almost forgot nothing.”


  She made notes while she listened to me, then glanced at them attentively before straightening up and spoke about the “memory.”


      Human memory, she claims, differs from what is recorded by devices such as photographs, hard drives, and semiconductor memory in that when we try to recall anything, it is not immediately replicated in its original form, but the image is reconstructed each time. It is changeable and vague, and it may be corrupted by the influence of others.


  “I know it may be difficult for you to say this right now, but if you have any issues with you, please talk to me about anything, even if it is something small,” Before I left the counselling centre that day, she said it to me.


  But I felt as though I’d arrived in the wrong place. It was interesting to hear about other people’s recollections, but I had a feeling that what was happening to me wasn’t the same. I couldn’t believe the “memory” was simply a reworked version of my initial recollection or an assumption. As a result, I stopped visiting hospitals and other services in that neighborhood.


  In reality, it wasn’t an issue that had to be solved right away because those recollections hadn’t had a detrimental influence on my life. It worried me, but not to the point where it interfered with my exam preparations. In that regard, the announcement of the new release of my favourite game was far more disruptive to my attention on my academics.


  As the doctor at the psychosomatic clinic murmured, “It’s puberty,” I deduced on my own that this was a puberty-related perplexity and chose not to be too concerned. According to a book I read, the hormones in the brain are out of balance throughout puberty, so I assumed that’s what it was.


  However, I experienced the same dream again shortly after leaving the hospital.


  After waking up from the dream, I suddenly realised in my hazy waking mind that I had answered the counsellor lady’s question incorrectly.


  “Do you ever get lonely when you’re home alone?”


  The counsellor lady’s questioning voice resonated in my foggy brain in the early morning dimness, like a blend of dream and reality.


  Whenever I awoke from the dream about the girl named Yuuko, I always felt a sense of loneliness, like if I had lost something, like a stinging pain in the back of my chest.


  ◇


   The sound of chalk tapping on the blackboard jolted me out of my sleep.


  …… I appeared to have dozed off. With my cheekbones in the air, I slept in a shallow, uncomfortable slumber. I felt slight ache in my knuckles and cheekbones, and I rubbed my palms together as if wiping my cheeks.


  Although it was just May, the classroom was exceedingly hot. The back of the neck of the girl in front of me, whose hair was wrapped in a single bun, was saturated with sweat and glued to her skin.


  A gentle breeze came in through the open window, stroking my sweaty skin as I exhaled deeply. After PE, it’s time for World History. The antiperspirant that the students had applied while changing left a slight odour in the classroom.


  The world history teacher was an elderly man named Okamoto, who was famous for writing so much on the board that it was said if he took the writing seriously, he would get tendinitis in a month. He always teaches at his own pace and pays minimal attention to students who are doing work or dozing off.


  The notebook in my hand is not the crumpled one I was holding just before I fell asleep.


  It was a little past three o’clock in the afternoon. The sunshine was becoming more vivid, and the normally white ground was turning orange.


  Following that, we had club activities until well beyond seven o’clock.


  Perhaps it was the languidness of the class, but even that time, which I was most looking forward to in my current school life, felt a little like a burden.


  ◇


  

  I walked out to the field after school, changed from my sneakers to my uppers, and bent forward slightly to stretch my leg muscles.


  Previously, all the students wore long sleeves, but today, many of them wore short sleeves. I, too, felt the cool breeze blowing on my arms, which had been covered by the fabric for so long. Students from the soccer and tennis clubs walk out of their respective club rooms one by one.


  We, the track and field team mostly use the rear part of the playground as our own area. In that area, there is also a 100-meter track and a sandbox for long jumping. A square concrete building was there divided into three rooms: one for equipment and the other two for men’s and women’s dressing rooms. This is also where we stretch and hold meetings.


  I heard footsteps and turned to see Sugitani Mineko, a long-distance athlete, walk out of the women’s dressing room. She nodded her head and sent me a greeting gesture, dressed in running shorts that looked to only cover her waist and short-sleeved exercise clothing. I returned the nod as well. We were both on the same junior high school track team before. So we’ve been together for almost five years.


  Mineko sat down around a metre away from me on the blue sheet in front of the clubroom.


  “How did the midterm go?” I called out to her.


  “Nothing special. The same as before.”


  “Oh. Is that to say you’re the top student in science subjects again this time, too?”


  “I don’t know. I didn’t ask for the rankings.”


  I’ve always enjoyed reading science books, and I’ve always scored in the top ten in my class in physics and mathematics. I enjoy reading physics books in paperback and new books, technical commentary, and science fiction novels. In comparison, what was written in the science textbooks at the school appeared easy. The other subjects were average. It’s sometimes good, sometimes awful. I once got a red dot in World History because I was irresponsible and slacked off on my studies, therefore I’m not a particularly serious or intelligent guy.


  “What about you?”


  “It went up a lot. In English, I received 30 points.”


  “It’s only because the previous one was so awful.”


  When I told her, she laughed, jokingly said, “Awful,” and tapped me on the shoulder. I laughed along with the flow.


  It took me over six months to get back to her and to this point in our relationship. We’d known one another since junior high, and throughout the years we’d become close, almost like best friends, but I broke it off last year.


  In a nutshell, I asked her out, and she rejected me.


  After months of worrying, weeks of pondering, and days of preparing and practising to convey my feelings as honestly as possible, a ten-second silence fell, and she awkwardly and apologetically said, “Sorry. I still have a few years of club activity ahead of me… But we will always be friends, as we have always been.”


  It wasn’t so much the words of denial as it was the pained look on her face when she spoke them that broke my heart. And every time I reflected on it, it was what made me feel more and more anguish later on. Whenever we encountered one other at club activities or elsewhere, it was awkward, and we seldom spoke to each other for a while.


  Even if I tried, the memory of that exchange was difficult to erase, and there were moments when I would suddenly recall and ponder her words.


  The words “I still have a year of club activities left” were the most perplexing to me when I thought about it. During those restless nights, I couldn’t stop thinking about that interpretation. I assumed it meant she couldn’t date me while she was involved in club activities because it would interfere with her other relationships, but she could date me after she retired from club activities, so I had a glimmer of hope despite my shock and sadness, but after I was promoted to third-year, Mineko started to date a guy named Satou from the basketball team.


  When I found out about it, I was surprised, but not as surprised as I expected to be. It had been a long time since I had been rejected, and the awkwardness that had been hanging between us had gradually faded, and we were getting back together. Or maybe it was that my own feelings for her, in terms of a male-female relationship, had become much more distant than when I had confessed my feelings to her.


  But every now and again, when I envision Mineko and Satou holding hands or doing whatever, I get a strange sense of confusion. I’m meant to be blown away, but for some reason, I’m not.


  ――Adolescent Confusion


  I’m certain it is. Everything will be OK. My club activities will end in about a month, and I’ll most likely be focusing solely on studying for examinations after that. After that, a new life will begin, my university life, which I can’t even imagine what it would be like. But I am sure that my thoughts and memories of what is passing will fade away with time.


  ◇


  The prefectural track and field meet was scheduled for early June this year. Third-year students who lost in the regional tournament in April are retired, but they attend practise sessions until the prefectural tournament, performing mild physical training and cheering on the surviving participants. Some of my classmates, like the seniors I’d seen in the past, attended the club activities that day. In the prefectural championships, I ran the 100 metres and Mineko raced the 3,000 metres.


  After the entire group had stretched enough, they were separated into their respective events and began practising. Thigh lifts, followed by track training with a ladder and mini-hurdles. We practised starting with the starting blocks and then ran a few hundred metres after a quick break. The retired third-year students acted as starters and stopwatch staff for the second part of practise. After exercising until around 6:30 p.m. The entire group then jogged and stretched again before gathering around the advisor to say “Thank you for your hard work,” and then dismissed.


  The boys changed outside, while the girls in the clubroom, which was right next to the equipment room. I changed out of my training clothes, wiped away my sweat with a towel, and put on a shirt and slacks while I watched the soccer team’s game-style practise in the centre of the playground with the other male members of the club.


  It was already becoming dark outside. The sun had gone down, and the clouds in the western sky had become a reddish-black tint. The shadows from while I was at the club have faded into the darkness.


  I grabbed my stuff and, after a little conversation with the third-year short-distance club member, we began walking together towards the station. I noticed Mineko and Satou standing about talking as I went out of the school gate, as if they had been waiting for me. They weren’t standing next to one other, but they were holding hands.


  “Oh, Nakayama,” Satou called out to me when he spotted me before I could even think about it. When I was a freshman, he and I were in the same class, so whenever we saw each other, we would at least stand around and talk.


  “O-oh Satou.”


  I was a little upset, but I managed to respond. I casted a sidelong glance towards Mineko. Long, thin limbs, typical of a long-distance runner, protruded from her summer attire. Her hair, which had been tangled while participating in club activities, had been loosened and was now hanging straight down her back.


  I couldn’t see her expression well since it was barely lit, but “Good work, Yukki,” Mineko said in her usual tone, referring to me by the nickname used by the club friends. She used to call me “Nakayama-kun” until middle school, but when we started high school, she changed my name to a new moniker she had made for herself.


  “Good work.” 


  “Let’s go,” I said, motioning for the rest of the group to walk. “See you later,” they also said farewell to Mineko. I was slightly irritated. I don’t know how to talk to someone who once rejected me while holding hands with her boyfriend and looking happy. I’ve known Mineko for a long time, yet I still do not know what she’s thinking.


  A tea plantation was located just beyond the school’s gates. I walked between them and caught the train from the station just off the main street to the five-stop train station nearest to my house. At this time of day, the trains were packed with high school students and workers heading home, and there was rarely room to sit. I stood near the entrance and stared out the window in  a daze, my face expressionless. The countryside of farms and the lively residential sector with high-rise apartment complexes co-existed in this area. I’d run for a while in front of a dark forested region just as I believed I was staring at the sparkling scenery in front of the station.


  I eventually arrived at the nearest station, Irisawa-station. A small station surrounded by convenience stores, taverns, and flower shops. My residence was roughly about a five-minute bicycle ride away. I rode my bike back to my apartment late at night, left it in the bike parking lot with the warm-coloured lights turned on, and took the elevator to the fifth floor. I quickly took a shower to get rid of the sweat, heated some leftover curry, ate dinner by myself, and fell on my bed in my room.


  It was quite silent. I closed my eyes, exhausted from the day’s work, and felt the softness of the bedding on my back. I then felt a faint ringing in my ears and saw Mineko walking with Satou in the darkness behind my eyelids, and then I saw the image of the girl from my dreams.


  What if, I thought.


  I wonder what my life would have been like if I had met her like in my dreams. In my dreams, I always seemed to have fun talking and playing with her and the other children around me.


  When I thought about it, my existing existence seemed dull and faded. It’s not that I don’t feel fulfilled every day, but the girl I liked rejected me, and I’m not the type of person who can make a mess of things, so I’m not particularly having fun in my high school life.


  I opened my eyes. White walls and ceiling, a desk I’ve been using since junior high, a laptop, a bookcase full of books and periodicals, and a magazine rack. It was the same room as usual.


  ◇


  The next Sunday night, I saw in the news that the amusement park in the next town over had decided to close.


  My mother had gone out to dinner with her friends, so I had to have dinner by myself. After that, I walked to my room and started up my laptop to check a news website. That’s when I came upon the article.


  According to reports, only the famous swimming pool will remain, but the old amusement park section will be demolished to make way for a new entertainment complex with an emphasis on event spaces that will use cutting-edge AR and VR technology.


  The amusement park had been around for a long time and was well known among the locals. I used to hear my elementary school friends talk about how they went there with their families or how they went to the pool with their friends during summer vacation when I was in elementary school.


  I moved my hand from the mouse, reached for a glass of iced coffee, and took a sip. My cheap desk chair made a squeaking sound when I leaned back in it.


  ――There, it will be destroyed.


  I had never been there before. I’d passed by it a few times, but I’d never been inside, at least not yet. Of course, I have no memory of anything about it.


  And yet, somehow, that article stayed with me.


  I reached for my laptop’s keyboard and searched for and accessed the amusement park website. And then when I was looking at the page introducing the facility, I got a strange sensation of déjà vu. It was a first look at the park’s swimming pool.


  There was a wave pool, a flowing pool, and a water slide. As I glanced through the images, recollections of myself as a child playing there flashed through my mind. The impression of lukewarm water that has been warmed by the summer sun. A dribble of water, the chirping of the cicadas and the bright sunlight.


  I closed my eyes and waited for the image to fade from my mind.


  It was a very real memory that seemed to bring back even the senses. But this amusement park’s pool was where my friends from school and neighborhood used to go every summer vacation, so I’m sure that what I imagined from their stories stayed in my head.


  I thought about it and closed my laptop.


  Even the faint sound of my laptop’s fan was gone, and I was struck by the sensation of loss that I had usually felt in the silent nighttime room.


  In my mind, I envied myself for playing in the pool. I spent my summer vacation by myself, reading and doing homework. I occasionally went to the mall, game store, or bookstore with my neighbourhood friends, but I don’t have many recollections of an elementary school summer vacation. However, because of the many scientific books for children that I read at the time, I was able to save a significant amount of money in my subsequent study of science subjects.


  I was thinking about this when my phone started ringing. I opened my messaging app and read a message from a track team acquaintance.


  <We’re practicing with the long-distance team. Why don’t you come too? Mineko is here too>


  A pretty irritating graphic of a character giving a thumbs up was attached to the end of the message.


  Although it is unknown that I was rejected, among the guys on the track and field team, they think I am still in love with Mineko. It was too much of a hassle to explain everything, so I just left it at that.


  The club was closed on Sunday, and I had done no physical activity all day. Looking at the clock, It was not yet eight o’clock. My apartment was approximately a twenty-minute bike ride away from the park where they were exercising. I decided to go, changed into my training clothes, put on my wrist watch wearable device, packed my towel and wallet in my sports bag, and left the home.


  ◇


  

  I parked my bike in the bicycle parking lot of a sports park with many streetlights and several uncles and aunts who appeared to be cycling home from work, and discovered several people stretching and conversing in a brilliantly lighted area. Some of them, like myself, may have been called up, and some are not far away. Mineko was nowhere to be seen. She was most likely running on the track.


  I walked over to them.


  One of the club’s male members raised his hand and said, “Oh, Yukinari,” to which the club’s younger female members responded, “Yukie-senpai.”


    I set my sports bag down. I had already put on my running shoes, so I began stretching.


  The sky had already darkened, but the LED lights that had been installed around the park shone brightly, illuminating the running track and the surrounding trees.


  “Mineko, we’ll be out of here shortly.”


  This was said by a guy in the same grade standing next to me, and soon after, Mineko and two members of the women’s club went past us, making rhythmic footsteps. I looked at the wearable device around my wrist, which had a stopwatch and a heart rate monitor, then smiled at him. He, too, greeted me with a glance. I sat down, stretched my ankles, and walked away.


  “Do you have a plan to get Mineko back from Satou?”


  Teasingly, the guy standing next to me whispered.


    “Shut up.”


  I jokingly left it, walked out to the jogging track, and began running casually. I was already used to getting teased about it by the club’s male members. I decided to run a couple of small distances before doing a leisurely circuit around the two-kilometer course.


  Mineko and the others appeared to have finished their practise and began wiping away their sweating with towels after a period of working out. She trudged over to me and started talking to me.


  “What have you been up to today, Yukki?”


  “Nothing. I read books, played video games, and sat in front of the internet to follow the news.”


  “It’s kind of nerdy.”


  “What about you?”


  “They’re similar, to be sure.”


  Then Mineko laughed.


  I ran a couple of short dashes to check my form. Mineko stood there, watching me stretch my thighs and calves.


  “Are you done for the day?”


  I didn’t want to be silent, so I spoke to her and she said, “Yeah. Maybe a little jog.” She shook her head and asked, “How are you feeling?”


  “I’m not feeling well today. This morning, I awoke early. I slept till noon since I felt tired in the morning. That’s why I’m feeling sluggish.”


  “You’re unhealthy. You can’t do well in competitions like that.”


  “I’ll be careful.”


  I responded. However, whenever I had problems sleeping, like today, it was typically when I was having the “dream” with Yuuko and the others, and since I couldn’t control my dreams, there was no way for me to be careful.


  “Do you ever experience the same dream repeatedly, Mineko?” As I asked this, I had the impression that I had never asked a girl this question before. But I had questioned a couple of my male friends about it.


  “What? Did you have a nightmare today that made you lose sleep?”


  That’s about it, I replied. With a Hmm, Mineko then continued, “I’ve been looking at one of these since kindergarten…”


  “What is it?”


  “A dog walked slowly first, followed by a cat at the same pace, and a white bird perched on the cat’s back. The bird was staring at me, and it’s quite creepy.”


  “What the hell is that?”


  “It’s so surreal. It makes me wonder what’s going on inside my head.”


  With a half-smile, Mineko murmured. I, too, gave a brief smile.


  I was also curious about what was going on in Mineko’s unconscious, but I suppose everyone’s unconscious isn’t always ordered, and I guess most impressive dreams are like that.


  Mineko stretched one more after finished stretching her legs, took a big breath, and wiped the sweat from her face. She then remained silent for a few seconds while holding the white towel. After a few awkward seconds of silence, Mineko turned to face the club members behind her and murmured quietly, “Nakayama-kun.” She continued as I looked up, surprised to hear her call me by something other than a nickname for the first time in a long time.


  “I’m sorry. At that time, I couldn’t answer clearly.”


  I felt a pounding impact all of a sudden. I had the sensation that something heavy and painful had been stuck in my throat.


  “Okay,” I murmured after a few seconds of awkward pause. I couldn’t figure out what was good about it, but it was “enough” for me. Don’t bother telling me that, I thought. It made me feel miserable to be told that.


  I said nothing, but I was so frustrated and enraged that I sprinted as fast as I could from my starting position.


    The white light of the streetlamp stretched like a line in the darkness, and the wind whistled about my ears. It was almost as if I was trying to run away from Mineko, which I found funny. I jogged for a few minutes after finishing my fifty-meter run.


  ――In the end, it’s already gone.


  I lost the possibility of going out with Mineko. The time I had dreamed when I was truly in love with her, holding hands on the way home, going on holiday dates, and studying together―had disappeared completely as an illusion, but our awkward relationship had went back to normal, and we could speak openly as fellow friends who had been involved in the same club activities since junior high. That’s plenty for me, I feel.


  I came to a halt and looked around to see Mineko standing in the same spot she had been watching me exercise.


  ◇


  It was physics class in sixth period. Tanigawa-sensei, the physics teacher who, for some reason, always wears a lab coat even though he doesn’t perform any experiments, was discussing the double-slit experiment.


  Fire one photon at a time at the screen behind the two apertures in the wall. Since photons are particles, if they reach the screen without being blocked by walls, they will pass through one of the slits, and after firing many particles, there should be two lines parallel to the slits on the screen, but as it turned out, the “mountains” and “valleys” of the waves interfered with each other. As a result, a shading pattern, or interference fringes, appeared on the screen.


  When the same experiment was repeated using an observing device to identify which slit the emitted photon travelled through, the interference fringes typical of a wave vanished and a trail of dots emerged, showing that it was actually a particle. This is a well-known experiment that occurs frequently in quantum theory commentaries, demonstrating that tiny particles like electrons and photons have both particle and wave characteristics.


  Several ideas have been proposed over the last hundred years or more to explain the duality of particles and waves in matter. The Copenhagen interpretation, which states that the location of a particle is not determined before it is observed and can only be expressed in terms of its probability, but that its position is determined at a point when it is observed, has long been supported as the standard theory in the world of quantum theory. The Copenhagen interpretation has long been accepted as the mainstream theory in quantum mechanics, but it has failed to adequately explain why a particle’s position is determined as soon as it is observed. This gave rise to a number of hypotheses, including the Everett interpretation, which evolved into the Many Worlds interpretation (simply put, the idea that there are as many possible worlds as there are possibilities). However, now that a quarter of the twenty-first century has gone, the once-heretical many-world interpretation is gaining traction.


  The bell sounded just as I was ready to depart after Tanigawa-sensei had told us that much. I left the physics lab, carrying my notebook, textbook, and writing tools, and headed to class.


  Thursday was a change day for our track and field team. We were given the option of resting or practising on our own.


  Short-distance competitors frequently train hard on Wednesday and take a day off from practise on Thursday to allow for maximum recuperation. I was still experiencing stiff muscles in my legs, so I decided to skip the game and stayed at home. Athletes in the high jump and long jump events, as well as those competing in the long distance, were warming up on the field.


  I walked to the train station by myself and then went to the shopping centre to look at books and clothing.


  While I was browsing at short-sleeved shirts in a clothing store, many girls from the same high school were trying on items in front of an AR fitting mirror. When you present the barcode of your clothing to the scanner, or choose a specific product by operating the interface section of the mirror, which is also a touch panel, the mirror will display your picture wearing the clothing. It’s a little odd compared to the actual statue wearing, but that’s about all I need to know about my appearance.


  I saw many carnations put out in front of a flower shop as I strolled throughout the mall, visiting various establishments. A homemade sign with the words “For Mother’s Day” was placed next to it.


  This year, Mother’s Day fell on the following Sunday. After considerable consideration, I bought a set of cut flowers for 500 yen.


  My mother, who typically arrived home late, was strangely already home from work, when I entered the residence on the fifth floor of the apartment building a little after six o’clock. She murmured, “Welcome home,” as she sat on the sofa, fidgeting with her tablet, without even looking at me.


  “You’re home early today,” I commented, to which my mother answered, “Since it was a no-overtime day.”


  “Yeah―Here, I bought this.”


     I placed the carnation in a plastic bag on the table. My mother shifted her gaze away from the tablet after noticing the rustling sound.


  “What? Flowers?”


  “Because it’s Mother’s Day.”


  “It’s not on Sunday?”


  My mother furrowed her brow.


  “I have club activities on Sundays. It’s okay, isn’t it?”


  “Oh yeah,” she replied as she sat up from the couch, tossing her tablet.


  “Then, I’m gonna go get changed.”


  I walked inside my room and left it at that.


  I turned on the remote control for the LED lights, took off my uniform, hung it up, and changed into the sportswear I used as loungewear.


  I sat in my desk chair and read for a time, a book for the general audience by a physicist named Fukuhara Shohei, who is a personal favourite of mine.


  Then I went back to the living room, where the aroma of curry filled the air. The carnations I’d placed on the table had already been put in a vase and were on display near the kitchen. What had previously been a bleak environment grew a little more well, festive.


  “How long do you have to be at the club?”


  My mother, who was seated across from me, asked me this as we were eating and listening to the news. Before responding, I swallowed what was in my mouth.


  “Unless I wake up in the next few weeks and drastically cut my time, I’ll most likely be done after the first competition in June.”


  “Hmm. How fast are you running now?”


  “My best time in the 100 metres is slightly under 11.4 seconds.”


  “That’s fast.”


  “It’s not very fast. There are a lot of guys in the prefecture who can run in the ten-second range.”


  “Is it really that big of a difference?”


  “Yeah,” I said, nodding. In a world where tenths of a second matter, there is a gap of nearly a second between us and the prefecture’s top class. To get to the point where you can go under eleven seconds, you must be naturally fit and athletic, besides working hard. We finished second in the spring regional qualifying round to qualify for the prefectural tournament, but based on our track record in past years, we will most likely not qualify at the prefectural tournament level.


  “Athletics, this is your sixth year, right?”


  “Yeah.”


  “You’ve done well.”


  I didn’t answer, but instead shook my head, ate a mouthful of curry, and walked into my room. I felt drowsy as I sat in bed reading the rest of my book, so I closed my book and closed my eyes.


  In my hazy mind, I pondered if I’d experience the same dream today, with Yuuko, Tomoki, or someone else in it. Normally, I’m fine, but when I have those nightmares, I feel oddly agitated and a sense of melancholy, and I don’t sleep well, so I wanted to sleep well the day before the competition without dreaming.


  What happens in the dream world remains in the dream world. I didn’t want it to impact the real world that I had built so far.


  ◇


  

  The day of this year’s Saitama Prefecture Tournament arrived, just as word of the start of the rainy season filtered in from the south. It had been a hot and bright day. The grass and trees were growing lush and green, and thick white clouds floated in the sky, telling us that summer was almost here.


  As I told my mother that I’m retiring from the club today, unless I move on to a higher competition. Our track and field team was not very strong, with only 10 students from all grades, boys and girls, competing in all events at the prefectural level. However, even those members of the club who could not compete came out to encourage us.


  I had no intention of continuing track and field in college, so I expected today to be the culmination of my track and field career, which began in middle school. So I decided to put my own spin on things. It would be fantastic if I could achieve the greatest time, but I don’t want to make a mistake or do anything I’ll later regret.


  When I got to the venue, I stretched and performed my push-ups.


  I’ve always been an excellent runner. On field day, I was always picked to run in the relays. As a kid, this talent was enough to elevate my self-esteem.


  I enjoyed watching soccer and baseball games on TV, so I figured I’d join one of those clubs in junior high. However, these clubs were already crowded with skilled players, and as an amateur, I felt awkward joining in with them. So I joined the track team, where practically no one had any experience, and became a sprinter.


  At first, I thought it was simply about running, but I soon discovered that there is a lot more to this sport than meets the eye, such as how you swing your arms, move your legs, and even how to pace yourself and when to attain peak speed over short distances.


  It was interesting to spend time alone studying them and building myself up. Of course, I have friends, and I have to work with them in some sessions, but at the end of the day, I’m the only one on the track.


  Every day, I practised, getting advice from my advisor and seniors, reading training materials, and so on. Seeing my time go quicker and faster was a moment when I could certainly sense my improvement.


  It was only a tenth of a second difference, but it was enough to persuade me that I was on the right track, and it helped me throughout my teens. My body was somewhat sweaty, and I could feel the strain of strength within me. I had the feeling that I was in good shape.


  The start of the 100-meter run competition was announced, and the first group onto the field. The cheers of those gathered around me echoed, and the scent of gunpowder from the starting pistol wafted on the breeze. I did some mild arm and leg stretching while watching the other racers go down the track, feeling the distinct tension before the start.


  After the race in front of me was done, I positioned up in front of the starting line after adjusting the starting blocks and practising the start.


  The names of the candidates were called in sequence as they queued up. My high school friends cheered me on when the name “Nakayama Yukinari ” was announced. I lowered my head to them, as I usually do, and softly rolled my shoulders and neck, hanging my arms and legs, trying to relax my entire body as much as possible.


  Although track and field is mostly a solo sport, there are several strong schools with outstanding athletes, and athletes from those schools were included in the same group.


  I exhaled a breath that had become stuck in my chest, unconcerned about my surroundings. Regardless of how many people are in front of me, I’m going to run this hundred metres, which will most likely be my last, with no regrets.


  “On your marks.”


  The announcement was made, and I adopted my starting posture by putting my feet up on the starting blocks. As the formerly bustling surroundings quieted down, I could feel my heart pumping rapidly inside my body. But I didn’t go up or strain myself in any way. The uneasiness and pressure I had been feeling had suddenly vanished shortly before the start of the race.


  “Set.”


  The sound of a starting gun popping followed a moment later. My body, which had been trained for years, suddenly began to move like a machine.


  As the applauding voices surged like a burst of electricity, I moved my feet and hands without thinking. Hearing the wind rushing about my ears, I concentrated for 10 seconds and a little, went forward, and finally raced through the finish line.


  Three people crossed the finish line ahead of me. I finished fourth. The clock read 11.40 seconds. It’s not a new best time, and based on past patterns, I doubt I’ll be able to improve on it, but it was a gratifying run for me, and I had a strong feeling of accomplishment, so I wasn’t too disappointed. I thought it would be a nice way to commemorate the end of almost six years.


  I bent my head to the truck and the members of our high school club in the crowd. Then I returned to our school’s luggage storage area outside the stadium and sat on the blue sheet we had set out. My legs were still burning after sprinting so hard.


  ――I softly stroked my both legs, knowing in my heart that I was exhausted.


  ◇


  We were about to start the women’s 3,000 metres, in which Mineko and a second-year student would take part, after cheering for the women’s short and long jumps.


  I went with the rest of the boys to the front of the auditorium to cheer for our school’s players. The two best competitors rapidly drew ahead of the rest, but Mineko was leading the big group that had gathered behind them.


  I cheered along with the rest of the club. The space amongst the racers who had formed the group steadily widened as she reached the midway point. Mineko was falling behind the rest of the group, but on the last lap she made a surge and passed several of them, ending in seventh position.


  After crossing the finish line, she pressed her hands and knees into the ground in anguish, collecting her breath for a few moments before getting up and walking off of the track, guided by the attendant.


  Her performance was near perfect, but whether she could advance was a matter of time. However, Mineko’s expression was content as she strolled alongside the club’s younger female members, who had also advanced to the prefectural competition.


  Following that, many more events were held, and the competition for our school’s athletes ended.


  As a result, we progressed through the preliminary rounds of the men’s 400-meter race and the women’s 100-meter race one at a time, reaching the finals but failing to proceed to the Kanto Regionals.


  It was now decided that all third-year club members would retire. Long-distance athletes have the option of staying until the winter competitions, but because we are not a strong school, the third-year students retire at this time every year without exception, to prepare for the entrance examinations.


  We gathered around our advisor and began our final meeting when we were ready to leave the stadium.


  It was a little after four o’clock in the afternoon, and the sun was setting. The advisor encouraged the third-year students, and the third-year students who were retiring from club activities talked to the younger students one by one.


  I told the juniors that I had a fantastic experience for the past two and a half years and hoped they would do well in the future. It was a boring welcome, but when I was done, I felt rejuvenated. Normally, I am ashamed to talk in front of others, but on this particular occasion, the words poured out truthfully.


  Some of the club’s third-year female members began sobbing while speaking, and some of the club’s younger members were crying loudly.


  When the meeting was over and the group dispersed, the boys shook hands and embraced each other with a strange tension that made me feel sad, embarrassed, and excited all at the same time.


  This marked the end of my life as a track and field athlete, which I had pursued since junior high.


  I approached Mineko and extended my hand, saying, “Thank you for five years.” I was embarrassed, and something resembling a chuckle leaked into my voice.


  “Yes,” she responded, shaking my hand and smiling, her cheeks hot from the day’s sunburn. It was a warm hand, slender and a little bony, but warmer than mine.


  She’s in a separate class, and we won’t have much time to talk now that she’s retired from club activities.


  There is no sense of unrequited love here. I felt refreshed. My memories of club activities from junior high through high school, as well as the days I spent with her, watching her from afar, would be fuzzy, I thought.


  Then a high-pitched “Kya” rang forth. After the gathering, in the uplifting, lonely, incomprehensible mood, one of the third-year lads became carried away and attempted to embrace a younger girl, and was shouted at. The people in the club around me were laughing uncontrollably.


  As we stared at her, Mineko and I both laughed. Then she stepped away from me, saying, “Well.”


  “I’ve promised the girls that I’ll meet them for dinner thereafter.”


  “Yeah. Okay.”


  Mineko walked lightly to where the females were gathering. I, too, loaded my belongings onto my back and proceeded to the gathering of boys. The men’s club members then left the venue and went to the station to take the train home.


  ◇


  “Yukinari-kun, did you buy that book?” 


  “Yeah. I came across it at a bookshop and was intrigued by it. Is it okay if I ask your father to teach me something I don’t understand the next time we meet?”


  “Yeah, I’m sure my father will be very happy to hear that. He said he’s been answering most of the emails with questions and feedback about the book.”


  “Really? That’s great――You’ll find a photo of your father here.” 


  “Don’t lie, where?”


  I opened the folded page and pointed to the image. Yuuko leaned in closer, as if she wanted to see into my hand. I could smell the shampoo’s sweet, fluffy aroma and see the white crust of her split hair.


  <Next, Shin-Musashino Station>


  I awoke with a mild headache and looked about as a man’s gruff voice informed that we were on my way.


  ――Where am I?


  I don’t recall what happened after I bid farewell to the male club member who had traveled with me till the end of the train and said, “See you at school.”


  I looked blankly at the countryside scenery, full of tea farms and thickets, with a peculiar feeling of realism that is unique to waking up.


  <From here, you can transfer to the Higashizawa Line and the Irisawa Yuen Station local area>


  My hazy consciousness returned as the announcement continued.


  ――Irisawa Amusement Park.


  My mind drifted to the news I’d seen the day before, which mentioned that the old amusement park will be demolished and replaced with a new one.


  “Yukinari-kun, did you buy that book?”


  In my thoughts, the voice of the girl who was speaking to me in such a friendly manner echoed.


  ――That’s right. I’d been dreaming about it till I woke up just now. However, this is a new dream. I was showing her a book that I was reading. What the hell was that book about…? The only thing that comes to me is a hazy image of many branching lines, like plant roots, but I can’t exactly recall what it is.


  The train slowed down, and I was soon on the station platform. The train came to a halt, and then the speaker announced, <The door that opens is on the right side> and the door opens with a sound like an ejection of air.


  I was still drowsy and foggy-headed.


  Just then, I thought I saw myself as a youngster, cheerfully going with some other children, through the open front door.


  I couldn’t help but get up from my seat.


  <The doors are closing>


  The announcement was made, and a short electronic tune began to play across the station to announce it. I stepped out after half-slipping through the opening in the door, which had begun to shift.


  As soon as I stepped off the train, the doors closed, and the train began to move slowly. The figure moved away swiftly, reflecting the setting sun.


  ――I’m out… 


  I was startled by my unexpected, incomprehensible actions. When I checked the time on my wrist device, I noticed that the next train was twenty minutes away. This was a station where neither the fast nor express trains came to a halt. I was exhausted and wanted to sit down on the way home from the convention, so I chose a train that stopped at each station instead of the packed fast train.


  I stood in the silent, empty station, confused, gazing at the tracks where the train had veered off. The iron part has a faint gleam to it.


  This Shin-Musashino station was in a neighbouring town. I’ve never been down here before. It was meant to be my first time. But I didn’t feel that way when I went down here.


  Nearby, there was a staircase.


  ――Sure, I climbed here.


  My thoughts went back to a “memory.” I neared the steps, reliving recollections I’d never had before. A railing made of silvery metal. On the walls, there is a concrete stairway with left-hand traffic and rubberized edges to prevent slipping, posters of the local professional baseball club, signs warning people not to walk on their phones or play video games, and posters of museum shows. I wondered whether it was because the staircase was so common at the station. I have a strong sense of déjà vu.


  As though guided by a sensation of déjà vu, I moved down to the opposite platform. The sign reads, “Irisawa Amusement Park, local side.” I checked the schedule and saw that I had five minutes until the next train arrived.


  ◇


  

  I continued to get a sensation of déjà vu as I travelled through the train to Irisawa Amusement Park, one of only four carriages on the train, and the peculiar feeling that I was entering a memory that I had never experienced grew stronger.


  The sun was shining brightly at this time of year. Dusk lasted a long time. The sunlight, which had begun to yellow somewhat as I walked out of the convention centre, was now brilliant red, and the sky was purple.


  There were no other passengers in the carriage I was seated in. Despite the fact that it was a Sunday, no one would be going to an amusement park at this point in the day. Except for those whose home station is the nearest along the route.


  I arrived at the final station, Irisawa Amusement Park Station, in around fifteen minutes after two stops (with no passengers on board).


  It was difficult to believe that this station was an amusement park station because it was so desolate and barely illuminated.


  Looking over the website of the amusement park on my tablet, it appeared that construction will begin next month.


  How did I end up in a place like this? I scoffed at myself, thinking that this was now an unusual behaviour. Perhaps the emotional feeling of having retired from club activities had a role in it. 


  I let out a sigh.


  I noticed a Ferris wheel that was not moving. Coming from the amusement park, I heard a high-pitched sound like something hitting steel, as if they were preparing for construction.


  I decided to take a short walk about the area before returning home since I had come all this far, so I departed the station.


  I saw a piece of paper affixed to a steel plate as I exited the long, tunnel-like ticket gate that stated, “Due to restoration preparations, the park is closed to the public.”


  There was no one near the amusement park’s entrance. Roadside trees with young leaves and rows of azaleas in full bloom stretched long along the fence. There was a faint lingering glow of the western sky amid the dimness. The amusement park’s roller coasters and lofty towers have turned into massive dark shadows.


  The wind rustled the leaves, and the sound of rustling leaves reverberated through the air. I inadvertently stroked an azalea blossom that was flowering nearby. They were lovely white blooms. The greenery of the sprawling vegetation was drenched in the setting sun, giving it a warm crimson tint.


  And beyond that, I noticed the shadow of a person, exactly like me, staring at the flowers in the planting.


  As I looked into its eyes, I realised she was a girl with a short cut. She was dressed in a grey cardigan over a red dress and carried a white shoulder bag over her shoulder. A slender silhouette emerged from the backlight.


  I couldn’t see her face very clearly, but I had the strange impression that I knew her.


  A girl’s shadow suddenly glanced up and turned to face me.


  At that instant, I felt a strong sense of uneasiness, as if my memories of the unknown and my actual experience were blending, as if my dreams and the real world were overlapping.


  She moved in closer to me. Her footsteps were loud and clear in my ears. The angle shifted slightly, and I could see the crimson sunset lighting up her face.


  She looks familiar.


  She brushed against the azalea flowers in the planting, as if to deceive me, while she remained staring at me.


  For some reason, my heart was racing. I was much more nervous than I had been at the outset of the day’s 100-meter run, the culmination of my five years of athletics. But my feet kept moving toward the figure, step by step, as though directed by a weird sensation of déjà vu. She’s still looking at the flowers and then at me.


  “Hey…”


  Unconsciously, I called out to her as I came close enough to hear her voice.


  But there were no more words to say, and a very unpleasant quiet descended. I saw her feet as I looked down. Red pumps. It moved slightly and made a thumping sound.


  “Umm…” I fumbled with the words in my tongue before looking up and trying to formulate them out of my blank thoughts.


  “Have we met… before?”


  She froze for a split second, gasping for breath. Then her frozen look gave way to a kind, soft, yet perplexed smile.


  “…Have we…?” she tilted her head.


  I felt awkward, but I went with the flow of the discussion that was already going on and spoke the words.


  “I’m not sure, I just felt like it… I’m sorry, I’m not trying to pick you up or anything. I felt a distinct feeling that I remembered you from somewhere, so I just called out to you…”


  “No,” she said, and then, “To be honest, I’ve had that feeling for a time now… you seem familiar to me.”


  With a Hmm she tilted her head lower than before, as if attempting to recall something.


  “I’m sorry. This happens to me from time to time. It’s as though I think I know something I shouldn’t… I’m really sorry.”


  I instantly regretted it after telling her what I was talking about.


  What is it that you know that you are not supposed to know? If someone said it to me out of the blue, I’d probably think they were crazy.


  Let’s get out of here as soon as possible and go home…


  “Please, wait,” she said as I was about to turn back with that thought. I turned to face her again without thinking.


  “That’s…” And she froze, as though terrified, and then, “――I’m actually the same way, too.”


  “…What do you mean?”


  My already racing pulse became much faster and more strong.


  “Isn’t that what they call “deja vu”? That’s what I’ve been feeling a lot lately… That’s also why I’ve come here today. I heard on the news that this place is about to be demolished soon…”


  I was taken aback, and the premonition I had before appeared to be growing into a kind of certainty, so I asked without thinking ahead.


  She jerked her head up, as if she’d been played.


  “That’s right!”


  Then she spoke it with a startled smile on her face, a pleasant contrast from her prior trepidation.


  “I’m Fukuhara Yuuko. You’re either Yukinari-san or Tomoki-san, aren’t you? … That’s, I’m sorry, my memory’s a bit hazy…”


  The voice I had heard in my dream, Yukinari-kun, overlapped with her voice.


  “That’s right, I’m Nakayama Yukinari.”


  “I knew it!”


  She responded loudly with a bright smile, both surprised and pleased.


  “I know who you are!” 


  ◇


  We both decided to take a seat and speak. I grabbed a drink from a nearby vending machine and sat on a seat beneath a lush green tree. I drank canned coffee, while she drank milk tea from a small plastic bottle.


  “I remember coming here with you, Yuuko-san.”


  “The pool, right?”


  Yuuko smiled as she held the plastic bottle in her hands on her lap.


  “Yes,” I responded with a firm nod.


  “…Among us were three boys and three girls… We mostly played separately, although we put our belongings in the same place and ate lunch together…”


  Her tone was somewhat nostalgic. A number of vivid images flashed through my head, as though provoked by her words. I felt close to her, like if we were reminiscing about the past. And soon after it, I had a creepy feeling about this inconceivable thing.


  “What happened?”


  Perhaps my face was drawn, so Yuuko asked suspiciously.


  “That’s not a memory that I experienced, after all.”


  “Yes. I’ve never been to this pool before.”


  “――So, despite the fact that we’ve never met before, we’re close and have memories we don’t even remember, right?”


  Are you not afraid? I considered adding that, but Yuuko, being a laid-back person, said, “I guess so,” and tilted her head in thought again. She didn’t appear to be as creeped out as I was.


  “What do you mean…?”


  I also considered the possibility that she was insane and was taunting me with her claims. However, based on what I had seen thus far, I didn’t believe Yuuko was that type of person.


  “Does this happen to anyone else?” Yuuko said.


  “I’ve never heard of it…”


  “That’s right.”


  She murmured mysteriously.


  My thoughts were a jumbled mess. What is the reason behind all of this? My brain was emitting an unknown radio wave, which occurred to be connected to her brain, and information was being transmitted… That’s so stupid. I kept plugging away all the plethora of meanings that were popping up inside of me.


  “Yukinari-san. Are you okay?”


  Yuuko murmured, her gaze fixed on mine. I had inadvertently moved my head to the side and then abruptly glanced up. Her face, with its big black eyes and long eyelashes, lingered in my thoughts for a little while after I saw it up close.


  “O-oh, yeah. I’m sorry. It’s simply that I’m a bit confused… I was wondering as to why this was happening…”


  “Are you a science major, by any chance, Yukinari-san?”


  “That’s right.”


  “I knew it.”


  Then she said, with a smile of understanding.


  “My father is a scientist, and you seem to have a similar vibe… When I get home, I’m going to ask my father if such a thing exists.”


  “Won’t they think it’s kind of weird?”


  “I’ll say something about a movie, and then I’ll leave it alone to listen too.”


  With a chuckle, she said. After all, she didn’t appear to have the unsettling sensation that something impossible was happening. I had a strange feeling of weakness, yet I was also relieved.


  It was getting quite dark before I noticed it. The crimson hue in the sky had disappeared, and the white light of a neighbouring streetlight glittered up.


  We were both nearly out of the drinks we had been sipping leisurely. The talk was cut short, and there was a brief silence. “Umm…” I murmured to Yuuko. “Yes,” she said.


  “If you don’t mind, before I leave, I’d like to exchange contact info with you.”


  I was amazed by my courage to say something like this to a girl I’d never met before. However, for some reason, I felt strongly that I should not let this encounter end in this way.


  “Oh, yes. That’s right. I’ve been meaning to ask you about it too.”


  She took her smartphone, which was in a pocketbook case, from her handbag. I also pulled my smartphone from my pocket and we exchanged chat app accounts.


  Then we got up, dumped the empty drink containers in the garbage, and walked over to the station.


  “Where do you live, Yuuko-san?” I asked her, and she said it was in Tokyo’s Toshima Ward.


  “But I lived around here until I graduated from elementary school.”


  “What elementary school did you attend?”


  “Irisawa Daini Elementary School.”


  It was a school that the kids from the school district right near where I live go to.


  “I was in first grade.”


  “Really? You used to live just around the corner.” Yuuko’s tension was palpable, and she cocked her head and murmured.


  “I wonder if living nearby had anything to do with it.” I said, half to myself.


  “I don’t know…”


  I paused for a moment and ran through my memories once again. I wasn’t meant to know a girl from a different elementary school. Yuuko seemed to be pondering as well, and her pace slowed. It was growing dark, the far countryside was fading into obscurity, and the lights of the station we were heading to were floating in the dusk.


  “It’s a bit of a hike from here to Toshima Ward.”


  Yuuko shook her head as I said.


  “Not really. It won’t take more than an hour, and the trains heading up are empty at this time, so if I sit down and read a book, I’ll be there in no time.”


  We talked while waiting for the train at Irisawa Amusement Park Station, which was as vacant as it had always been, and then boarded the empty train together. The atmosphere was so calm that when the talk was cut off, the silence felt awkward.


  We alighted at Shin-Musashino station. From there, I’ll take the down train and Yuuko-san will take the up train.


  “Then…” I bid her good-bye as she made her way to the other platform, and she gave me a little bow and said, “See you later,” before heading up the stairs.


  I sat on a bench by myself, waiting for the next train. The sun had already set, and the moon was rising in the perfect night sky visible through the platform’s tin roof. It was becoming a little chilly outside, so I rolled up the sleeves of my shirt.


  I eventually boarded a train with a large number of passengers on the way home, and in the midst of the commotion, I felt as if everything that had transpired up to this point, including my encounter with the girl who called herself Fukuhara Yuuko, had been a dream.


  However, there was an account registered under the name “Fukuhara Yuuko” on the screen of the chat application on the smartphone I took out of my pocket.
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  Chapter 2


  After being retired from the club activities, the contents of my backpack shifted from a change of clothing and antiperspirant spray to paper reference books and vocabulary books to read during breaks and on the train.


  I was in the middle of my senior year of high school, and it was time to get serious about preparing for the exam. I attempted to get my mind and life into exam mode as soon as possible, buying reference books and creating a study schedule that I placed in front of my desk.


  I had a university in my mind that I wanted to get into, Tokyo University of Advanced Science and Technology. But because we don’t have the luxury of being ronins, I must pass the entrance exam as an active student.


  The Tokyo University of Advanced Science and Technology is a well-known science and technology university, and the Department of Physics, in particular, is home to several notable researchers whose work is frequently published in science journals. As a result, both the deviation and the magnification are significant. My deviation scores on the spring mock tests were wildly unequal in the science and humanities subjects. If you simply look at the science subjects, I was at the pass level, but if I don’t raise the bar in the humanities areas, I would fail.


  I went directly home after my high school classes, changed into my loungewear, and went to my desk right away. My mother had not yet arrived home, and the house was still peaceful at that time of day.


  I got home before five o’clock today and sat at my desk for an hour and a half. There were swings from day to day, but after studying for so long, I always lose focus and find it uncomfortable to stare at the letters and formulas.


  I set my pen down and decided to take a break. I took my smartphone from the corner of my desk, opened my chat app, and checked the newly registered name “Fukuhara Yuuko.”


  In retrospect, the interaction on that evening of the day I withdrew from club activities was so odd and surreal that it felt like a lie. However, the name on the screen confirms that it did happen.


  She and I have never met before, yet we know each other and have many memories in common.


  The more I think about it, the weirder it appears.


  Following that encounter, I sent Yuuko a message asking if she wanted to meet with me again to discuss the matter.


  In which, Yuuko agreed, responding, “Let’s do that.”


  We agreed on a meeting location and time. She lives in Tokyo’s Toshima ward, so I decided to go out to the city. We eventually decided to meet at the east exit of Ikebukuro station at 2:00 p.m. on Sunday during the third week of June.


  I set the appointment into my scheduling app and marked it on the calendar which was hanging over my desk.


  ◇


  I arrived at Ikebukuro station fifteen minutes earlier than scheduled.


  I got off the train with a large crowd, walked to the ticket gate with the throng of people, and leaned against a pillar at the station’s entrance where there were few people.


  <I’ve just arrived. I’m standing next to the big pillar at the exit.>


  I used the chat app to send a message to Yuuko. Then I received an immediate response stating, <I understand.> It was accompanied with a graphic of an adorable feline character holding a speech bubble with the word “OK” inscribed in it.


  Yuuko came a few minutes later. I noticed her as she walked up the stairs from downstairs. She was dressed in a knee-length blue skirt and a white short-sleeved top. She, too, noticed me right away and walked straight up to me.


  “I’m sorry for keeping you waiting.”


  She said this while lowering her head slightly. “No, It’s okay.” I said, shaking my head.


  “Where shall we go?” Yuuko said. 


  “I’ve been thinking…” I said. I told her the name of the nearest café to the station, which was one of the three choices I had in case it was crowded.


  “Is it okay there?”


  “Yeah. It’s OK.” Yuuko gave a nod.


  We made some small conversation as we went out of the station and down the sidewalk. There were numerous people in suits and young people in casual clothes roaming about the wide roadway, which was full with vehicles. The sound of shoes filled the air, and I could hear not just Japanese but also a number of other languages. I’ve come here a few times with my friends, but living in a peaceful suburban town, I’m still not used to the city center’s atmosphere.


  We eventually arrived at our destination, a local café chain.


  “I often come to this store. I love the caramel coffee here.” I said.


  I’d never been to a café alone with a girl before, so I was worried that I’d made a wrong choice, but as I opened the door, I was glad that it wasn’t an “off” place.


  At first look, the chairs appeared to be vacant. We each ordered a drink at the counter and took a seat at a wooden desk for two. The floor and walls were all in wooden tones, which helped to create a relaxing ambiance. People were working and reading against the wall, while younger girls were talking on the couch seats in the café’s midsection.


  I became nervous and fidgety as we sat across from one other in the vacant seats. Yuuko, who sat in front of me, had a feminine show cut with her hair curled loosely inward, and her clothing were stylish but not overly flashy, and she appeared calm and pretty.


  She sipped the caramel coffee from the mug and puffed, taking a breath. Then she looked up, and our eyes met softly and fragilely at that instant. I drank the iced coffee I’d bought to cover up.


  Then Yuuko opened her mouth and said, “Um…”


  “Let’s check if our memories truly do overlap. I’ve been thinking of a way. “


  “Write down the names of persons who frequently appear in your dreams and place them on your desk.” She stated this while tearing a piece of her notebook and handed it to me. It was a lovely piece of notepaper with a floral design printed in the corner, ideal for girls.


  We placed a menu between us so we couldn’t see one other’s hands.


  I pulled out a pen, closed my eyes, pushed myself to recall the vague memory, and scribbled, “Tomoki, Takashi, Kenji, Minami.” I’m sure there are more, but this is the only one that comes to me right now.


  “Did you finish writing?” she asked after about three minutes.


  “Yes.”


  “Then, let’s line ’em up.”


  I pushed the paper to the middle of the table, anxiously thinking what the mood would be like if I didn’t slide it in.


  There was a row of papers next to mine that said, “Tomoki, Takashi, Kenji, Minami,” and another that said, “Misato, Minami, Tomoki, Kouji.” With my eyes, I rapidly read out the name she had written. On her side, she circled the common name in red.


  There were two names in common, Tomoki and Minami.


  But the moment I saw the name Misato, an image of a girl with her hair done up in a ponytail flashed into my mind. “Oh yeah, I knew a boy named Takashi-kun and a boy named Kenji-kun!” she said excitedly.


  Our memories appeared to be in agreement. There was a sense of surprise and elation immediately after verifying this, and we were all excited, but after some time had passed and things had cooled down, I began to feel a pang of creepiness right there in my chest when I saw two pieces of paper with the same name on them.


  ――What exactly does this mean?


  “There is something strange.”


  Yuuko, on the other hand, didn’t appear to mind and smiled as she glanced at the notes on the table, murmured “Commemoration,” and shot a photo with her smartphone. I snapped a photo of it as well, thinking it would be “evidence.”


  “Were we friends in a past life?” She said, in a joking manner.


  “Maybe.” I replied with a smile on my face.


  “But if that were the case, wouldn’t we have died earlier, right? It couldn’t be that long ago. I also recall playing games on my smartphone….”


  “That’s right.” I responded. Or, at least, I don’t think so, because my memory is clouded by the “newer Tokyo Olympics” six years ago. But Yuuko was most likely joking, so she didn’t say anything.


  Hmm, she thought, holding her head.


  Was this encounter a coincidence, or was it a special encounter brought about by some strange phenomenon that happened to us?


  I, too, was deep in thought. I’ve never heard of anything like this before, when you know someone you’re supposed to have never met yet have a recollection with them.


  We both pondered for a minute in silence. The sound of people conversing, dishes clattering, and a man’s terminal key-touching echoed around the store.


  Eventually, I stopped thinking about it because the more I thought about it, the more muddled my thoughts appeared to get. I don’t think I can come up with an answer to something so incomprehensible, no matter how much I think about it.


  Yuuko, too, appeared to be tired of pondering, as she grumbled, cocked her head, and placed her mug to her mouth. “It’s becoming a touch chilly,” she whispered as she replaced her cup on the table. A faint sound stood out at that moment.


  What is happening to us is really weird. But these weird things could exist in the world. It doesn’t matter if we share strange memories with others when compared to such basic marvels as why the universe began, what existed before and outside of it, why beings like us were born, and why consciousness arose……. I thought to myself.


  Yuuko abruptly raised her head, as if to say, “I had a grand idea.”


  “Why don’t we go and check things out?”


  “What? You want to check?”


  “Yes. I’m going to write down all the dreams I had, the locations I experienced a sense of déjà vu, and try to go there, matching them up like now.”


  “I see.”


  “If you go to the locations, you could come up with something different.”


  “… Is that so?”


  I thought for a bit before nodding. No matter how much evidence and clues I gathered, I didn’t believe I’d be able to figure out what this phenomenon was, but Yuuko appeared to be more optimistic. Or perhaps she’s truly intrigued.


  After that, we discussed the “memory” and the school we were going to for nearly an hour before deciding to go home. Yuuko mentioned that she had a piano lesson in the evening. I was curious whether she was taking piano lessons in her third year of high school and if she planned to go to a music college.


  We walked together to the station, I took the private train that connected to the city where I lived, and she took the Yamanote line.


  It was four o’clock in the afternoon, halfway through the day, but there were a lot of people walking about the station. As I waited in line on the platform for the train, I looked across the street at the cluster of buildings and the light filtering through the slightly overcast sky.


  After a time, I boarded the train and sat in my seat, scrolling through news sites on my phone and finishing the book I’d brought with me.


  My focus didn’t last long, and thoughts of Yuuko and me going out to various locations began to swirl around in my mind.


  ◇


  I hadn’t seen or spoken to her in over a week. We had exchanged a few messages on the chat app after seeing Yuuko the previous day, but it appeared that the next time we would meet and talk would be after the summer break. We didn’t need to see each other all that much because we both had first semester final exams coming up and could contact one another immediately if something went wrong.


  In the meantime, we agreed to work on our dream recorders and a dossier of notes on places that brought us déjà vu. I purchased a special notebook and jotted down the images that came to me whether I was having the “dream” or strolling about the city.


  Today too, the thick, black clouds of the rainy season blanketed the sky, and it had been raining all morning. I sat near the window, watching the water droplets on the glass. It was dark and calm outside, and a faint glimmer mirrored the sight of the classroom in the window.


  My classmates were ready to depart as soon as the seventh period ended. I strolled down the corridor with my own black umbrella from the umbrella stand at the rear of the classroom. The baseball and track teams were then practicing strength training in the hallway.


  Some of the younger members of the track and field team approached me and said, “Nakayama-senpai,” or “Yukki-senpai,” and then said, “See you later!” They sent me their warmest greetings. I strolled by the juniors, nodding and said, “Do your best.” I stepped out, changing out of my jacket and into my school loafers in the stairs, which was still poorly lit even with the fluorescent lights turned on.


  Umbrellas of various colours were placed along the walk leading to the school gate. I opened my umbrella, stepped into the stream, and began walking. Raindrops hit umbrellas over my head, and the puddles of water on the tarmac created many ripples as they mirrored the pictures of students walking by.


  It was hot and humid, and as I walked, sweat began to form on my skin’s surface. As I swapped umbrellas, I drew the sleeves of my long-sleeved shirt up to my elbows.


  Then, among the people walking in front of me, I noticed a familiar, thin posterior. The dark blue umbrella covered her face, and all I could see was her backpack and her hair hanging straight down her back, but I recognised Mineko right away based on the atmosphere.


  I hadn’t talked to her once since I retired from club activities. Since the humanities and science classes were on different floors with different classrooms, I never saw her on campus. The boy next to her is probably Satou.


  I slowed my pace and attempted to avoid them, feeling a little uneasy.


  Even though it was just four o’clock in the afternoon, the sky was obscured by heavy clouds and the light was dim. The street lights were white, and the falling rain glistened like silver threads.


  I immediately changed out of my wet uniform, put on a pair of half trousers and a t-shirt, and laid down on my bed without turning on any lights after riding the train and riding my bike home in heavy rain. Through the window, the sound of gently sprinkling rain could be heard. I took up my smartphone and accessed the chat app, where I saw Yuuko’s chat history.


  <I’m also making great strides with the ‘memory’ stuff. I have a notebook with me at all times to scribble down everything I remember, but at this pace, I’m sure I’ll run out of pages before I see you again!>


  Outside, it was becoming darker and darker. The dimness and stillness of my room, the security of my own bed, and the fatigue of the day receded into my mind.


  I decided to take a little nap today before studying for my upcoming final exam, so I switched off my smartphone and closed my eyes.


  ◇


  A month passed, my final examinations went through without a hitch, and on the first Friday of my summer vacation, I met Yuuko for the first time in a long time.


  This was the day Yuuko had proposed previously, that the two of us actually travel to a location where we experienced a sensation of déjà vu, and in our previous conversations, she had referred to this as “collecting fragments of memories.” I was embarrassed by the moniker, which sounded like something out of a romantic comedy, but it was convenient and I used it a few times in my messaging exchanges.


  I went to Irisawa station to meet Yuuko, who was on her way from Tokyo. The rainy season ended about a week ago, and the sky is bright and sunny today.


  It was two o’clock in the afternoon, and while I stood outside the ticket gate, Yuuko came, joining the crowd. She was dressed in a knee-length beige skirt, a light blue short-sleeved blouse, and a tiny backpack.


  “It’s been a long time.” Yuuko said as she bowed her head.


  This was the third time we’d met. We’d exchanged texts, and I felt more at ease than when we’d previously met. In the same manner, I returned the greetings. Despite the fact that we hadn’t spent much time together, when I saw Yuuko in person, I felt a deep sense of delight in my heart, as if I had met someone dear to me.


  Yuuko’s notebook contained a book’s worth of information on her “memories” written in letters and illustrations. Perhaps it was her meticulous temperament, or perhaps she had more memories than I had, but the amount was twice as large as mine.


  We spoke for a bit after we put down our notes. Yuuko knew more than I did, so she described the names and images of numerous locations, and I had to find the ones I thought I knew as well.


  First and foremost, it was apparent that we shared similar experiences of the tutoring center. A web search revealed that there were around eight tutoring schools in the vicinity, but after inspecting the photographs of each one, we selected one that we both felt was the right place. It was a school called “Irisawa English Mathematics Center.” 


  “I guess I’ll simply have to look it up online.” I said.


  “But if you actually roam around and look,” Yuuko continued, “you might find something.” She was, indeed, correct. The “déjà vu” frequently struck me while I was walking, accompanied with images I had never seen before.


  “Let’s go, then.”


  We went to a local café shop to discuss where to go first, using the materials we had written up so far, after confirming the route of the locations we were going to visit today and having a cup of coffee.


  We left the café after a few minutes.


  It appeared to be becoming hotter outdoors as I stepped out of the chilly shop. The asphalt was black and glossy from the summer heat, and the cicadas chirped noisily.


  ◇


  

  Yuuko said as she strolled through the city, “It’s very nostalgic.” She hadn’t been here since she relocated to her present residence in Toshima Ward during spring break, right before starting junior high school.


  “I used to live in the neighborhood down the street.”


  She mentioned this while pointing in the direction we were now heading.


  “You used to live fairly close to here.”


  Since the school district was divided by a river that ran between my apartment building and the residential neighborhood where she lived, we had different elementary schools, although Yuuko’s house and mine were relatively neighboring.


  “May I go look at it for an instant?” she said, so we went to look at the house.


  I rounded the corner and entered the residential neighborhood. The street was relatively new, the tarmac was immaculate, and the homes were well-designed.


  The house where she had resided was at the end of the block. It was a two-story house, and it appeared that other people were currently residing there. Flowers were planted in the front yard, a bicycle was parked in the corner of the parking lot, and curtains were put over the windows.


  Yuuko murmured as she stood in front of the house, “It’s a little strange. It feels like a lie that I used to go to elementary school from this house every day.”


  “Did you have any friends in the neighborhood?”


  “On this street, there were no kids my age. I used to attend school with a girl who is one year younger than me sometimes… But I haven’t been in touch with her since I moved away.”


  Yuuko turned to me after a few moments of staring at the house where she spent her childhood, saying, “Thank you very much, let’s go now.” Then I turned around and proceeded to the destination, a modest building with a cram school, while checking my smartphone’s map.


  Yuuko’s residence was about a fifteen-minute walk away. On the first floor, there is a beauty salon and a sign advertising a law firm. The first-floor hair salon was glassed in and looked fine, but the building as a whole appeared to be older, with parts of the paint coming off. There was a shrine nearby, and the sound of many cicadas could be heard from the shrine’s trees.


  We climbed the steps and decided to enter the building. The concrete staircase with a rubber non-slip surface was so small that if three persons lined up, the sides would already be crowded.


  We climbed up the steps in a straight line till we came to a stop in front of a glass door with the words “Irisawa Cramschool” written on it.


  As soon as I did, the faint sensation of déjà vu that I had previously felt grew stronger. I feel like I’ve got my hand on this doorknob a million times to get it to open. Even the chilly sensation of the metal doorknob returned clearly, as if it were a true recollection, as if it were real.


  I reached for the doorknob. The sensation was precisely what I had been thinking about. Surprisingly, goosebumps appeared on my body.


  “There is no doubt about that. I recall this location. I mean, when I arrived here, a lot of memories came flooding back to me.”


  “I knew it.”


  Yuuko exclaimed excitedly.


  She gazed through the glass door with a peculiar and wistful expression on her face. I could see a counter right there, where a young woman sat, working on something.


  “How about we don’t go inside?”


  I said so. Yuuko nodded and returned my gaze from behind the glass door.


  Then I walked the tiny steps once again and exited the building. It was too hot to be outside after the rainy season had ended, so I sat on a seat in the shade of a neighboring shrine and took a little rest.


  It was 3:30 p.m. in the heat of the summer. As the bright sunshine streamed down from the beautiful blue sky, the cicadas chirped loudly to each other, shaking the ground. Yuuko was sweating despite the fact that she was sitting still, and she was continually wiping it away with her handkerchief.


  “I’m going to buy something to drink from the vending machine; do you want anything to drink as well?”


  “Milk tea is fine,” she remarked as I stood up.


  I returned to the bench after purchasing a bottle of mineral water for myself and a cup of milk tea for Yuuko, which she had been drinking when we met at the amusement park the day before. When I offered her a 300ml plastic bottle with water droplets on the surface that had been nicely cold, she remarked, “Please excuse me. How much did it cost?”


  “Don’t mind. The train fare for you to come here is significantly higher.”


  Yuuko was reaching into her bag when I intervened. A round journey from her nearest station, Mejiro, to this town would cost around a thousand yen.


  Yuuko smiled reservedly and replied, “Thank you,” before opening the lid of the plastic bottle and drinking the milk tea. As the wind blew, the speckled pattern of sunlight pouring through the trees around the seat flashed every now and then.


  ◇


  After the break, we dumped our drink bottles and proceeded to our next destination, a stationery store.


  I noticed a sign that read Yoshida Stationery Store as I walked through the residential neighborhood, immersed in the searing heat emanating from the tarmac.


  “Here it is.”


  I muttered this when I came to a halt in front of the shop.


  “Yes. I’ve had a couple dreams about getting a mechanical pencil here.” Yuuko murmured, opening the glass door to enter, as she opened her illustrated “dream diary.” There was a woman who appeared to be a shopkeeper and an elderly lady in a wheelchair behind the counter at the back of the shop, where different writing tools and office supplies were stacked up.


  “Welcome,” said the lady.


  I’d come here a few times with my friends when I was in elementary school, so my recollections of this site were stronger than my memories of Yuuko. However, when I walked into the store with her and was overwhelmed by the fragrance of the store, vague recollections surfaced, slowly but steadily building a firm vision.


  Yuuko, who had been strolling around the store, came to a halt, smiled at me, and said, “There it is, there it is.”


  “That’s it. See.”


  When I drew near to her, Yuuko opened her dream notebook and presented it to me. The pink mechanical pencil she was holding now had slightly different features than the design in her notebook, but the most recognizable floral symbol remained the same.


  “It was meant to have a bird on it…”


  “Did you recall anything?”


  I nodded.


  “I was struck by the fragrance as I stepped inside the store just now… Just a nudge…”


  As I mentioned, I looked at the product shelf and did a quick search, and it was easy to discover. I couldn’t help but exclaim, “Ah!” in delight.


  “It’s real… The bird symbol…”


  I took up the blue mechanical pencil I’d found.


  “This. I recognize that as well.”


  “I knew it,” Yuuko said.


  As we were doing this, the lady at the store looked at us with interest or suspicion.


  “I’ll buy this.”


  Yuuko said happily.


  “Ah, then I will too.”


  Yuuko’s tenseness made me feel like I was having a good time too, and buying this mechanical pencil was more of a “memory” than a “evidence.”


  When I paid the counter lady, she wrapped the pencils (which appeared to be good ones, costing a thousand yen apiece) in a thin paper bag.


  We sat on a bench near the vending machine after leaving the stationery store, opened the bag, looked at the pencil again, and then put it in our backpack so we wouldn’t lose it.


  It was already half past four o’clock. The temperature remained hot, but the sun was beginning to set in the west. I checked the distance I’d gone on my wearable device and found that I’d already walked about five kilometers since meeting her.


  “Shall we call it a day?”


  “Yes,” I said, and Yuuko agreed, too.


  Yuuko and I walked to the nearest train station. We went to the station together, chatting the whole way, then parted ways at the ticket gate. She waved and walked down to the train platform, behind the ticket gate.


  Then I returned to the road and walked home alone through the dying city. I sat in my room’s desk chair, took out a slightly weighted mechanical pencil from a paper bag, and gazed at it for a long time. While doing so…


  Although Yuuko seemed to be enjoying this “collecting fragments of memories,” I still felt as though I knew nothing about the cause.


  But it was fun to walk with her. To be honest, Yuuko was my type of girl, so I thought it would be reasonable to say that I’m “lucky” if she was the connection between me and her, whether it was a strange phenomenon or not.


  After a time, when the room was becoming dark, I turned on the light and began preparing for the exam. The new mechanical pencil I’d just purchased felt familiar in my hand, as if I’d been using it for years, and it was the appropriate weight to write with. It was also composed of metal and appeared to be solid, so it would last a long time. Unlike inexpensive plastic pencils, the pen was unlikely to split apart and break in the pen case one day.


  Because it had gotten into my hands through a mysterious phenomenon, I thought I should use it to study for examinations and important exams as a good luck charm.


  ◇


  

  We would go about our “collecting fragments of memories” every two weeks or so.


  We decided to go look for the “Green Space” in Yuuko’s notebooks one day in the fourth week of August, for the third time during the summer vacation, and on the day that this search would be the final of the summer vacation.


  I couldn’t recall anything about it, but Yuuko appeared to recall going there with me, so I was certain she would remember if we went there, so I resolved to look for it.


  “It should be in the apartment complex where Tomoki-kun lived.”


  There were, however, a number of apartment complexes in the vicinity. It’ll take a lot of time to walk around all of these. We tried for a while on Street View on the internet, but neither of us could find the right location, so it appeared we would have to go there in person.


  It would be hard to visit the entire city in a single day, so let’s just focus on this area for now. And if the girl had been one of our friends, she would have lived nearby.


  When I said this, Yuuko nodded and replied, “Yeah.”


  “Well, not here, I guess.” And after a brief walk around the grounds, we talked and proceeded to another location. 


  In front of us walked a somewhat taller girl, dressed in a school uniform. The unusual uniform, with its light purple top and navy blue skirt with green and red checks, was from a school in this city called Irisawa Higashi High School.


  I didn’t mind at all, but Yuuko suddenly tugged at the hem of my shirt.


  “Yukinari-kun, that person…”


  “Eh?”


  I stopped and looked back at her.


  “I know her.”


  Yuuko was holding the hem of my shirt and staring ahead.


  “Minami-san…?”


  Then, quick on her feet, she walked toward the girl in the uniform. I hurriedly followed her.


  “Um, excuse me.”


  When she called out, the person turned around with a “Yes.” She sported long black hair, huge eyes with single lids, and a mature demeanor. 


  When I saw the person up close, I felt a strong sensation of deja vu, although it was considerably less than when I saw Yuuko.


  So I was skeptical whether she was really “Minami” from my unknown memory. But Yuuko bowed her head flatly and cut the conversation short.


  “Umm… Well, I don’t mean to be rude out of the blue…, but you are someone named Minami, right?”


  “Yes, I’m, but…”


  She responded suspiciously. Yuuko smiled at me, then talked a little quicker and resumed her talk.


  “My name is Fukuhara Yuuko. ——Um, don’t you remember me?”


  But she, uh… and awkwardly said


  “… Have we met before?”


  With a puzzled expression on her face, she peered at Yuuko and me from behind her.


  “Didn’t we played together when we were in elementary school? We go to the pool, have dinner together, etc.”


  “… Sure, I used to go to the pool with my friends in the summer, but…”


  She clammed up a bit, then said apologetically.


  “… I was there with friends from the same elementary school, so I don’t remember going with you guys…”


  Yuuko returned my gaze with a perplexed expression on her face this time. But she instantly swung around to face front and proceeded to continue with her words.


  “Um, I’m going to ask you something strange, but what is it that you feel like you know something that you’re not supposed to know——”


  “Yuuko-san.”


  I interrupted her by calling out to her and shaking my head slightly. Maybe she doesn’t have any “the unsual memories.” I figured if we explained the situation here any further, she’d simply think we were weirdos.


  “Maybe you got the wrong person.”


  When I said that, Yuuko looked a little sad, then said, “Sorry, it seems I got the wrong person…” And then she bowed her head.


  “No…”


  She shook her head with a puzzled look on her face.


  I bowed my head, too, said I was sorry, and turned on my heel.


  When we turned back, the person who appeared to be Minami had not moved from her spot and was peering at us with suspicion.


  “… She didn’t seem to remember.” In a depressed, low tone of voice, Yuuko said.


  But surely, it was someone named Minami, so Yuuko’s intuition must have been right.


  I followed up by saying.


  But then again, why doesn’t that person have the “memory”?


  ——Are there some conditions to it? I thought about it for a while, but still had no idea what to expect.


  ◇◇◇


  We had visited four apartment complexes by the time it became dark that day, but we couldn’t find the “Green Space.”


  It was late August, and the days were becoming shorter. A brown-headed cowbird’s chirping could be heard coming from the apartment complex where we had been exploring earlier.


  “Sorry… I pulled you all around…”


  After walking around for three hours, Yuuko was sweating a lot.


  “No. There’s not much evidence, and it can’t be helped. Besides, I usually study for exams all the time, so it’s a nice change of pace to be able to walk outside like this every once in a while.”


  “I see.”


  Yuuko smiled.


  Throughout the summer of “collecting fragments of memories,” I knew I wouldn’t be able to figure out what was causing this weird phenomenon, or even find a clue to it.


  But, it seems that humans can get used to anything. Two months have gone since I met Yuuko, and my amazement at this phenomenon, as well as the eerie feeling I experienced, have dissipated, to the point that I no longer cared about figuring out the reasoning behind it.


  There were many more pressing issues that needed to be handled first. By the end of this month, I need to have finished reading a world history reference book, chose which university and department I want to go, and boosted my English deviation score, which has been slowly improving, by at least five points by winter.


  I dropped Yuuko off at the station as usual. The temperature of the blowing wind has recently been steadily lowering, indicating that fall is on its way. The sky was a blend of dark purple and pastel crimson, and LED streetlights sensed the darkness and sparkled with white light.


  “——What we found out, there wasn’t much. We had the chance to meet Minami, but she didn’t seem to have any memory of us.”


  As we walked, Yuuko said.


  “… Right.” I nodded my head.


  We were getting closer to Irisawa Station. The cries of the screaming higgledy-piggledy were blended with the melodies of arrivals and departures, as well as the running sound of a train just entering the station.


  “——But it was fun to visit different places.”


  Yuuko muttered as she looked up at the dimly lit cityscape.


  “It’s been so long since I’ve been able to walk around this city, it was like I was back in elementary school.”


  I saw Yuuko off to the ticket gate, and she walked down the steps leading to the platform behind it after waving me off.


  Suddenly, I began to wonder if my relationship with Yuuko might be severed in the future.


  Once we lose interest in this phenomenon, we are, by nature, strangers who had no real contact with each other.


  Things will become busier once school begins in the second semester, and as winter approaches, exam preparation will reach a climax. We shall no longer have the leisure to devote to such complicated matters.


  Will everything that has happened become a strange memory about a strange event that happened at one point in my life and we will never see each other again?


  Me and Yuuko have a strange relationship, brought together by a strange event. In comparison to my classmates, friends in the same club, family, and relatives, I felt that our bond is so fragile.


  As I walked out of the station, I could hear the vibrant rhythm of the departing train, and the up train that Yuuko was to board was just starting up.


  In the gloom of a late summer evening, I slowed my steps toward home and watched the train with my gaze until it vanished beyond the surrounding buildings. The gentle, clear chirps of fall insects sounded from the nearby grass as the sound of the train faded.


  ◇◇◇


  The second semester of my third year of high school began.


  A week following the summer vacation, our high school has a cultural festival. At this time of year, there are cardboard boxes, paint cans, and plastic sheets everywhere in the school building, and it is noisy due to the large number of students that remain after school to prepare.


  The last high school-like event for the third years, and the humanities class, in particular, generally gets quite involved and excited about it.


  Our stiff science class of physics and math electives, on the other hand, was made up of students who were not as enthusiastic about such things.


  There was a notion in the air that why should I dedicate my precious time to the cultural festival, which had devolved into nothing more than an event for flamboyant fools at our school, at this f*cking important time of year, autumn, before the exam season began at the start of the new year. Not just the boys, but some of the girls were the same way.


  Many of the students in this class were studious and focused on what they needed to do, with a clear sense of what they wanted to do. It’s not that they don’t get along, but they all don’t really care much about others. I didn’t dislike this individualistic atmosphere.


  Our class decided to have a Western music café during a meeting before the summer vacation. Everyone agreed when one of the boys, who was a fan of Western music, proposed the simple idea of just playing Western music through an amplifier and selling beverages.


  Previously, I had thought of the ultimately uninspiring idea of a “study room,” but I turned it down since I was scared that others would be angry with me.


  We then talked in a scientific manner about how to finish the preparations in a timely manner while also making the operation more efficient.


  As a result, we decided to place a massive amplifier taken from the music room at the back of the classroom, connect it to the music player, set up desks and chairs, stock up on ready-made food and beverages, and keep signage and other decorations as minimal as possible.


  In contrast to the uninspiring idea time, the discussion about how to get through the festival season without spending too much time and effort was very exciting.


  Class T-shirts were also to be made in order to give the class a “I’m motivated” vibe. However, we chose to keep things basic here as well. We choose a simply written “3-A” in white Gothic font on the chest of a regular navy blue T-shirt. It was quickly designed and ordered from the vendor by a guy who knew how to use graphic editing software.


  So we were very efficient in our preparations (the schedule was set up so that we could complete all of the manual preparations in six hours if we calculated with a margin), and we didn’t have to spend time and effort on class presentations, but there was an extremely weird project at the overall event led by the Cultural Festival Executive Committee.


  “Fortune Number,” The goal of the project, as it was called, was to find one person of the opposite gender in the school year who had a card with the same number throughout the term, and so on. They said that pairs with the same number will be at the closing ceremony together.


  Our school, by the way, does not have the same number of boys and girls, therefore a small number of students will meet with the same gender. It was the buzz of the school, either as a “failure” or a “win-win” since it would make an interesting tale.


  I wondered what kind of idiot thought up such an idea.


  After the opening ceremony on the first day of the two-day festival, cards with ribbons to wear around one’s neck were handed. My card was emblazoned with the number 125 in huge blue letters.


  Aside from working on class entertainment (carrying beverages to seats, collecting money, etc.), I spent the festival with a group of four other students in the same class, wandering around the school and discussing in an empty classroom, which was an uninspiring way to spend the festival.


  I didn’t need to find a card partner; I was just going to hang out with my buddies for the closing ceremony as needed.


  On the second day of the festival, though, I was simply wandering down the corridor by myself.


  It was an unintentional hoax.


  Sometimes the god of probability does exactly what we don’t want it to do.


  The likelihood of this becoming a reality at this school, which has roughly 200 boys and 200 girls each grade, is about one in 200.


  Mineko was walking from the front with a group of girls from the same grade, and the card she held on her chest read 125 in large red letters.


  Mineko, too, came to a halt with a firm “No way!”


  The girls around us, who were Mineko’s friends, noticed that we had the same number on the card that Mineko and I wore around our necks and shrieked in high spirits, “Oh, match!”


  “And if I’m not mistaken, Nakayama-kun and Mineko are ex-neighbors.” “It’s fate.” “Minako, it’s going to be a love triangle between you, Sato-kun and Nakayama-kun.” Mineko was being cheered. 


  I had no clue how she felt about it since Mineko instantly regained her composure, laughed and said something like, “Stop it” and began frolicking with the tension of the kids around her.


  I hadn’t seen Mineko in person since we shook hands and left amicably on the day we retired from club activities around three months ago.


  ◇◇◇


  The two-day festival had come to an end, and the closing ceremony was still going on in the gymnasium, with the lights down.


  Before the closing ceremony, each student’s name, class, and number were announced for those who had not met someone with the same number throughout the time, and two persons with the same number were matched up to attend the closing event, which was virtually obligatory after all.


  Mineko is seated right next to me, her legs curled at an angle, facing toward the stage. There is an award ceremony for the class whose presentation received the highest assessment in a questionnaire on a special website made by members of the organizing committee.


  “How are things going with Sato-kun?”


  Since we hadn’t had any conversation, I kind of asked that. Mineko turned her gaze from the stage to me.


  “Yes, well, we had one fight over summer vacation.”


  “A fight? Why?”


  “It’s just a little thing that doesn’t even have a clear reason. We were talking on the phone when I said something that upsetted both of us, and things became tight, and we didn’t speak for nearly a week.”


  “Was that all right?”


  “Yes. We both apologized and the matter was settled. That day, we were both in a bad mood.”


  “Is that how it is?”


  When I asked about it, she gave me a knowing look and replied, “That’s just the way it is.”


  Hmm, I said, and looked at the podium during the closing ceremony. The principal critiqued the event as a whole and expressed his gratitude to the committee members.


  We fell silent again for a while. But, as though to break the stillness, Mineko added, “Nakayama-kun?” 


  “Are you going to continue to do track and field?”


  I shook my head.


  “I probably won’t do it. After the last tournament, I’ve made up my mind. I’m sure that I’ll be able to study what I want to study when I go to college, so I’ll prioritize that and do my best.”


  “I see. Have you decided what school you want to go to?”


  “For the most part. But I haven’t narrowed it down and haven’t prioritized it yet.”


  “That is, after all, still the fact. I’m like that too.”


  When the principal’s talk ended, there was a round of applause. I clapped my hands with those around me, although having barely heard the speech.


  Then suddenly she changed the subject.


  “Nakayama-kun, you got a girlfriend?”


  I was taken off guard, and my agitation almost showed in my expression and demeanor, but I took a deep breath and addressed the question again in a flat tone of voice.


  “Why?”


  “How is it going?”


  She pursued rather than responding to my cross-examination. Mineko and I shared a neighborhood, so I wondered if she had  noticed me  walking with Yuuko during the summer vacation. The image of Yuuko sprang to mind. To begin with, it was hard to adequately explain her connection with me to a stranger who was unaware of the circumstances.


  “——It’s kind of complex.” I said.


  “Ha? What do you mean by complex?”


  “I mean, did you see me walking with a girl during summer vacation?”


  “I saw.”


  I knew it, I thought.


  “Cute girl with a short cut. I thought you had a girlfriend.”


  Yuuko in light clothing, whom I had seen numerous times over the summer vacation, flashed across my thoughts. And I was a little saddened by the thought of never seeing her again.


  “I met her a few times, but I’m not even sure if I can call him a friend.”


  Hmm, Mineko murmured.


  “I’ll support you; let me know if there’s anything else I can do.”


  She said as she tapped me on my shoulder.


  “Thanks.”


  It was strange to be told that by someone who had previously rejected me, but now that we were friends again, I chose not to worry too much about it. This realization assured me that I no longer harbored romantic feelings for Mineko.


  Then I said, “I hope things work out for both of us,” I said, trying to cut the conversation short.


  “Why so polite?”


  Mineko laughed at that.


  The last words of the closing ceremony were delivered on stage by the head of the executive committee. I stood up shortly after that, as soon as the closing ceremony was over. Mineko, who was standing next me, said, “I have an appointment with Sato-kun,” and gave a small wave of her hand.


  “Yes.” I nodded, and instead of attending the forthcoming after-party, I returned to my classroom, grabbed my bag, and left the school building, which was still adorned in a gloomy manner.


  It was 6:30 p.m., the sun had already set, and it was nearly night-time. The sky was a dark, pale ink color, and there was a chilly breeze blowing. In the distance, low vibrating sounds and cheers can be heard from the gymnasium, where the band was performing for the after-party. Suddenly, I noticed low, floating gray clouds in the open sky above the land.


  As I took the train home that day, phrases like “fate” and “probability” circled in my head.


  That day, I met Yuuko, maybe with no more unusual probability than a beautiful day and that number being together today. However, when I thought about what was happening to her and me, I felt convinced that it was more than a coincidence.


  When I got home, I changed into my loungewear and read a physics book. Despite the fact that the book is based on quantum theory and deals with topics that I am interested in, I was unable to concentrate on the reading and the content did not sink in. I sighed as I laid the book down on my pillow, having read roughly 10 pages.


  Picking up a phone that was nearby, I activated my calling app. I kept seeing the name “Fukuhara Yuuko,” and after much hesitation, I touched it.


  It was the first time I had approached her for no apparent reason. I felt an unquenchable want to hear her voice for some reason.


  After the sound of the line connecting, Yuuko’s voice came through the speaker, she was holding it to her ear.


  “Nakayama-kun? What happened?”


  “No—It’s just that I wanted to talk to you.”


  “What?”


  Yuuko said, then.


  “Did you remember something?”


  “Ah—That’s not it…”


  “Eh? Isn’t it something to do with ‘the unusual memory thing’?”


  “Yes, It’s a little different…”


  “Hmm?”


  I could hear her, and she seemed dubious. I could imagine her craning her neck over the phone.


  I wanted a normal relationship with Yuuko, not a special relationship based only on the fact that we both experienced a strange phenomena. Now I was more interested in Yuuko than in the unexplainable events that happened to us. I had gained a sincere desire to get to know her better over the course of the summer’s “collecting fragments of memories.”


  “Hey,” And I cut to the chase.


  “I wanted to know more about you.”


  Yuuko was deafeningly quiet on the other end of the phone. I worried when I realized my words had been too abrupt. When it comes to anything like this, I like to stew over my thoughts in my own head before acting on them, as in Mineko’s case.


  Then I heard a small voice say, “Uh huh.” And then…


  “Can I ask you one question?” The word came back to me.


  Doubtful, I had no choice but to answer, “Yes.” Yuuko went on.


  “Do you remember going camping in the mountains with me?”


  “Mountain?”


  For a time, I attempted to recall if I had that memory in my head. But I didn’t recall that.


  “That being said, it seems like there is. But I don’t seem to have a clear memory.  Maybe I just don’t remember, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen it in my dreams…”


  That, Yuuko said.


  “Why?”


  “——If that’s the case, it’s fine.”


  Eh? A voice leaked out. It was now my time to be puzzled and at a loss for words. As I pondered what she was on about, a faint image of a bonfire, a night sky full of stars, and for some reason, a crater in the moon surfaced from deep inside my thoughts.


  “Ah.” I faintly gasped.


  “What happened?”


  “I’m starting to recall a few memories. Such as bonfires and the moon. But it’s difficult to tell if that was a mountain or not…”


  Then Yuuko said in a panic.


  “Wait a minute, don’t remember any more.”


  “Why?”


  “By all means.”


  I twisted my head, trying to figure out what she was saying. I, on the other hand, had no idea. As I reflected about it, some of the images that had been floating around in my head disappeared, as if lost in the fog.


  Despite my suspicions about Yuuko’s panic, I thought that since I had already phoned her, I should ask her what I wanted to hear, so I said boldly.


  “Can I come over to your place at this time to see you again and talk ?”


  “Yes, okay, it’s all fine.” She replied with a panicked tone that did not seem to have worn off. She appeared to be attempting to shift the subject, but because we had promised to meet again anyhow, I thought that was OK with me. Then Yuuko continued, “I’m sorry, my mother called me for dinner.”


  “Okay, sorry to call on such short notice.”


  We exchanged “see you later” just before hanging up the phone. I took my phone from my ear, closed the calling app, and left it next to my bedside book.


  My heartbeat was fast as I laid in bed with my eyes closed. When I reflected on our chat, I realized I had made a strange phone call, but at the end of the day, I was delighted since we had made arrangements to meet again. I don’t see her anymore now that the summer vacation is over and done collecting the memory pieces.


  That’s what I was thinking.


  ◇


  

  Since then, the leaves on the trees have turned red and yellow, the air has cooled, and the fall has deepened. I saw Yuuko for the second time in two semesters. We met at Ikebukuro station, had lunch together, and then went into a building that housed a grocery shop and a clothing store. Yuuko was dressed in a dark red sweater and a long beige skirt with autumnal colors on that day.


  I was strolling down the main street to the bookshop Yuuko had requested, and in the middle of the hustle and bustle of the city center, she asked, “How are you progressing with your exams, Yukinari-kun?”


  “Yes. Apparently, I’m not very good at English, which is holding me back, but everything else is going swimmingly. I had never been interested in world history before, but after I began studying it, I became interested in it. I’ve begun reading those books as well, when I have time.”


  “Really? That’s good to know.”


  “What kind of faculty do you want to go to, Yuuko-san?”


  “I’m thinking of becoming a school teacher, so the Faculty of Education is my first choice.”


  “Ah, is that maybe had something to do with your piano lessons?”


  “Yes. I like to play instruments, so I’m thinking I’d like to be an elementary school teacher or a middle school music teacher. Yukinari-kun, you are, after all, a science student. Have you already decided on a department in detail?”


  “Yes. I want to go into physics, but I can’t make a definite decision yet when I think about my future career path.”


  “I see.”


  “Yes. Maybe it would be better if I could think backwards from the job I want to get like you did…”


  “Do you have a job you want to do?”


  “Physicist” was the first word that sprang to me. I just know what type of work it is and have a mental image of it. I withdrew the term, assuming it was as simple as a schoolboy responding “Soccer Player” when asked about his future ambition. In a nutshell, it’s all about adoration. That might be fine for elementary school students, but as a third-year high school student, I was a little embarrassed to talk about my future in such a casual manner when I had reached the point where I was considering my career path based on various realistic conditions, including my own abilities.


  “I’m hoping for a job where I can use my knowledge of physics-related disciplines. I haven’t really thought too much about that yet either.” I said.


  Today’s high fall sky was dotted with scaly clouds. It was still the hot and humid season before the rainy season when I met her, with a sense of summer in the air. I could sense the seasons changing and the passage of time. I just met with a teacher in charge of career paths, and I informed him that the Department of Physics was my first choice. At the time, the teacher gave me numerous data and stated something along the lines of, “If you solely worry about getting a job, engineering has more alternatives than physics.” He told me that areas like mechanical engineering and electrical and electronic engineering would allow me to study physics in depth and that I should think about it as well.


  It was time to narrow the scope of the application. However, I’ve recently been split between pragmatic profit-and-loss calculations and simply desire amid numerous alternatives and possibilities, and I’ve been wondering which road I should choose. There is only one option, regardless of how many options there are. And to pick implies to rule out other options. We hear that young people have many options, but I wonder if those who say that consider the worry and suffering of making decisions, as well as the danger of choosing the incorrect one.


  I currently have a variety of alternatives available to me, including not attending college. But I’m not very pleased about it. I’m at a loss as to which road to take, which options to pursue, and which to reject. As I was contemplating this, my gaze was drawn to a giant screen in the city.


  The text under the headline “Domestic Research Team Succeeds in Developing New Method of Quantum Computer” said, “Developed using a new method that differs from conventional methods, the first startup operation experiment on a real machine was successful, although there are still issues and improvements to be made.” Together with the image, a picture of a man with the inscription “Project Participant Professor Fukuhara Shohei of Tokyo University of Advanced Science and Technology” was displayed on the screen.


  Yuuko also looked in that direction and muttered, “Ah.”


  “The D-F method quantum computer, it’s really done.”


  When I muttered something like that, she turned to me and said, “Do you know?”


  “Yes. I’ve read a few of Fukuhara Shohei’s works. According to the Doichi-Fujisawa system quantum computer, which was recently in the news, if it works, it might even outperform those methods that have been put to practical use so far.”


  Doichi and Fujisawa, by the way, are both physicists who contributed to the theory that underpins the development of this new quantum computing system. Fujisawa = Yoshihide Fujisawa was Fukuhara Shohei’s supervisor during his graduate school days and worked with him for a long time after that, and his name was always included in Fukuhara Shohei’s books, despite the fact that he passed away some years ago.


  “Hmm… What is the advantage of having a quantum computer? How is it different from an ordinary computer?”


  “Eh? Um…” I organized and explained what I’d learned from what I’d read so far.


  “Ordinary computers employ one of two states, such as 1 or 0, to make calculations owing to variations in voltage or something, however a quantum computer is a device that employs stacked states, which are both 1 and 0, to perform computations. Problems that would take tens of thousands of years to solve on a standard computer may now be solved in seconds.”


  “?”


  After a stunned reaction, Yuuko murmured, “I didn’t know you were doing that.” I wondered what she was talking about, but I let Yuuko’s soliloquy pass.


  “Come to think of it, Fukuhara Shohei has the same last name as you.”


  Yuuko laughed bitterly as I said this nonchalantly. When I cocked my head to see what was going on, she lifted her eyes gently, pointed at the television, and said, “… Actually, he is my father.”


  “Eh!?”


  I couldn’t help but make a strange noise. Is Yuuko’s father Fukuhara Shohei? It took some time for the significance to settle in. I kept comparing Yuuko and Fukuhara Shohei’s expressions on the screen.


  … They don’t look alike at all…


  It may be more difficult to see a likeness between a guy in his fifties and an eighteen-year-old high school student, but I couldn’t believe it when I was told that Fukuhara Yuuko here and Fukuhara Shohei, the famous physicist on the screen right now, are father and daughter. But Yuuko is not the type of person who would tell such a lie. I returned my gaze to Yuuko, who was beaming at me. Was this individual, in fact, the daughter of Fukuhara Shohei? When I was stunned, Yuuko suddenly asked me.


  “Hey, Nakayama-kun, do you want to meet my father?”


  “Huh?”


  “If you want to study physics, ask my father about a career path.”


  I replied with dismay.


  “Is it okay? What can I say? I don’t know if I’m the right person to meet with him.”


  “Eh? Why?” Yuuko said curiously.


  “No, Fukuhara Shohei is a great person…”


  “Dad, he’s just an ordinary old man.” Oh no, Yuuko said, waving her hand and laughing.


  “Come to my house. Would you like to have dinner with me? I’ll talk to my parents.”


  “Eh?” For a short moment, I couldn’t believe what I was hearing, and then a dumb voice came out of my lips. Then, as I pondered her words, disbelief and conflict jolted my mind and emotions once again.


  “Ehh!? Your house!?”


  “Yes. My mom also likes to feed people. My friends come here often, and my father’s students come to our house for dinner a few times a year, so I think it’s probably okay.”


  —That’s not the point.


  I may meet and speak with Fukuhara Shohei in person, as well as go to Yuuko’s residence. It was an enticing proposition, but I was perplexed. I was 80% nervous and confused about going to a girl’s house for the first time, meeting a notable scholar, and a variety of other things. My mere desire to see Yuuko’s home accounted for 20% of my score. My thoughts swirled about in my brain to the point that time seemed to have abruptly slowed down. It was difficult to picture the stress of going to a girl’s house and eating dinner with her parents. Furthermore, her father is Fukuhara Shohei. Fearful of this, my mind tries to come up with a plausible reason for denying. The nagging thought that if I refused, I wouldn’t be able to go to Yuuko’s place stopped me from running.


  “… What’s wrong?”


  Unbeknownst to me, I was holding my temples.


  “No, I was taken aback… I’ve never been to a girl’s house or anything like that before…”


  Yuuko waved her hand as if she had realized what I was trying to say and was a bit flustered when I said it.


  “Oh, right, sorry. Shall the three of us meet at a café or something?”


  But when I get pulled in like that, the possibility of losing it suddenly becomes regrettable.


  Everything is an experience; if I mess anything up, that’s the time to fix it. That’s what I told myself, and after some reluctance, I went ahead and said, “No, if you don’t mind, I’d like to come.”


  And I twisted my tongue to get the words out. I don’t know why I’m being so deferential. In contrast to me, who was so upset and conflicted in a scattered way.


  “Okay then, I’ll talk to my father and get back to you.” So said Yuuko, in a matter-of-factly tone. And after I said it, I cooled down a bit and thought.


  —It took an unexpected turn.


  I’ve had this notion about Mineko before, but as I’ve already said, I don’t really know what girls are thinking. Would a girl of her age normally invite a guy her age to her place for dinner? Is it nothing special to her, or am I perhaps quite liked by her? So, Yuuko continued, as I glanced at her expectantly.


  “My father and Yukinari-kun must be kindred spirits.”


  I tilted my head and asked, “Why do you think so?” But she only laughed meaningfully and did not answer me.


  For the time being, let’s simply set my mind at peace and take our time thinking about it all afterwards. With that in mind, I started walking again.


  ◇


  From then on, I went online and looked for phrases like “Good impression of men’s clothes,” then perused the websites that came up. I made plans to visit Yuuko’s house, and on the day of the visit, I rode the train to a residential neighborhood in Toshima Ward where Yuuko’s house was located. I followed the directions I was given from Mejiro Station and arrived at Yuuko’s residence after approximately 10 minutes. It was a two-story building with lovely white walls and a flower-filled yard.


  My heart was pounding so fast that I used my wearable gadget to check my heart rate. Then, to my amazement, it was more than 150. The numbers looked as if they were after an all-out sprint. I knew this was bad, so I took a few deep breaths and tried to calm my palpitations.


  It was 5:25 P.M. already. It was 5 minutes before the scheduled time of 5:30 P.M. I braced myself and pressed the intercom. My tension was further heightened when I heard a ringing tone and a small, clickety-clack sound of an external camera being activated.


  “Yes.”


  It was the voice of Yuuko. I was a bit relieved because I was wondering what I would do if Fukuhara Shohei suddenly appeared.


  “I’m Nakyama.”


  “Ah, wait a second. I’ll open the door.”


  The front door slammed open after I heard a slight fluttering noise coming from within. Yuuko, dressed in a gray skirt and a white sweater, walked out and opened the gate in front of the garden.


  “Come on in.”


  “Thanks…”


  I followed Yuuko into her house’s front yard and then inside her house. It smelled a little different and bland from our house.


  “Please pardon the interruption.”


  “Mom, I’ll be in the living room.”


  Yuuko proceeded down the corridor, offering me the slippers.


  “Yes…”


  I had no choice but to comply. I put on my slippers, followed Yuuko into the living room. The aroma of cooking filled the air in the living room, and Yuuko’s mother stood in the kitchen wearing an apron.


  “Mom, Yukinari-kun is here.”


  When Yuuko called out to her, the lady turned around and smiled, “Welcome.” She’s dressed casually in trousers and a red sweater, with her long hair carelessly permed. Her visage reminded me of Yuuko’s. She appeared to be kind and gentle. “Please pardon the interruption,” I said as I bent down next to Yuuko.


  “Nice to meet you, I’m Nakayama Yukinari… Ah, please take this. It’s a sweet from the Kawagoe area…”


  “Ah, thank you. I know this sweet. It’s famous, isn’t it?”


  “Yes. It’s delicious,” I said. My mother likes them so much that we sometimes make them to have it as a tea snack.


  “After dinner, make yourself a cup of coffee and join us.” said the lady, taking the box of sweets out of the bag and taking it towards the kitchen. I took a quick glance around the room. Fukuhara Shohei was nowhere to be found.


  “Dad, he hasn’t come home from his errands yet. There, have a seat.”


  I sat on the couch indicated by her hand, nervously. It was fluffy and soft. Then, out of nowhere, a little dog ran up to my feet, wagging its tail.


  “Frey-chan, say hello,” Yuuko said. The dog sniffed my feet while looking at me with curious eyes like, “What’s this human?”


  “Frey-chan?” I asked back, puzzled by the response to the dog that had come to my feet.


  “This child’s name. Because it’s called Fred. My dad named it after an old astronomer.” Yuuko explained the name to me.


  “Ah, I see…”


  I frightenedly extended my hand. Fred then moved his snout to my palm and sniffed again. I was scared that he’d recognize me as an enemy and bark at or bite me when Yuuko exclaimed, “Come here—” and yanked Fred from beneath my feet and sat him in front of the TV on one of the three U-shaped sofas.


  “Frey, means male?”


  “Yes. He said it was his son. I was an only child, but my father wanted a boy as well.” When she said that, Yuuko’s mother started laughing meaningfully from the kitchen.


  “I wonder what will happen to your father when he sees you bring  a boy,” Yuuko’s mother said. “He pretended not to be upset until yesterday, but I can’t wait to see what happens when he actually sees Nakayama-kun.”


  “I told you, Yukinari-kun is my friend. He came here for advice about his career path.”


  “You don’t need to be embarrassed either. Your mom already knows. You’re eighteen now, so I won’t say anything if you go out with boys or not. But don’t forget to do what you’re supposed to do, like studying for your exam.”


  “Uwaa, mom～”


  Yuuko puffed out a little and reached out to stretch out Fred’s cheeks, whom she was holding in her arms. As I gazed at her, I thought to myself, nervously, “I don’t know how a dog’s cheeks can stretch like that and not hurt.” My mind was so confused that the words of Yuuko and her mother didn’t enter my head properly, and I could only think of such simple things. I was in a state of shock.


  Then I heard the door open.


  My tension rose with a thud, like though hit by lightning. I can hear a rustling sound coming from the front door, as if someone is putting on their shoes.


  “Ah, It looks like dad’s back.” said Yuuko, patting Fred’s belly. The door to the living room then opened. Fukuhara Shohei appeared, wearing a coat. The dusky smell of a grown man wafted through the air.


  “I’m home,” Yuuko’s father said.


  “Welcome home. Nakayama-kun, he’s here.” I stood up, bowed my head and said hello.


  “Nice to meet you, I’m Yukinari Nakayama.”


  “Ahh, welcome to our house.” As he said this, Fukuhara-san looked at me seriously and tilted his head a little.


  “Hm? Have I met you before?”


  “N-no, I don’t think so.”


  When I shook my head, Fukuhara-san said, “Sorry, you just seemed familiar to me,” and took off his coat and put it on a hanger.


  “You see a lot of students every year. Of course, you must have seen a lot of boys who look like him.” Yuuko’s mother said. 


  “I see, sorry.”


  “Well, that’s all right,” Fukuhara-san said to himself, “I’m gonna put my stuff down for a minute,” and left the living room.


  “What’s with that question ? I wonder if he’s still upset.” Yuuko’s mother said with a laugh.


  “Yuuko, help me put the plates on the table.”


  “Yeeess.” Yuuko said and stood up from the sofa. Fred remained on the couch and flopped down. Yuuko quickly took out chopsticks, plates, cups, etc. from the cupboard as instructed by her mom, and placed the dishes on the table.


  “Nakayama-kun, take a seat here.” Yuuko’s mother said.


  “Yes.” 


  Disposable chopsticks were placed in front of the seat they told me to take. As I sat down, I heard a movement on the stairs and unintentionally straightened up. Fukuhara-san appeared at the dining table after entering the living room wearing pants and a pullover. Yuuko’s mother and I sat next to one other, and Yuuko sat in front of her. Fukuhara-san was sitting across from me. Someone I’ve seen in books and on TV sits in front of me. Yuuko, on the other hand, was grinning. Because my mind couldn’t keep up with the situation, I felt as if I were in a dream or an illusion.


  ◇


  “Thank you for the meal,” I responded respectfully, and ate the food she had prepared. Salad and stir-fried chicken were on the menu, along with miso soup and rice. I spooned a small amount of rice into my mouth using disposable chopsticks, taking care not to spill anything. As soon as I started eating, Yuuko’s mother asked me, “How is it?”


  “Did you like it or not?”


  “Yes. It’s delicious.”


  “I see. I’m glad.”


  Then, as I reached for my chilled yakko, I was asked, “Do you use soy sauce?” Fukuhara-sensei (as I decided to call him for the moment) asked me.


  “Ah, I’m sorry…” I accepted the bottle of soy sauce with trepidation.


  “Yukinari-kun says he is reading your book.” Yuuko told him.


  “Ah, Is that so?” Fukuhara-sensei looked at me and I straightened my back to answer.


  “Yes. I have read most of your books for the general public.” 


  “Really, thank you. I was hoping to get a pre-college age kid like you to read it.” Fukuhara-sensei said. 


  I’m talking to Fukuhara Shohei right now. I’m exchanging words with the author of a book I was reading, a man who has been featured in scientific magazines and TV documentaries. I was nervous even just thinking about it, but the thought of it made my hands start to shake.


  “Which book was the best?”


  “Umm. The ‘Physics of Predicting Multiple Universes,’ which came out the year before last was the best. I read it three times.” I said.


  “So much,” he laughed as he said.


  “Did you find anything difficult to understand?”


  “Yes. —Ah, no, I didn’t understand all of it…”


  “Which?”


  “Let’s see… The explanation of the structure of the bubble universe.”


  “Ahh, there. After we finish eating, I’ll explain it to you, okay?”


  Fukuhara-sensei offered to do so, and I immediately said, “Yes, by all means.”


  ◇


  

  After lunch, over a cup of tea, I opened Fukuhara-sensei’s book which I had brought with me, and asked him to teach me what I did not understand well. I have been given an explanation of his works directly from the famous physicist. It was a ridiculously luxurious time.  Sensei patiently explained what I didn’t understand, sketching a diagram on the back of a flier paper on the dining table with a ballpoint pen. His explanations were quite simple, employing a variety of obvious analogies that even a layperson like myself who just understands high school physics could grasp.


  Auntie and Yuuko listened to us at first, but after a time, they appeared bored and began making small chats with each other while sipping their tea. They appeared to get along well as they spoke incoherently about Yuuko’s school, current movies, and other topics.


  My nervousness gradually dissipated as I listened to the explanation and grew acclimated to the ambiance of the place. I thanked the professor after he described the book to me, and then I bombarded him with questions, this time concerning the distinction between scientific and engineering departments, as well as how college classes work.


  Following that, the talk moved on to the latest physics news and cosmology, a subject I’d been interested in since I was a child. Yuuko and her mother were dishing and enjoying the sweets I had brought, exclaiming, “Delicious.”


  “You and Nakayama-kun, take a break and have some sweets.” She said and put the sweets in a small plate and put it in front of us.


  “Nakayama-kun went out of his way to buy this for us.”


  “Is that so? Thanks. I used to love eating this when I was in Saitama.”


  “Really? I’m glad,” I was relieved and drank the coffee she made me. Then, I asked him, just for the sake of chit-chat. “I often read your explanation of the many-worlds interpretation in your books with great interest, but do you suppose parallel worlds exist? I mean, like, we’re here now.” 


  He took a few word-seeking pauses before answering. “I’m not going to be able to explicitly affirm the existence of parallel worlds. In this world, humans can only see three-dimensional space and time, therefore it is likely impossible to witness happenings in parallel worlds using any type of instrument. But I believe I have. In reality, the many-worlds view has gained popularity in the last decade or two.”


  “But how can something that is not intuitively imaginable like that become acceptable to humans?”


  He nodded to my question, tossed another piece of sweet into his mouth, and then said. “The earth was assumed to be flat in the ancient world. In the medieval era, the earth was thought to be the center of the universe, with just one fixed star, such as the sun. But that was a blunder. It is now widely accepted that the Earth is spherical, that there are numerous stars, and that the cosmos spans tens of billions of light years. Even if no one can see such things in everyday life. So perhaps there will come a moment when people will acknowledge the existence of a parallel reality. I’m not sure if it will happen in a decade or hundreds of years.”


  The meal had concluded around an hour ago. Yuuko and her mother appeared uninterested in what Sensei had to say, so they sat on the sofa and began watching a TV drama. I was kind of watching the two of them.


  “These two, they have little interest in my work.” he said and let out a small sigh.


  “Because it’s hard,” Yuuko looked back at me and said, slightly puffed up.


  “Because I’m not interested,” Yuuko’s mother said while watching TV. He then ate the sweets I had brought with me and drank coffee with his shoulders dropped in a gulp.


  “Well, I often get criticized and discussed in various ways, too, so I’m more comfortable like this at home.” I didn’t know how to answer, so I just smiled and laughed anyway.


  “He talks about his research with a lot of composure now, but when he was younger, he used to get upset because he couldn’t get recognition for his work.” She said as she looked at Yuuko and me.


  Then, “Why do you say that, you…” Fukuhara-sensei said in a troubled and dismayed voice. Seeing her father in such a state, Yuuko laughed amusedly next to her mother.


  I almost laughed at the ambiance of the room, but then I remembered to myself that the fact that a physicist’s research is not acknowledged is not anything to joke about, and I hastily drew my lips into a single line.


  ◇


  I decided to leave Yuuko’s place at 9 P.M. after finishing my after-dinner coffee. I bowed and said to Fukuhara-sensei, “I’m leaving now. Thank you very much for your valuable talk.”


  “It’s a walk to the station.”


  “Yes.”


  “Well, I’ll drive you home, then.”


  “Ah, it’s okay, I’m fine.”


  I shook my head in disbelief, but he responded, “Okay, then. I forgot to buy some books at the bookstore. The store will be closed if I do not go immediately,” Fukuhara-sensei remarked while putting on a coat that was hanging on a hook in the living room.


  I stood up from my seat, carrying my belongings with me. Then, with Yuuko and her mother seeing me off, I walked out of the house with Sensei.


  “Sorry to have disturbed you. The dinner was delicious. Thank you for the food.” I said and bowed my head before closing the door.


  Yuuko’s mother waved her hand and said, “Until next time—,” and Yuuko said, “See you later.”


  Fukuhara-sensei unlocked an black electric car from a domestic manufacturer in the garage next to the front door and said, “Come in.” With hesitation, I said, “Excuse me,” and slid into the passenger seat. He then started the engine, adjusted the automated driving function, which has numerous settings ranging from completely automatic to manual, to assist mode, and drove away silently.


  “Yuuko told me that you are applying to the physics department of the university where I am.”


  “Yes. I’m making it my first choice. But I don’t know if I can get in or not…”


  “Study hard for the exam so you don’t regret it. I teach a class for undergraduates called ‘Quantum Mechanics’ and ‘Quantum Theory of Fields.’ This time, let’s meet at the university classroom.”


  When he said those words to me, I was so happy that I got goosebumps.


  “Yes. I’ll do my best.”


  Motivation to study, which had been lacking recently, has resurfaced in a big way. I was determined to study diligently for the next three months or so. I had the distinct impression that I wanted to learn more from this man. We were around 10 minutes away from the east exit of Ikebukuro station when he pulled over. I stepped out of the car and said, “Thank you for everything you’ve done today. It’s been a pleasure speaking with you, Sensei,” and I bowed deeply in thankfulness. Fukuhara-sensei waved me through the windowpane before I started walking again.


  I strolled through the congested Ikebukuro station late at night, boarded a newly arrived train, and stood at the door of the crammed train.


  “Thank you very much for today. It was a lot of fun. Please thank your parents for today.”


  Then I slid my phone into my pocket and gazed out the window. The train was moving swiftly, passing through multiple stations. The city lights rush by outside the window, making a line. It reminded me of my days as a club member and a short-distance runner. I instantly remembered how the normally calm surroundings seemed to move quicker merely for the 11 seconds and a few seconds I was sprinting. After speaking with Fukuhara-sensei, the uncertainties regarding my career path that had been gnawing at the back of my mind vanished like fog, and I could see the objective that I should be aiming for now.


  ◇


  Then, over the winter, I studied relentlessly until the exam.


  I’ve never studied so hard before in my life. I studied from dawn to night in a warm room, wearing a jersey and sweatshirt, and with the exception of a few breaks, naps, and runs, I utilized a navy blue mechanical pencil that I purchased over the summer and that fits well in my hand. Despite the fact that Yuuko and I continued to exchange status updates and messages on the chat application to support each other in our studies, we agreed not to meet until after the entrance exam.


  I also felt that getting some moderate physical exercise every day would help me concentrate better, so I went for a run outside when my mind began to churn, simply for a change. Running in the cold air felt so good to my body, which was on fire in the heated room, that I felt I could understand a little bit why the long-distance athletes, who I used to think, “Are those guys masochists?” When I first started track and field, I was able to continue that painful competition and practice.


  I took the exam for my main goal, the Tokyo University of Advanced Science and Technology, in the later part of February, after going to numerous private universities as a stopgap. I couldn’t sleep well the night before because I was so scared, but during the exam, I completed the questions without hesitation and was able to offer confident answers to several of them. My day off was the day following the exam, so I slept easily, as if I had passed out for the whole day.


  When the acceptance announcement came a week later, I opened the university’s admission/rejection results webpage on my laptop. I attempted to relax as much as possible before going to the website, because the pattern of inputting the exam number and then receiving the results is not healthy for the heart. After taking another deep breath to relax, I entered the exam number on my voucher, prepared myself, and clicked on the “View Results” icon.


  After a brief pause for connection, the results screen appeared.


  Department of Physics, Faculty of Science, Tokyo University of Science and Technology


  Examination Number: A1295


  [PASS]


  Unconsciously, I let out a “yes” sound and tightened my grasp on my right hand.


  My face lit up with a genuine grin, and my breath was gushing, as if I had just crossed the finish line of a hundred-meter race. I felt a little dizzy from delight and relief. After a few seconds of alone bliss, I carefully examined the examination number on the screen and the number on the examination sheet in my hand, letter by letter, before taking a snapshot of the screen, saving it, and closing the page.


  In one large breath, all of my emotions poured out of my mouth. My heart was still hammering, but it wasn’t as excruciatingly painful as it had been before. I exited my room and walked into the living room to inform my mother, who was preparing dinner, that I had passed.


  “I got accepted for University,” I said, and my mother turned around.


  “I see. Good for you,” she said. My mother, who had seldom interfered with my university entrance examination selections, told me that I could attend whatever school I liked, and had a smile on her face.


  “Yes.” I nodded.


  “You’ve got to study properly now.” 


  “I know. I won’t waste the tuition money.”


  I answered and returned to my room, where I laid down on my bed. My body’s strength progressively goes away. After dinner that day, I messaged Yuuko to inform her of my acceptance, and she added a message from Fukuhara-sensei in addition to her congratulations.


  “Congratulations for getting accepted. Keep up the good work, and good luck with your uni studies. Fukuhara Shohei.”


  I sent my reply right away.


  “Last year, you encouraged me to study hard. Thank you so much.”


  After a while, she said, “I forwarded it to my father’s phone. Let’s go out to eat somewhere together to celebrate your acceptance next time when our schedules work out,” I received a message. Yuuko had already been accepted into the education department of her first-choice university.


  “Yes. I’m free on all Saturdays and Sundays from now until the end of March, so anytime is good for me at the moment. I think there are more good restaurants in Tokyo, so let’s go there.” I wrote that and put my smartphone on my desk.


  I breathed as I rolled onto my back on the bed. My heartbeat, which had been racing so fast, was gradually slowing down. My university application procedure is now complete. The several options that existed a few months ago have now converged into one, and I am one step closer to the future.


  In the dim light, I closed my eyes. I felt at ease for the first time in a long time, free of the tension and strain that had been building for months. I could hear the fan heater in the room making a faint sound.
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  Chapter 3


  The end-of-period bell rang, and the “Solid State Physics” class was over. 


  “The assignments for the next class will be put on the class , so please download them by yourself and complete them before the next class,” said the associate professor instructing the class as he closed his laptop and textbook. Students who had been listening to the lecture in this small classroom stood up and exited the classroom and the first building, where most physics classes are held.


  It was the end of the Golden Week’s break, and we were approaching the season when job seeking began in earnest, so I noticed a few students wearing suits here and there on campus. The students in black suits looked overheated as it was a gorgeous bright day and the temperature was unusually high. Some students remove their jackets and tuck them under their arms, while others roll up the sleeves of their shirts. The early summer afternoon sun was warm, and I, too, removed the light parka I was wearing over my jacket.


  The university’s expansive grounds were densely forested with cherry trees, poplars, gingko trees, and a variety of other trees. The grass and trees, which were still growing, were shimmering green. On a beautiful day this time of year, the campus, which was lined with high rises with a lot of glass, was flooded with lights.


  I began heading toward the Welfare Building, which houses the cafeteria, shop, café and is located on the outskirts of campus. Four female students chatting cheerfully, were walking in front of me. They are all dressed stylishly, so I figured they were in architecture or other design-related areas. Except in such areas, there are a lot of girls in science and engineering departments who don’t care about their attractiveness. Or, more accurately, the number of female students is fairly tiny. There are only about three or four students in a grade in my physics department.


  All of the students surrounding me were making their way into the three-story welfare building. Students at our university who are not yet affiliated with a laboratory generally spend their lunch breaks and leisure time in the library or this welfare building. Even today, the first-floor school cafeteria was packed with students who appeared to be in their first and second years. A long line of people were queued up in front of the old-fashioned meal ticket vending machine.


  I suddenly remembered myself at the times when I started this university, eating alone in this crowded cafeteria without many friends, sharing a table with people I didn’t know.


  Those were difficult times. The level of the lessons increased considerably from high school, and I had no notion what the symbols (δ, ∇, etc.) that appeared in the formula the professor described on the chalkboard or whiteboard meant. I wondered if I would be able to graduate from this university, so I worked hard to get familiar with university classes by following up formula explanations online or in books I borrowed from the library. It was not the time to talk about having a great time on campus.


  The welfare building’s upper floor contains a lounge with a number of desks and seats. Despite the elegant ambience created by the freshly renovated white desks, black chairs, and glass displays in the windows (displaying news, weather, and class cancellations), the male students lounging in the lounge were dull. They wore checkered flannel shirts and long jeans and were playing an AR card game that has recently gained popularity among geeks. 


  I’ve seen my friends do it several times. As the AR cards are laid out on a special mat, holograms of the characters on the cards float to the top, and the characters move when they attack or are attacked. It also generates bright and spectacular effects, and the mat has a small speaker for full voice. If they don’t turn down the volume, the voices of the voice actors will reverberate throughout the lounge. They don’t mind since they’re having fun, but the trendy girls drinking coffee and nibbling sweets in the corner of the lounge glance at them as if to say, “What’s that?”


  I passed through the lounge and went into the purchasing area at the back. The room was stocked with lunch boxes, bread, snacks, various beverages, books, and everything else necessary for science and engineering classes, such as drafting tools, function calculators, small tools, and lab coats.


  I bought some fried bread, which I usually buy for lunch, some cup noodles to keep on hand, and a pack of milk, and left the store.


  ◇


  Near the Welfare Building is the physics research building that houses the Fukuhara Laboratory = Applied Quantum Computation Laboratory of the Department of Physics at Tokyo University of Advanced Science and Technology, to which I belong. It is placed in an unobtrusive area of campus, a little distant from the buildings where classes and professors’ offices are conducted, so getting between them is a little cumbersome, but it was helpful to be able to go shopping at the Welfare Building fast when I was hungry.


  I entered the physics research building through the glass entrance.


  The exterior of the Physics Research Building is painted beautifully white. The inside of the building, on the other hand, is composed of fair-faced concrete. The building appeared to be incredibly robust, as if it would not be affected by a massive earthquake, most likely because it housed numerous expensive and sensitive experimental equipment, including the D-F quantum computer installed on campus two years ago for research objectives. I walked up the concrete stairs on the side instead of using the elevator from the entrance. The Fukuhara Lab is located on the second floor of this five-story building, which also has a basement. We have two rooms: Room 201 (the easternmost room) and Room 202 (next to it).


  Room 201 comprises a laboratory atmosphere, including vacuum equipment, laser equipment, liquid nitrogen tanks, spectrometers, atomic force microscopes, and several other experimental instruments, as well as a number of Desktop computers and screens. Various electronic devices, sensors, optical components, cables, experimental equipment manuals, and files holding data from previous experiments done in this laboratory are stored on heavy – duty steel shelves. Then there’s a long desk in the middle, with a few pipe seats and a giant digital whiteboard in the back. You may see the tangled mathematical formulas that we students put there. Room 201 is used for experiments, round lectures, and intra-laboratory presentations that do not require large-scale equipment.


  Room 202 is mostly used as a lounge room. There are two long desks facing each other, each with eight computers. As we often analyze and simulate experimental results, all of the computers were quite capable. This room has no experimental equipment or components on the shelves, and it has a quiet office-like ambience, with only one huge printer and an array of folders containing photocopies of technical books and documents.


  Students who are members of the lab spend much of their time here. There is also a refrigerator, microwave, and water heater, allowing for the preparation of simple meals. Mugs, forks, and other items brought in by students were stacked on a shelf beside the water supply. I stepped inside and opened the door to the living room, which had “Applied Quantum Computation Laboratory” inscribed on it with duct tape.


  “Ahh, Nakayama-kun, thanks—”


  Soon after, Nakajima-senpai, a first-year master’s student, approached me. He was sitting closest to the door, eating a cup of ramen. The computer monitor on the desk was turned on, and it was showing an online news site. Nakajima-senpai is a kind person who has taught me how to use the experimental apparatus, compile data, operate simulation software, and many other things since he was appointed to our laboratory six months ago.


  The other people in the living room were Fukuhara-sensei, a second-year doctoral student and a female student, Mizuho Kobayashi, a rarity in the Physics Department, who was reading a book while sipping a drink from her own mug. Her long bangs were usually brushed to the side, and she dresses simply for the season: a T-shirt, a light sweater, and slender trousers or shorts. She was one of two female physics students who started the school at the same time as me. She, like me, intended to continue her education at the graduate level.


  Even before we met in this lab, we seldom spoke to each other, despite the fact that we saw each other in class on a regular basis. She always sat alone in the corner of the classroom, packed her things after class, and walked out without saying anything. But, since I joined this lab last autumn, we’ve been talking a lot.


  She is from Tohoku and is currently living alone in an apartment near the university. She works part-time at a nearby coffee shop, so she sometimes brings me goodies from there. She looked cool and thus at first glance appeared unsociable, but once I got to know her, she was surprisingly easy to talk to and good at reading the air, so teachers and seniors loved her.


  In addition to me and Kobayashi, there is another male student in our laboratory, Asano, who is a fourth-year undergraduate student. He is looking for a job and has been attending numerous information sessions since the beginning of the spring. He had invited me to a joint company information session hosted by a recruitment firm a while back, and I had gone with him.


  It was tiring to be in a space where students with similar hairstyles and clothes gathered together as if they were clones, and those who gave explanations and asked questions spoke only in a tentative manner, but it was surprisingly interesting to learn that there are companies doing many different things in the world.


  I sat down next to Nakajima-senpai and put my bag on the backrest. Then I opened the bag of bread I had bought, took a bite, and drank some milk.


  “Here it is, Nakayama-kun’s fried bread. I don’t know how you eat it every day and never get tired of it.” Nakajima-senpai, who eats a different cup of noodles every day, said. Over the last few years, he appears to have conquered every variety of cup noodle sold in the purchasing department, and when a new product is stocked, he is often the first to pick it.


  “This is actually delicious. Besides, it’s kind of become a routine. I’m kind of uncomfortable eating something different for lunch.”


  I replied and looked at Nakajima-senpai’s hand. And I thought, “Gee.” Nakajima Senpai’s cup noodles were labeled “Tomato Chili Udon.” I’ve never seen this before, so it’s probably a new product.


  “What is this strange combination?” I said with a slight draw.


  “It’s surprisingly good. Wanna try?” Nakajima-senpai said so and held out the disposable chopsticks he was using toward me. But the bright red soup with white Udon was somehow unacceptable to me.


  “No, thanks. I’ll pass.” I replied with a wry smile, munching on a piece of delicious fried bread, while listening to Fukuhara-sensei and the others a short distance away. 


  The talk sounded to be about what Komada-senpai, a second-year doctoral student, would be presenting at the upcoming conference. Words I still don’t understand are being passed back and forth between the two of us. Kobayashi-san, seated diagonally across from me, didn’t seem to be bothered by the banter between Nakajima-senpai and myself, or the Sensei’s and Komada-senpai’s conversation, and was rolling the pages of her book at her own pace. There are a total of 10 students in this laboratory, ranging from fourth-year undergraduates to PhD students, so the number of students is still rather small, but it was a typical lunchtime setting in the laboratory.


  I put away the bread packet, drank the last of the carton of milk, and took out my pens and pencils from my backpack to prepare for next week’s seminar, as well as the paper we were going to read in a circle.


  ◇


  I walked past the campus entrance and exit shortly after 9:00 P.M., greeting the campus security guard with a “Thank you for your hard work.”


  I’ve been doing work for lectures, reviewing materials for my thesis preparation, helping a senior graduate student to summarize the results of his experiments, and so on since this afternoon, and I just left the laboratory a few minutes ago. Since our university was located a little outside of the city center, the campus was in a peaceful neighborhood with numerous houses. There aren’t many places to enjoy near the university, but if you go to the nearest station, you’ll find taverns, family restaurants, and department stores that cater to students, so that’s where everyone goes when they enjoy nearby.


  My parents’ house to the university was roughly an hour apart by train. As a result, I did not live alone and instead commuted from my parents’ house. I’ve stayed at a neighboring friend’s room or at a laboratory several times, but since joining a laboratory, I’ve essentially been leaving home around 8:00 a.m. and leaving the university around 9:00 P.M. Although graduate students frequently linger in the lab until late at night when the deadline for submitting papers or attending conferences approaches, I leave the lab about the same time. Kobayashi-san, the girl, goes back at her boarding house apartment a little earlier on her bicycle.


  My smartphone vibrated as I walked along a quiet street toward the station. I grabbed it from my pocket and peered at the screen and saw that it was a message from Yuuko.


  “I’m on my way home right now. Can I call you later about tomorrow?”


  “Yes. I’m also on my way home now, so I’ll get back to you later from here, around 10:00, are you okay?”


  “It’s fine. Thanks.”


  I’ve been dating her for four years now.


  Although we had a few fights and some minor problems, we’ve continued to date without it ever developing into anything major like a breakup. I did most of the things that twenty-two year old men and women would do. 


  Since the latter half of last year, she had been busy with her teaching practice and preparation for the teacher recruitment exam, so we had not been able to see each other very often, but tomorrow, for the first time in a while, we promised to hang out together from noon.


  ◇


  We went to a movie theater in Ikebukuro to see a movie that had just been released. Yuuko’s university friends had told her it was interesting, so she wanted to see it. Last night’s phone call was to discuss that.


  After leaving the movie theater, we took a break at a neighboring café and went window shopping in a large commercial building that she and I always go to, which had restaurants and clothing stores.


  Yuuko was dressed simply in a navy blue dress and short brown boots with somewhat high heels. Her hair has grown much longer since high school, and the back of her head now touches her shoulder blades. In the crowded streets, the rhythmic throb of her boots reverberated rhythmically with the steady pounding of her boots. On the way there, Yuuko said that she wanted to buy some sheet music, so we stopped by a music store in the building.


  She intended to be an elementary or middle school music teacher and went on to study the piano until her sophomore year of university. I had the opportunity to visit Yuuko’s house a few times after university, and that’s when I first heard her play. I heard the sound of a piano as I strolled through the store. In the store, a girl in her early elementary school years was sitting on a piano chair, playing some sort of music. The waiter and what appeared to be the child’s parents were smiling as they surrounded her.


  “She’s skillful. Yet still so little.” Yuuko, too, muttered to herself as she listened to the child’s performance.


  “Yuuko, play something too.”


  “Ehh. It’s embarrassing, I’m old enough. Oh, those things are so cute because they’re done by little kids.”


  “Just a little.”


  Yuuko shyly sat down on a chair at an electronic piano in the corner of the store and played “The Flea Waltz” rhythmically, with a slight arrangement, when I asked her to. I loved to watch her play the piano because she seemed to enjoy it so much.


  “Yes. That’s all. Enough, okay?” Yuuko echoed a chord, then stood up, looking a little embarrassed.


  Yeah, I nodded, satisfied.


  Yuuko then bought the sheet music she wanted, and then wandered into the general store on the other floor, and suddenly, she took out her smartphone.


  “It’s from mom.”


  Muttering to herself, she read the message. Then she said, “Well, I’m in trouble,” and tilted her head.


  “What’s happened?”


  Then she looked a little apologetic and explained the situation


  “My grandma has been in the hospital for two months now, and my mom forgot to buy more nursing care supplies. She asked if I had time to buy one and take it to her.”


  “Is it close by?”


  “It’s in Suginami.”


  “It’s okay, that’s the priority.”


  When I said that, Yuuko replied with a “sorry,” and then swiftly handled her smartphone to compose a message and contact her mother back.


  Then we walked toward the down escalator to get out of the building for now.


  “About you grandma, why is she in the hospital?”


  “Alzheimer’s disease and chronic health problems.”


  “What’s her age?”


  “She is ninety-three years old this year.”


  “I see. That’s a long life…”


  We talked about such things as we rode the escalator. Then, Yuuko, who was standing on the step right behind me, called my name, Yukinari.


  “If you want, let’s go together? I’m sure it won’t take long, and then we can go somewhere else again. I mean, it’s a good opportunity for me to introduce you to my grandmother.”


  “Eh? Me?”


  “Yes.”


  Yuuko nodded.


  Compared to when I went to her house and met Fukuhara-sensei for the first time, I didn’t feel much, if any, resistance. But I’m nervous about meeting her relatives, to a point.


  Yuuko has a quiet personality, but surprisingly, she pulled me along in that area. In contrast, when I was a sophomore in college, I finally decided to prepare myself, or rather, I was able to introduce Yuuko to my mother. When I invited her to my house for dinner, I was somewhat embarrassed and couldn’t speak well with her or Yuuko, but my mother liked her very much, saying that she was “too good for me.”


  “But, is it okay to go on such short notice?”


  “It’s okay. The nurses also told me that it is better for the brain to be stimulated by the variety of people who come to the hospital.”


  “Okay, I’ll go.” I said.


  ◇


  

  We boarded the train and made our way to the hospital. When I probed  her about the details on the train, she told me that her grandma was Yuuko’s paternal grandmother, or Fukuhara-sensei’s mother. 


  The large main hospital was within a few minutes’ walk from the train station. Yuuko got two cards for the visitors to wear on the chests at the entrance and handed me one of them. We entered the building through an automatic door. The reception area was on the ground floor, a wide space with a lot of sofas. She stepped in front of me and walked briskly, as if she was used to going to this hospital.


  “There’s a store upstairs, so I’ll go there and get what I need.” Yuuko then hit the elevator button. We rode the elevator to the second floor with an old fella in a wheelchair and a woman in her fifties pushing him. The concession counter could be seen from the elevator hall.


  “Wait a minute, I’ll go quickly.” Yuuko hurried over there and returned a few minutes later with a bag of disposable diapers, Kleenex, and other items.


  “Sorry to keep you waiting.” Yuuko said and returned, and together we rode the elevator again up to the fifth floor where her grandmother’s hospital room was located.


  We sanitized our hands with alcohol before entering the big room. The grandmother’s bed looked to be the first one in front of the door. “Hello,” Yuuko exclaimed as she opened the partition curtain.


  “Grandma, I came to visit you.”


  “Ah, Yuuko-chan.”


  The elderly lady, who was dressed in a delicate pink hospital gown, raised herself and smiled into her wrinkled face. Then, from beside her, the elderly lady, noticing me, turned her gaze toward me. As if wondering who I was, she tilted her head, asking, “Who…?”


  “Nice to meet you, I’m Yukinari Nakayama. Umm, I’m dating Yuuko-san.” I said in as polite tone as possible and bowed my head.


  The elderly lady smiled as she glanced at me. Then Yuuko said, “Grandma, I’ve come to introduce you to, My boyfriend,” she said smiling. And perhaps the old lady had come to grips with the situation at that point.


  “Ara, Yuuko-chan’s boyfriend.” She smiled at me and made a small bail. I bowed my head once again.


  “That’s right, Grandma.” Yuuko replied beside me.


  “How old are you? What do you do?”


  “I am twenty-two years old. I’m still a student… I’m studying Physics.”


  “Ah, so it’s the same as Shou-chan’s.”


  “Grandma, that’s the thing, Yukinari is my father’s student.”


  When the old lady heard this, she exclaimed in surprise, “Huh, really?”


  “Yes. I’ve been in his lab since last year and he’s always been a great help to me at the university.” As I nodded my head in agreement, Yuuko pulled out two pipe chairs next to the bed and beckoned for me to sit, saying, “Yukinari, sit down.”


  Grandma was a talker. Despite the fact that the talk was mostly with Yuuko, I was sitting by her bed, listening in. She spoke in polite, old-fashioned feminine language, as if she were an actress in an old Japanese picture, and her demeanor was elegant. Her voice was strong, and she didn’t sound like she’d been in the hospital for a long time. After a while, the nurse entered and told us that it was time to change her diaper. I came out of the hospital room because I thought it would just bother her and it is impolite of me to remain there. “I’ll be back soon,” Yuuko said to the elderly lady as she swiftly restocked the shelves with the supplies she had bought earlier. 


  We sat on seats across the four-seater desk after buying refreshments from a nearby vending machine (I grabbed a cup of low-sugar coffee, Yuuko got a cup of milk tea). There were scales, a blood pressure cuff, and shelves filled with newspapers and books in the common room. Aside from us, there was a young female who looked to be toying with her smartphone impatiently and a gray-haired old man in pajamas reading a newspaper.


  “I heard she had dementia… Well, you know, she was able to have a normal conversation. I don’t mean to be rude, but I thought she was having trouble communicating.” I took a sip of my canned coffee, put it on the desk and said.


  “Somehow, in my grandmother’s case, she seems to be in relatively good shape during the day. But in the worst cases, her memory gets jumbled up and she suddenly becomes like a child, or she mistakes people. The other day, she thought my father was my dead grandpa. ‘Where did you put your stamp?’ She kept asking my father over and over again. I’m sorry, but I was kind of freaking out and laughing a little bit when I saw it on the side.” Then, with a giggle, Yuuko laughed reminiscently.


  “I see.”


  “I wonder what it’s like to be in that kind of jumbled state of memory.”


  “I guess it’s something different than what happened to us.” When I said this, Yuuko laughed a little.


  “Maybe we have become a bit dim too?”


  “That’s the way we should be interpreted now. We actually knew each other in elementary school, but we forgot about each other because of amnesia or something.”


  That was the first thing that came out of my mouth. Four years have gone since I met Yuuko, and I’ve given it a great deal of thought, but I still can’t figure out the explanation, logic, or anything else about the phenomena of sharing memories that we had never experienced. I tried not to think too much about it, because the thought of it creeped me out. It didn’t affected my life or Yuuko’s life in any way, and the strangeness of that time was already overshadowed by the memories of our four years together and the closeness of our relationship, so we didn’t talk about it much anymore.


  “I see. —Hm? But wouldn’t that be strange? Why didn’t Minami-san remember us?” Yuuko said.


  “Don’t think about it. You’ll get stuck in the ditch.”


  Yuuko then said, “I know,” and laughed.


  After about twenty minutes, we went back into Grandma’s hospital room and talked again.


  After that, the old lady would occasionally repeat the same story or was inconsistent in what she was saying after a lengthy conversation. However, I think we were able to communicate with each other through direct conversation, even though the meanings of words and topics were new to me.


  After talking for about thirty minutes, we decided to leave the hospital.


  “I’m leaving, Grandma.” Yuuko said to her grandmother.


  I, too, bowed my head, continuing, “Sorry to have disturbed you.”


  “Yukinari-san.” Granny called me. I stopped and turned around and she bowed her head slightly, saying, “Would you mind looking after Yuuko-chan for me?”


  I nodded “yes” again.


  Then I bailed out the elderly lady who was sitting on her upper body and walked to Yuuko, who had left the hospital room earlier. It was already late when I left the hospital. We went to Ikebukuro and had dinner together at a restaurant before returning to our respective homes. As the sun set, it got a bit chilly, so Yuuko took a gray cardigan from her bag and put it on.


  “I’m sorry, I asked you to go out with me out of the blue.”


  “It’s okay. It was nice to talk to your grandmother.”


  “I was thinking that I wanted to introduce her to you as soon as possible. Mom sure did forget something at the right time.”


  Yuuko then laughed. The afterglow of the setting sun from the side had turned her black hair a lovely chestnut. She’s wearing high-heeled shoes, so her head is higher than usual.


  “It was.” I said, and Yuuko nodded.


  “Yes. She may not be able to remember new memories anymore, but I wanted my grandmother to know about you.” 


  Yuuko’s face, which was a touch lower than mine, was partially obscured by the setting light, and I couldn’t see it completely.


  ◇


  Myself, Kobayashi-san, and Asano, three undergraduates, all had the same thesis subject. To examine if quantum computation is indeed conceivable by carrying out numerous experiments and simulations with materials that have been identified as potentially useful in quantum computers. Although not directly related to the main research theme of this laboratory, new methods of quantum computation, it was a research project assigned to undergraduate students with the goal of learning the fundamentals of this field and collecting data on various methods of quantum computation for future use. Of course, we each write our own thesis, but the research is done together by the three of us.


  Fukuhara-sensei began his career in theoretical physics as a student of physicist Yoshihide Fujisawa, who is also the namesake of the D-F method quantum computer. His biggest contribution was a revolutionary theory that postulates two parallel universes, known as “Coupled Worlds,” which Fukuhara-sensei apparently studied when he was young. However, since becoming an independent researcher, he has achieved outstanding results in application, and this laboratory is likewise classified as an experimental one.


  As undergraduate students, we will work on fundamental research topics, but as graduate students, we will do research directly relevant to the laboratory’s major project.


  Kobayashi-san reportedly lived in the United States between the age of 10 to 15 due to her parents’ job, and she spoke English fluently. So we reviewed the literature and articles that we felt would be useful together, primarily hers (she reads English twice as fast as me and Asano), and then the three of us planned the simulations and experiments together. The aim was to conduct experiments using this laboratory’s equipment or special equipment borrowed from a larger laboratory at the university to see if the outcomes were as predicted or if they differed. The experiments were carried out once or twice a week, with myself and Asano mostly responsible for putting up the equipment.


  The results of our experiment did not turn out as planned one day, some time after the rainy season started in the Kanto region, and we spent the evening until approximately 8:00 P.M. trying to figure out what was wrong. Other senior graduate students were present in the laboratory, as was Nagasawa-sensei, an associate professor in his early forties and a sub-leader of the Fukuhara Lab who was overseeing graduate students. Nagasawa-sensei was from a corporate background and had long been engaged in quantum computer-related research.


  Suddenly, I heard the lab door open. When I looked in that way to see who it was, I noticed Fukuhara-sensei changing his shoes into lab slippers. He approached us and asked, “How are you progressing with your thesis?”


  “It’s quite a struggle.” Asano said with a wry smile.


  “The way I just tried it, the coherence time wasn’t as long as I assumed it would be.” I said.


  “What caused it?” Sensei asked us. Then Kobayashi-san, who had started up the simulation software and was fiddling with her computer, looked up and answered.


  “Perhaps our prospects were wrong. I’m re-running the simulation one more time now.”


  “I see. If things really don’t work out, consult with me or Nagasawa-sensei.”


  “Yes.” We nodded.


  “Nagasawa-sensei, I am leaving for the day, so please take care of the students. Also, I’ve emailed you the data for the documents you asked for.”


  “I see. Thanks for your work.” Nagasawa-sensei said.


  “Are you leaving, Sensei?”


  Fukuhara-sensei was carrying a leather bag, which he always carries to work. When I asked, he nodded, a mysterious expression on his face.


  “Yes. Lately, my mother, who is in the hospital, hasn’t been feeling too well… I’m going to go check on her at the hospital now.”


  “Are you okay?” When I asked in surprise, he moved his head vaguely.


  “Well, she’s pretty old now.”


  When Yuuko introduced me to her a month ago, she said she would be ninety-three years old this year. Although the average life expectancy in the country’s statistics had been continuously growing since the turn of the century, as one might assume, people were at an age where they had no idea what would happen at any given time.


  “I see…”


  “Well, good luck to all of you. There’s still quite a bit of time before you have to submit your thesis, so don’t get too rooted now.”


  He then walked out of the lab, his hands in his slack pockets. The three of us then decided to take a short break since our minds were starting to churn. I fetched a bottle of tea from the living room refrigerator, and Kobayashi-san began brewing instant coffee. I went to the lab, sat on my chair, and texted Yuuko on the chat app, “Your father told me about your grandma. Please tell her that I wish her the best if you intend to visit her soon.”


  “Thanks. I’ll let her know.” And I got a message right back. Yuuko always comes with illustrations of adorable characters. But this time there was none of that, only text.


  I sipped my tea while putting my phone in my pocket. Kobayashi-san, who had returned to the laboratory with a cup of coffee in her own white mug with dark blue lines, asked, “Girlfriend?”


  “Yes.” I nodded.


  “Speaking of which, do you have a boyfriend, Kobayashi-san?” Asano, who had started playing a mobile game nearby, asked.


  I initially worried if the topic was a minefield, but Kobayashi responded in a crisp and natural manner.


  “I had until last year, but we broke up.”


  “Really? I’ve never heard of it before.” Asano threw out the game console and leaned forward.


  “What was he like?”


  “He was an art student of the same age. I met him at a part-time job and he asked me, so we went out for about six months.”


  “Kobayashi-san and an art student… Incompatible—”


  “What do you mean?” Kobayashi fixed her gaze on Asano with a chilly glare. Because she doesn’t always display her emotions, it’s rather frightening when she gets a thorn in her side.


  “No, I mean, the equilibrium. I think there aren’t many men who can be compatible with a beautiful and smart woman like Kobayashi-san.”


  Asano was talking nicely, and Kobayashi-san and I stared at each other with dumbfounded expressions on our faces.


  “We had the same interests, though. He and I both liked Kandinsky.”


  “… What’s that?”


  “A painter.”


  Asano began to check for the person using his smartphone’s voice search feature after Kobayashi responded in a few words.


  “What on earth is this?”


  Muttering this, Asano showed the screen to us. A geometric picture was displayed, with circles and straight lines in various colors.


  “Painting.”


  Kobayashi-san also said in a few words.


  “Is it not Physics-like.”


  “Where?”


  Asano and I stared at the screen. And we both said, “Physics…?” tilting our heads. That being said, I’m starting to get that impression.


  “Now that the break is over, let’s start the simulation all over again.”


  Kobayashi-san set her drink down on the desk. We returned to our thesis topic and began simulations with some newly conceived conditions. It’s already dark outside the window. But there were still a lot of people in the lab, looking at computer screens and papers or arguing in front of whiteboards, so it was a vibrant atmosphere.


  I remembered Yuuko’s grandma, whom I had met that day. Was there something wrong when Sensei left work early to go to the hospital? When I thought about it, I had a peculiar nervous sensation in my chest, like if I were squirming. It was pouring quietly outside the window because we were in the rainy season. Droplets of water coated the window glass of the laboratory, leaving streaks of streaming water.


  “Nakayama-kun, the next simulation will be set up like this. Don’t dawdle, check it out.”


  Kobayashi-san, who was operating the computer in the lab where the three of us were stationed, said, shifting her chair so that she could see the monitor easily.


  “Ah, sorry.”


  I looked at the monitor and read the numbers on it.


  “OK. Let’s do it.”


  “Copy that.”


  Kobayashi clicked the enter key to run the simulation. I thought that when I got home today, I would contact Yuuko again and ask her for more details about her grandmother’s story.


  ◇


  

  It was a week later that Yuuko’s grandma passed away. When I arrived at the laboratory this morning, Associate Professor Nagasawa-sensei informed me that Fukuhara-sensei was on bereavement leave.


  When I talked to Yuuko on the phone, I had heard that he was not in a very good condition, but at that moment, I felt a strong feeling in my stomach. When I contacted Yuuko, she told me that the wake will be held tomorrow and the funeral will be held the following day.


  We only spoke once. But the face and atmosphere of the grandma with whom I had spoken at the time returned to me.


  After some contemplation, I decided to merely attend the wake and asked Yuuko where the funeral home was. I explained the situation to my mum and requested her to teach me proper etiquette at a wake. My mother let me hold the incense bag the next night, as I put on my suit and black tie for the first time in a long time.


  When I arrived at the funeral venue in Tokyo by train, I gave up the incense at the reception desk. The receptionist was Yuuko and another lady who seemed to be a relative. I was about to say something to her when Yuuko noticed me and exclaimed, “Ah, Yukinari,” but there were so many other people that we simply bailed each other out and didn’t talk. Many people gathered outside the venue till the wake began. Yuuko was with her parents and a group of people who appeared to be her relatives. I stood back and watched them. Yuuko seems to have grown up surrounded by people like these. Although it was inappropriate for the situation, Yuuko, dressed in black, looked more mature and beautiful than ever.


  On the spot, Sensei went around greeting numerous people. I was about to say something to him, but he appeared too busy and there was no time. When it came time for the sutra reading to begin, I entered the hall and sat in the rear of one of the lined seats. Yuuko, dressed in black, sat in the first row with her family. The altar was adorned with many flowers, a photo of grandma, and a white casket stood in front of it. The photo looked to be from a slightly younger age than the grandmother I saw the other day. She had a lot of hair, and the smile on her face still radiated youth.


  As I listened to the monk recite the sutra, I wondered what kind of life she had had. She gave birth to and raised Sensei, had Yuuko as a granddaughter, and lived to be over ninety. She must have been around our age when the first Tokyo Olympics were held if she were born around 90 years ago. That old lady then lived for the second half of the twentieth century and a quarter of the twenty-first century. To me, that felt like an impossibly long time. Then, Yuuko introduced me towards the end of that hour, and we exchanged a few words. When I thought about it, I felt very, very strange.


  “Would you mind looking after Yuuko-chan for me?” I was reminded of the phrases all of a sudden. Perhaps it was a social call. But I believed it was a significant term. Following the reading of the sutra, the monk discussed the afterlife in that sect and stated, “Let us send her go with all our hearts.”


  I’ve been thinking about that afterlife. I didn’t think such things existed before today, but after seeing the grandmother’s remains and the people around her, I was inclined to believe they did. And just because the biological phenomena of the body ceases to exist does not imply that all the grandma has accumulated and existed for her entire life is gone. Because  grandmother lived, there is Sensei, and there is Yuuko. Besides that, I’m sure there are many other connections left in this world that I don’t know about.


  The monks eventually departed the room, and the funeral home staff announced that the wake was completed. I stood from my seat at the same time as the rest of the crowd and began going toward the exit.


  “Nakayama-kun.”


  Then, in that hallway, I was stopped by Fukuhara-sensei. Yuuko stood next to the mourning teacher, her hands crossed in front of her black skirt.


  “I’m sorry. I thought it would be insane for me to attend, since we didn’t have a close relationship… I had met her once and was introduced by Yuuko…”


  “Yes. I’ve heard about that from Yuuko. Thank you for coming…”


  Yuuko, too, bowed her head in a small “Thank you” beside her father.


  I, too, bowed to both of them. Yuuko and Sensei must have been sad to lose the grandmother, an immediate family member, yet they both maintained their composure.


  “I still have to stay on for a bit after this.” Sensei said, glancing at his watch. “Come outside with me. I just wanted to take in the night breeze.”


  I followed Sensei out of the funeral house. Outside, there were still a few people lingering about. Although the rainy season had not yet ended, it was a bright night with no rain clouds. I noticed a few stars and the moon drifting in the horizon. Sensei spoke to me, exhaling thinly.


  “Some time ago, you asked me. Do parallel worlds exist.”


  “Yes. When I first met you.”


  “If there are as many worlds as there are possibilities, then there must be a world where my mother is still alive somewhere in that universe.” 


  He then took a cigarette out of his pocket and lighted it. It was the first time I had seen Sensei smoke.


  “You’re right. She would still be in good health…”


  I wonder if he wanted to travel to those worlds and wanted to see her mother again.


  “Do you want to be there?”


  But to my question, he clearly shook his head.


  “No. I don’t think so.”


  “… Why?”


  “I think our world should be complete in our world alone.”


  “What do you mean?”


  He paused for a time, carefully choosing his words, then exhaled his cigarette smoke and began to speak.


  “All along, I’ve been doing research that assumes that there are multiple universes, and I’ve thought a lot about what would happen if we could travel back and forth between parallel worlds and this world. And in the end, I thought, even if we could do such a thing, people wouldn’t be roguish.”


  Then he stuffed his hands into his pockets and took another deep inhale.


  “… My mother lived to see the end, even though her body was no longer able to move or her brain was no longer functioning properly. I don’t want to pretend that all that hard work didn’t happen. I don’t think the idea that if something inconvenient happens, you go to a world where it didn’t happen is quite right. I mean, as I have lived in this era, because ethics also change with the times.”


  “… That’s right. Somehow, I get it.”


  “—Now then. I have to go back. I still have a future meeting. Thanks for coming all the way out here. Also in the lab.”


  I bowed to Sensei as he went back to the funeral house and I headed home. Unaccustomed leather shoes made unfamiliar, hard footsteps echo beneath my feet.


  ◇


  Even when I feel like stopping, time in this world doesn’t stop. As long as we are alive, one practical problem after another will confront us.


  Yuuko went to a middle school for an educational internship soon after her grandmother passed away. Her initial preference is to teach elementary school, but she also intends to obtain a middle school teaching license in order to widen her alternatives. She had gone to an elementary school before, when she was in her third year of university, but she appeared to be fatigued from training in an unfamiliar environment, and she was not in good spirits when I met her on a holiday. When she played the piano for me at the music store we went to together, that “The Flea Waltz” did not have as much energy as before.


  I took the graduate school admission exam in August. Students who come from on-campus are excused from departmental exams if they achieve specific performance criteria. Because both Kobayashi-san and I fulfilled that criteria, the examination was purely based on oral statements. So, unless I made a massive blunder, I would never fail, but this also puts a lot of pressure on me. My seniors, Kobayashi-san, who was also taking the graduate school exam, as well as Sensei and Yuuko, would think I was a moron if I failed.


  During that time, Yuuko also took the Tokyo elementary school teacher recruitment examination. It had been five years since we had met in the early summer of my eighteenth year. I was at a crossroads in my life at the time, about to start university, but the time had come again. I’m going to graduate school. Yuuko is also working hard to realize her goal of becoming a school teacher, as she has always said she would.


  Our 22nd summer flew by in a blur of activity. Before this summer, there was no trace of the ennui I had experienced throughout the long university summer holidays. We were hardly playing together since we each had our own future in life to occupy our time. As a result, I was able to gain admission to graduate school in one shot. Kobayashi and other seniors advancing from the master’s to doctorate programs were also accepted. It was only normal for me to be accepted as an internal student, but after the announcement, the seniors in my laboratory arranged a party at a neighboring tavern to congratulate the students who had chosen to continue their study. In addition, Asano, had obtained a job offer from a large manufacturer that handles everything from optical elements to medical equipment prior to the summer.


  On the weekend, around six o’clock, we all went straight from the lab to a tavern at the nearest station to campus. It is a restaurant frequented by students from our university, and while it is not particularly clean, it has a large number of young customers and is extremely vibrant. We sat at the far end of the room, in a tiny restaurant, with two enormous tables placed side by side. Handmade menu descriptions were taped on an adjacent wall, and they were somewhat yellowed from grease fumes.


  “Congratulations to everyone who has decided on a career path!”


  Nakajima-senpai, the secretary, said when the drinks we ordered had been served. We toasted each other and thanked each other. I sat next to Asano and drank a beer, which I had only recently discovered the taste of, while Kobayashi-san drank a blackcurrant orange with a senior named Matsumoto-san (she was tall, always wore glasses, tied her hair in one piece with a scrunchie, and had a mature look), who was also a woman in her first year of the doctoral program. Even in a research laboratory with many serious people, once the alcohol started flowing, it was no different from any other student drinking party, and the constant conversation, mingled with laughter, continued on and on and on.


  The drinking party was attended by all 10 of the lab’s student members. Kobayashi-san and Matsumoto-senpai, two generally serious females, were eating ham and cheese, drinking beer, and laughing. We stayed at that bar for two hours before walking back to the laboratory in the evening streets. We were hesitant to go after having such a good time, and after packing our things, we all lingered in the lab for a while, talking late into the night.


  Around nine o’clock, two girls were the first to leave, saying that it was time to go home. A little later, I, along with Asano, thanked the seniors who had given us more money and left the laboratory.


  ◇


  Summer ended about a month later, and the second semester began. Members of the Fukuhara Lab came to the laboratory to do their own research whether it was summer vacation or not, so my life did not change, but when classes resumed and the first and second-year students returned, the calm campus came alive again. The trees that had been green in the spring and summer began to turn yellow and reddish brown, and when the wind blew, fluttering dead leaves began to dance in the air.


  I was dressed comfortably in jeans and a hoodie, not very stylish but comfortable, and spent every day from morning to night sipping coffee to wake up from sleep and conducting experiments and computer simulations. Everyone in Fukuhara Lab dresses comfortably, even female students like Kobayashi-san and Matsumoto-senpai. Wearing trendy clothes while sitting at a desk for lengthy periods of time or doing research made my shoulders tight. Our research was going well, and if we kept working at this rate, we’d have all the information we needed to write our thesis by the middle of November.


  And, because our university mandates students to be allocated to a laboratory by the second semester of their third year, the Fukuhara Lab was assigned to three third-year juniors. We fourth-year students answered their questions and advised them on which papers and books they should study before the round lectures, since it was typical for one senior to look after them until they became accustomed to the lab.


  One day during this period, I received a phone call from Yuuko. I’d just exited the lab and was making my way toward the campus’s main entrance/exit.


  “Yes. What happened?”


  When I picked up the phone, I heard Yuuko’s deliberate laugh, as if she was trying to be pretentious.


  “Did something good happen?”


  When I asked her that, she immediately replied with a happy “Yes.”


  “What?”


  “What do you think it is?”


  “I don’t know. Tell me.”


  “Well then,” Yuuko replied after a mischievous pause.


  “I passed the elementary school teacher employment exam!”


  When I heard this, my excitement soared and I said, “Congrats!” and returned the congratulations.


  “That’s great, even though I hear it’s difficult.”


  “Yes. I was lucky.”


  “Because you worked so hard.”


  When I said this, she looked embarrassed and laughed ehehe.


  “It remains to be determined which school I will be assigned to, though. At any rate, I, too, have taken a step forward in my career path.”


  “Let’s celebrate next time. Let me know later when you’re available.”


  “Yes, I know. —Where are you right now?”


  “On the way home from university. I’m currently on my way to the station.”


  “I see. Well, I’ll hang up for now.”


  “Okay. Really, I’m glad you were able to pass. Congrats.”


  “Thank you,” Yuuko said, and hung up the phone.


  On my way home, I walked alone, then entered the station closest to the university, joined the crowd, and waited for the train. A warm sensation flooded my chest as I thought Yuuko was about to accomplish her old dream. When I was in elementary school, I had a young, beautiful teacher. The teacher was popular with both boys and girls since she was in tune with our senses and was well-versed in current games and music topics. Yuuko is going to be that type of teacher. I, too, hoped to see her in the near future. At the same time, I wanted to get a job and be self-sufficient as soon as possible.


  I never regretted my decision to go graduate school, but when I imagined Yuuko teaching at an elementary school, I felt impatient, as if I were falling behind the majority of people my age who were finding employment after graduating from college throughout the world.


  In the midst of the crowd, I let out a little breath. All I have to do now is be a good enough researcher to make up for the years of delay. Like Fukuhara-sensei. With this in mind, I was able to overcome the frustration and sense of inadequacy that had begun to develop inside me. An announcement was made, a noise was heard, and a train pulled onto the platform. I stood at the doorway, looking out the window at the night sight.


  ◇


  

  Yuuko’s celebration fell on a Sunday in mid-November, when our schedules matched. We met at our destination station in Tokyo in the evening, went about the city for a little, and then had dinner together at a restaurant that was a little fancier than where we generally dine together.


  I had some money saved up from my part-time job as a junior high school tutor, which I continued until my third year of university, as well as from my university part-time jobs as a laboratory assistant and test proctor. Yuuko offered to pay half the rent, but out of sheer male stubbornness, I politely refused.


  Yuuko smiled as she told me about her recent experiences, such as “I was allowed to teach the brass band,” “I made a drastic mistake when I accompanied the piano in class, and they laughed at me,” and “I was in danger of losing my credits for the first semester because I spent so much time studying for the employment exam this year,” among other things. Yuuko had not been very lively since her grandmother passed away, most likely owing to her hectic schedule, but on this day, she was back to her previous self, a cheerful girl who smiles a lot.


  We strolled around the city again after leaving the restaurant. It was November, and the temperature was steadily dropping, with the evenings becoming significantly colder. Yuuko was dressed with a coat and scarf. She went around, shrugging her shoulders, and jokingly said, “Give me your hand for a minute,” shaking mine. Her hands were somewhat colder than mine. I could feel the heat passing from my hand to hers after a bit, and they were soon about the same temperature. She continued then,


  “Speaking of which,” and then she started walking and talking. “Recently, I’ve been dreaming about you a lot again.”


  “Eh? As a child?”


  “Yes. Like now, like today, we went out together and had conversations. So I guess it’s just a normal dream, not a weird one like before.”


  “Maybe. I sometimes dream about you, too.”


  “What kind?”


  “Same for me. An ordinary dream. Ah, but there was an interesting one once. You coming to visit our lab. I was talking with a female student named Kobayashi-san.”


  “Ah, Kobayashi-san. She came to my house the other day.”


  Sensei once invited me, Kobayashi-san, and subsequently Asano to his house for dinner when I entered fourth grade. Yuuko came out of her room just to say hello. In fact, I told them both at the time that I was dating Yuuko. “It’s amazing that you’re dating your Sensei’s daughter,” Asano commented, and Kobayashi-san gave me a suspicious look, so I explained that we had been friends before I discovered Fukuhara-sensei was Yuuko’s father.


  Yuuko and I spent some time around the department stores and bookstores in front of the station before catching the train back to Ikebukuro about 9:00 P.M. We sat as there were only two seats available side by side. Then, Yuuko was bobbing her head, cockily.


  “Yuuko?”


  When I called out to her, she lifted her head and said shyly, “Did I just fall asleep?”


  “No, I don’t know.”


  “Sorry.” she said.


  “Lately, I’ve been feeling somewhat sleepy.”


  “Lack of sleep?”


  “I don’t think that’s true. In fact, I should be getting more sleep because I go to bed sooner at night.”


  “I wonder why. Maybe it’s the change of season.”


  “Maybe.”


  After a few moments of such conversation, she tilted her head again.


  When I turned to look at her, I noticed her face nearby, and her slightly open lips, coated in red lipstick, seemed so glamorous that I wanted to kiss them. But with so many people on board, I fought the temptation and returned my attention to the front. I wonder if she was relieved and distracted by the results of the teacher employment exam. I’ve watched her go through a lot of challenges while teaching and studying for the employment exam. Even though she was presumably still hurting from the loss of her grandma, Yuuko was making great strides toward her aspirations.


  So I’m glad she’ll be an elementary school teacher in the spring (though it hasn’t yet determined where she’ll be assigned). She’ll be venturing back into the unknown from now on. I figured I’d try my best in my studies and research as well, so I wouldn’t lose.


  “Good job”, I said quietly in Yuuko’s ear as she rested her head on my right shoulder.


  ◇


  “Nakayama-kun.”


  That’s what she said to me, and I woke up.


  “Yuuko…?”


  From my mouth, I was vaguely aware in my foggy mind that the words had leaked out of my mouth.


  “Eh? What? Did you say something?”


  A puzzled voice came back. The haze lifted from my open eyes and I rapidly regained consciousness, realizing that the person standing beside me was Kobayashi-san.


  “—Ugh, I was sleeping like a log.”


  “Were you dreaming about her?”


  “It seems that way.”


  When I replied, Kobayashi-san let out a sigh of exasperation.


  I got up, wiped my eyes, and brushed my undoubtedly messy hair. My back hurts, as if I’d been pushed up against a desk for an extended period of time. My head was also a touch heavy, and I was suffering from a mild migraine-like sensation in my temples. I looked around and realized that Kobayashi-san was the only other person in the lab besides myself. Outside, it’s already dark. The laboratory’s overhead light was flashing, and the window glass mirrored the room thinly, like a mirror.


  “What about the others?”


  “Asano and some of the other seniors are having dinner at the school cafeteria. The others are in their living rooms.”


  “I see…”


  I stretched once and turned my head to the left and right, ignoring the ache in my lower back. With a creak, the spine creaked. “Ouch,” I said as a voice came out of my mouth.


  “Are you in bad shape? You look like you’ve been asleep for a long time…”


  “Nah, I’m fine. I was asleep before I knew what was going on.”


  I looked at the wall clock in the lab. It was a little after 6:30 PM.


  How long have I really been asleep? I traced my memory of today.


  I remember coming at the university as usual in the morning, doing some independent study for graduate school admission, then eating my usual fried bread for lunch, and then, in preparation for next week’s seminar, I began translating an assigned paper, circling some unfamiliar technical terms with a red pen and picking them up to look up later. The sun was still shining at the time. But I have no memory of everything that happened between then and now. The printed paper and the red ballpoint pen were pushed away to a corner on my desk.


  “How long have I been asleep?”


  “Who knows. I got here today about a little after three o’clock, and by then you were already plopped down at the desk.”


  “You could have woken me up earlier.”


  “I thought you might be tired. —It’s getting close to the time to submit our thesis, and we’re all at a point in our lives where we’re getting tired… I’ve been feeling kind of sleepy lately too. And some of the seniors in the living room were sitting up and sleeping.”


  Kobayashi-san gave a small sigh, covering her mouth, and slung her bag back over her shoulder. She was wearing a gray jacket and a scarf.


  I was still pressing my fingers on my aching lower back.


  “Are you leaving already?” I asked.


  “Yes. I have a part-time job after this.”


  Kobayashi-san then placed a stack of papers with English sentences on my desk.


  “These Papers that may be helpful in your research. I’ve printed out a copy for you, so you have until Monday to read it.”


  “Ah, sorry, and thanks.”


  She then turned on her heel, flopped down her slippers, changed into her boots at the shoe box at the lab entryway, muttered “Bye” to me again near the door, and went out of the lab. I grew less drowsy while I talked with Kobayashi-san, although my brain was still a little foggy. I grabbed my wallet, buttoned up my hoodie to the neck, and went to the vending machine immediately outside the research building, figuring I’d get a cup of coffee or something.


  I picked up the can of coffee that had fallen with a clatter and sat down on a bench set up near the vending machine.


  I opened the pull tab, sipped unsweetened coffee in the cool night air, and exhaled a sigh of relief. The fragrance of coffee and the bitter taste on my tongue caused me to twitch and awake from my sleep. I spotted many groups of students wandering around campus laughing loudly, as well as a street dance circle dancing in a campus corner with music playing. Saturday came along, and I had planned to see Yuuko at midday. I received a message from Yuuko while I was getting ready for work after breakfast.


  “Sorry, but can I have today’s date another time?”


  “It’s okay but, what happened?”


  “I’m not feeling well, like I’m not going to be able to get out of bed. Sorry.”


  “I understand. I’m fine over here, so don’t worry about it and get some rest. Take care of yourself.”


  I sent that reply and changed my clothes back into my loungewear.


  “Are you feeling okay? PS: If it’s too bad, you don’t have to respond.”


  But after a while, no reply came.


  I was in bed reading a book when I fell asleep again, and the next time I woke up was the next day, about 12:00 P.M. on a Sunday. I hadn’t slept that much since I was in junior and senior high school and was fatigued from club activities. But it did help to alleviate some of the tiredness that has been bothering me lately. I got out of bed, dressed, and prepared to go to the university as I had no plans for the day. I decided to eat lunch and go to the laboratory in the afternoon to continue working on my thesis.


  I ate, then rode the train to the lab. Despite the fact that it was a Sunday, few students were wandering about campus, and several of the rooms in the research building had their lights turned on. There were also other graduate students working on computers and reading papers in the Fukuhara Lab. I greeted the seniors and walked to my living room to review the paper that Kobayashi-san had given me before beginning to summarize the experimental results thus far.


  I was preparing to leave after four hours of focused work when I received a call on my smartphone shortly after 6:00 P.M. Yuuko’s phone number was displayed there. I was happy to see that she was feeling better, and as I walked out of the lab and tapped the call symbol, I heard a voice say, “Yukinari-kun?” It sounded like Yuuko’s voice, but I realized it wasn’t her right away. It was her mother who called.


  “Yes. Nakayama here.”


  I had a bad feeling about this strange occurrence, her mother calling me through Yuuko’s mobile. I said, “Wait a minute,” and went down the stairs and out of the physical research building since my voice was echoing in the hallway. It was cold outside after the sun had set in November, and my breath drifted white in the light of the outside lighting scattered across the dark campus.


  “Is something wrong?”


  I asked, feeling my heart rate rising, and she replied in a slow tone.


  “It’s about Yuuko. She has been in the hospital since around noon today.”


  “What? At the hospital? Was she feeling that bad?”


  There was a little silence when I posed that question, shocked. That little pause exacerbated my nervousness to the point that I couldn’t keep it in check.


  “She is unconscious right now.”


  I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. My thoughts ground to a standstill, and my mind went blank. Only questioning words came out of my mouth.


  “Why? What on earth is wrong with her?”


  My voice was trembling as I said this.


  “Um, I’m sorry I startled you.”


  “Is she okay?”


  I asked the question again, relishing the sensation that my heart was about to burst. I hoped and prayed that she would be okay when I said it.


  She then replied.


  “Ehh, she’s fine, but the doctors aren’t sure why she’s unconscious.”


  “Hah?”


  Her response made me sound like a moron. I quickly apologized for being impolite and said, “Excuse me,” I said before asking, “Where is the hospital? Can I come right now?”


  ◇


  “They did a lot of tests and they said there was nothing wrong with her body.”


  I rushed out of the laboratory and got to the hospital in Toshima Ward, as I had been told over the phone, to find the aunt still in her hospital room.


  When asked what had happened, she explained that Yuuko had not gone down to the living room since yesterday, and when the anxious aunt went into her room in the morning, she saw Yuuko laying on her bed. She assumed she was simply sleeping, but she didn’t wake up even after Yuuko’s mother called out to her and tapped her, so she quickly called an ambulance. I’ve heard Fukuhara-sensei is here as well, but he’s now in another room listening to the doctor’s detailed explanation.


  “They also looked into the brain, but they could not find any results that indicated any particular disease in this area either. The doctor said it’s almost like being in a deep sleep…”


  “Deep sleep…?”


  I repeated Yuuko’s mother’s words, simultaneously relieved that “there is nothing unusual” and worried that Yuuko had lost consciousness despite the fact that I didn’t know why.


  “I wonder what’s going on,” she said in a worried, troubled voice.


  Yuuko lay on the bed with an IV drip hooked to her arm and a thin pad showing from her temple to her brow. I wondered if it was an electroencephalograph.


  “Yuuko.” As she closed her eyes, I called out to her. There was no reaction. I can hear her sleepy breathing. She doesn’t even appear to be in pain. It was truly like being “asleep.” She looked like she’s about to open her eyes and get up any minute now.


  I called out her name again, this time clasping her hands.


  “Yuuko, it’s Yukinari-kun.” Yuuko’s mother said. At that moment, I felt her eyelids twitch. Then I looked closely at her face for a while, and her eyelids kept moving, albeit faintly.


  “It’s kind of moving a little bit.”


  “Every hour or two, it goes like this. The doctor said it was characteristic of the REM sleep phase. Also, she turns over every once in a while.”


  “Anyway, … It’s not like she’s going to die or anything, right?”


  My throat was parched when I asked her this.


  “Um… But they don’t know how long this is going to last, and they still don’t know what caused it or how to deal with it.”


  “What is this IV drip?”


  I said, looking at the IV bag hanging from a metal pole by the bed.


  “For vitamins, glucose, and so on. The way things are going right now, she’s not getting the nutrition she needs.”


  “I see…”


  I sat silently in my pipe chair, confident that it was not a drug of any kind, when I heard footsteps coming. The drapes were then drawn open. It was Fukuhara-sensei.


  “Nakayama-kun,” as soon as he noticed me, he said.


  “You came.”


  “I used Yuuko’s cell phone to make the call.  I didn’t know how to contact him.” She said to Sensei.


  “What do you think of the doctor’s words?”


  When I asked him about it while suppressing my impatience, he tilted his head with a bitter look on his face.


  “No, I just can’t seem to get to the point. I don’t know if we can call it sleep because it doesn’t awaken when externally stimulated, but the data on brain activity so far suggests that she was only asleep. They are sure that something is going on in the brain, but they can’t say what it is until they do more detailed tests.”


  “I see…”


  “It’s late today, Nakayama-kun, so you should go home. Yuuko shouldn’t be able to do anything about it for the time being.”


  I rose from my seat and, before leaving, I gently caressed Yuuko’s hand and murmured quietly, “I’ll be back.” There was no reaction, and she was sleeping peacefully and quietly, watched over by her parents.


  ◇


  

  I wandered home that day and didn’t get to sleep until late at night. When I thought about Yuuko in her hospital bed, I felt a sharp pain in my chest. I spent the whole night like that, ultimately falling asleep near daybreak, and when I woke up, it was practically noon.


  In the washroom, I noticed my face was pallid and devoid of strength. In fact, Yuuko’s sleeping face, which was sleeping in her hospital room the day before, was much healthier. Of course, my mother was already at work, and the home was silent. I showered, changed my clothes, and went to the lab.


  I was worried about Yuuko, but Yuuko’s mother assured me that she would stay with her and would contact me if anything went wrong. I spent the rest of the day in the lab working on my thesis until the evening, and on my way home from university, I went by the hospital. Yuuko was still sleeping soundly. They did another brain scan today and examined the EEG and brain activity data acquired over the previous day, but they still don’t know what’s causing the problem.


  However, collecting and analyzing brain activity resulted in two discoveries.


  Yuuko’s mother was being informed by the doctor near Yuuko’s bed, and I could hear it too because I was nearby. Doctors say the brain is active even while sleeping, but in Yuuko’s case, the length of REM sleep is fairly long, and activity in the hippocampus and temporal lobe at that period is more active than in normal people. Another factor is that the duration spent in deepest sleep, known as slow-wave sleep, is protracted, and while this time generally shortens as one approaches consciousness, this is not the case at this moment. These might be indicators of anything, so he’ll see a sleep specialist soon.


  The doctor also stated that there has been no change in her health thus far, but he is unsure what would happen if she does not wake up for a long period of time. She was worried, and I wasn’t too worried, but it was difficult to imagine Yuuko, who was sleeping so colorfully and peacefully, being in danger, at least some of the time. I wished I could stay at her side forever, but I only had a month before I had to submit my thesis, and I was in the thick of final preparations. If I were to take time off, it would be a problem for my two co-researchers.


  I told myself it would be okay, and I went about my daily routine.


  On that particular day, I had to simulate the quantum mechanical behavior induced by the materials we were experimenting with in a range of methods. Kobayashi-san and Asano were busy with other things, so I was working alone, connected to the university’s D-F quantum computer. Toward the end, my computer’s email application notified me that I had received one new email.


  After completing my tasks, I disconnected from the D-F quantum computer and opened my email application.


  From:y.nakayama@tiast.phys.jp


  Subject:About our world and what is happening to Fukuhara Yuuko


  When I saw the email, I couldn’t believe my eyes for a second.


  The sender’s address, y.nakayama@tiast.phys.jp, was unmistakably the email address I had received from the university. The account is the name of the student, tiast in the domain part stands for the name of the university, Tokyo Institute of Advanced Science and Technology, and phys is an abbreviation for the Department of Physics.


  There was a lot of text in the email, and there were a bunch of files attached. I couldn’t keep up with what was going on, so I started reading the email anyhow.


  And from that first sentence, I was taken aback.


  “I am Yukinari Nakayama, who exists in a parallel world that is extremely close to yours.”


  I could not believe it.


  It was so ridiculous that I wasn’t even upset. “Huh?” I murmured, my voice wobbling. However, as I read the contents of that email, I felt a great sense of uncertainty and an extreme feeling of uneasiness, almost like fear, from deep beneath my body. The more I read, the stronger it grew, and the more I remembered the reasoning contained therein, as well as the “The phenomena of sharing unknown memories” that had been happening to Yuuko and me for a long time, the less I suspected it was a prank. After making sure that all of the senior graduate students in the lab were far away from me, I read the rest of that long email.


  “This information may be useful if Yuuko in your world is also suffering from consciousness disorders. It is with that motive that I send this email to you.” The body of the e-mail, which began with the statement like First and foremost, Yuuko has collapsed and is suffering from consciousness disorder in the world of the sender of this email, and a hypothetical explanation of the cause of the collapse were written. I was bewildered, but I kept reading the email. To summarize the email’s contents, it reads as follows.


  It has long been theorized by physicists that there are minute organs in the human brain that are capable of quantum phenomena of some kind. In the universe with human beings who have identical biological conditions, especially in the “Married  World” where they are compatible with each other. The theory was that there could theoretically be a case of very strong information interference between those same people, and that perhaps this phenomenon could have caused Yuuko’s disorientation.


  It also summarized the gist of the logic behind the fact that emails could be sent from parallel worlds.


  Typically, the countless worlds envisioned in the many-worlds interpretation do not influence one another, but instead produce their own coherent history. In the “Married World,” however, when certain circumstances are satisfied, quantum-level interference can occur, and it appears that the environment inside a D-F quantum computer is amenable to such interference. In summary, when a quantum containing information interferes with a quantum in a paired relationship in a “Married World” through a D-F quantum computer at the appropriate frequency and under the right conditions, the information is transmitted to the other world.


  I opened the attachment after downloading it. There were numerous papers and documents labeled in Japanese and English, but the first one that drew my attention was a schematic of two lines, swirling and loosely interconnecting, which drew my attention immediately.


  


  DOCUMENT 1 “An overview of the world of the marginalized and this information and communication.”


  Created By: Yukinari Nakayama.


  “These two worlds are interconnected in such a manner that if any of them undergoes a significant shift in direction, the other world will follow suit. Please see it as a metaphor for the fact that forces in the other world are also moving in that way. It’s hard to tell how similar our realities are since that’s unprovable at this juncture, but the physical constants and other physical circumstances should be in perfect concordance. Although macro events and history, which is the accumulation of such events, are not synonymous, they tend to evolve in a similar manner. 


  This is not a precise representation or description, but it is a general approximation of your and my worlds as they are perceived in our world. The two lines (worlds) that make up this spiral move closer and further apart, and as the lines move closer together, there is a tremendous amount of information interference. 


  About ten years ago, our worlds began to interfere with each other quite strongly, and the peak of this interference was in the fall of 2030. Shohei Fukuhara-sensei estimates that direct communication, such as sending emails, will not be possible for another three months at the most using a D-F quantum computer. After that, the distance between our worlds will widen again, making information interference between worlds weaker and information interchange between our worlds impossible. Please reference Fukuhara-sensei’s work on pages 12 through 25 in Reference 23 for more background on this viewpoint. The predicted duration of the interval before returning to a strong interference status is undetermined.  According to the professor, this is one of the most contentious issues among physicists working in this domain, with a wide variety of viewpoints among different hypotheses spanning hundreds to thousands of years, or perhaps 100 million years. And the controversy over which of them is legitimate has yet to be determined.


  Moreover, even in the current situation where the world is moving closer together, information communication using a D-F quantum computer will not always be successful. I am going to send this email to you many times because Sensei says that many conditions must be perfectly aligned at exactly the right time for the communication to be successful in its entirety without any information being lost at all. I hope you have received this warning/information at least once.”


  


  In his paper, Fukuhara-sensei recently mentioned something similar regarding this theory. He briefly conveyed it to me at a session last fall, when I had just joined the lab. After stating that there is no way to objectively validate the existence of such a framework, he drew two spirals on the whiteboard and wrote “Coupled world” next to them, saying, “If we think in this hypothetical model, many of the possibilities that Fujisawa and I have been making make sense.”


  Sensei spoke about two worlds that develop as they move apart, come closer together, and interweave with one other, and even among the myriad universes, they are quite similar, each with a separate history, but they come closer and further apart, as if there are forces at work pulling them together.


  I could understand most of what I wrote in the other world. However, after skimming through the other accompanying documents, I realized that neither the volume nor the level of the information was very legible for me, a fourth-year undergraduate who had just recently begun training to read academic journal articles in English.


  I thought that I might be losing my mind due to the troubles I was going through with Yuuko, but the smell of the slightly dusty laboratory, the documents Nakajima-senpai left out, the cactus on Kobayashi-san’s desk, the voices of the senior graduate students, and various other things conveyed to me a vast amount of information about this world that I could neither dream nor recreate in my dreams, told me that this was not a dream or illusion, but a raw, sane reality. For lunch, I ate fried bread that I bought at the purchase store. I should have that receipt in my wallet. This is the most recent time in this world with a consistent history that has continued since the beginning of this universe.


  This is reality.


  After calming myself down, I got up from my seat and made an extension call to Fukuhara-sensei’s office on the phone installed in the laboratory.


  ◇


  I grabbed my laptop and dashed to Fukuhara-sensei after confirming on the extension line that the Sensei was there.


  Fukuhara-sensei looked over the e-mail and attachments I showed him and said, “I can’t believe it…”


  “But, it wouldn’t be a prank. It’s absurd to create such a large amount of specialized data for a prank…”


  “I, too, believe that this communication of information from the Married World is a real thing that happened.”


  Sensei turned to me and I continued my story.


  “Sensei, did you ever ask Yuuko how she met me?”


  “No… Never heard of it, come to think of it…”


  “We had a common, unremembered memory.”


  “Eh? What did you say?”


  Sensei asked back with a suspicious look on his face.


  I told him that we had memories that I and Yuuko were not supposed to know, that I met her, and that the subsequent “collecting fragments of memories” confirmed that we shared “unknown memories.” Sensei’s demeanor became solemn as the story progressed. Although I had a hunch when I read this email, the “usual memory” that Yuuko and I had in common was probably the result of quantum interference within the micro-intracerebral in her brain, which mixed up her memories of herself in the “Married World.”


  This reasoning is analogous to the logic of information transmission between parallel worlds by a D-F quantum computer, which I described on the other side of the world. Perhaps a behavior comparable to what the D-F method quantum computer is accomplishing is occurring within the brain’s micro-intracerebral domain. I pointed to the content and informed the teacher as well. Sensei then read the section of my laptop screen where I recounted what would have occurred to Yuuko in the other world, put his hand over his mouth, and stared carefully.


  “But if that’s the case, why is only Yuuko disoriented…?”


  “Um, it’s just an idea I had…”


  “Talk to me.”


  Sensei turned to me and said, I spoke my hypothesis slowly, clearing my head.


  “If those micro-intracerebral cells in the brain are like receivers that pick up information from parallel worlds, Yuuko must be very sensitive to them. Even when we met a long time ago and were discussing the ‘unknown memories,’ she recalled far more than I did. So, at some point in the recent past, when the ‘Married World’ was considerably closer, she was probably more influenced than other humans. It was as though too much information poured in at once and her brain froze…”


  “Hmm…”


  Sensei pondered for a while, then scratched his head in frustration and said, “Can I get all the data and papers in this email?”


  “Yes, of course.”


  “This could be a hint to wake up Yuuko.”


  Then Sensei took a breath once, looked me in the eye and said.


  “Nakayama-kun, please keep this matter confidential for the time being. At least until Yuuko recovers.”


  “Yes.” I nodded.


  I was too concerned to think about it before, but now that I think about it, this is more than just an odd occurrence; it’s a “historical event.” The world would be in uproar if a distinguished researcher like Fukuhara-sensei publicly announced that he had received an email from another world. People’s attention may also be directed to Yuuko, who is hospitalized. I considered forwarding the email to Sensei’s address, but then chose to give the data offline to avoid any information leakage. I then copied the data to Sensei’s PC from a little memory device I use for research.


  “From Coupledworld 1” was the folder name for all of the data. As I worked on it, a shiver ran down my spine. The sensation that I was now a witness to a historical event was intensifying, and I was getting an incomprehensible sense of unease. Fukuhara-sensei stood up and patted my shoulder. Once I finished the work, I took out the memory card, and placed it firmly in my pocket so I wouldn’t lose it.


  “You want a cup of coffee?”


  I wonder if I looked very impatient. Then Sensei said to me, “Don’t worry, we’ll manage. Even Yuuko is not in any danger at the moment.” The coffee maker made a coping, soft sound. 


  “Sit down.”


  I sat on the couch, as Sensei signaled with his gaze. Soon after, he offered me a mug of coffee and said, “Here you go.” My palm felt warm as it touched the cup, and it smelled amazing. Then I noticed my fingertips had turned ice cold. Sensei also moved the data I’d saved on his computer to his own tablet device and sat down on the couch across from me with it. Sensei sipped two sips of coffee, murmured, “Well,” and started using the tablet, crossing his legs and running his gaze over the screen.


  “The D-F quantum computers of that world, they are quite a bit more advanced than what we’ve been building…  There’s a little bit of tinkering that needs to be done to send information from here to there…”


  Sensei studied the information attentively, nodding his head, tilting his head, and murmured to himself in a tiny voice. It was Sensei’s ordinary look, which I saw frequently in the laboratory. Nothing compares to when he’s reading a paper and a senior graduate student asks for his opinion.


  I was so scared to be involved in this “historic event” yet the figure in front of me tried his very best to fight this, and the sight of him was so, so encouraging. I squeezed my cold hands. It’s Yuuko, not me, who is in danger. I figured I’d do what I could to help her as she collapsed in the midst of all this insanity.
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  Chapter 4


  Sensei spent the following few days reading without going home, and he appeared to understand what was going on in the world now.


  Then we started working on creating our D-F quantum computer capable of transmitting data to the other side of the world. The reason for this was to avoid the possibility of not being able to make contact with the other side if there was another development in the matter and we needed to contact them. Five people, including me, worked on the project with the help of Komada-senpai, Matsumoto-senpai, and Nagasawa-sensei.


  When Komada-senpai, a second-year PhD student and student leader, Matsumoto-senpai, a first-year doctorate student, and Associate Professor Nagasawa became aware of the situation, we passed on some of the information and materials provided by the e-mail. I called them to Fukuhara-sensei’s office and detailed the sequence of events. When they learned that they could communicate with a parallel world, all three were taken aback, but as they listened to the teacher’s detailed explanation, their emotions became solemn.


  If we told too many people, the chance of information being leaked would grow, but Sensei determined that it was more vital to persuade the three of them to collaborate and work together as soon as possible.


  “For the time being, I would like to ask you to keep information on this matter at least within this laboratory. I’m sorry to say that this is information that could confuse the public, as this is a personal matter concerning my daughter who is in a state of unconsciousness…”


  All three nodded at Sensei’s words.


  I worked on my graduation research during the day, improved the D-F quantum computer with my Senpais and Senseis in the evening, read neuroscience and neuromedicine books in my spare time, and browsed the Internet for articles in those fields until midnight when I got home, looking for any hints to help Yuuko recover from her unconsciousness. After roughly 10 days of such labor, I came upon a paper written by a guy named Alan Burley. The article raised the possibility that a quantum phenomenon was taking place in the brain’s micro-intracerebral cells, known as EP organs, and that this was influencing consciousness and memory.


  The phenomenon in which information from parallel worlds interfered with our parallel selves in our brains was called the “Quantum Brain Effects Hypothesis” by Sensei and I, and his “EP Organ Hypothesis” was analogous. I subsequently sent him an email. I composed and sent an email in which I revealed my identity, acknowledged my interest in the “EP Organ Hypothesis,” and asked if I could speak with him for a few minutes about it.


  The response, which arrived half a day later, questioned the specifics of the appointment and said that he was scheduled to visit Japan for a conference in mid-December, approximately a week from now, and that we could speak with him personally then if necessary. I went to the Sensei’s office, gave him the document I had printed off on Alan Burley’s “EP Organ Hypothesis,” and said, “I was wondering if I might ask him for his view on this entire series of events?” After looking over the paper, Sensei said, “It certainly looks just like the ‘Quantum Brain Effects Hypothesis.’ I’m surprised you found it.”


  “If I were to meet this Alan Burley in person, may I ask Kobayashi-san to help me?”


  “Kobayashi-san?”


  “Yes. She speaks fluent English, so I thought I’d ask her to come with me as an interpreter. If we get into a technical discussion, we may not be able to communicate well… I’ll tell her what’s going on, if you allow me to.”


  “Okay. But wait a minute to make an appointment. Later, I will try to contact this Alan Burley guy personally. And we have to be sure he is someone we can trust. If he promises to keep the secret, I will explain Yuuko to him then.”


  “I understand.”


  I nodded and returned to the laboratory, where I called Kobayashi-san to accompany me to the Welfare building. It was now after 6:00 P.M., and there were only a few students in the welfare building, which was usually crowded throughout the day. We sat in a quiet part of the lounge, I grabbed two coffees from the vending machine, and we started conversing. I got a similar response when I spoke with Nagasawa-sensei and the others. She was taken aback at first and said, “What a joke!” But when I gave her the documents and described everything in detail, she became silent, like she had with the others, and calmly listened to me to the end.


  “Why did you keep such valuable information from us?”


  “Sorry. I didn’t mean to deceive the people in the lab, but information is classified.”


  “… I see. That’s right. It’s kind of upsetting to me that they thought I was out of strength.”


  “Sorry,” I apologized once more.


  “It’s not that, and I’m sure that Sensei trusts Kobayashi-san and the others. But it was something that would affect Yuuko, who was in the hospital.”


  “I’ll not tell anyone else, don’t worry. I would be happy to help your girlfriend, Sensei’s daughter, if it would help her.”


  Kobayashi-san told me so.


  “Thanks.”


  “For the time being, I’ll need Asano-kun to compile the experimental data of the graduation project for us on his own.”


  She said this jokingly, sipped the last of her coffee, and sat up.


  “Get back to the lab as soon as possible and do some prep work. In the meantime, I need to get that Alan Burley guy’s paper and the basic terminology used in brain science in my head.”


  I then returned to the lab and handed the data of Alan Burley’s paper I had downloaded to Kobayashi-san.


  ◇


  “Nakayama, let’s go to the cafeteria for a meal. Is Kobayashi-san coming too?”


  Three days later, in the evening, Asano, who was sitting next to me in the living room compiling research data, said. It was soon after 6:00 P.M., It was now dark outside, and the senior graduate students were getting ready to go out to eat.


  “I bought bread, so it’s fine.” as she, who was sitting a little away from us at her computer, shook her head.


  “Roger.” Asano responded. Asano and I left the Physics Research Building and went to the cafeteria on the first floor of the Welfare Building after I put on my jacket and grabbed my wallet. Dinner is less packed than lunch, and there are plenty of seats available. I ordered the curry set meal, and Asano chose the croquet set meal, and we sat beside the window. I could see the buildings on campus with the lights turned out and people heading home, hunched in the cold, through the window. As Asano and I were chatting and eating together, he suddenly asked me this question.


  “You and Kobayashi-san have been reading books that don’t seem to have anything to do with research for the past few days. Is that what you study when you go to graduate school?”


  A little flustered by the unexpected question, I answered, trying as much as possible not to show it.


  “Recently, Sensei has started work on improving the D-F quantum computer, and we, too, have been working on something related to that…”


  “Really? Brain science and the like?”


  “Un…”


  “Well, never mind. It sounds like the higher education group has a lot to learn as well.”


  Asano said this while drinking the soup that came with the set meal. Sorry, I mumbled, inwardly apologizing to Asano for not telling him the truth, and put the last of the curry into my mouth. Then Asano stood up and handed me two cups of hot tea from the automatic server.


  “Want some tea? Then shall we go back?”


  “Yes. Oh, I’ll stop by the store on my way home. Since I want to buy a drink to make me less sleepy.”


  “Ahh, I’ll go with you then. By the way, are you going to stay late again today?”


  “Maybe.”


  “Seriously ? Don’t push yourself too hard.” He said.


  After eating and shopping, I went to the Physics Research Building to find the third-year students just exiting their labs.


  “Pardon me for leaving.” I returned their greetings as we passed each other on our way into the lobby. We worked on each of them for a little longer before shutting down the computer, greeting those who remained, and leaving the lobby about eight o’clock. Just then, Kobayashi-san rose from her seat and said, “Nakayama-kun, I think it’s time to begin.”


  I nodded, and we moved to a larger desk in the lab where we could lay out a great deal of information. I began reading papers and books in preparation for my conversation with Mr. Burley. Kobayashi-san placed a blanket over her lap and buttoned up the gray parka she was wearing to her neck, maybe because she had become cold on the way there. Then Matsumoto-senpai entered the lab, came to a halt in front of us, and asked, “What are you reading?” She’s dressed in a cozy sweater, spectacles, with her hair in a ponytail.


  I looked up from my paper and answered.


  “I’m going to meet with a scholar who is conducting a study on a phenomena that is quite similar to the ‘Quantum Brain Effects Hypothesis.’ highlighted in the email the other day, so I’m preparing myself to have at least a basic understanding of the subject.”


  Matsumoto-senpai glanced at Kobayashi-san and said, “So, you told Kobayashi-san”


  “I heard,” Kobayashi-san replied, stopping her work. Then Matsumoto-senpai told her, “It surprised me.”


  “Yes. I was amazed. I honestly thought it was just a fictional thing that was created to be consistent with the theory, like parallel worlds, or a fated world, and so on.” Kobayashi-san said.


  Matsumoto-senpai nodded her head in agreement, then turned her head toward me and began to speak.


  “Nakayama-kun, the day before yesterday, you and Komada-san made some improvements, and it seemed to be working well. I just heard that from Nagasawa-sensei.”


  “Is that so? I’m glad. I just did what Komada-senpai told me to do, so I don’t really know what I did.”


  “Ehh? What’s that?” Kobayashi-san said in dismay.


  “No, because I didn’t have any advance preparation, and I didn’t have time for it.”


  “Next time, ask me what you didn’t understand and I’ll make sure you understand. If we’re going to continue the research in graduate school, it will be a positive thing.”


  Matsumoto-senpai also chided me, to which I replied, “Yes.”


  “Well, good luck to you.” Matsumoto-senpai said as she went to the laboratory desk she was using, sat down on the chair with her own cushion on it, and faced the computer monitor


  “So, what kind of work did you do with Komada-senpai?”


  She asked me, her eyes downcast, but with an air of curiosity.


  “We sorted out the mechanism by which the quantum on our side was interacting with the quantum on the parallel world, referring to the data sent from the other side, and created an environment that would make it easier for this to happen in our D-F quantum computer.”


  “I didn’t know that.”


  “No, but I didn’t understood what each of the tasks I was helping him with meant.”


  “Ask them on the spot.”


  “I didn’t want to worry about that, I just wanted to work on it and get it done as soon as possible.”


  “—I see. She’s a higher priority for you, isn’t she?”


  As if teasing me, Kobayashi-san said, “I’m sorry I’m not very perceptive,” and turned her sideways glance at me.


  “… I’ll ask next time.”


  After that, I returned to reading the material. My mind was hazy at this time of day since I had been helping Sensei and completed my thesis earlier in the day. I pushed the lid of the tea to keep me wake I had on hand open in one motion.


  I’ve been so busy lately that I haven’t had much time to see Yuuko. However, according to Yuuko’s mother’s call, she was still the same as before, and she was still sleeping. I thought of her. I wonder what kind of state Yuuko is in now? Is she in a state of total numbness, or is she dreaming?


  ◇


  

  On the appointed day, Kobayashi-san and I went to Tokyo to the hotel where Alan Burley was staying. It was a frigid day, and the air pricked my skin. Christmas was approaching, and the city at night was festooned with a plethora of electric lights and AR ornaments. Our destination hotel was a gigantic building. There were a lot of vehicles coming and going, and there were a lot of foreigners around the entrances and exits.


  There were a lot of people in the meeting place’s foyer, but I quickly spotted Mr. Burley. He was seated on one of the couches positioned around the lobby’s center. He was dressed casually in trousers, a white shirt, and a brown jacket, and he was bigger than his online photo portrayed. His broad shoulders and beard were well-defined, and he appeared more like an actor than a doctor/scientist.


  I approached him and introduced myself as Yukinari Nakayama, whom I had promised to meet today. He turned to face me, stood up from the couch, smiled, and shook my hand. Kobayashi-san shook hands with Mr. Burley as well, greeting him with a crisp pronunciation. He told her something in fast English. Not being able to understand well, I looked at Kobayashi-san and she quickly translated for me.


  “He said he knows Fukuhara-sensei and had received a greeting email from him saying, ‘My students are going to see you, please take care of them’.”


  “Shall we talk at that lounge?”


  Mr. Burley indicated the lounge at the back of the lobby with his hand. We walked over and sat near the window. With indirect illumination, the hot had a sleek and beautiful atmosphere. I removed my jacket and skimmed the beverage menu. There were wines and beverages with names I couldn’t quite grasp, but they were all a world away from the cafés and bars I typically visit.


  Mr. Burley addressed the waiter and ordered a cup of coffee. I instinctively responded in English, “Same one please,” as he led the way, since I was nervous about the unfamiliar atmosphere of the exclusive lounge and my first meeting with Alan Burley, who is reportedly widely renowned in the area of brain science. Kobayashi-san, who had removed her coat and was clothed in a yellow sweater, responded calmly in Japanese, “Hot cocoa,” and giggled slightly when she remarked, “You could have simply used Japanese.” I was embarrassed that she realized that I had been up in the air, but it made me feel a little more relaxed too.


  Mr. Burley asked questions about our research for a long while the drinks arrived. When it came to discussing my field of expertise, I was able to communicate in English. The beverages eventually arrived, and the talk got down to business.


  “Dr. Fukuhara gave me most of the details of the situation via email, but could you please reiterate the details of what you and your team went through during this time?”


  Kobayashi-san so interpreted after Mr. Burley’s words. I no longer pushed myself to speak English, but instead presented the theory of the “Married World” and how information exchange between parallel worlds took place via a D-F quantum computer methodically and step by step. Mr. Burley listened attentively to what I had to say while Kobayashi-san effortlessly translated my words.


  We moved on to the subject of Yuuko’s disorientation after a brief discussion of physics. Then, prefacing my hypothesis with “In layman’s words,” I proposed that Yuuko’s brain had received a vast amount of information from a parallel universe via the EP organ, and that something abnormal had occurred.


  “What are your thoughts?”


  When I asked him about it, he crossed his arms, thought for a while, and then began to talk.


  “It’s an interesting phenomenon. I don’t think your opinion is that far off the mark either. What does the doctor examining her say?”


  “He said there was no surgical abnormality in the brain and that she was in a deep sleep. The slow-wave sleep and REM sleep accounted for a longer than normal percentage of the sleep cycle, and the hippocampus and surrounding areas were considerably more active during REM sleep.”


  I told Mr. Burley what I had heard from Yuuko’s doctor, her mother, and Fukuhara-sensei. In turn, he would ask me questions while I was speaking. The majority of it was technical, and I wasn’t able to respond effectively, but I believe I was able to provide a basic understanding of Yuuko’s present state.


  “What precisely do you believe is going on with her?” I asked after I finished telling everything. He nodded and explained his opinions in response to my question.


  “During sleep, the brain is believed to organize memories. The hippocampus also acts as a temporary storage site for information, and the information held in the hippocampus is assessed to determine if it is needed or extraneous, and the needed information is stored in the cerebral cortex as long-term memory. The hippocampus may be active during REM sleep because this process of memory consolidation is happening quickly in order to process the huge amount of information that is rapidly supplied to the hippocampus. The reason for unconsciousness is, of course, to rest the brain, which is very busy and working hard, but it is also assumed, based on the length of slow-wave sleep, that the brain is not able to process the large amount of information it receives, and therefore, it blocks further input of external stimuli and information.”


  “Is it possible for her to regain consciousness?”


  “It’s difficult to say with the information we have presently. She may wake up one day with better information organization, but the fact that she has been sleeping for almost a month is still worrisome. You’ve done the examinations since then, haven’t you?”


  “Yes. It’s like they’re continuously monitoring her brain activity.”


  Mr. Burley operated his mobile device and began to check something.


  “Let me examine her a little. I would also like to hear directly from your supervising professor, Dr. Fukuhara, and her doctor in charge.”


  “Is that okay?”


  “I will inform my family and employer that my stay in Japan will be extended for a little while.”


  Mr. Burley said as he nodded.


  I bowed my head and thanked him for the offer, then immediately connected Sensei to the phone and relayed the crux of my chat with Mr. Burley to him. Then Sensei requested if he could speak with the person in question, so I passed the phone over to Mr. Burley. He and Sensei chatted for around 10 minutes. Mr. Burley eventually returned my phone.


  “Three days later, he will examine Yuuko. Thank you, Nakayama-kun. Maybe we can figure out something to deal with it.”


  I thanked Mr. Burley again and sat down when I hung up the phone. It was around ten o’clock. Mr. Burley offered to pay for our drinks, although we refused.


  “Be careful on your way home.” He said as we left the lounge and parted ways in the lobby, Mr. Burley shook hands with both of us.


  “Yes. Thank you very much.”


  After thanking him again, Kobayashi-san and I exited the hotel and began heading toward the station.


  “Thanks for doing the interpretation, Kobayashi-san. It was a great help.”


  As we went along the deserted night street, I told her this. I couldn’t have recounted all of those stories on my own. She helped me and was extremely helpful. I knew I had to properly thank her the following time.


  “Yes. I mean, you should practice English conversation more if you are going to graduate school too. You seemed to be doing a pretty good job of listening, but your pronunciation is too subtle.”


  “I’ll try to keep up.” I said with a laugh.


  Then we went into a nearby subway station. We split off here since she and I take different routes. As we parted, Kobayashi told me, “I hope she’ll be saved.”


  “Yes. Thank you.”


  I responded by waving my hand. I received a chat app message from Yuuko’s mother on the train trip home. I took a look inside.


  “Yuuko is sleeping well today with no change in her health. I wonder how long she is going to stay in bed.”


  


  Mr. Burley later paid her a visit at the hospital where Yuuko was being hospitalized. I was unable to attend the discussion with Mr. Burley and the doctors, but I afterwards spoke with Fukuhara-sensei.


  According to the story, Mr. Burley went to the hospital where Yuuko was being treated and, along with Fukuhara-sensei, explained the “EP organ hypothesis” and what was happening to the doctor in charge of Yuuko, avoiding the topic of being able to communicate directly with the parallel world during this time, then examined Yuuko and was also shown a number of data accumulated so far by the doctor in charge. That day, he informed them he needed some time to gather his thoughts and returned to his hotel. He returned to the hospital two days later and stated that he might be able to restore consciousness through memory rarefaction.


  “Memory rarefaction?”


  I had come to see Yuuko, and after Fukuhara-sensei and Mr. Burley completed the discussion with the doctors and described the situation to me and Yuuko’s mother in the common room. I questioned them about it.


  “Yes. It is said that nanomachines have been used for some time to help people suffering from severe traumas to diminish their painful memories, a treatment that has been used for serious patients.”


  Fukuhara-sensei said.


  “Will she ever forget a word?”


  “That’s okay. There are several types of memories, but for now, it seems that only episodic memories with strong emotions can be diluted by this treatment. There do not seem to be any cases in the past of treatment that have had a negative impact on memory about language.”


  To recap the subsequent conversation, the goal of this treatment was to free up space in her brain, which was now being perforated by a tremendous quantity of information, and to assist her in sorting through her memories, which she was doing in a hurry.


  “By what mechanism?”


  I asked Mr. Burley a question in English.


  “The connections between neurons establish and reinforce memories, and these nanomachines attempt to decrease those connections. It also affects only the portion of the brain that is functioning at the time, rather than the complete brain.”


  “Do you need an interpreter?” Sensei said. “No thank you, I understand.” I shook my head and said to Mr. Burley, “Thank you for the explanation.”


  “Mrs. Fukuhara. Do you have any questions?”


  Mr. Burley questioned the lady sitting beside me with slow enunciation this time. She paused for a moment.


  “It’s not like our daughter’s going to forget about us and everything she’s studied? Also, will this treatment cause any adverse effects on her body?”


  “No, it doesn’t. It’s possible that she’ll be confused for a while after waking up, but it’s doubtful that her memories would be completely erased. Since this is the first time it has been used on a patient who has been asleep for a long time, I cannot predict what will happen to her personality and memory integrity once she awakens, but at the very least, this treatment is not directly life-threatening.”


  Mr. Burley’s response was meant to be this. Sensei told her this in a few words.


  Yuuko was noticeably thinner than previously since she had not taken oral nourishment for a month. I wondered what would happen to her if this were to be extended for another month or two.


  “What shall we do? I’ve heard that there’s no chance that she’ll wake up without doing anything, so we can only keep looking at this a little longer, but…”


  “I would prefer it if Yuuko would wake up soon. Even if she forgets a lot of things, the sooner I can live at home with her, the better.”


  Yuuko’s mother quickly chose one of the options that were clearly presented to her.


  “I see.”


  Sensei nodded at her words, then turned to me and asked.


  “What do you think, Nakayama-kun?”


  “I… I’m not in a position to comment on such things to her parents.”


  “It’s okay. Say what you think.”


  For a few seconds, I was deafeningly quiet, thinking long and hard. I considered all of the different possibilities I could envisage, what type of world I wanted to live in, and what choices I would have to make to get there, and then I said,


  “I, like her, favor the choice with the highest possibility of waking her up. After all, I’m not sure what will happen if things remain as they are… You can’t take back what you’ve lost after something has happened.”


  When I finished, Sensei nodded and said,


  “I’m of the same opinion.”


  Sensei then had a long talk with their doctor. It was then agreed to give Yuuko that treatment.


  ◇


  

  A few days later, with the assistance of Associate Professor Nagasawa-senpai, Komada-senpai, and Matsumoto-senpai, I finished improving the D-F quantum computer on campus. Now I should be able to send an email to the world with which I share a border, just as myself on the other side did.


  “Nakayama-kun, I have prepared a document on what we have learned so far in this world. I’m going to send this information to the other side.”


  Fukuhara-sensei called me into his living room and said so.


  “The email from the other side said that the timing has to be right for various conditions to be met for the communication to be successful, but is it still okay?”


  “Perhaps we are already entering a period where the worlds that were approaching each other are now moving apart, and as time goes on, I think our chances of success, albeit slowly, will diminish.”


  “I’d like a copy of the material, too, please. I’ll send it to myself over there, too. The more tries we make, the more likely we are to be successful in sending the information.”


  “Okay. The materials are in this memory.”


  From the small memory device Sensei handed me, I copied the file “To Coupledworld_1,” a compilation of materials on the spot, to my mobile device.


  “Thank you for your hard work.” I told Sensei that I had finished the work I had planned for the time being.


  Sensei carried on with this practice while teaching classes, attending meetings, and performing other duties. He was still napping, his hair was a jumble, and his shirt was crumpled. His normal tensile expression was missing, and he appeared exhausted.


  “At this point, I don’t think we’ll be in communication with them or cooperating with them, but I’ll let them know what we’ve discovered. On the other side of the world, there are those of us who are just as concerned about Yuuko.”


  “—Right. You too, Sensei, get some rest.”


  “I will. Fortunately, I don’t have any more meetings or classes today.”


  He then gave me a tired smile.


  “Thanks for all your hard work, Nakayama-kum. That’s right, I looked over the thesis that was submitted the other day, and it was quite well done. I’m sure you’ve been busy too, with all the help you’ve given me with Yuuko and the quantum computer.”


  “No, I worked out in high school, so I don’t mind pushing myself a little too hard.”


  I said that half-jokingly. To be honest, there have been occasions recently when I had so much to accomplish, aside from helping Sensei, preparing to meet with Mr. Burley, and finishing up my thesis, that I had to stay in the lab at night since I didn’t have time to travel. My entire body hurt as I slept on a bed composed of six lab chairs. But now that those tasks are completed, I have a lot more time on my hands. The only thing left to do is prepare for the graduation research presentation in February.


  “I see. I envy your physical strength.”


  Sensei sat down on the couch and turned his shoulders lazily.


  “Well, I’m going back to the lab. Thank you very much for the materials.”


  I left the office, slightly bowing my head, with words, “Excuse me.” Then, using a computer in the lab that was available, I wrote the e-mail.


  To: y.nakayama@tiast.phys.jp


  Subject: What we have learned in this world about what is happening to Yuuko.


  I summarized the history of what had transpired in our world, what I had discovered thus far, and wrote that if there was a brain scientist identified Alan Burley in the material who espoused the “EP Organ Hypothesis,” please seek his advice. I then attached the material Sensei had prepared, connected it to a D-F quantum computer, and transmitted the identical stuff to my email address over and over again.


  ◇


  I was in the living room of my laboratory on the first day of the new year, eating fried bread for lunch and preparing materials for my graduation research presentation. I was in the process of creating a simple illustration of the research process using illustration software.


  Time: 12:15.


  It had been about two hours since the nanomachines were administered to Yuuko. Mr. Burley is also said to have been there throughout Yuuko’s treatment. The nanomachines used in the treatment are supposed to function on areas of her brain to rarefy her memory before spontaneously disappearing over time. That nanomachine was injected into her body at 10 o’clock in the morning. Yuuko’s mother was there, and she used a chat app to let me know how things were going. According to her, the shots used looked no different from conventional ones. The administration of the nanomachine-containing medicine was to begin with a little quantity to minimize side effects, and if it appeared to be successful, they would monitor for a time, and if no impact was apparent at all, we would try raising the dose slightly.


  “All you do is look at your watch. What’s wrong? Is there something on your mind?”


  Nakajima-senpai, who sat next to me, asked. Today he ate something called “Matcha Ramen.” It wasn’t like the noodles were combined with Matcha or anything, but the soup was made using Matcha. I was curious, but I chose not to react.


  “No, nothing.”


  I didn’t tell Nakajima-senpai what happened to Yuuko or what was going on in this world right now. I shook my head, feeling bad for hiding things. I then went straight from the university to the hospital to check on her after working in the lab until 5:00 P.M., doing practically nothing. She was moved from a large room to a private room before and after the nanomachine administration because several sophisticated sensors would be attached to her body to monitor detailed data, and doctors would routinely visit to check on Yuuko. When I walked in, the doctors were just explaining the data on Yuuko’s brain activity to her mother near the bed, so I listened to them.


  Half a day after the administration, the formerly active hippocampus gradually became less active, and sleep itself got shallower and shallower. Although they did not say everything was okay, I could tell by the way they spoke that the doctors were getting a solid grasp on the situation. She seems relieved to hear the response.


  I knew that even if I went to the lab, I would be unable to concentrate on my work because of Yuuko, so I went to the hospital in the morning, had my laptop computer placed on the desk in the private room, and worked on creating slides for my graduation research presentation using my research content that I had stored in the cloud. Even though it was the coldest time of year, the hospital room was warm. The sound of my laptop keyboard typing resonated in the quiet private room.


  Despite the fact that Yuuko’s doctor had told her that she was prone to arousal, she appeared much the same as before. Sleeping soundly with her eyes closed. I’ve gotten used to seeing her lying in her hospital bed. In my mind, the image of her walking around town, chatting about her impressions of movies and books, grumbling about university and preparing for exams, and confessing her shortcomings with a troubled expression appeared more transient and surreal, like an illusion.


  She lost some weight during this time, but her mother and caregivers regularly took care of her hair, using shampoo and care products to keep her bed dry, so her hair, which she began growing out after high school graduation, remained beautiful. I was there once when they were washing her hair, and her mother said fondly that it reminded her of when Yuuko was still a little girl. When she tried to bathe with her and wash her hair, she laughed and said that Yuuko at that time was not good with water and was very fussy so she washed her hair for her. The caregiver who was working with her seemed to have prior childcare experience, and she shared the same expression as her, saying, “My child was the same way.”


  That evening, it was dusk. Yuuko’s mother had gone home to do her chores at the moment, so I was alone inside Yuuko’s private room. When my concentration on my work was interrupted, I saw that the sun was sinking early. I’d been working hard for about an hour and hadn’t even noticed that the room was growing darker. It was when I finished working that I turned on the dim light in the room.


  Suddenly, I felt a gaze.


  When I looked up from my laptop, I saw Yuuko laying on the bed, her eyes partially open. For a little minute, I mistook myself for staring at the wrong person. But she was unmistakably staring at me.


  “Yuuko?”


  When I called out to her in disbelief, she made a faint movement of her mouth. Yuuko had clearly recognized me. I quickly shut my laptop and walked up to Yuuko’s side. When I looked at the EEG data, which I had already learned how to read, the waveforms presented were alpha waves, brain waves that emerge during arousal.


  “Wait a second, I’ll call the doctor right away.”


  I called the nurse’s number and informed her that Yuuko had awakened and that she should go get her doctor. I also informed Yuuko’s mother, who was scheduled to arrive later that evening, that Yuuko had awoken through the messaging app. The doctor rushed up to Yuuako and asked, “Do you understand the words?” or “Do you know where you are?”. The doctor questioned her, saw her reactions, and examined data from numerous sensors. In the midst of all of this, her mother came to the hospital and repeatedly cried her name. Yuuko extended her hand toward her mother, who took it firmly in hers.


  “She certainly regained her consciousness.”


  The doctor gave us a calming smile and told us so.


  “The treatment seems to have been effective. We can’t let our guard down yet, but anyway, I’m glad she awakened.”


  The doctor then took a few steps back from Yuuko. Instead, her mother approached her.


  “You’ve been asleep for over a month.”


  She who said this had tears in her eyes.


  “Yukinari-kun, you did a lot of hard work for you, too.”


  Yuuko made a slight tilting gesture with her head. I called Sensei and informed him that Yuuko had awakened, rather than her mother, who was crying, either from relief or happiness. Sensei was overjoyed and replied, “I’ll be there as soon as I finish my work,” before hanging up the phone.


  “Yuuko, I was worried about you. Suddenly, you fell asleep.”


  I said, taking her hand in mine, still dazed. They were much thinner, but they were unmistakably Yuuko’s. She shook my hand back. I felt a tug in my chest from the feeble force and the contact of her hand, and slowly, tears welled up in my eyes, which I quickly brushed away with my other hand.


  ◇


  

  When Yuuko went to sleep that night, I wondered if she’d wake up properly the next day after noon, but she did. She was able to say a bit more in the hours that followed that afternoon and evening. As soon as I read the report message from Yuuko’s mother, I left the university and went to see her. She was sitting up on her bed.


  Her consciousness, which was still hazy the day before, seems to have gotten clearer after a day. Yuuko was surprised to learn that she had been sleeping and unconscious for more than a month, according to her mother.


  “Are you feeling okay?”


  She nodded, then cocked her head as if troubled, glanced at me, and closed her eyes as if recalling something. I had a bad feeling about the way she appeared, so I immediately asked her.


  “Yuuko, do you remember me?”


  “I do, but…”


  “What happened?”


  “I felt as if I had been dreaming… for a long time… and my memories were all jumbled up… like an illusion, and they all disappeared so quickly that I don’t know which of them are my real memories.”


  Then Yuuko turned over weakly and pressed her fingers around her temples as if to endure a headache


  “Yuuko, you don’t have to force yourself. You’ve only just regained your consciousness. The doctor also said there might be some temporary confusion right after awakening.”


  I said hurriedly as Yuuko glanced up and murmured, “Yeah…” With an anxious expression on her face, she glanced at me and nodded.


  Yuuko, her mother, and I talked for a while. She told her what had happened while Yuuko was asleep, and she nodded her head as she listened. She also broached the matter before Yuuko’s collapse. But when I told her about my first visit to Yuuko’s house, she looked troubled, so we cut the conversation short. My uneasiness intensified when I saw her reaction and worried how much of her memory had been lost. However, I didn’t want to burden Yuuko, who was on the point of sickness, with too many questions, so I resisted the impulse to ask her what she recalled and how much she remembered, and instead opted to go home before it was too late.


  When I told her to take care of herself, she responded, “Thank you,” and waved as I walked away. Outside the hospital, it was really chilly. My breath was white, and there were numerous stars visible in the clear sky. The chilly air was so pure that even a blink of an eye could be seen. I entered Ikebukuro station, strolled through the crowds, boarded a busy train, and exited at a minor stop. Unable to calm my restless and dissatisfied feelings, I took the long route home and went down the street alone.


  The heavy air that had been stagnant in my chest surged up and out in a sigh as I approached the road Yuuko and I had previously walked on. It floated white in the chilly winter air, but quickly melted and vanished.


  I went home and had dinner with my mother, who had just returned home, after wandering alone for a bit and calming down slightly. I told her at that moment that Yuuko had regained consciousness. I had already informed her that she had lost consciousness and was in the hospital, so when she heard my story, she was relieved.


  “I wonder if it’s okay if I go visit her.”


  “I think her memory is still a bit jumbled, so maybe if you went there now, she wouldn’t know who you are.”


  I said, “Is that so?” my mother asked in a concerned voice.


  “She had a little bit of trouble remembering things today, too.”


  “I see… But anyway, I’m sure her parents are relieved that she’s conscious again.”


  “Yes. They were very, very happy.”


  “You’ve been looking kind of busy lately too, but take care of yourself.”


  “Yes.”


  I agreed with a nod, rinsed the dishes from my finished dinner, and returned to my room. I was feeling down and drowsy, so I didn’t switch on the light and simply fell asleep.


  I felt a familiar loneliness in the darkness. That’s how I felt when I was an adolescent— waking up after experiencing the usual dream—which was probably a puree of my memories of parallel worlds. I was feeling lonely for the first time in many years, as if I had lost something important.


  ◇


  From: y.nakayama@tiast.phys.jp


  Subject: Re:What we have learned in this world about what is happening to Yuuko.


  The next day, I went to the laboratory to continue working on the preparation of my graduation thesis presentation, and received a reply from me on the other side of the world.


  This time, there was no attachment to the email, and the body of the email was a thank-you note to Yuuko for giving information on the treatment. It said that the treatment for memory rarefaction that we had proposed had been carried out on the other side of the world, and that Yuuko’s consciousness had been restored.


  The peak moment of interference, when the world was approaching, has passed, and Sensei’s estimated period of possible information exchange will soon be over. Already, our worlds were supposed to be slowly slipping away from us.


  I was relieved to hear that.


  I didn’t want any more information from a strange world flooding our brains. Even if I disregard the fact that I met and became friends with Yuuko as a result of this phenomenon, it was incredibly strange to assume that there was more than one of me.


  “I think our world should be complete in our world alone.”


  Sensei said when Yuuko’s grandmother passed away. I felt like I was getting a better grasp on the meaning of those phrases now than I had before.


  In the far future, it may be acknowledged as self-evident that I and I exist in multiple worlds, and people who are comfortable with this worldview would form a new society, but right now, I did not feel like I could have such a feeling. We can’t even begin to comprehend what such a world might be like. I wanted to be the only one, and I knew there was only one world in which I could live. My past was not a happy one, and there were many things I didn’t want to remember, but I still felt a special connection to this place where I had created my own history. It was the same for Yuuko.


  If there were other Yuuko in other worlds, I would only love the Yuuko who has been with me, with this me, in this world with me.


  I tried to shut my email program. But then my fingers stopped moving the mouse, and I had a thought.


  I still have something to ask him.


  Maybe that will help Yuuko. I created a message to a parallel world and sent it.


  To: y.nakayama@tiast.phys.jp


  Subject: Please share with me your memories of you and Yuuko in your world.


  ◇


  Mr. Burley came to check on Yuuko, who had regained consciousness, before departing Japan. Mr. Burley was concerned that, while she remembered her parents quite well, her memories of me were unclear.


  “I’m guessing that the rarefaction has been removed from her cherished memories since the treatment preferentially weakened the neurons from which they were strongly bound. She most likely treasured her memories of you as something really precious. I think we diluted it and caused the confusion of memory.”


  Mr. Burley explained what he thought was the cause of Yuuko’s memory confusion in the common room, and he conveyed his worry for me by adding, ‘I’m sorry about what happened to you’.


  “Yuuko has awoken. It’s all right. If we had continued to sleep in this manner, perhaps something worse would have happened. Thank you very much, for helping her.”


  I said in poor English, and he patted me on the shoulder as if to encourage me. I watched Mr. Burley leave the hospital with Yuuko in her wheelchair (her muscles had deteriorated while she was sleeping and she still couldn’t walk very well).


  During this time, he had been in contact with doctors and researchers all over the world to gather information, and he had learned that a small number of unexplained disorders of consciousness similar to Yuuko’s were occurring all over the world at the same time, albeit in small numbers, and he was going to travel the world for a while to gather data on these patients and use this experience to help treat these people. Furthermore, the fact that the information was obtained directly from a parallel world through a D-F quantum computer was kept a secret solely between me, Sensei, and the people who assisted us with this matter.


  After all, it’s tough to prove that it actually happened, and if we tried, we’d have to explain Yuuko’s situation in detail. I don’t believe Sensei wanted to involve her in anything like this. “I’ll leave the achievement of being the first in the world to announce that we have made communication with a parallel world to later researchers,” Sensei said with a wry smile. A few days after Yuuko awoke, I gathered the people in the lab who had helped me with this matter in the Welfare Building lounge, reported Yuuko’s waking and what had happened thus far, and thanked them for their help.


  “I’m glad she woke up safe and sound.”


  Kobayashi-san was the first to tell me so.


  “Yes. Other than some memory confusion, there doesn’t seem to be any after effects or anything like that, and she’s recovering well.” I said.


  “But it’s the first time in the world that we’ve received an email from a parallel word. If we announced it, we could have become very famous.”


  Komada-senpai said in a joking tone.


  “I don’t want to become one of those. And I’m pretty sure people will write on the internet that we’re liars or crazy.”


  I replied with a chuckle.


  Matsumoto-senpai, who was sitting beside Komada-senpai, laughed and said, “Really, I’m glad you got a chuckle out of it.” She prioritized the improvement of the software aspects of the D-F method quantum computer over her own research, and soon achieved the results as requested by Sensei.


  “Yes. Thank you so much for your cooperation.” I said as I bowed to the three of them once more.


  ◇


  

  After a long time, I received a call from Mineko in the latter half of January. As it would be difficult to get together after graduating from university and entering the workforce, the plan was to get together with members of our high school track team for the final time as students. On the scheduled day, we met at a bar near the nearest station to the high school we attended at 6 P.M.


  “So, are you and Sato still together?” Some time after the drinking session began, I asked Mineko, who was seated near me. She shook her head and chuckled.


  “No, we broke up a long time ago. I think it was about six months after we started university.”


  “Ah, really?”


  “What about you? How is Yuuko-san?”


  “… Yes. Well, her body…”


  I replied. Mineko looked doubtful and asked, “What do you mean?”


  “Actually, She has been in the hospital since the end of last year. She was disoriented, so her memory is a little fuzzy right now.”


  “Ehh?! Is that alright?”


  “Yes. She said that she hadn’t completely forgotten everything, and that she would remember what she needed to in time.”


  “But it’s not a big deal.”


  “Yes, but maybe things could have been worse. At least for now, she’s on the road to recovering her strength and memory, so she’s good to go.”


  I replied and drank my beer, which was getting a little lukewarm.


  A male member of the club who was a good friend of mine sat in the front of the room. He had a fit figure in high school, but he looked to have stopped exercising and gained weight after university. The females, too, had their hair dyed and makeup applied to give a different impression. Mineko, too, had her hair changed from black and straight to dark brown and loosely curled inward.


  What is now will be an illusion a moment later. Time passes, and what has been experienced becomes a murky memory. Important memories that are recalled often are consolidated each time, whereas less important ones go away.


  I can no longer remember the scenery of the high school grounds as vividly as I used to, where I must have spent hours every day of my life. For more than two years, I must have seen a lot of things every day, had a lot of conversations with club members, and put in a lot of hard work, but all those hours were now as vague as fragments.


  Still, the traces of it will always be etched somewhere in this world in some form or another.


  Seeing Mineko for the first time in several years, my own troubles when I liked her, the way she looked when we were running track, the night scenes when we were going home together, her slender arms stretched out from her short sleeves, the lights of the street lamps that were still lit in the dim city when we were heading to practice together in the early winter morning, her white breath and mine emerging, the slightly fuzzy and rough texture of the jersey she was wearing, all these things came back to my mind, many, many things.


  I was wondering whether Yuuko could recall her own memories, and this remembrance of my own past encouraged me. Human memories are vague. You can’t recall everything when seeing a movie in its entirety. Yet, there is a plethora of info crammed into the shards of memory that remain in a person’s mind, like fragments.


  Even things we thought we had forgotten might be reawakened by happenstance. When you are listening to music or smelling a fragrance wafting in the breeze, memories from your distant past may suddenly rebound to you.


  How are our memories and minds connected to this world?


  I don’t know. But in this world, our memories are indeed preserved. Whenever we remember, the past that has passed will always come back to haunt us.


  The party ended around 9:00 P.M., and Mineko and I, who lived in the neighborhood, rode the train back to Irisawa Station and walked home along the local road. I could smell the sweet fragrance of perfume or shampoo mingled with the smell of the tavern where I had just been from Mineko, who was walking behind me with a fluffy scarf wrapped around her.


  It had been a long time since we had walked this town together. In the darkness of the winter night, the lights of a convenience store that had been there since we were in junior high school and a new shopping mall that had recently opened shone brightly. As we reached a pedestrian crossing and came to a halt, Mineko said,


  “You see. How you used to ask me if I ever had the same dream over and over again?”


  “Did I ask you that? I don’t remember.”


  “I heard. In senior year of high school, just before the last tournament — Then, last autumn, I had the same dream several days in a row. It was a strange dream, like if I’m a little different from myself, but yet acting like myself.”


  A number of cars with their headlights on were passing in front of us. The shadows of me and Mineko were repeatedly moving, splitting, and overlapping each other as they were illuminated by light from different directions.


  Then I said,


  “There was an overlap of information in your brain with yourself in a parallel world. And during REM sleep, the hippocampus was sorting through those memories, and I think that’s why you had those dreams.”


  Mineko was silent. Then she said “Nakayama-kun, you’re drunk, aren’t you?” and turned her staring eyes on me.


  I said, “Maybe so,” as I looked at the moon floating in the dark night sky.


  ◇


  Yuuko had to stay some time in the hospital thereafter to rehab muscles that had weakened while she slept and to have her brain checked. I was on my way home from college to pay her a visit. I told Yuuko about our time together thus far. Although there was some uncertainty in her memory, including that of me, she seemed to have no difficulty in living for the time being.


  According to the doctors, there appeared to be no effect at all, either on language or on what I remembered in my body, called procedural memory. One day, when she went to the piano in the hospital’s rehabilitation facility, Yuuko began to play a song with a slurred tune.


  Fortunately, she remembered that she had passed her teaching certification exam. Her new position as a teacher at an elementary school in Tokyo has been delayed since she has not entirely recovered from this disorder, and she will have to relearn some things before starting work, but she has finished all of her university courses and will be able to graduate in March. Her immediate goal was to regain her strength so that she could attend the graduation ceremony.


  She was able to walk without a walker or crutches after two weeks, but slowly. We’d converse in the hospital common room or, if the weather permitted, in the courtyard. I had finished my graduation research presentation and was on spring vacation. It was a pleasant day, with a gentle warmth from the sun. I went to the hospital, walked carefully to the courtyard with Yuuko, and sat on a bench in the sun. As I normally do, I reminded Yuuko about our past. Yuuko listened to the story with a smile on her face. Yuuko let out a little breath and fell down on her face after talking for a time and when the subject had died down.


  “Sorry, are you tired?”


  When I asked her that, Yuuko shook her head and said, “I’m sorry.”


  “I do remember properly that I liked you. But I still couldn’t connect the memories in my mind… Like fragments, a number of fragments get mixed up in my head, or disappear…”


  “It’s okay. Take it slowly, you will remember.”


  Memory is intertwined with many things, Mr. Burley said.


  She said that the memories of reality and the memories of the parallel world in her mind have both been weakened to the same degree, but that the memories she does not use would be forgotten over time, while the ones she recalls often, the memories she need, will be naturally strengthened. If we continue to spend time with her, the weakened neuronal connections may re-establish spontaneously, and the worm-eaten memories may be filled in. This world has the imprint of our past, and humans have the ability to remember it. So I’m sure it will be fine, I’m sure of it.


  “Hold on, I’ll get you a drink. Yuuko, what would you like to drink?”


  “Ah, then, milk tea.”


  “Okay.”


  There were several vending machines queued up, but I returned to the bench with an iced milk tea in a plastic bottle from her favorite maker and a coffee for myself.


  “Hero you go.”


  “Thanks.”


  Yuuko took a sip and accepted it. Two small children, a boy and a girl, ran by us, joyfully shrieking. I wonder if they are children visiting someone. They seem energetic and smile a lot. Then, out of nowhere, Yuuko mumbled something.


  “Pool… Amusement park…”


  I was like, “Do you remember that?” I asked.


  But eventually, I realized, that’s our memories of the other world. It was ironic. Just when I thought she was about to share a memory about me, she revealed that it was a memory of us from the other side of the world. However, Yuuko continued with these words.


  “The hydrangeas and azaleas were in bloom… From far away, a boy in uniform walked up to me…”


  I gasped. Now, in her memory, we are about to meet again.


  “I remember… We met then, didn’t we…?”


  She looked up and said with a happy smile on her face. Then, closing her eyes, she put the scene into words.


  “The sun was setting, and from far away, I heard a sound like something striking metal… There was a soft early summer breeze… Sitting on a bench, having a drink together, and talking… Yes, just then, I was drinking this, this milk tea!”


  “Yes, yes that’s right.”


  As if evoked by her words, the scene from the amusement park where we first met flashed across my thoughts. The way the vending machines and streetlights glowed white as the surrounding landscape sank into the darkness of dusk, the hardness of the bench I was sitting on, the bitterness of the coffee I was drinking at the moment, the way Yuuko’s short-cut hair easily persuaded in the wind when we were in high school… Those moments, those memories came flooding back to me.


  I was very happy that she remembered her own memories, even if it was only one.


  “When your body is healthy again, let’s go to different places. If you actually go to the place, you may remember many things that you have forgotten.”


  Her brain is activated by stimuli from the outside world. The smells, sounds, and sensations of the air, as well as the varied knowledge of this world, abruptly interfere with our memories and bring them back. The weakened neuronal connections were strongly linked again.


  “If you actually visit the place, you may come up with something else.”


  When we first met, she was right.


  We’d been building up a lot of memories over the past four years. If we gather the pieces of her memory in such a way again this time, the threads of her history that have become entangled may be organized into a single thread.


  “We’ve done the same thing before.”


  I said, “What?” Yuuko tilted her head.


  “We share a common memory of the unknown. We actually went to check out the various places in that memory. You, eighteen years old then, called it ‘Collecting Fragments of Memories’.”


  Yuuko’s physical strength recovered promptly, and her brain was spared any surgical damage. She is scheduled to be released next week.


  “That name sounds like me.”


  “Since it’s you, you probably still have the notebook you used at that time. There was lots and lots of information written. Look for them when you get out of the hospital.” I said.


  Yuuko still has a sense of her former self. I was going to keep supporting her so that she could make her memories her own again.


  “I can’t wait to remember things and get back to my old self.”


  Perhaps cheered up by remembering one thing, Yuuko said with a smile. I was happy that she wanted to bring back memories of her time spent with me.


  “You’ll definitely remember. And once we’ve done something similar. Besides, there are definitely traces of our memories left in this world. Let’s pick it up again.”


  I was overjoyed when Yuuko awoke with no significant side effects. Perhaps her brain might have arranged the information efficiently without memory rarefaction, and she could have awoken with a whimper without memory confusion. Perhaps a world like this exists someplace else. Who knows whether what I and the others around Yuuko did was the proper thing to do.


  But this is the only world I’m in. Even if she can’t remember much of her past, she can build up her memories again in the future.


  “I’ll give you a summary of where we went and what we did the next time I see you.” I said, remembering how we were when we first met, “I’m going to write about me and you for hundreds of pages, like a novel.”


  “So many?” She said as she laughed.


  And so, our “Collecting Fragments of Memories” began again.


  This time, to search for our own authentic memories of our youth, not the phantom memories of a parallel world. For starters, over the spring, I spent every night when I came home from the lab writing a 300-page book about what had happened to us. I received an email from me in the other world that I never imagined I’d get again, the world that I was fated to be a part of, the other day. He wrote a text describing his and Yuuko’s experiences in that world.


  I wrote this text in reference to it so that Yuuko here can discern the difference between what happened in this world and what happened in the world to which she was bonded.


  —I hope this helps her to recover some of her memory.


  With this in mind, I saved a text describing what happened to me and my girlfriend at the end of my adolescence, between the ages of 18 and 22, in my cell phone memory.


  I’m going to give her this data tomorrow when I visit Yuuko, who is reviewing her studies to become a teacher at home until she is assigned to an elementary school.


  And then, if there was some place she wanted to go, we would both go there, just like we did that summer when we were eighteen.


  ——END.
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  Afterword


  I decided to write this novel after my editor suggested, among several ideas I had at a meeting in the first half of 2017, that I thought this would be interesting.


  This work was conceived and written as a continuation of my previous works, but it was also a major experiment. The central question was how to create a novel in which the relationship between description and narrative (story) is complementary.


  There is a famous story that Ryunosuke Akutagawa and Junichiro Tanizaki once argued over whether a story is necessary for a novel. In my own experience of writing novels, I have spent much time worrying about the balance between description and story, and have felt the depth of the problem.


  While stories demand a clear flow, answers (endings), and in some cases, even moral values from both author and reader, description allows words to contain a wide variety of meanings that may go beyond them. For example, a single description of the weather that is not necessarily necessary for the progress of the story, such as “It started raining,” can often have a surprisingly diverse range of meanings and emotions in a novel.


  What can we do to create works that have such moments?


  One answer that came to my mind was to keep the narrative elements simple and narrowly focused on description in order not to limit the freedom of description and the meaning it encompasses too narrowly, which was something I had been conscious of in my previous work.


  When I thought about what could happen next, I came up with the image of a work in which description and story interact and intertwine with each other (I had the outlandish motive of wanting to try my hand at storytelling, since my experience and training over the past few years have probably made me somewhat more adept at it than I was before).


  When I think about it, I get the impression that our real lives are the same too. I believe that the accumulation of such things as the daily weather, the clothes one wears, the smell of the air in the air, and so on will become an important memory = story that contains a large amount of information unique to each person and that cannot be collected in a “easy-to-understand story” that uniformly processes the various meanings and emotions that such things should contain, and that the novel is a very suitable medium to express such things.


  Whether you are reading my work for the first time or have been reading it for some time, I would like to thank each and every one of you who picked up this piece and read it. I hope it is a novel worthy of being read by all of you, and hopefully you will be able to feel the overlap between the stories and descriptions, and the moments when this novel and your precious memories overlap, even if only for a moment.


  I would like to thank all the people involved for the time and effort they put into this work, Tiv for the cover illustration that is so beautiful and richly expressive of the world of this work, and the editors who gave me advice on various topics.


  If possible, I will see you again in the next novel. See you soon!


  Yuu Kutou


  久遠 侑
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