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  Chapter 1 - I'll Give You All That “Remain” on Me


  ──────I've been looking for something for a long time.


  Something that can make me obsessed.


  Something that can make me feel hopeless.


  Something I love so much that I'm willing to devote everything into it.


      “Hey, its Ren. What are you doing here?”


  At the end of March, in the warm spring sun that made me sleepy, I went to a convenience store in my neighborhood. There were cherry blossom petals falling, and I was suddenly approached by someone whose face was familiar to me. His hair color is quite light, and it’s not his natural hair color. He is Tadokoro, who was in the same class as me last year. He was wearing a basketball team jersey, so my guess was he was on his way home from club activities. 


  When you live in the neighborhood around your school, this kind of thing will happen frequently.


      “Oh, I just want to buy ice cream. How about you?”


  Just as Tadokoro was about to open his mouth, there was a familiar voice interrupting him.


      “Tadokoro~~! You are so slow... Ehh? Isn’t it Ren-kun!”


      “Nani-nani, is he a special guest star at our karaoke party later? I'm proud of you being able to invite Ren!”


      “No, I just happened to meet Ren.”


  I recognized one boy and three girls who followed Tadokoro into the convenience store. Or to be more precise, it seems that they were a group of flashy guys from last year’s class.


      “You guys want to go to karaoke now?”


      “Yes. We're in the mood to get there today.”


      “Originally we wanted to do the holiday task together, but I didn't want to do it!”


      “Please say something to these idiots, Ren-kun. You should have finish it anyway, right~?”


      “...Well, yeah, it's already finish.”


      “What!? You played basketball with me yesterday! When did you do it!?”


  Tadokoro says it's as if we are not living with the same time flow. And Maina, who seemed to be the most serious compared to the others, hit Tadokoro with her Pocari bottle. While the others had dyed their hair blatantly, Maina still put her colored hair in a bun to hide it well when she went to school... But no, she is still a gyaru, after all.


      “Well, the top 10 honor students in our grade are obviously different, right~! Unlike Tadokoro, even though they are both on the basketball team...”


      “No, I'm in the 'go-home' club.”


      “Yes, that's right, I just called him to help. Ren, he can do almost all sports, so he is very useful to all the sports clubs in the school. I will rely on you from now on!”


      “I laugh at how you already prepared to rely on him. Well, I don't care either. Oh, that’s right! Hey, Ren-kun, are you free now?”


  ...I have a bad feeling about this.


  Don't tell me, she will ask me again to teach her while she pays for the karaoke. It's not that I don't want to, but I already have a plan today to eat the new ice cream I bought while basking under the sun.


      “Nah, I'm very busy now... I’d love to come along, but I have something to do after this.”


      “Suspicious. Okay, I'll take you now.”


      “Yoshh! You are in!”


      “Thank you~. Ren-kun, you must be a good singer.”


  What's the matter with their unity!


  I stared at Maina, who seemed to be able to compromise with, for help. But she shook her head with a smile.


  Oh no... I felt like a calf in Dona Dona. 


  [TN: Okay, after the search I did, I found that Dona Dona was a song that depict a sad calf that are taken to be sold.]


      “Oh, anyway, I want to buy tickets for my favorite concert first. Can you all wait a minute?”


      “Okay. You really like that girl, don't you, Maina~”


      “What’s that? Gamer?”


      “No! Vtuber!! I've already shown it to Ren, right?”


  Maina's big eyes turned towards me sharply.


  This is bad, I don't remember it at all. There are too many things that Maina has pointed out and crammed into me and I feel overwhelmed by all of that.


      “...Someone who streaming using animated character?”


      “Ahh, mouu! That's not all! The best part is their interaction with the viewers! Oh gosh, Ren is so boring. Whatever I recommend, surely you won't be interested!”


      “That's because you're constantly forcing it on me.”


      “That's not it. It's because you don't like anything I recommend.”


      “That's right. I tried to get him to join the basketball club, but he didn't even have any interest at all.”


  These casual words of the two made my heart bounce.


      “Vtuber are good, you know. Really. What's more, there are already many VTubers that you can watch...!”


      “Basketball is good too. It's just the spring camp that's a pain in the ass~. But it can exempt us from school’s assignment...”


  Maina seemed very happy when she talked about the good points of the Vtuber, while everyone looked at her as if they didn't understand what she was talking about. Besides her, Tadokoro, although he complained about his club's training camp, it seems that he had a great time and posted a lot of photos of his activities on social media.


      “Well besides that, we also have an internal club tournament. So, we must keep practicing.”


      “The spring break feels short, doesn't it? Well, I'll be playing snowboarding from next week, so it's okay.”


      “Huh, snowboard!? You must take us too!”


      “That's right! I still haven't recovered from my heartbreak since Mirufy's graduation from ci×ci! Therefore, please be kind to me!” 


      “Ah... That very cute center girl, right?”


      “Wait, she already graduated 6 months ago. Huh… I don't know whether I want to be nice to you or not.”


      “Maina, you meanie~!”


  My friends started talking about their spring break plans.


  I felt a strange feeling as if my mind had been filled with negativity that was inversely proportional to the excitement of their holiday plan.


  For me..., I also──────.


      “What's the matter, Ren? You suddenly fell silent.”


      “No. It's nothing. I just think it's quite lively.”


  Yes. That's how it is. I just feel like I'm missing something all the time.


  Compared with the fulfilling daily life of my friends, my daily life will always be worth 80 points.


  The lack of waves in my life makes me have no sense of satisfaction and accomplishment.


  I also looked over at my phone to take my mind off and noticed a missed call and LIME notification from 'Fuyu-nee'.


  The time was exactly five minutes ago. The content of the message asked me if I could take a call now. Maybe this is an urgent matter because I usually don't receive sudden calls like this.


      “Oh, sorry. I really have something to do now, so I don't think I can go to karaoke.”


      “Ah, seriously?”


      “So, Ren, you lied earlier when you said there was something you had to do!!”


      “Haha... then… next time, okay!”


      “Ah, mouuu. I'm not motivated anymore if Ren is not coming!”


      “Me too!”


      “Yeah, I’m sorry.”


  Tadokoro cling to me, and when I put my hands together to apologize, he reluctantly let go of me.


  I was not happy at all to be hugged by a scumbag, so I was relieved when he finally let me go.


      “Well, whatever. I will take you again next time.”


      “Ah yes, I'll look forward to it!”


      “If I send you LIME, you have to reply to me within five seconds.”


      “That only applies to people who are dating.”


      “And isn't it just for a baka-couple?”


  I waved my hand at Tadokoro who was busy joking with his friends, left the convenience store, and called Fuyu-nee back while rushing home.


      “Hello?”


      “Hello~. Long time no see, Ren-tan!”


      “Fuyu-nee...! Don't call me that, it's embrassing!!”


      “Eh? You used to be so cute, but you have changed a lot!”


  Fuyuka Shirakaba aka Fuyu-nee, who chuckled on the phone, is a childhood friend of mine who is two years older than me.


  Fuyu-nee has quite a calm personality and she took good care of me. My parents both works, so they are rarely at home. So, I've already taken her like my own older sister.


  Although she has left her home and lived in Tokyo, she still comes back home several times a year, and we are still close enough to talk about trivia-things through LIME.


      “Right now, I'm on my way back from Tokyo because I suddenly got off work all day. And I'll be there soon. I want to see you now if you can.”


      “I was free just now, so it's okay... But it's kinda rare that you call me in advance.”


  Although the city only has one shopping center, 'WAON', but the public transportation here is very convenient, and it only takes about 30 minutes to get here even from the capital city of Tokyo.


  Maybe that's one of the reasons why Fuyu-nee, who's always sudden when she gets back here, rarely bothers to call me in advance.


      “Oh, do you already know it? Actually, I want to ask Ren for help.”


      “Wait, I have a bad feeling.”


      “I won't wait. Actually, a friend of mine who is about the same age as Ren has left the idol group and will be transferring to your school this spring. You see, Ren's school has a performing arts major, so it will be easier for her to transfer there, right? But because she has been an idol since she was a child, she doesn't really understand daily life in general. So, I want you to help her adjust to her class.”


      “Huh!?”


  If it was Tadokoro on the other end of the phone, I would have told him to stop pranking me.


  But, surprisingly, Fuyu-nee is a member of the national idol group, cider×cider.


  The active idol's words are so credible that there is no room for me to doubt her words.


  Although cider×cider, or commonly also called ci×ci, only started with a small audition, four years after its debut, the group became so popular that everyone knew about it.


  The songs created by their members, who were elected by voting, were so popular that they continued to hold the top spot on the Oricon charts because of their catchy lyrics and choreography.


  Moreover, Fuyu-nee is a popular member who has been elected for a long time.


  To be honest, I always thought she was a very beautiful girl. She became an idol after an audition in the winter of her first year of high school, and she was still active as an idol at the age of nineteen.


  When she told me that she had passed the audition, I had already thought that she would be unreachable. But Fuyu-nee, who often returns here although not as often as before, has not changed at all.


  Therefore, it is rare for Fuyu-ne to ask me for something even if I am the one who asked her to do it. Because I want to help her as much as possible. But...


      “Sorry, I can't.”


      “Ehh!? Why!?”


      “Think about it again. If I receive such a troublesome request, my high school life will be over in seconds!”


  I've weighed which is heavier between my desire to reach my idol compared to the complexity of her request, and it's won by that complexity by a considerable margin. So, I'm already satisfied with Fuyu-nee only as my idol.


  I don't know if the friend in question is a popular member, or just a trainee, but if I accept such a job, my peaceful high school life will obviously end no matter how I think about it.


  There will be no such thing as freedom because idols will obviously grab people's attention.


      “It's so rude. I couldn't believe I had asked my important childhood friend for help but instead you said it was troublesome. You're going to make Onee-san cry! Ahhh, I didn't raise you to be such a cold person.”


      “I remember how I grew up, but I don't want to leave my quiet and peaceful life at school! If they find out that a man like me knows an idol, they will definitely beat me!”


      “Mouu. Why do you even look down on yourself! Ren is so cool, you know!”


      “Stop patronizing your childhood friend!”


  This is why a childhood friend was stupid...


  Well, it’s good to be praised, but it’s a different matter with this problem.


  When I was about to make a statement that completely contained my feelings and asked her to understand with the disappointment of her childhood friend, Fuyu-nee instead continued to speak, as if to interrupt me.


      “Are you sure? If you accepted my request, I would buy you a camera that Ren wanted but couldn't afford it because it was expensive.”


      “Uh, really!?”


      “Seriously... Don't underestimate the salary of a popular idol.”


      “Well, I'm pretty sure you can afford it. But I am now a senior in high school. So, I'm not as naïve as I used to be easily baited with things like that...”


      “Anyway, just meet her first. Please. That alone is enough to help me.”


  At this time, her voice sounded solemn.


  Fuyu-nee looks really wants to rely on me. 


  Fuyu-nee who can do anything since she was a child.


  The Fuyu-nee who has always helped me?


      “Okay. Then, if you just want me to meet her...”


  I couldn't help but agree to her request, probably because I was glad that Fuyu-nee finally wanted to rely on me, not because of her promise to buy me a camera.


  I felt like I had made a bad decision, but a faint warm feeling rose in my heart.


      “Thank you! Can you go right now? I'm heading there with that girl, so please get ready.”


      “From the beginning you must have assumed that I would want to meet her, right...”


      “That's because I trust you, Ren!”


  Fuyu-nee said so and finally hung up her phone. She was really selfish this time.


      “...Huft.”


  I sighed, then made sure the ice cream in my shopping bag was still frozen and went up the stairs. At the top of this staircase, there is a garden on a hill overlooking the city. And at this time, the cherry blossoms will soon be in full bloom.


  I knew that I should have gone back and waited for Fuyu-nee as soon as possible, but I made an excuse in my mind that the ice cream would melt if I went straight home. So, from the beginning I planned to eat the ice cream there, and I continued to go up that staircase.


      “...It still looks beautiful this year.”


  Not only with its pink color, but the cherry blossoms are also coated with other soft colors that cannot be described in simple words.


  The huge cherry tree must have existed a long time ago, and the flowers are blooming again this year, covering the entire small garden.


  The bright pink of cherry blossoms, blue sky, and white clouds. I made a rectangular shape with my index finger and thumb on both hands to seem to capture this amazing scene.


      “Yosh, it's done.”


  My simple finger frame has been completed.


  And then when I turn around──────.


      “.........”


  For a moment, I lost my breath.


  My body couldn't react as quickly as usual, and my shopping bag slipped from my hand.


  Through the finger frame I made, a girl can be seen standing alone in front of a large cherry blossom tree.


  Her cherry-red hair looked as bright as her eyes that looked beautiful like gems. A dazzling little face. Outgoing arms and legs. Porcelain-white skin. What an amazing appearance that will fit into any outfit.
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She looked at me as if we were in a movie scene, and her shoulder-length hair fluttered gently as she brushed off the cherry blossom petals that had fallen on her head. 

  I was so fascinated by this beautiful and fragile sight that my body froze.


      “...Umm, what's up?”


  She must have been suspicious of seeing my actions of making frames with my fingers while constantly looking at her.


  Then she tilted her slender shoulders and her head.


      “Ahh, no... I mean... the view from here is very beautiful, right. This is my habit. When I see the beautiful scenery, I will do this.”


  Regretting not being able to constantly look at the cherry blossoms and the beautiful girl, I also lowered my hand and picked up my shopping bag that had been dropped before.


      “I see, yeah. Miru is also sure that... Ah. It's nothing.”


  She then looked down towards the city and muttered that it was indeed very beautiful.


  Not knowing what to say in response to her words, which could be regarded as a monologue, I also looked in the same direction as she did to take my eyes away from her jade-green eyes that seemed to be constantly pulling me. 


  The spring breeze blowing gently into my hair felt very comfortable.


      “Do you like it?”


      “Eh”


      “The view from here.”


  My heart!! This is so bad!! It was indeed a simple thing, but when a beautiful girl did it, it was as if there was such a destructive power!!


  Aah, this is scary. She must have known that I was fascinated by her.


      “...I love it. It clears my mind.”


      “Fufu. I like it too.”


  That cute gesture is so sneaky!! My HP was drastically reduced. [TN: HP or Hit Points or Life Points as in the game~.]


      “It feels good here. I'll go back to this place again later.”


  As if imitating me, she made a frame with her fingers as well and enjoyed the view, the corners of her mouth also seemed to be raised.


  She may not have done it on purpose, but these perfect gestures, word and actions of hers look like a girl in an anime.


  However, it seems that this girl looks familiar to me──────?


      “... Do you live around here?”


      “Eh”


      “The person who introduced me to this place said that it is a local-hit place and there are almost no people around during the day on weekdays.”


      “Ahh, that's right. If my childhood friend hadn't told me about this, I wouldn't have noticed that there are beautiful cherry blossoms at the top of such a steep staircase like this.”


  This is the place where Fuyu-nee took me when I was a child, while saying that she had made a big discovery.


      “...You, umm, did you move here recently?”


      “Yup. I will transfer to the high school here this spring. I'm just here waiting for someone to show me around.”


      “Well, I guess so.”


  How could there be no rumors about such a beautiful girl if she had lived here for so long.


  That's what I meant, but then frowned as if she was confused by what I had already said.


      “You guessed it?”


      “No. I just thought, you are so conspicuous because you look like a celebrity.”


      “Fufu. That's it, isn't it?”


  She chuckled lightly when she said that.


  I'm sure I've seen it somewhere before. I desperately tried to remember it, looking into all the corners of the memory in my head, and when I could almost remember it─────.


      “I still haven't recovered from my heartbreak since Mirufy's graduation from 'ci×ci'!”


      “Ahh”


  The words Tadokoro said at the convenience store also rang in my head.


  That's it! Mirufy!!


  That's why I kept feeling déjà vu at the sight of her, probably because Tadokoro had shown me her pictures every day.


  How could I forget the face of a beautiful and very conspicuous girl?


  I concluded that the only impression I had of Mirufy in my memory was her long, well-knotted hair, so I couldn’t immediately associate that girl with her.


      “Huh? Have I told Ren that I decided to stop by here first to see the cherry blossoms?”


  Another girl came over. She has silver hair along her waist and big dark blue eyes.  Although her body is slim and slender, her body proportions are very good in some appropriate places, making her very suitable for being a model for gravure magazines. She wore a tight-fitting black one-piece dress that accentuated her appearance. She climbs the stairs with a gasp. She is a representation of a very beautiful older sister figure.


      “Fuyu-nee?”


  She smiled and waved her hand at me.


      “Yes~. Ren, long time no see!”


  The beautiful girl also looked at me with sparkling eyes that looked like they were full of star dust, and she opened her mouth as if she finally understood the situation.


      “Ah, so that's you.”


  Then, she stretched out one of her hands to me.


      “Nice to meet you, Ren Kashiwagi! I'm Miru Kasumi. Maybe you remember me more as Mirufy.”


  I felt a strange numbing sensation as if an electric current was flowing through my hand connected to her hand.


      “Please take care of me, huh?”


  Miru Kasumi. She is the former center of the idol group cider×cider, who retired from showbiz half a year ago.


      “Miru Kasumi, the irreplaceable center of the Cider×Cider group. Born in Tokyo. She is 16 years old, and her blood type is AB. Her height is 153 cm. Entered the entertainment industry at the age of 3. Made her commercial debut at the age of 5 and was active as a child actress. At the age of 12, she was visited by an audition team on her way home from school, which led to her becoming a member of the second season of the idol group cider×cider. At the age of 13, she was elected the youngest member of the Cider×Cider in history, and at the age of 14, she played the role of center for the first time. Her father is the president of a clothing company, and her mother, Yuri Kasumi, is a former actress. Her nickname is Mirufy. Her favorite line is 'I like you very much'. Every song she performed as a center was always a hit and sold millions of copies. The average waiting time for her handshake session exceeded seven hours. However, at the peak of her popularity, after holding a successful solo concert at the Tokyo Dome, she declared that she graduated from the Cider×Cider and wanted to return to being a normal girl...”


  I felt thirsty just by reading the whole sentence I found on the Internet about it. It was incredible, Mirufy.


      “Oh, it's amazing. I didn't know Sukipedia even wrote such a thing these days~. As expected of an online dictionary filled with 'Suki'. Ah, is there a page for Fuyuka-san too?”


      “Hey, don't look for it. It's not interesting.”


  Fuyu-nee on the right, Mirufy on the left.


  Hello, I'm Ren Kashiwagi, from a situation that would kill me if I was discovered by ci×ci fans all over the country.


  This is not the time to joke.


   


  After that, I went to Fuyu-nee's house, and heard the details from Fuyu-nee and Mirufy in the living room.


      “Mirufy, as you heard from me or you read on that site, has been an idol since she was a child, so she never went to school normally. But for the past six months after quitting being an idol, she tried very hard. “


      “Huh...”


      “She is smart, so she definitely can handle the lessons at school. But as for her general knowledge... you know, right?”


      “Mouu, Miru can do it anyway. Miru can almost be a normal girl. You think so too, right, Ren-kun?”


      “No, not at all.”


      “You're lying, right!?”


  Her soft-wagged hair every time she spoke, her exaggerated reaction, and the change of expression on her face as if she was playing on a stage.


  This may be an important skill for an idol. I can understand that, but it's amazing how it's so striking when applied into ordinary everyday life like this.


  With only Mirufy's presence in the living room of Fuyu-nee's house, which should have not felt unfamiliar to me since childhood, has given me a great uncomfortable feeling. It was as if her beauty was preventing me from living my daily life.


  It was as if the spotlights were just shining around Mirufy, as if the flowers were dancing in the air around her.


  Before, I thought it was because of the background of the cherry blossoms in the park that made it look so beautiful, but it was not.


  She herself is shining on her own.


  No matter where she is, what she does, or even the way she tilts her head, she is very eye-catching for me.


      “Yes, that's it. But as the saying goes 'If you mix with red, you will become red', humans are adaptable creatures, right? So, for now, the most important thing is that she must take the transfer exam and be admitted to Shirotsuki High School. I thought Mirufy would be more suitable in a school that had an art major. Besides, Ren is also there, right.”


      “You've been counting on me from the beginning...”


      “Fufufu. Because as far as I know, Ren is the only person who can handle Mirufy's idol aura with a straight face. In fact, you can talk to her in the garden before without feeling nervous, right? Normally, people would be too nervous to be able to talk like that.”


  That's because I've interacted with Fuyu-nee a lot since childhood, so I've developed a resistance to it, but that doesn't mean I don't feel nervous at all.


  In other words, I will be used as a shield against her classmates, right?


      “Besides, I would feel safer if Ren, whom I already trusted, was near Mirufy. I want you to help her adjust to her class and help her to be as close to a normal girl as possible.”


  Yosh, I'm going to turn it down.


  I've decided.


  I was so happy when Fuyu-nee asked for my help that I became a fool to make the decision to meet her.


  This is impossible. This is beyond the scope of my ability to make a girl like this, who was born to be an idol, become a normal girl.


  This is beyond my control, or rather, this is not a thing I could handle.


      “I'm very sorry, but I want to refuse this request of yours...”


  When I rejected her with fear, Fuyu-nee showed her mobile phone with a smile.


      “...What is this?”


      “This is the screenshot of the camera Ren wants, it has been ordered♡.”


      “You said you were going to buy it for me just to meet her, right!?”


      “There is no such good deal in this world, Ren-kun.”


      “You're an active idol but aren't you very cunning!?”


      “Just say what you want.”


  I never thought that Fuyu-nee would handle it this way...


      “After all, from the beginning you've been cheating when you just call her an idol friend but end up bringing in an ex-center.”


      “If I told you from the beginning that it was Mirufy, you wouldn't want to meet her, would you?”


      “Of course not!”


  I'm grateful not to accept the deal over the phone.


  But I can't pay it back now. I can borrow money from my parents, but I am afraid of what will happen later.


  Should I just run away from this place.


  As I desperately sought a way out, Mirufy, who was quietly listening to our conversation, tentatively opened her mouth.


      “Fuyuka-san. Can I just talk to Ren-kun alone for a while?”


      “It's okay, but... why?”


      “I want to persuade him myself. I have long been indebted to Fuyuka-san, and I don't think he will straightly accept it now.”


  Apparently, she's wiser than I imagined.


      “It's true, I think that’s better. Are you okay too, Ren?”


  When I nodded at her gaze, she quickly stood up and walked out towards the door.


      “In that case, I'll go to the next room. Call me when you guys are done talking.”


      “Okay.”


  Mirufy looked worried for a moment when she heard that Fuyu-nee was about to move to another room, but when I told her that the walls were thin enough that Fuyu-nee could easily come if she screamed without bothering to call her, she immediately seemed relieved.


      “Ah. Now, you must think I am used to being alone with strangers, shaking hands and so on.”


  How could she know.


  Well, the culture of the ci×ci handshake session is well known.


  When you buy the CD album, you'll get a handshake ticket that allows you to talk directly to the idol of your choice for a few seconds.


  The most popular centers will talk and shake hands with thousands of strangers every day.


  Mirufy looked at me with a sly smile, as if realizing her words were on point, and continued.


      “Actually, this is the first time in my life that I have been alone with a man like this.”


      “... Eh?”


      “Usually there will be security guards in the handshake session, and there are other members in the booth that are right next to me. I am very careful in my private life to avoid the scandals, so I have never been alone together with a man in any situation.”


      “That's amazing.”


      “Fufu. That's why I'm so nervous now.”


  Mirufy then covered her slightly colored cheeks with both hands.


  Ehh... what a cute, cunning creature this is?


  My heart started to beat wildly.


  If I don't have resistance to idols, I will definitely lose all my mind.


      “......Okay, then.”


      “Ah. You may be the first person who doesn't turn black and red with this situation.”


      “Huh?”


      “Ahaha. I didn't lie about it. I've talked to people in handshake sessions and such, and no one is as calm as you. Oh, this is the first time I have spoken like this! I'm so happy because everything is new for me today.”


  Mirufy said that while smiling like a flower that had bloomed, looking very happy.


  At the same time, I also realized.


  This person is very dangerous, right.


  She must have had some kind of work that made people go crazy in her previous life.


      “Oh, anyway...”


  As I have said many times before, it's not that I don't remember the kindness of Fuyu-nee who has always paid attention to me first so that I refused her request. But because of the complexity of her request.


  However, the fact that she said that and still wanted to talk to me alone definitely shows that she is fully aware of the situation.


      “...Well. Why do you want to be a normal girl when you know that you're not normal?”


      “Because I want to be normal. I want to go to school normally. Is there any other reason?”


  Mirufy smiled with her perfect idol smile that was different from before.


  Her smile looked so attractive and beautiful that it could be said to be almost inhumane, yet it looked a little cold because I had seen her other smiles before.


      “On the other hand, do you have any good reason why you really want it?”


      “No. From the beginning, I didn't have a good reason for that.”


  When she expressed it with these words, I instantly felt empty.


  Because although this girl in front of me is about the same age as me, she has already achieved what she wants to do, and what's more, she already has something she wants from now on.


  She was very different from me, who tried many things but could never get into anything, could never master anything, and could never feel a passion for anything like Tadokoro or Maina.


  It’s not that I don't like learning. I'm not bad at exercising either. But when asked if I want to keep doing it, I'll shake my head. Nothing feels real to me.


  I tried to do what my friends recommended, but in the end I would fall behind. No matter what I do, nothing can fill my heart. I, Ren Kashiwagi, have long been looking for the last piece of that puzzle.


      “That's why I'm looking for it. Something real that won't make me feel bored.”


  Hearing my words, Mirufy opened her mouth with a perfect smile on her face, just like she did before.


      “Hee. You look like you're trying to do something right.”


      “......Huh.”


  Before I could fully understand the meaning of her words, Mirufy opened her mouth.


      “Sorry for asking for something that doesn't make sense. It's okay if you don't want to accept it.”


      “...Huh?”


      “Oh, is that surprising? It was Fuyuka-san who advised me to ask you for help. I agreed to do it because I owed her a favor, but in fact I didn't expect much to get help from you. Look, you feel confused with yourself too, right?”


  Mirufy said that and stuck out her tongue.


  Did she want to be alone with me with the intention of bringing everything to this conclusion in the first place. The only reason she didn't show this kind of act before was for the sake of Fuyu-nee who had tried hard to help her.


  The reason why she strengthened her idol attitude compared to before was probably because she realized that I was nervous about her Mirufy persona. And she used that to try to get rid of me by saying that I wasn't a proper partner to help her.


      “I'll tell Fuyuka-san right. Well, if you want, I will be happy if you can be friends with me at school!”


  After saying that, she also smiled at me with her deliberate cute gesture.


  I couldn't help but feel a bruise in my heart. But...


  I don't know why it seems that I can't leave her alone?


   


      “So, I was rejected. I heard that Ren-kun is going to be busy with things~.”


  What the hell was that! You made it sound like it was 100% my fault!


      “...Ren?”


      “No, umm, that...”


  I couldn't find a good reason, so I closed my mouth, and then Mirufy cheerfully opened her mouth.


      “Mouu! Fuyuka-san, you worry too much! It is impossible for Miru, who has already made millions of people enamored with me until now, to be unable to charm my 40 classmates too!”


      “......Well. I get it. Maybe I am indeed a little too worried.”


      “That's right~. Miru is already 17 years old too now!”


      “Yes, that's right!”


      “Ren, shut up.”


      “Ah, yes.”


  When I agreed to her words, I was reprimanded. Isn't she just rude to me?


      “Okay then, Miru, you can go home and get your luggage!”


  After that, we disbanded. Then we got up from our seats and headed to the front door.


  Mirufy said she had already moved around here, so Fuyu-nee would take her home. By the way, my house is only 2 houses away from here.


      “Sorry for the interruption!”


  Mirufy went out first, and I was going to put on my shoes. But then Fuyu-ne approached me from behind.


      “Ren, you forgot something.”


      “? Thank you.”


  I looked into the plastic bag she handed over and wondered if I was carrying something.


      “Ah! The ice cream is melting!”


  That's right. I met Mirufy and Fuyu-nee on the way home from the convenience store and came here directly. I still watched it until halfway through, but it seemed that I had completely lost my memory because of the shock from Mirufy.


  I'm willing to leave the house just for this, but what am I doing now?


  When I sighed because of the bad luck I had experienced, Fuyu-nee muttered, 'That ice cream'.


      “That mille-feuille ice cream is very rare, isn't it?”


      “Right, right? That's a new product from Six Eleven. Each layer has a different flavor, and it's very popular on social media now.”


      “Oh, is it true? Do you know where the nickname 'Mirufy' came from?”


      “How can the talk about this new ice cream product turn into a discussion about that nickname?”


      “I don't know. Don't idols have their own nicknames? Fuyu-chan used to try hard to think about it too, right?”


  I still remember when Fuyu-nee was very puzzled to determine her nickname at the time of her debut. By the way, she seems to be comfortable with the nickname 'Fuyu-chan' now.


      “Whoa, don't talk about me! Oh yes, Mirufy's nickname comes from her first name, 'Miru' and from the results of a magazine survey where she said that she likes mille-feuille. But I don't think that’s all the reason for it.” 


  Fuyu-nee took a deep breath and continued.


      “She is, you know, really feels like a mille-feuille. I have been with her for quite a while now, but she has always had a strong idol aura, as if she is multi-layered, and you can't see her true colors.”


      “............”


      “That's why I've always been worried about it. I wonder if she can adjust to ‘normal’ and if she will get hurt without her knowing it.”


  So, she said that she was always worried because it seemed to have seen those sign from her.


      “Hey, Ren. I won't ask you again to help Mirufy directly, but if something does happen, can you tell me via LIME? Please, I don't want to regret it anymore...!”


  She didn't want to regret it 'again'?


  I nodded without saying anything and couldn't ask her back, though I was curious about what she had just said.


      “Alright. I'll do it for the camera you've bought for me.”


  After I said that, Fuyu-nee looked very relieved and smiled then thanked me.


   


      “Mille-feuille, huh?”


  After getting home, I quickly searched the Internet for it, and found that the word 'mille' means 'thousand' and the word 'feuille' means 'leaf' and the name 'mille-feuille' indicates the number of layers it represents.


  What's more, it says that there are normally 2,187 layers on the mille-feuille.


  After taking a shower. When I put the fork in a mille-feuille ice cream that had melted, but had been re-frozen, it felt the strength of the fork breaking the layers.


  After another thought, maybe it is indeed more appropriate to eat it at home.


      “...It's hard to eat it.”


  ──────If I peel off the mille-feuille layers one by one, the balance between the taste of the pie and the custard will not be right.


  Then a sentence came to my mind, a sentence I don't usually care about, but this time it was imprinted in my memory.


   


  *** 


   


  The new semester has arrived. Somehow, I managed to see the announcement of my class placement in the crowd of people who were in front of the bulletine board. And when I shuffledly walked into my classroom, I was suddenly slapped in the back at the entrance.


      “Morning! Uh~~! Could it be that you are in the same class as me again this year, Ren!?”


      “Oh~! Maina is also placed in class 3, huh!”


  What I saw was someone in a shirt that the top two buttons unbuttoned, and a light purple cardigan wrapped around her waist.


  Her panda hair, which barely hides the hair color inside, looks very conspicuous.


      “I don't know anyone here yet, so it's a relief that it turns out that there is Maina too.”


      “Well... For me, I really have a lot of acquaintances here. But I'm glad you're here too, Ren. I missed my group of five before.”


  The members of the group were the people I met at the convenience store during the spring break.


  After saying that, Maina smiled and took my arm. Then pulled me towards her.


      “Whoa!”


  It made me lose my balance and leaning against Maina's chest, I tilted my head.


      “Besides, it will definitely be fun with Ren here, right?”


      “...I'm so glad you said that.”


      “Hehe. It's just a lip service.”


      “Don't just call it lip service as you like.”


  I've learned over the past year that it's the embarrassed side that's going to lose in a situation like this.


  As I fanned my head to cool it down, and Maina flapped her hands as if imitating me.


      “No... This is not what I used to do like that girl.”


      “......Eh”


      “It's nothing. You know...”


      “You two are over there, sit down quickly. The class will start soon.”


      “Ah, sorry.”


      “Okay, okay~.”


  A cold voice reprimanded us from behind, so I said 'See you' to Maina and sat down.


  The person who reprimanded us was Kotono Kuon, who was famous as an exemplary schoolgirl. Last year, our class was different, so I never even saw her, but it seems that we are in the same class this year.


  Looking at my phone, it turned out that there were still five minutes before class started. Exemplary students always act five minutes early.


  Then Maina murmured, “I'm alone here among the five of us! I'm so lonely!” while replying to a LIME message from the noisy Tadokoro. I also spent time looking at my phone in a daze when the teacher finally arrived, and class started.


  I must do the annual self-introductions as usual, but I'm still not used to this.


      “My name is Maina Asamiya! I'm in an athletic club, and my hobbies are nail art, karaoke, and video games. I really like to chat, so please don't hesitate to talk to me.”


  Simply put, I am indeed not good at this. Yes, self-introduction.


  Maina often refers to me as an all-rounder, but for me, I still won't get used to this, and I don't know what to say either.


  When I thought of this, my turn just came suddenly.


      “Umm, I'm Ren Kashiwagi. I'm a member of the 'go-home' club, but I often help with sports clubs. Umm... yes, I hope to cooperate with you guys this year!”


  I returned to my seat after doubting my choice of words.


  At times like these, the faint thing that was on my mind became stronger and I wanted something that I could do more than usual.


  I thought it would be much easier for me to introduce myself if this last piece of the puzzle in my life could be found by me.


      “My name is Kotono Kuon. Greetings to all of you.”


  Well, some of them are as simple as this, so maybe I think too much.


  However, I am a little looking forward to this year's self-introduction.


  Because today is the day when Miru Kasumi moved to go to school here.


  I've heard from Fuyu-nee that Mirufy was placed in class 3.


  So, when I saw my name was in class 3 on the bulletin board, my heartbeat felt like it stopped for a moment.


  Since there are eight classes in one batch, I obviously didn't expect to be in the same class as her, right?


  Soon, Mirufy will come to this class.


  Her name was not written on the bulletin board, as if to avoid chaos, but the empty seat at the back of the classroom was proof that she would be here.


  In fact, my classmates also looked at the empty seat.


  After listening to the uninteresting self-introduction for a while, the teacher finally began to talk about the fact that a new student would join this class.


  Later, the class was in an uproar when they heard that the transfer student was a former celebrity, and the teacher looked very worried as she looked in the direction where Kasumi should be.


      “In that case, let's go in.”


      “...Huh, that's Mirufy, right!?”


      “Kyaaaaaaaaaaa!?”


      “Awesome!! How can it be!?”


  Seeing Miru Kasumi brilliantly entering the classroom, the cheering and screaming voices of the students resounded throughout the room.


  Even during this kind of situation, she smiled as if this was the thing she used to face on daily basis. When I met her a few days ago, her idol persona seemed to have not disappeared at all. So, I wondered what kind of self-introduction she was going to do.


  I looked at her jade green eyes and prayed, hoping that everything went well so that Fuyu-nee could feel relieved and for the safety of myself too.


      “Then, Kasumi-san, please introduce yourself.”


      “Okay!”


  She started talking with a big smile on her face as she tossed her silky, cherry-red hair.


      “Everyone! Can you guys see Miru──────?”


      “““We can see you!!”““


  At that time, I knew it was over.


  This is not good. This is by no means 'normal'.


      “Greetings to everyone. I'm Miru Kasumi, aka Mirufy. I just transferred to this school this year!”


  “Mouu! You're too worried Fuyuka-san!” , Isn't that what you told her?


  Where does that confidence come from?


  No, is it possible that it's my fault for not realizing that 'normal self-introduction' for Mirufy and 'normal self-introduction' for me were different!?


  ...No, of course not. Because I wouldn't have thought that the difference would be so far.


      “My hobbies are singing and dancing. I just graduated from the idol group, so there are many things I don't know, but I am already looking forward to being able to cooperate with you guys from now on!”


  After ending with a perfect wink, the classroom instantly turned into a meeting place for fans.


  Students from other classes who saw the commotion in our class peeked through the window, and I could see the people rushing to run away from the direction of the corridor.


      “I hope we can talk a lot in the future!”


  Even during this commotion, Mirufy still looked at us with a smile and a laugh.


  Okay. It’s done. Thanks for your hard work.


  I have never been so grateful for my decision to refuse her request after what happened today.


  It's more than just complicated. If I get involved, this will be a big tragedy for me.


  If it happens to be revealed that I know Fuyu-nee through her, it will definitely be the end for me. If that happens, I won't have time to talk about what I can do afterwards.


      >(Ren): Fuyu-nee. Mirufy had just finished introducing herself just now.


  Quote Unquoute.


  I sent the message to Fuyu-nee and let out a long sigh.


  It’s clear that she will get into a lot of trouble in the future. But since she is such a popular person, even if she is different from the word ‘normal’, I thought she should be able to adjust herself to this class.


  So, I decided not to interfere──────at least until this mess subsides. 


   


  A week has passed since her introduction.


  Miru Kasumi slowly began to seclude herself.


  The first thing that happened after her previous introduction, because of the rumors, the audience from the next class also came to crowd our class, so the class was cancelled to calm the commotion. 


  This school has an arts major, so they have a good social network management system. Despite this, there was even an announcement throughout the school that other students should not post Mirufy's name on social networking sites, and cause chaos in the school.


  And again, that's what we expect from a former top idol,


      “I'm so happy that you came to see Miru, but I don't want you to make trouble in class.”


  However, as soon as they approached her, the behavior of the student became strange, and many other students fainted with nervousness.


  When the classmates sitting nearby began to experience obvious signs of trouble, such as not being able to concentrate in class because of her gaze, they were forced to move from their seats.


  Eventually they decided to force Mirufy to sit in the back seat at the corner of the class because students from other classes would peek at her if she sat at the desk close to the corridor. In addition, a class meeting was held to discuss countermeasures against those fans who would peek or take photos of her secretly. And Mirufy voluntarily decided to wear old-school sunglasses. It's not easy to have such a beautiful face.


  What's more,


      “Mirufy is really alive.”


      “Isn't she a hundred times more beautiful when seen in person?”


  Words like, 'I'm so envious that you're in the same class as her' flew around, and Tadokoro even cursed me for that too... but that’s all there is to it. No one really wants to talk to her. They just admired her from afar and gossiped about her. 


  At first, I wondered about this situation, but I soon realized it. 


  She really lives in a different world than us.


  Mirufy seems to have tried her best to communicate with them, but the people she talked to were so fascinated by her every move that it was difficult for her to continue the conversation.


  Even when someone can already talk normally with her, there will be a former fan of hers that interrupts, telling the person that it will annoy her. In addition, Mirufy's presence in class makes the lesson session difficult because students from other classes who come to see her interfere with it.


  No matter how many people around her tried to warn it, there was still nothing they could do because Mirufy kept attracting the attention of everyone around her from one side to the other.


  They no longer know how to clean up this mess. Even during the school ceremony where the students were supposed to be silent, the people who were next to the Idol would try to talk to her openly and the situation would get out of hand.


  Her unique behavior was originally only regarded as ‘cute’ no matter what she did, but the problems caused by the people around her gradually accumulated.


  In this situation, Mirufy seems to start being overwhelmed, little by little but surely.


  I feel that this is a bad situation, but I don't know how to help her. Finally, after school, while cleaning up the class together, I asked Maina casually about her opinion of Mirufy.


      “Ah, Kasumi-chan? I'm sure she's not a bad girl. But I don't know why, it seems that she is incompatible with an ordinary life?”


      “It's true. I remember that the other day, the members of your group were upset with her. You guys are asking her why she didn't pay attention to her own fans that disturbing the class, right.”


      “Mm... But when I asked about it, she said it was normal for her and didn’t even feel that noisy. She is indeed not a bad person, but I don't know. We tried to talk to her as much as possible so she could get used to us, but I still don't really understand the gap between us.”


  It seems that their perception has indeed been different from the beginning.


  I wondered how to respond to Fuyu-nee's 'How is Mirufy?' question, I was really struggling to figure out how to answer it, and then Maina continued.


      “But don't boys often talk about it? They said it's better if she stays being an idol.”


      “Tadokoro and the others seem to agree with that. They don't want to know the story behind it.”


      “Ugh, they really are selfish. Well, even though I also didn’t know what happen behind the scenes of the things I like.”


  Maina said disdainfully and went back to clean up the classroom.


  I took my broom and went to the corridor to get a dustpan because it was time to collect the garbage we had cleaned up, and then I ran into Mirufy who had a troubled expression on her face.


      “............”


  However, she didn't talk to me and went straight to the handwashing area.


  I wanted to know how she was doing, so I followed her and found her in trouble with a twisted wet cloth in her hand.


  After making sure that there was no one around, I pretended to wash my hands and stood beside her.


      “What are you doing?”


      “Hoo? Isn't it Ren-kun who refused to be Miru's companion? ...Sorry, just kidding.”


  Mirufy looked at me with a dazed expression, then chuckled lightly and raised the cloth in her hand.


      “Ah, I try to wring out this cloth. I just found out that I had to squeeze the water dry before I take it back to the class.”


  After that, she took out her mobile phone and showed her screen with a twinkle in her eyes.


      “Look, look. I can already clean it with a washcloth, and next I should be able to squeeze this washcloth dry! Isn't that amazing? There is so much room for me to grow, you will be surprised later.”


      “That washcloth is not squeezed at all.”


      “I'll master it, right away!”


  Oh God, this ex-top idol, how long have you been disconnected from normal daily life.


      “...How about I do it for you?”


  I have to offer it. This combination of idol and washcloth is too weird to be seen.


  Besides, I also thought that she would be tired from doing something she was not used to.


      “Why? Although it's so fun?”


  Mirufy said innocently and tilted her head.


      “It's so much fun, I've learned a lot of things. Even Miru-chan's 'normal notebook' is already half full.”


  She put the washcloth on the edge, washed her hands, then put her hands in her pockets and stretched out a small notebook.


      “What is this…”


      “This is the ‘normal’ notebook. I have written down a lot of things I have learned! You can look if you want.”


  I obeyed her words and opened the book, and from the first page, there were some crazy things written on it.


  o   Keep your voice down! The school is not a martial arts training hall!


  o   You're not an idol anymore, so don't respond to all your fans!


  o   Don't be too quick to call others with a nickname! You can do it when you are already familiar with them!


  The content almost shocked me, but the eraser mark, which seemed that the content has been corrected many times, and the suggestions added on the list looked so serious that I was speechless.


  This is what she wrote in class during that time, which she sometimes did with a serious expression on her face.


  Then I flipped through the notebook and found the last page,


  o   Not all of them are commonly called by first names! Take a good look at your fans!


  Written with a red pen.


      “This is from Maina-chan... I mean Asamiya-san and the others taught me this. I've been in private learning equivalent to elementary school and junior high school, so I was able to graduate through that path. But it's the first time for me to be in a classroom learning normally, so they are very helpful.”


      “...I see.”


      “Mm. Miru is slowly getting used to it, you know? Recently, Asamiya-san even asked me for advice on love. She asked me to teach her how to lose weight when I was an idol to win someone's heart, so I'm working on that right now.”


      “That sounds good.”


      “Fufufu~. Because I usually bother her, I must go all out to help her. I will do my best!”


  Looks like my fear that Mirufy might give up is not proven to be true.


  In her own way, she always seemed to be looking forward and trying step by step.


  How could she be so serious?


  How could she be so passionate about her goals and focused on working hard?


  How could she still smile even in such a situation?


  I'm so jealous of her.


  I was fascinated, and it was as if I was faced with the fact that I could never be like that.


      “...Well then, good luck.”


      “Mn! Thank you!”


  After I returned to the classroom, I sent LIME to Fuyu-ne, saying 'Mirufy is doing her best'.


   


  Four days later, something really happened.


      “Huh, just because you are an ex-idol, you can say whatever you want!?”


  When I entered the classroom after break, I heard this, so I hurriedly turned my head in the direction of the sound.


  There was Maina, who looked very angry, and Mirufy, who looked down and seemed unable to escape after being blocked by Maina.


      “...What happened?”


  I approached a few classmates I had known for the past few days and asked what was going on, then they made an awkward face and muttered, 'Ahhh...'.


      “So Maina, she seemed to have confessed to the person she liked but was rejected because he didn't think Maina was his type. So, she sought advice from Mirufy, who is known to be popular with boys.”


  The classmate who explained the situation to me then stopped talking and glanced at Mirufy.


      “...I heard that Mirufy was too eager to give advice on muscle training, diet, and all sorts of stuff.”


      “That's right. And Maina was upset that she didn't ask for that much advice, but I think the way Mirufy said it was also wrong. Maina has made great efforts in her own way, but if she is told that her efforts are not enough and she should have tried even harder, well... you know, right?”


      “Mirufy is indeed not a bad person, but she is insensitive. People around Maina always say that she is already cute, so she doesn't seem to need too serious advice.”


      “Ahh, I see. Thank you, I understand now.”


  In other words, she just asked to be comforted indirectly, but Mirufy took her words for as it is and tried to give her best advice with her idol standards.


  No ordinary high school student does muscle exercises or serious sugar restrictions just because they are on a diet. If anything, it's just a handful of people who are very aware of it.


  When becoming an idol, such an effort will definitely get praise such as “wow, that's amazing”, because that's what an idol expects. But the story is different if “Miru Kasumi” expects the same effort in her classmates.


  However, I know for sure that Mirufy obviously didn't mean to offend her.


  I saw with my own eyes how she smiled happily when someone asked her for help for the first time, and how seriously she thought about her plan for it.


  Since Maina didn't know that it was not surprising that she regarded it as sarcasm.


  Mirufy looked up and opened her mouth in confusion.


      “Mm, sorry I don't understand. But I just want to help you, I didn't mean to...”


      “Then you can just comfort me more. But you always say as if it's all my fault, right!?”


      “I didn't mean it like that, I just know that you can try to be even prettier.”


      “I told you that you seem to be mocking me, isn't it!? I mean, I don't want a very beautiful person like you to say such things to me!”


      “But I just want to make a serious suggestion...”


      “That's why I said what you did was wrong...!”


  Maina screamed, and the girls in her group also reprimanded her and protected her.


      “Stop, Maina! Calm down.”


      “You know, it wasn't just Mirufy's fault. Maina has already tried her best in her own way, so I hope Mirufy can pay more attention to that.”


  Maina then glared at Mirufy who felt confused and depressed because she didn't know what was wrong with all of this.


      “If you can just be an idol, go back to that world.”


  She didn't know that Mirufy had already suffered so much. She has no right at all to be angry.


      “Mirufy won't understand. I believe you will never understand my feelings. If that's the case, I hope you won't have to come all the way to this world.”


  Still, is this indeed the right thing to do.


  I have nothing to do with this matter. And I refused to cooperate because it would obviously be troublesome.


      “That's right. If only you could just be an idol!!”


  She was very excited about what she wanted to do, she was very serious about it, she tried it all, she worked so hard to be what she wanted to be, and this was the result of all that.


  Mirufy's actions may seem a little insensitive, but that's not the truth.


  How can I prove that this is the result of her serious efforts in her own way?


  I clenched my fists. That's funny, right.


  I'm sure I'm the only one who can see Mirufy's true feelings right now.


      “I'm sorry.”


  I knew she really wanted to be normal. I knew that she had already tried very hard to be a normal girl.


      “I don't know, so sorry...”


  I saw her laugh as she felt she had started to get close to normal, as if she was having fun, though it must have been very difficult for her.


  I can't express it in the right words, but I do.


  If this is all the result of her earnest efforts, even if the method is wrong.


      “That’s, not true.”


      “......Eh?”


  I found myself grabbing Mirufy's hand, pulling her with me, and running out of the classroom.


      “...............”


  Then, in an instant, I ran up the stairs to the roof. The roof was closed, so there were no other students here.


      “I'm sure no one will come here.”


  After letting go of her hand and sitting on the top step, Mirufy finally opened her mouth while standing.


      “…Wh-What are you doing.”


      “Huh… I don't know though.”


  If I have to say it, I just didn't want Mirufy to be there anymore.


  That's it.


      “Why are you helping me?”


  ...Did I, try to help her.


  ──────I think that’s not it. It's hard to say, but it's for my own sake.


  I just can't bear to see it all. I don't know why.


  Looking at my silent self, Mirufy sat next to me and slowly opened her mouth.


      “...I'm suck, isn't it. I thought I could do things more skillfully. I think being a normal girl is harder than I imagined.”


      “............”


      “I've been an idol for a long time, and I've never really made a mistake. And... In the end I'm going to bother you too, I’m suck.”


  Mirufy covered her face with her hands and stomped her feet onto the stairs with a bang.


  Then, unable to hold herself anymore, she made a voice in a frustrated tone from her throat and tried to take a breath afterwards.


      “Ahh, mouu, why...”


  Smashed to pieces. And finally, it cracked.


  'Mirufy' that has been carefully coated.


      “... I don't know! I don't know what to do...”


  Mirufy said this in such a low voice that no one could hear her, and then she groaned as if she was trying to spit out something.


  Her stammering words showed her confusion, and I stared at her for a long time, not knowing what to do.


      “...Aah! Yosh!”


  Then Mirufy, after letting out a big sigh, looked up excitedly.


  I couldn't turn my face away, and my eyes met her eyes, which didn't even look moist.


      “...You think I'm going to cry, right? I'm not going to cry like this. I have no right to cry.”


  She stuck out her tongue like she was joking.


  I'm sure she's layering herself again now.


  Such layers to protect herself.


      “What you mean, you don't deserve to cry? You guys just quarreled because you were too serious about it, so you two are victims.”


      “No, no. This time, it was me who put less effort into it. In the end, it's all about results.”


  She tied together her words in frustration, and then.


  She slapped her cheek fiercely and stood up.


      “I won't fail again next time!!”


  Mirufy said this as a warning to herself, then she smiled and started to go down the stairs.


      “I will apologize properly in class tomorrow, so I will go home today. I can't go on like this. I must think about what I will say tomorrow. I want to make friends with everyone in the class.”


  Mirufy looked back at me and said these words with a big smile on her face.


  I couldn't help to grab her arm.


      “............”


      “What is it?”


      “There's no next time. It's over, my goodness.”


  My voice just came out of thin air. I can't stop it.


  I don't know what is right or wrong or who is to blame, but I want to blame her because she is so stubborn.


  Memories of the past go in and out of my memory.


  Yes, I’ll give up. If it were me, I'd give up here already.


      “...Why are you trying so hard? It's not normal to smile and say you want to be friends with someone who says all those things to you.”


  It was really messed up. I wonder if the words I muttered in my mouth reached her.


      “It’s true, right? I'm not normal.”


  She turned around and looked back at me.


  Mirufy continued to speak with a wry smile that I couldn't imagine from her previous look.


      “But therefore, I need to be normal. I have caused a lot of trouble to others, and I am sure to do so if I don't change at all.”


      “...But isn't it very painful for you.”


  “This is not a world where the people that got hurt will always be saved, right? Just because I'm hurt doesn't mean I can be forgiven. I'm going to change. I really need to change.”


  Then, she sighed.


      “If I hadn't been hurt, I'd never get anything.”


  She peeled off the layers, as if in her battle mode.


  The words she said sounded like a blow to something inside me.


  I let go of her arm subconsciously. My whole body felt a pain that I couldn't understand, as if I had been stabbed with a knife from the inside.


      “............”


  Mirufy was stunned but kept talking to me.


      “I'm going home, but you must go back to class and tell them that you just can't bear to watch it. Otherwise, I'm sure they'll think you're on my side... I'm sorry it bothered you, right. Thank you.”


  She raised one corner of her mouth sarcastically at me.


      “...Haha, I see.”


  Yes, I was the kind of person who would worry about such a thing, I thought to myself.


  People can't change easily, even more so when they want to pursue their goals without knowing why.


  After all, she doesn't need a half-hearted ally like me.


  I'm the one who can't stand up for myself.


   


  After Mirufy left. I moved my feet and went down the stairs.


  But no matter how hard she tried, I believe she had already reached her limit.


  I can't stay silent on Fuyu-nee any longer.


  I stopped and opened my LIME.


      >(Ren): Fuyu-nee, you know? Mirufy...


      “...This is not right.”


      >(Ren): What happened to Mirufy in the past?


  I typed messages, deleted them then rewrote them again and again.


      >(Ren): If it continues this way, to be normal...


  Tackticktacktick… how to stay in the safe zone.


  What am I doing.


      “...I really am suck, huh.”


  It sucks. Really. That's why I'll never like myself.


  I put my phone in my pocket and ran over as fast as possible.


  I opened the door of the classroom quickly and headed to my classmates, who were still discussing whether they could understand the situation that had happened.


      “Ahh, Ren, welcome back!”


      “Hey, what did you mean just now!?”


      “How's Mirufyy? I feel sorry for her, but it's just...”


  I don't care what you think anymore.


      “Why did you make it seem like only Mirufy was wrong? You're the one who asked for advice and didn't even thank her.”


      “.......Huh!?”


  I'm not going to stop now. That's what I've decided.


      “Ren-kun, are you on her side!?”


      “No, no, no. It may be our fault. We are just urging her to...”


      “What are we arguing about here! Ren, you didn't mean it, right?”


  Maina said that to try to defend me, but I slowly shook my head.


      “I really mean it. I think it's weird to just criticize her and not even try to know the truth.”


  That's right. Even though she is an ex-idol, she is still a girl who is about the same age as us.


  She's not a different being, she just has a greater motivation to work hard than we do.


      “Well, I'm the same too.”


  I want to think of her as a different being. That way I won't have to get hurt.


      “If I hadn't been hurt, I'd never get anything.”


  I think I have heard Mirufu's voice in my ears.


  That's right. If I didn’t get hurt, I would have sucked for the rest of my life.


      “I will help Kasumi to be normal.”


  To make my classmate, 'Miru Kasumi', become normal, and no longer a former idol Mirufy.


  I'm drawn to those eyes that seem to see everyone but don’t reflect anyone.


  I want to be reflected in those eyes.


  She must have something that I don't have.


      “Are you sure!? If you do that, Ren will be shunned by the others...”


  Maina looked at me worriedly.


  Friends are important. Of course, they are important, but there is something more important than that.


  I smiled and said a few words.


      “What if I like it?”


  I stopped playing sports and everything else when I couldn't do it well.


  I stopped before I failed, and before I got hurt.


  I realized that's why I was always in the middle of the way.


  In other words, I have escaped from the thought that I can do everything well.


  I wanted to change, but somehow, somewhere along the way I thought that I couldn't.


  I've probably given up, thinking that I'd rather stay like this than to get hurt and feel lost.


  But when I saw Kasumi, I couldn't say that anymore.


  ──────From now on, I want to change!


      “Then I'll see you tomorrow.”


  I took my bag and left the classroom. Although my chest was pounding, it was strange that my steps felt light.


  I immediately ran to the shoebox, checked it to make sure that Kasumi's shoes were not there anymore, and then ran out.


  I have some ideas about the possibility of where she is right now.


   


      “Um, you know!!”


  Under the cherry trees that had been in full bloom, at the top of that staircase.


      “Yes, I'll do it!”


  She stood there, and along with the falling cherry blossoms, she looked confused, just like when I first met her.


      “...What do you mean?”


      “So, I will help Kasumi to be a normal girl from tomorrow. My relationship with other is over!”


      “Huhh!?”


  Kasumi's eyes enlarged and her mouth gaped.


      “Why did you do that? You have nothing to do with this!”


      “That's why I'm trying to get involved.”


  Because if I don't, I might run away again.


      “I told you before, I have never found anything I like. I thought I would be bored because I couldn't get excited about anything, but in the end, I gave up.”


  There's really no limit to giving up, but before I know it, I've already drawn the boundary line myself, and if I can't reach it, I'll stop wanting it. I laughed at how I fool myself by thinking that I was already satisfied with my own now.


      “I drew a line at the point where I would get hurt if I went further. Maybe I didn't participate in the club's activities just because I was afraid of training too hard and knowing the limit of my ability.”


  I've been fooling around all my life, by continuing to get enough with just 80 points.


  I don't feel less, but I feel like I'm missing the last part of the puzzle in my life.


  I hate it. Just looking from the outside as Kasumi struggled to stay on her own feet.


  I'm frustrated and fed up with that. I was the one trying to pretend it didn't happen.


      “So, I just want to be like Kasumi before.”


  I admire it. I'm interested in her. To the point that I couldn't help it.


      “...Don't make strange decisions by yourself. You're just forcing yourself, right?”


      “Ahh, indeed! Because I want to be friends with you.”


  I said it out loud and, I'm sure.


  That's right. I want to be friends with Kasumi.


  Kasumi is cool, shiny, and has the power to never give up once she makes up her mind.


      “...What do you mean? Did Fuyuka-san ask you to do it again?”


      “This is 100% my own wish.”


      “Liar! Ahh, mouu. I don't want to bother you. Do you understand?”


      “I know but...”


      “You lied. You don't know anything about Miru's feelings at all!”


      “That's why I asked you to tell me!!”


      “It's okay if you don't understand! No one can understand my pain anyway! I don't want you to understand!! I don't want you to feel sorry for me!”


  It's so messed up.


  Kasumi's face, which had a good expression before, turned into a frustrated expression, and then she walked down the stairs and started running.


      “Ah, hey! Don't run!”


      “No!! Don't follow me!!”


      “Wait, that road...”


  Kasumi ran across from the school.


  However, there was a broken railway crossing on that side.


  Also, the train crossing alarm already ringing.


  It seems that she is trying to pass that train crossing to escape from me, but unlike in the city, this road is dangerous because the train will pass as soon as the alarm goes off.


  Most of the locals know this, but Kasumi is unlikely to know it.


      “Watch out!”


      “Let me go!!”


      “It's dangerous!”


  I caught her just in time and pulled her arm, then she lost her balance and fell on top of me.


  Two seconds later, a train rumbled past us.


      “..........!!”


  Trains in the countryside have a long crossing time due to their slow speed.


  Kasumi quickly got up on her own, but she couldn't escape and had to stand between me and that railway crossing.


  But this is an opportunity I'll never miss again.


  I put all my strength into my stomach and took a breath as quickly as possible. And then...


      “I TOLD YOU I DON'T UNDERSTAND!!”


      “...Eh?”


      “THERE IS NO WAY THAT I, AN ORDINARY PERSON, CAN UNDERSTAND THE FEELINGS OF THE FORMER TOP IDOL!!! DON'T BE AN IDIOT!!!” 


      “......Are you crazy?”


      “YOU ALREADY SAID YOU WON'T GET IT UNLESS YOU GET HURT! SO, DON'T TRY TO RUN AWAY FROM ME! YOU SAID YOU WON'T FAIL, BUT YOU HAVE ALREADY FAILED!” 


      “.......S-SHUT UP!”


  Perhaps because of being surprised by my loud voice, Kasumi also yelled and looked at me fiercely.


  A layer peels off. Yes, I want to see this expression on her face.


      “I love railway crossings. When it's this noisy, no matter how much I scream, my screams will be muffled, right? It's a huge stress-relief.”


  There is still some time before the train passes completely.


      “So, if you have something to vent, why don't you try it too?”


  It's my old way of relieving stress because of my habit of running away.


  Kasumi looked like she was trying to hold something back, and then opened her mouth slowly.


      “...YOU MUST BE JOKING!! YOU ASKED ME FOR ADVICE BUT YOU THINK IT'S TOO HARSH! IF YOU REALLY LIKE HIM, AT LEAST YOU CAN DO THAT!! OR FOR THE BETTER, JUST DO IT RIGHT AWAY!!!” 


  Oh, she's a mess.


      “Hahaha!”


      “RETURN THE TIME I'VE SPENT THINKING ABOUT THE DIET PLAN!!!”


      “Yosh, that's good! Keep doing it!”


      “YOU SAID I WAS POPULAR BECAUSE I WAS CUTE, IT WAS MY OWN EFFORTS THAT MADE ME SO CUTE! IF YOU DON'T DO ANYTHING, YOU WON'T GET LOVED EASILY!!”


      “Wow, that's the best...!”


  That's right. The fact that Kasumi is so cute is due to her own efforts, and why she can be so stoic is the result of her attitude of having seriously faced her fans as an idol.


  It's not that it's wrong. It's just that they do have a different way of life.


      “.........What a relief.”


  After that, the train passed completely.


  Kasumi said so and fell to the ground with a smile full of tears on her face.


      “I don't have a choice, so I’m sorry.”


  Then, she muttered as if something had fallen.


      “Miru really wants to be a normal girl. I can't explain it in detail now, but if I don't, I will hurt the others.”


  Why are you trying so hard to face everything yourself.


  It would be a lie if I said I didn't care, but for now, does that mean I can expect her to tell me someday.


      “That's why I refrained from bothering you, but now, after I show you this much, you should be prepared for it. It's your own fault, right?”


      “I have already made up my mind when I chase you!”


      “...I see. You're the first person to try to get close this far with Miru, so I believe you. But... I don't want to be helped one-sidely.”


  Kasumi took a breath, and then.


      “I'll give you, what's remaining in Miru Kasumi's life. If it were me, who was so blinded by the world around me that I became abnormal, I might be able to help you find something that you are obsessed with, even if your whole life seems very boring.”


  With a serious expression on her face, she said this and stretched out her hand to me.


      “And for that, make me a normal girl.”


      “............”


  Then I received her hand.


  She looked at me fiercely, and sure enough, her eyes were not moist at all.


      “Yosh, there will be no betrayal between us.”


      “Of course! That's why we made an alliance together. I won't let you run away even if you get hurt, okay? I’ll make sure you can achieve your goal to the end.”


      “That's what I want to say.”


  I'm looking for something real.


  Something that can make me obsessed.


  And Kasumi searches for the normal thing she's already left behind.


      “Nice to work with you, Ren-kun!”


  Finally our eyes met each other.


  Our search for the real thing has just begun.
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  Chapter 2 - Former Top Idol and Class Representative


  Time flies, and a week has passed since then.


  As usual, we were alone in the class, but the atmosphere is peaceful this way.


  Except for my phone which keeps beeping because of a series of contacts I get because of my personality that wants to be involved in everything and has a wide range of useless friendships.


  Even if I wanted to turn off my LIME notifications, I didn't want to miss any contact from my family or 'Fuyu-nee', so I blocked everything except the people I was very close to for now. It's not funny that the number of my 'friends' has been reduced from what was originally more than 300 peoples to about 30 peoples.


  I felt a little sad and thought to myself, 'isn't this like a relationship slaughter'.


      “It's okay. I only have seven contacts, including you. So yes, you are the chosen few!”


  I was cheered on by Kasumi and ended up thinking that it looked like it would be fine this way.


  But how wary has she been in her life all along with scandals that she has so much less contact than me? Even after I committed massacres on those contacts.


  Well, me too, sometimes getting gossiped in the corridors by Kasumi's fans and a group of girls from the Maina's group when I am alone, but it doesn't really matter.


   


  After the chaos in the classroom that time, Maina contacted me to apologize, but it wasn't entirely her fault. And she had made up with Kasumi on the surface, but I hope they will be friends again after they've sorted out their own feelings.


  Then, the shimmering cherry color was visible at the corner of my eyes.


      “...What?”


  Yes, that’s it. We're sitting next to each other now.


   


  Apparently, the class representative, who knew about the commotion, had found some solution to prevent further problems, and the first seat change that occurred the other day became a competition event. Finally, it was me who got the seat next to Kasumi.


      “...What—is—it, Ren-kun”


      “No, I'm just thinking.”


      “Can you stop thinking with your eyes on me all the time?”


  Kasumi smiled. But it looks like she's annoyed.


      “If I turn to the corridor, the fans who wants to see you will look at me.”


      “Then, why don't you just look forward?”


      “Even if I look forward, I will still see it from the corner of my eye.”


  Indisputably, Kasumi is a very beautiful girl. If you guys ask me if I'm happy or not, of course I'm happy, but I still can't feel relaxed at all because she's a resident of a different world to me.


  And because I always attract attention wherever I am with Kasumi, even in the classroom, I can't feel any freedom at all.


      “Huft, I already knew it would end like this...”


      “Ahh. It's because you didn't turn me into a normal girl as soon as possible.”


      “Don't be reckless, okay!? For starters, you should break your habit of signing every side of the paper! We can't even throw garbage into the trash can easily because of it!”


      “What? I have spent all my free time signing things during those time, and I can't relax unless I hold a pen in my hand.”


      “Then just try to hold the eraser, for now.”


      “O-Okay.”


      “...But how can you be so cheerful all the time? Aren't you tired of continuing to be in the spotlight like that?”


  It has been two weeks since she moved in.


  On the way to school, on the way home from school, walking in the corridor, and even while eating. No matter where she is, she attracts attention and rumors from people.


  However, in such a situation, Kasumi is always cheerful, energetic, and smiles softly.


  Even I, who was only an additional to the center of attention, felt uncomfortable and couldn't help but feel pressured. Therefore, I wonder how strong her mentality and vitality are.


      “Eh? I'm not tired. I'm used to it.”


      “...W-Well, I understand.”


      “Mm. Actually, this is the secret, I will only focus on the one person in front of me.”


      “Eh?”


      “Yes, for example, you are in the middle of the concert stage, and there are 70,000 people around you. And they were all there to see Ren-kun.”


  Kasumi said so and made a triangle with her hands to represent the concert venue.


      “There are people who run away from family events and reduce their food expenses to be able to come today. But can I make eye contact with them all in just two hours?”


      “That’s...”


      “That's impossible, right. No matter how much money they have spent, or how much they love you, or how unhappy they are with their lives, I don't know that, and I can't accept it all.”


  The sheer scale of the concert stage is a world I never knew, but I thought I could understand something similar.


  For example, if both of your friends make an appointment with you at the same time, and you have chosen one of them, then it will be disrespectful to both if you continue to feel guilty about the other friend and do not focus on the friend you have chosen. So, you just have to think about the friend you choose and have fun with him/her.


  If we can't make everyone happy, it would be more polite to at least face one person in front of us. We can't possibly give everyone what they want, so we must stay focused on the one person in front of us.


   


  I once thought that Kasumi seemed to notice everyone even though she didn't make eye contact with anyone.


  But at that moment, I felt that Kasumi was only looking at me.


      “Then I will only look at that person, and I won't care about my surroundings.”


  While saying this, Kasumi held my cheek between her hands.


      “W-What are you doing!?”


      “Look here. Well, all you can see now is Miru.”


      “............”


  I was so close to her that I felt my breath stuck in my throat.


  The close distance between us almost made me choke. I smelled the typical fragrant fragrance of a girl, and my head became dizzy. However, this dizziness felt good.


      “I-I am...”


  I tried my best to cover up my happy feelings that seemed to be blooming all the time.


  I’m close to her, but she's not the kind of girl I can reach.


  It wasn't until then that I noticed the appearance of anxiety that could be seen in her eyes.


  Supposedly, I was the one who had to protect her. While Kasumi has only been a civilian for half a year, I am a veteran civilian with more than 16 years of experience.


  If I look so anxious and unreliable, there's no way I can help Kasumi to be a normal girl.


  Even Kasumi must feel anxious.


  Just as I'm not used to being in the spotlight, spending time in class normally and being on par with many people her age is something she's not used to.


      “...Sorry.”


      “Why are you apologizing? I hope you'll say thank you instead.”


      “Thank you. Let's work together from now on!!”


      “Mn. Well, first of all, I want to make friends normally!”


      “That's right. But still... Idol is amazing, isn't it? In an instant, all I can see is Kasumi.”


      “...That's not how it is. Well, Miru likes you very much, Ren-kun.” [TN: Lol, she is going to continue to say those line in the future]


      “I told you, stop that!”


      “Ehhh? Dun wanna~. Because you are so funny, you know, Ren-kun. I like that too.”


  ──────That can stop my heart.


  Former top idol, Miru Kasumi.


  I never doubted that she was a good girl, only that I had to do something to correct her habit of saying 'I like you', which she used in the equivalent sense of 'Thank you'.


   


  *** 


   


      “Okay, so today, we will determine the members of the committee.”


  Said it from the podium and smiled, Kotono Kuon, the class representative of this class.


  She wore a neat, anti-scuff uniform with a tightly tied pony-tail and elegant style. She was a model schoolgirl who was born to be the committee leader.


  Her grades are at the top of our year. Although she is not good at sports, her family is a legislative family after all, and she is a beautiful girl whose appearance is equivalent to an idol.


  For this reason, the leader of the class committee has been decided with an extraordinary approval rating, and today we will decide on the other committee members.


      “Let's start with the secretary, okay?”


  While the chairman was deciding on the committee members one after another by her ability, Kasumi, who was sitting next to me, looked very nervous all the time.


  When I chatted with her via LIME last night, she said that she wanted to be a member of one of the committee sections, but she wasn't sure if she wanted to be a member of the committee for public morals... I wonder what she finally decided.


  By the way, my safe choice is the committee of the Japanese (subjects).


  Since by far the easiest is to be in the Japanese comitee, where the amount of work to be handed over is the least, compared to the rest of the comitee, this committee is only in charge of collecting tasks.


      “Looking forward for it, Ren-kun!”


  She's very excited.


  The people in the Maina group who had feuded with her because of dietary problems before looked at Kasumi from behind with a cynical look, but she was not annoyed at all.


  I casually asked her before, 'Don't you feel awkward?'. Then, 'Compared to when I played the role of center at a dome concert in front of a crowd full of haters?', she replied.


  What's wrong with that mentality??


      “...I can't wait for this.”


  Basically, the committee that handle class’s subject will be called last, so my eyes that were in a daze because they were still waiting for that part, were instantly awakened by Kasumi's statement five seconds later.


      “Next is the festival committee. Does anyone want to be...”


      “Yes! Kasumi, I'm running for a festival committee member.” [TN: Miru is the kind of person who often puts her own name in her conversations. So don't get confused.]


  Kasumi raised her hand with a twinkle in her eyes.


  Then, unexpectedly at all. She grabbed my hand and forcibly lifted it up.


      “Ah, Ren-kun is with me!”


  ...I'm not going to do it, am I!?


      “No, no, no. When did I say I would be a member of the festival committee?”


      “Huh, you said yesterday that you will be on the same committee as me, right, Ren-kun?”


      “I told you that if there are no other candidates, I am willing to do it, but I said it was a last resort, right!?”


  Don't just raise my hand! We're not doing a three-leg race!


      “Oh, that's right. Sorry, let's continue without Ren-kun!”


      “Do you think anyone else wants to be the member of the festival comitee in this situation?”


      “Eh, I'm sure there is. The proof is I want to be a festival committee, right?”


      “Being a member of the festival committee is not a very contested and coveted position. The high school festival is not a two-dimensional event, have you known it before!?”


  Kasumi looked at me blankly on her face.


  Oh God. Fuyu-nee!


  After all, can't you let her master a little bit of general knowledge first!


  Why did you send Kasumi to school with all her manga knowledge stuffed into her head?


  I looked at the class representative as if I was praying.


  I already knew that no one would raise their hands if we re-elected that position, but there might be a brave man out there. Please, someone...! Anyone...!


      “Well, I know you will definitely also be worried about Kasumi-san, so can I ask Kashiwagi-kun to be a member of the festival committee with her?”


      “Class representative?”


  Hands raised in the classroom.


  Apparently, no one objected.


      “In that case, I asked Kasumi-san and Kashiwagi-kun to become members of the festival committee. I look forward to cooperating with you.”


      “Yes, I understand! Leave it to Miru!”


  I get it. The class representative is innocent.


  If anything, it's my fault for not checking it properly.


  But still, really──────.


  As I stared at the class representative, Kasumi pulled the sleeve of my uniform from next to me.


  Kasumi looked at me with a guilty face.


  I was so embarrassed that I spontaneously turned my face.


      “Sorry, Ren-kun. I misunderstood the content of LIME yesterday and thought you were going to do it with me...”


      “...Nah, it's okay. That's because we don't have enough time to discuss it. I would also like to try it once, as a member of the festival committee. Maybe I can find something here.”


  That's right. From now on, I will think positively and will not miss the opportunity to find the real thing I have been looking for!


      “...In my opinion, you don't have to be too kind on me.”


      “What are you talking about?”


      “Hehe. I'll check it properly next time. I don't want Ren-kun to hate me.”


  The thing I don't hate about Kasumi is that she always reflects on things like this.


      “By the way, Kasumi-san, is there any problem with your seat placement now? I didn't check your vision problems when I asked you to change to another seat...”


      “I'm fine. I have 3.0 vision! This is my greatest pride!”


  She looked proud.


  I don't know if it's something to be proud of, Miru Kasumi.


      “Alright then, glad to hear that. I think there are still many things I don't know about you, so while Kashiwagi-kun is unreliable, please rely on me too.”


      “Why are you mocking me right away?”


      “Fufu. Next, let's see who will be in charge of the subject comitee...”


  Oh, ignoring me, okay. And it set me off because it seemed like she was happy after doing it.


      “...Ren-kun, do you and the class representative get along?”


      “Well, it’s not that we are getting along anyway... we only went to the same middle school. So, well, you could say we already know each other.”


      “Hmm. I see.”


      “What's the matter.”


      “I wonder if you can introduce me to the class representative.”


      “Why don't you do it yourself?”


      “If I do it suddenly, the class representative will probably feel annoyed!”


      “Finally, you've understood that... I'm overwhelmed.”


  I wanted to cry when I remembered what her attitude was the first time, she shocked the whole school and subdued her classmates with her attitude.


  I mean, if you care about that so much now, why are you still so careless of me.


      “Mou~~, please stop behaving like a 'guardian'!”


      “Where did you learn those words?”


      “Live Stream Game?”


      “You're watching it!?”


      “Yes, I watch it very often. Ah──, umm, yeah... It's okay. I'm not an idol anymore.”


  It's not a problem if idols like to watch live streams of games.


  No, is it the kind of world where something even trivial like that can get you in trouble?


  Well, I've tried a lot of hobbies, but I've never been an idol, so I won't know.


      “Just talk to the class representative directly if you have the opportunity.”


      “Okay.”


  We're in the same class though, so anytime can do──────.


      “Next, we will talk about the purpose of our class. We just need to decide about the flag of our class, so let's take more time to study independently, shall we?” [TN: I'm honestly confused about this part in the raw source. And the sentences around this conversation don't help to get the original context either.]


  The class representative oversees the class faster than the teachers.


  Of course, seeing her as a model student would probably make Kasumi find it difficult to get close to her.


  As I rummaged through my phone under my desk to open the LIME app and then send a message, I heard a notification sound 'LIME♪' from somewhere.


      “...Please turn off your phone during class, okay?”


  Actually, it was the class representative who didn't turn off her LIME notification.


   


  ***


   


      “Hey, Kashiwagi-kun!”


  That night. When I answered an incoming call, there was an excited voice.


  I already know who it is.


      “I told you before not to send LIME messages to me during class, right?”


  Kotono Kuon. She was an honor student who became our class representative.


      “No, it's the class representative's fault for not turning off your phone notification.”


      “Ugh~~! I can't turn it off because today is the lottery announcement for a very important concert!!”


      “So, how? Do you win?”


      “Ugh, disconnected!?”


  She is a hardcore idol fan who loves idols and prioritizing it than eating three meals a day.


  She looks completely different from her persona in the class, but in fact, her true self is like this.


   


  Apparently, her favorite idol group is ci×ci, but I've never heard of who she likes there. Well, I don't know any of the other members except Kasumi and Fuyu-ne, so I'm not sure if I should ask her or not.


      “Oh, good night. In that case, let me tell you something, you didn't save me from being elected to the festival committee!”


      “Yes, it's Mirufy's request, so what else can it be~. But it doesn't matter. Kashiwagi-kun, you are a reliable person.”


      “Maybe that was back then, when I really liked it when I was in junior high school... But now I am a bad person worth 80 points.”


      “What do you mean, someone worth 80 points? I like you more now. I'll say this now, but you used to be that Kashiwagi-kun who look a little scary, like a monster with a very high fighting spirit.”


      “Who is that high-spirited monster? You're the one who's amazing, now you can't even show your true self in class.”


      “Aaa───aaa───, I can't hear you~.”


  Actually, our relationship is not just limited to fellow students who used to go to the same middle school.


  Although we were only in the same class in the second year, I became a class committee member with great enthusiasm. I served as the leader of the committee for a year and paired up with her, who has been an honor student ever since back then.


  Originally, the class representative was someone who was very polite like we saw in class, but since she was forced by the teachers to maintain her disciplined attitude very unreasonably, she has become a little blunt to complain in front of me.


  But from her recent grievances, it seems that the bullying in her home is not as severe as it used to be. It is not easy indeed to live in a wealthy family.


   


  I have learned a lot since that incident and vowed to never be the leader of the committee again, but she has remained the leader of the committee for three years since junior high school and became the leader again in this year, I think it is very remarkable. She will probably be the leader of the committee again next year.


      “Nah, I'm not being sarcastic, okay. You're great, class representative.”


      “...We're not in school right now, so please call me Kotono.”


      “Okay, okay.”


      “Ah, I'm so tired. Even though Kudo is a teacher. But what's the use of him in all this time? I can't believe this is not paid work!”


  If she's so fed up, why not just stop?


  I don't think I need to say that, so that she can complain to me calmly.


      “Okay, I've decided. I'm going to open a bag of potato chips now.”


      “Whoa, I like that too. I'll open mine.”


      “Are you sure? It's 2:00 in the morning.”


      “It's okay. I'm free tomorrow.”


      “That's right. I won't let you just eat three pieces and babble, right? Kashiwagi-kun should share calories with me until the end.”


      “Of course. Even if I don't eat it all and just leave it alone, the chips will get soggy.”


      “You know exactly what I mean, Kashiwagi-kun. If you don't eat it all, it's rude to those potatoes~.”


  Me and her have something in common.


  Nocturnal person. We share the same value for this. And we don't interfere too much with each other's affairs.


  Maybe that's why our relationship lasted so long, even though we didn't share our interests.


      “Umm. Thank you for accepting the position of the festival committee today. Thank you very much.”


      “No problem. I'm the one who thanks you for your hard work, Kotono.”


      “It doesn't matter. That's just my job. Ah, let's open Coke today~.”


      “Ah, that’s rare.”


  She must have been tired, after the selection of members of that committee.


      “Consider it a reward to myself, so it's okay. Oh yeah, Kashiwagi-kun, you are so lucky to know Mirufy.”


      “Maybe I have saved the world in my previous life.”


      “Lol, you are exaggerating. But if you also know other idols, you might be right. I really envy you~.”


  ...I will keep the fact that me and Fuyu-nee are childhood friends even if it kills me.


  I just had a bad feeling.


      “Maybe Kasumi is your favorite idol, Kotono?”


      “Not really, but I like her so much that I can feel the air of happiness just by being in the same class with her. After all, idols do shine...”


      “Enough. How can you hide the fact that you're a big fan of idols?”


      “It's going to be a bit of shocking news, you know. Well, it's okay, I've got Kashiwagi-kun to listen to me.”


      “...Yes, yes. I understand.”


  It's not fair that the class representative always says these things to me suddenly. I'm sure we'll talk like this next year even if we're in a different class... I couldn't help but feel that the corners of my mouth were slightly raised.


  I refocused on the social networking games I'd been playing, to the point where I remembered something.


      “Oh, yeah. Kasumi said she wants to be friends with you, and she wants me to introduce you to her.”


      “...I'm dying.”


      “Wait, what?”


      “I'm going to die. I can't do it. Please subtly reject it, or I will be blinded by its luster. You know, Mirufy shouldn't be involved with people from the underworld like us, you understand? Somehow, she was stranded in our class. How can you breathe with those sparkling eyes that keep staring at you? Perhaps it is a gem that cannot be measured by carat. And what's more, her skin is soft as silk. Her stoicms is also a big plus. I believe her beauty is the result of her hard work. When Mirufy smiles, that's the heavenly world and the moment when the three steps of creation, formation, and prosperity of the world take place.”


      “STOP, STOP IT!”


  Enough, stop that weird magic-spell, hardcore-idol fan!


  She hadn't even taken another breath in the middle of her sentences. And her hardcore fan side is fully visible. Where was your calmness like in the class before?


  It was an incredible amount of information, but nothing stuck to my head at all.


  In fact, Kotono is very good at living her life.


  From the outside, she seemed to have no problems at all, was serious, and was an honor student who set a good example for everyone──────.


      “...Well, again, I can't say that I like idols when I introduce myself.”


      “Why don't you just say it?”


      “Hahaha. If my parents hear it, they will throw away all my idol's treasures, so please give me an emergency protection at Kashiwagi-kun's house when that happens, okay?”


  Behind the scenes, she always tried desperately to keep her original chaotic side from being exposed.


  I was so fascinated by her passion that I felt a little empty, wondering why there wasn't anything I could do like her.


      “But have you seen it? FNG Song Festival last night! ci×ci is the best. At first, I was worried about Fuyu-chan because she seemed to be in bad shape since Mirufy quit, but she returned to her maximum performance and her song ' Shuwa Happi' was the pinnacle of her career.”


      “Wait, I haven't seen FNG.”


      “How come? I can't believe it... Yosh, make sure to watch it tomorrow and give me your impression. If you want, you can make a report related to your impressions. Because it will increase the number of views.”


      “It's too complicated!”


      “Then I will give you the answer to your math task.”


      “Why did you go that far, honor student.”


      “Hype. The hype is so amazing.”


      “Then who is your favorite idol in ci×ci?”


      “My favorite is Fuyu-chan. Fuyuka Shirakaba. Even Kashiwagi-kun at least knows her name, right?”


      “Uhm, yeah.”


  A chill ran through my spine.


  Of course, I know her, she is my childhood friend.


  I thought, 'No way it's Fuyu-nee, right', but... My guess is wrong.


  Despite my panic, Kotono continued to speak in a happy tone of voice.


      “Fuyu-chan's charm is her openness. She has the appearance of a goddess, and the dark circles around her eyes are top-notch and look very sexy, and she is very gentle like a goddess!”


      “But that's not all. There is also a part of her that makes people avoid her, right?”


      “That's right. Some of the other members who almost break apart during their tour were very disappointed────... Kashiwagi-kun, you know a lot about this.”


      “Oh, well, my childhood friend is a fan of her.”


      “Oh, really? That's amazing. If you don't mind, please introduce me to her next time.”


  If I answer vaguely without being able to say that the person I am referring to is Fuyuka Shirakaba herself, Kotono will probably kill me one day.


  Before that happens, I somehow must increase Kotono's favorability level for me.


      “I will write a report on that FNG Song Festival later. Yup, let me write it for you.”


      “How come you suddenly want to? Is there anything you want from me?”


      “Eh? Not at all.”


      “Suspicious~. Oh, if Kashiwagi-kun is worried about being rejected by our fan group, that's fine. We think of everyone as a 'colleague' except for other fans who bully us or want to confront us!”


      “It's not that though.”


  I answered it right away. I almost became one of those 'colleagues'.


  But, if I could join her, would I be free from that execution later?


  I finally decided I wouldn't let Kotono know that I was Fuyu-nee's childhood friend.


      “More than all. It's nice to live with someone to admire, isn't it? Of course.”


      “My idol is my reason for staying alive and a light to me. That's why when Mirufy stopped, everyone was in a state of mourning... Oh yeah, anyway, Kashiwagi-kun, do you know why Mirufy quit ci×ci?”


  The sudden question made my heart beat faster inexplicably.


      “To be a normal girl again, right?”


      “I know that. If all she wants is to go to school, why doesn't she just go to a special school of performing arts?”


      “...That's make sense.”


  If you ask me, it's definitely true.


  I don't remember too much detail about the incident, but I think it was really sudden when Kasumi announced her graduation. At that time, the wider public was frantically trying to find out Kasumi's true intentions.


      “Well, I'm fine with anything that makes Mirufy happy now. I know I said it myself, but what the people out there are saying is obviously different.”


      “That's right.”


  I was only entrusted to make her a normal girl, not to find out her true intentions.


  Everyone lives with one or two scars that didn’t want others to see.


      “And again. I want to make sure, Kashiwagi-kun and Mirufy aren't in a relationship, right...”


      “No, we don't.”


      “Of course, right!!”


      “You're asking the obvious, you know.”


      “Ahahaha!”


  Hey, so it's funny for you to laugh there.


      “Ahh, it feels good to talk to Kashiwagi-kun for the first time after so long. I thought about killing him if he told me that they were dating or something.”


      “Who!?”


      “Who do you think?”


      “It’s me, no matter how I think about it. Damn it.”


      “Well, I'd better go back to study.”


      “Do you know what time it is now?”


  The current time is 03:00 in the morning.


      “Hahaha. Dawn is the best time to make progress.”


      “Don't catch a cold, okay.”


      “Yes~. Well then, bye.”


      “Okay. Bye.”


  I hung up the phone and then closed my eyes... But I couldn't sleep at all, so I got up from the mattress.


  I'll think of a plan for Monday...


  This time, I was going to make her suppress her habit of winking her eyes magically like what she always did usually. I'm sure that's what should be done for now.


   


      “Ah, Ren-kun. Good morning... Eh? What? Why are you holding a magic pen?”


      “Today, I will draw a star in your hand every time you wink.”


      “Why!?”


      “Because normal girls don't wink their eyes in their daily lives. They won't even question it.”


      “Huh, you're kidding, aren't you!?”


  From the beginning, the joke was actually in your head only.


  What's wrong with that!? And then Kasumi winked her eyes again... Yes, she was guilty.


  I secretly drew a star on the back of her hand.


  It took courage to draw on top of this delicate, pure white skin, but I had no other choice.


  This is also for the good of Kasumi.


      “Aaaah!”


      “If I do this, you can count your sins.”


      “Sin!? Winking is a sin!?”


      “Of course! How many classmates do you think have been drowned by it!”


  Kasumi is a very beautiful girl. If she winks at you, she will turn into a deadly weapon.


  And just as we were doing this exchange, Kotono walked from in front of us.


      “...I can do it. I really want to get close to Mirufy. Kashiwagi-kun is also there, and I'm sure he'll help me. I can do it. I can do it. I can do it.”


      “What is it, Kotono-san?”


      “Oh, nooo!”


  Don't tell me you came to talk to me because of what I said the other day!?


      “Ka... Kasumi-san. Good morning.”


      “...Me?”


      “Good morning, Kashiwagi-kun.”


      “I'm just an extra, huh.”


  Kotono's face was bright red and she trembled.


  Well, we're always on the phone, so it's weird to talk in person after a long time.


      “............”


      “Kasumi?”


  I asked her because she was silent, but then she shook Kotono's hand with all her might.


      “Good morning! Class rep───... Kuon-chan!”


      “Fuee!? You remember my name...”


      “Of course, I remember. I've memorized the names of all my classmates.”


      “Uh, that's amazing. I can't even do it.”


      “Fufu. I'm very good at remembering people's names. You know, after everything that happened in class, you were the first to talk to me. That's why I'm so happy. Thanks! I'm looking forward to working with you from now on, Kuon-chan.”


  Then Kasumi winked her eyes perfectly and then──────.


      “...Nn, Kuon-chan?”


      “Kyu──”


      “Kuon──────chan!”


  Kotono, who was targeted by fan service at close range, was completely gone to heaven instantly.


      “...Kasumi?”


      “J-Just now, I did it unintentionally...”


      “Since you did it unintentionally, that's why, right!?”


  I escorted the staggered Kotono to the infirmary and drew more stars in Kasumi's hands.


  There is still a long way to go for her to become a normal girl.


  Chapter 3 - Idol in Wonderland


  I want to become obsessed with something.


  This has been my main problem for as long as I can remember.


  I'm an only child, and both my parents are busy at work. For a long time, I have wanted to fill my free time before my parents come home.


  Homework is not enough to fill my time, so I do sports. 


  I went to the library. 


  I played board games with Fuyu-nee.


  I even studied seriously like my parents wanted me to.


  But I got bored halfway through.


  Then I joined a band, tried to compose a song, but it wasn't enough. I tried drawing, but I didn't have the talent or enthusiasm to continue. And after a while I'll find the 'next' thing to try.


  I don't know what's right for me.


  When I was in junior high school, someone who became my friend because we played the same game asked me about my rank, and I lied as quickly as I could. Because unlike my friend, who is still exploring the game and keeping up with the events and updates, my rank hasn't changed at all since we used to have fun together.


  It's true, I loved this game. I was lying. I just always had fun talking about it with my friends. So it didn't last long.


  I liked it half-heartedly, and soon I couldn't keep up and threw it away on my own. The relationships that had been formed and expanded because of this activity became tenuous before I knew it, and everything became annoying.


  I'm good at a lot of things, but superficially, so I don't have a single thing to talk about in my introduction.


  That's why I wanted something real that could obsess me all the time.


  And around that time, Fuyu-nee passed the idol audition and went to Tokyo to debut as a member of cider×cider.


  In other words, I was in a hurry.


  Fuyu-nee, who had been playing with me for a long time, found her own place and spread her wings. She was surrounded by many people, loved by many people, and seemed very happy.


  So why am I always in the same place, I kept asking myself.


  But it wasn't until junior high that I was able to repeat the cycle of trying something and getting tired of it over time.


  Trying also requires persistence. If we keep trying, trying, trying, and in the end, we don't get what we're looking for, we'd probably be better off if we hadn't tried in the first place.


  I should have redirected all this effort to admit that... I am indeed a person who can do many things, but only on the surface.


      "I can help you find something that will obsess you even if your whole life seems so boring."


  However, the reason I shook Kasumi's hand back then was probably because there was a burning feeling of inexplicable desire for the 'real thing' in the corner of my mind.


      "I've been told many times that my life is great, so I'm confident."


  Or maybe it's because I dream of being like Kasumi, not someone else?


      "Leave it to me!"


  Or maybe both.


   


  *** 


   


  Today is the first day of Golden Week. 


  Me and Kasumi decided to go on an expedition.


      "So, for now, can you tell me what you are most interested in?"


      "…I don't have anything in particular right now."


      "Then I think I should start looking for something that interests you."


  As part of my search for something to work on, the first thing we discussed was sorting out what I'm interested in, what I'm not interested in, and what I want to do in the future.


  It seems that Kasumi is ready to face me solemnly.


      "Mmm. Do you want to go to the amusement park next weekend?"


      "Why?"


      "It's been a long time since I've been there."


  Doesn't Kasumi just want to go out and have fun?


      "Just kidding, really. I think we can start with something that people really like. I'm sure you've tried most of the other creative things, and idols shine too much for you, right? So I think the next thing that is popular is amusement parks".


      "Hmm. I haven't had time to go to the amusement park because my parents are always busy, so I don't know much about it."


      "That's why. Isn't it good that it's worth trying from now on?"


      "Ah, I understand...!"


  Amazing! This is really well thought out by her.


  When I think about it myself, I naturally focus on what I like and what I can do, so I never see any other possibility for things that just need to be enjoyed and have actually been loved by many.


      "After all, all this time I've only been there for magazine or TV projects, so I think it can be a good exercise for me as well to enjoy it in a normal way! One stone for two birds!"


      "Ah..."


  Really. If she went as part of a project, she could ride all the rides without waiting in line. And she'd have to worry about which headband to wear, which was normal for me, but I don't think she'd ever experienced it. 


      "And since everyone will be busy playing, they won't pay attention to me, even if my disguise is simple. So, we can have fun without worrying about me being discovered!"


      "I didn't think there would be a day when I would have to rely on you so much."


      "Hey, that's rude. This is what you get when Miru-chan is serious, you know!"


  Then be serious about your school life from the beginning.


      "I'll book you a ticket, okay?"


      "Alright. I will pay for the ticket later."


      "Okay! Anyway, do you know how to enjoy Disneyland at 120%?"


      "No, I don't know, but..."


  Kasumi opened her mouth with a smug look on her face.


      "In that case, the 'Let's go to the amusement park' project has just started! Whoever makes the best preparations can definitely enjoy the atmosphere at Disney. First of all, think about what you will wear. Then, plan the order of the places we will explore there. We also need to find out where the best place is to watch the parade... Are you listening to me?"


      "I hear you. I just haven't been interested in an amusement park until now."


      "Fufu. You and I are destined to be in an alliance together. I hope you will come with me, like on a big ship!" 


  And. I would never tell her that her expression when she smiled happily was the most adorable.


   


  After that, I got ready for the event, as Kasumi requested, who seemed to have finished her homework. The first step is to choose what to wear on the day of the competition. I carefully decided that I would wear a Mickey Mouse headband, so I ordered a monotonous black and white outfit from the online store.


  Since I only believe in black and white shirts and jeans, Kasumi wanted to pick out clothes for me. But if we go to the mall together, it will be very conspicuous, so the only way is to buy from the online store.


      "What!? Who wants to wear torn pants like that?"


      "Ren-kun is the one who will wear them. This is the current fashion trend!"


  Come to think of it, it's funny to see us in class, chatting and joking while choosing our clothes.


  In addition to Kasumi choosing clothes for me, I also thought about coordinating clothes that would suit her. First, she will wear a black, white, and red dress that will look good on social media, such as a Mini Mouse dress.


  But such a look certainly looks like she is shouting "I'm an idol, please look at me!" to the people around her.


  So somehow, I convinced her to wear a white blouse and a black miniskirt. It was probably a normal girl fashion at Disney. I don't know the truth.


  Next, I looked up the parade they were going to have this season and found out where it was.


  I discovered that this time the parade is called "Dream of Truth" and has just started, and there will be a flash mob where we can dance with the characters.


  So, under the supervision of Kasumi-sensei, a former professional dancer, we started a special rehearsal of the day to have fun with the characters there to the best of our ability.


      "Mou──! Are you watching TikTok?" 


      "That's right! Because I've never danced before, and there's no way I can do it just by looking at you!"


  I yelled and tried my best, but to be honest, I still doubted my dancing. I'll try to cheat on Kasumi that day and see what I can do.


  Then we thought of ways to get around people recognizing Kasumi's face, made our own Disneyland map with each ride's wait time in mind, and finally the weekend came.


   


  We woke up earlier than usual and now we are waiting at the entrance of Disneyland.


      "Huff... I feel like I've been doing nothing but trying to suppress your winking habits this week."


      "So now we have to throw away this reality and have fun at Disney!"


      "This is so refreshing, I love it. I like it a lot."


      "Hey, don't imitate Miru's habits!"


  Even though you say that, we're always together, so it's no wonder I get so tired.


  Also, because of Kasumi, I feel like I've heard the words "I really like you" a lot lately.


  It's amazing to get used to being an idol.


  I feel like I can never give anything to anyone else like she did.


      "Yosh, well, let's start with a review. First the ticket, okay. Fortunately, now we just have to use the app without having to hold the ticket paper, right?"


      "We just have to show this at the gate, right?"


      "Yep, that's right! And I already bought a headband at the station store, so it's perfect!"


  Kasumi said proudly, shaking her cute-looking Mini Mouse headband.


  She wears a mask and gloves that make her look like a mini mouse to protect her face from being recognized, so it's impossible for anyone to see her unless they're very close.


  However, her extraordinary style always attracts the attention of those around her.


  She looked at my monotonous clothes, which I am not used to wearing, from top to bottom, as if she was checking out the fashion on a TV show.


      "Huum, huum. I knew this would look cool."


      "...Oh."


  Kasumi's words were so direct that I sometimes had trouble responding to them.


  Besides, it would be better if she said it in her idol mode. But she said it casually instead, and that's why I assumed that it was so cunning.


      "Ren-kun, you think I'm just flattering you, right?"


      "Of course."


      "Why do you doubt it? I coordinated it, so of course you will look cool."


      "…Okay."


  You're such a cunning creature to make such an adorable protest!


      "You're the one who looks good in your clothes."


      "Thank you. Hahaha. Your ears look red. You don't have to force yourself."


      "Hah...!"


  When I tried to cover my ears with my hands, Kasumi giggled and opened her mouth.


      "I will definitely ask you to choose my clothes again later, although it is not to look normal or to prevent my identity from being revealed."


      "…Why?"


      "Because I want Ren-kun to praise me again for how good I look. Is there any other reason?"


      "That's why!"


  Your sweet attitude is so cunning!!


   


  Then we waited for the opening of Disneyland, chatting, showing our tickets at the entrance, and running to the most popular rides.


  Then, without a break, we ate breakfast at the café we had pre-booked, boarded the rides with our tickets, secured a seat with a good view of the parade, and put down our mat while sitting down and resting for a while. Everything went perfectly.


  There is still a while before the parade starts, so I can finally catch my breath.


  So far, it's starting to feel like I'm competing with myself.


      "It's amazing... Disneyland atmosphere..."


      "Hey. But it's really tedious if we use our previous preparations."


      "But it's been a long time since I've been able to have fun like this."


      "Eh... Yayyy!"


  Kasumi smiled as she gave me a joyful cheer.


      "Are you that happy?"


      "Of course, I am! To be honest, I am sorry that I caused you so much trouble, Ren-kun, and I feel very guilty about it. So, I'm happy that I can finally make a real contribution, and most importantly, I'm happy that you can have fun with me like this."


      "…What is it? If I didn't have fun, I wouldn't have taken it so seriously.


  Besides, I have never been with a person who seriously wants to walk around with me.


      "…I'm the one who should thank you. Because it helps me find something to work on."


      "When you say it like that, it's like I'm the one who's always causing trouble."


      "That's right."


      "Do you think I'll just agree with you?"


  Actually, if Kasumi was a selfish idol, I would have given up on her long ago. But because she shook my hand with a serious look back then, and because I knew about all her efforts, I was able to do my best as I am today.


      "That's right. We still have time before the parade starts."


      "Eh. Wouldn't they recognize me under these circumstances?"


      "It's okay. It's not something that idols post on their blogs, it's just memories for us."


      "I think so. Ah── it's my fault. I always associate it with idols."


      "Well, normal girls also think a lot about the photos they would post on social media. So, isn't that normal?"


      "You're really nice, you know."
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Kasumi said it as if she wanted to agree and raised the camera of her phone. 

      "In that case, I'll take a picture of us with the app, so let's get ready. Three, two, one... whoa!"


  For a moment, a gust of wind blew, and Kasumi's fine hair hit me directly.


      "Hahaha! Hey look, I got a good picture."


      "Am I the only one who looks ugly here?"


  Kasumi's eyes were wide open despite the strong wind, her bangs were intact, and I was half blinded by the attack of Kasumi's hair.


  Hmm, can I complain?


      "Still, it's amazing. How did you get such iron-clad bangs?"


      "Preparation is the key to being an idol. I have to stay beautiful no matter what the circumstances."


      "...You are not an idol anymore, so it is okay to relax a little in your preparation."


      "I will correct my previous words. I mean, not just for idols, but for all women. It's our first date at Disney, I'm not going to let my bangs get in the way of our fun!"


  Huh, didn't you just say something ridiculous?


  First Disney date? Kasumi?? Sure, when we first met, she said something about a scandal, but... seriously?


  And as it turns out, I'm not the only one who thinks this is a date.


      "I have to take it again, I also have to get a good picture of you, even if I don't post it on social media."


  While I was thinking, Kasumi started to pick up her phone with a flat expression on her face.


  The shutter clicked in an instant.


  I looked back at the photo and saw myself with bright red ears and Kasumi with her slightly red cheeks.


      "Wait, that's it... Look Ren-kun, stand up!"


  Kasumi said suddenly and stood up enthusiastically.


      "...Huh?"


      "The parade has already started! What do you think I taught Ren-kun to dance for!? To enjoy the parade by 180%, right!?"


  Hasn't your purpose changed?


  I was about to say, "I came here to find something to work on", but then I realized that Kasumi was more excited about it.


      "That's why it doesn't work."


  I think our speed of dissolving into things is too different between me and Kasumi.


  I don't want to explain everything in one word, but that's probably her talent in a way.


  It's like when she said that if she focused on one person in front of her, she wouldn't lose focus even if tens of thousands of people called her name.


  The talent to be so 'lost' in something that she couldn't see other things around her.


      "Okay. It's time to get serious."


  Watch my brilliant parade dance, the result of hard training with a demon trainer named Miru Kasumi────!


      "...No, no, no."


  I retreated in seconds. What the hell is that?


  Seeing her dancing next to me made me very interested, her dancing seemed to speak for her that she was really enjoying her own moment.


  Although her face shouldn't be visible because of her tightly closed mask, Kasumi started to attract more attention than the characters in the parade.


  “Awesome!”, “Cool!”, “That seems fun!”, “Is this some kind of promotion?” and so on.


  Surrounded by cheers, none of the nearby guests watched the parade anymore.


  I quietly moved to the back row and looked at Kasumi who was surrounded by guests.


  Well... Um... Could it be that I had formed an alliance with that amazing girl?


   


  Then, after the parade was over, I immediately pulled Kasumi, who saw the applause of the people around her with a surprised face, and after reprimanding her for attracting people's attention, we lined up for the next ride, and when she saw the estimated waiting time, Kasumi's reaction was the best.


      "Eh~~!? We're going to wait that long!? Just for a moment of fun!?"


      "The excitement of this ride already includes the time it takes to get in line."


      "No, this is too much..."


      "No, this is normal. It is normal for ordinary people like me."


  The time spent waiting in line while chatting with Kasumi, which somehow felt very memorable, went by quite quickly. Even though my legs are already feeling very stiff.


      "This is fun~~! But I might only be able to come here when Ren-kun is around."


      "Why?"


      "On the contrary, why not? The only reason I can enjoy the queue for a long time is because you are standing next to me."


      "~~~~~~"


  Her seemingly innocent smile was a critical blow to my already tired brain.


  Yes, tired and fascinated.


      "Yes, it's fun. At Disneyland."


      "Hey. This is my first private visit too, but it feels so good~~"


  After watching the evening parade and buying some souvenirs, we took the train home.


  We were lucky that there were two seats left when we boarded, so we could sit next to each other.


  Kasumi still wears a disguise to prevent her face from being recognized. It was quite funny to see the people around us taking off their costumes one by one, while she, who didn't take them off, still looked the most conspicuous among the others.


      "So how about it? Are you going to try to keep it up?"


      "It's fun, but it doesn't look like I'm going to become addicted to it. Of course, I like Mickey Mouse, but I'm not going to be able to stand in line for two hours to see him a lot of times, and I've really been an indoor person from the beginning, so I thought I'd reach my physical and mental limit first."


  And the parade also showed the limits of my abilities.


  But I won't tell her.


      "Ahhh, I see. I understand very well because I myself prefer indoor activities. Once a month at the most is my limit. I'm even tired enough now."


  Kasumi said that and then breathed a sigh of relief.


      "See. It's warm, right?"


  As if to prove her point, she put her hand on my cheek. I was so nervous that my previous tiredness disappeared in an instant.


  Her charming attitude in a cunning way is indeed effective in relieving fatigue.


      "But I learned a lot today! From now on, I will only focus on indoor things, things I have never tried before."


      "Ah, positive. I'm counting on you."


      "After so long, huh? You can always count on me, you know~"


      "Is that so~~."


  It seems that it's still too difficult for me to find a good example.


  I added that to my thoughts and felt the warmth of Kasumi's body slowly radiating into my body.


  Chapter 4 - Palms, Cherry Blossoms


  It seems that the idea of escaping from the fact that I might be able to handle it after this vacation turned out to be a naive thing.


      "I will try to live a life without my idol aura."


  The battle to turn Kasumi back into a normal girl has begun, but we're still isolated.


      "Seriously, it's time to do something about this situation."


      "Mou───. I think I've been doing my best not to wink these days. My signing habits have also been better. So, praise me for all my efforts! It seems that this happened because of you, who put in less effort."


      "Then try harder not to show it!!"


      "I can't. Because Miru thinks it's cute."


      "Damn... cute is the most annoying thing!"


  Miru giggled as she tilted her head in an odd way.


  The few people who caught a glimpse of her were shocked by her beauty and threw themselves on their tables.


  Seriously, can't she do something about this situation?


  By the way, Kotono was one of them. If this continues, the time will soon come when she will be exposed as a hardcore idol fan. Hold on, you otaku-idol.


  But lately, whenever Kasumi made a mistake, I would give her a reprimand so that she would not get carried away like before. Thanks to Kasumi's normal notebook and honest attitude (or perhaps her cute attitude), her classmates are beginning to accept her, albeit slowly.


  However, because she had so much trouble with them before, she still kept her distance from Maina and her group, but no problems arose between them. Maina has an outspoken personality, but she is actually a good person.


  By the way, I didn't hear "don't be stupid" and other bad words in the corridor as much as I used to. Hooray!


  So, my classmates have gradually been able to talk to me about important things, but the biggest problem right now is that Kasumi excessively attacks them every time they approach me.


      "Okay, as I have told you over and over again. Don't tell people you like them right away. It'll kill them."


      "I tried my best to hold it in, you know? But you're not even embarrassed, Ren-kun. How come?"


      "Yes, I can face you because I have tolerance in that regard, even though I am really tormented in my heart. So if you can, I really want you to stop it, even if it's with me."


      "Fufu. Hmm, the words "I like you very much" from me are slowly becoming famous like a weapon, huh..."


      "Don't say that proudly."


  At this rate, she was far from being a normal girl. So she had to start by getting rid of her ingrained idol habit.


  While we were having a strategy meeting in this corner of the classroom, which had become our daily place of interaction, one of my classmates, a man, came here.


      "Umm, Kashiwagi-kun and Kasumi-san. I'm picking up a notebook from a math table we did for an assignment... I'm going to bring it to Sensei, so can you give it to me?"


      "Really!? Thank you! I like you!"


      "............!?"


      "I told you to stop that... wait, he didn't take a breath!? Please take him to the infirmary!!"


      "Ah, uh, I'm sorry!"


  Another precious soul was sacrificed.


  On the other hand, Kasumi looks remorseful, but somewhat resigned to the fact that she has no other choice.


      "...Kasumi!"


      "I have to do this to get him interested in me. So far, I've only gotten to know Ren-kun..."


      "I told you, this isn't a handshake session. Normally, we wouldn't talk like this here. Do you understand? What Kasumi is doing now is not looking for friends, but for fans."


      "...Okay."


  Then Kasumi's face turned gloomy.


  Kotono's look from afar was painful to me as well.


  I'm not sure if my words hurt her too much, but I'm already a bit overwhelmed myself.


      "Oh my God! I don't blame you for saying you like someone. It's just that sometimes it's wrong to say it between friends. I just want to say that you need to be more careful about how you use those words."


      "I understand. But it's...~~nothing."


  It would be easier if I could say, "It's definitely nothing," but I don't think it's appropriate to interfere in a situation where the person is trying to change.


  The main point is that Kasumi didn't really mean to make trouble here.


      "But by the way, he's a good person. I can't believe he went out of his way to make a notebook for us."


      "Well, that is indeed the work of the Math Subject Committee."


      "I see. But we don't have a job, do we?"


      "That's because we are the committee of festival. We have a festival in June, so it's time to discuss the details at the class meeting later."


  The original plan was for the festival to be held in the fall, but they decided to hold it in June so that the juniors in the culture club could retire early and focus on their final exams.


      "I see. Well, with Ren-kun there, everything will go smoothly, right?"


      "What do you say, we'll do it together. Both of us."


      "I said that not because I wanted to make fun of you, but because I trusted you so much~~"


      "That's, umm..."


      "Fufu. Miru likes it when Ren-kun gets embarrassed."


      "I hate it."


      "I know, okay~~."


  Kasumi smiled mischievously when she said that. I wish she would smile like that all the time instead of putting on that annoying idol smile, but I don't think it's an easy task to seal her ingrained idol attitude perfectly.


  Kasumi is a serious person regardless of her appearance.


  Her idol life is very busy, but she still does her schoolwork and never forgets it. Even now, when there are days when she lacks sleep, she is never late and comes to school every day.


  So maybe, as she said, she has really worked hard to get out of her idol habit. Perhaps.


  On the contrary, it is amazing that she has worked so hard to be liked by others that she unconsciously does things that are not in her nature.


  I suddenly wondered if it was right to deny it out of hand.


      "What the hell. Are you fascinated by Miru, huh?"


      "No, I'm thinking about dinner tonight."


      "I want omurice tonight!"


      "No, why are we having dinner together? If we eat out, we will soon be discovered and the restaurant will be in serious trouble."


      "Eh, so Ren-kun will make it himself."


      "I won't!!"


  Don't assume that we will be together tonight.


      "Yeah, I'm just kidding. There is no one at Miru's house, so if Ren-kun comes, there will be trouble."


      "That's why I said no in the first place."


  Even if you are dealing with me, you should still have enough sense of vigilance.


      "Ah──, mouu..."


  In such a short time, my daily life has been attacked by Miru Kasumi. 


  ──────I'm really in trouble.


   


  ***


   


      "Well, we're going to decide what we're going to do at the festival later, so if any of you have any ideas, please raise your hand."


      "Yup, let's do it!"


  Finally, our work as festival committee members began.


  A few years ago, I was happy to be a member of the festival committee, but as a sophomore at that time, I already knew that the school festival was not so easy.


  I didn't expect my classmates to be so enthusiastic about it, but thanks to Kasumi-sama standing here with me, they became so enthusiastic.


  I thank Kasumi-sama for this opportunity.


      "Coincidentally, I heard that starting this year, there will be prizes for the best classes chosen by students and visitors, so I want us all to do our best."


  Of course, it's important to tell them first.


  Now, let's start by deciding on the theme ────.


      "Maid Cafe!"


      "Instagram photo gallery!"


  And they are all idiots who just want to see Kasumi in costume.


  It seems like they're just trying to get close to us at times like this...


  Well, it doesn't suck, and it's much better than not cooperating.


      "We have a fixed budget, so give me the best idea that fits in."


  When I say that.


      "Can't you increase our budget?"


  Or,


      "If we are willing to pay for it, what are the chances?"


  I have heard these questions from these idiots. But I'll ignore them for now.


      "If we have an event related to food and drink, like opening a cafe, everyone has to get involved and work a lot of shifts."


      "Eh── you have to do something about that."


      "Of course. There will also be announcements about club activities."


      "But isn't a cafe always the center of attention at a school festival?"


      "Miru agrees because it seems fun."


  Kasumi, don't just smile and think about the fun there.


  Why do you think I gave negative opinions before?


  If it is finally decided that our class will open a cafe and you will be one of the waiters, I will be the one who will be busy managing the crowd on that day! I want you to understand this possibility!


      "Then how about opening a takoyaki stand?"


      "Eh───. What about the ghost house?"


      "Oh yeah, by the way, be careful, because if we have the same theme as other classes, it will turn into a presentation battle, and the losing class will have to work hard to show everything to catch up."


      "Kashiwagi, why didn't you say that in the first place?"


      "Then why don't we just make an exhibition?"


  One after another, opinions were expressed. Kasumi silently wrote everything down on the back.


  If I had made up the theme directly, people wouldn't have expressed their opinions. So here, I am taking on the role of considering every opinion expressed, based on the role Kasumi might play later. Since my handwriting is bad and I can't put things into words, this is probably the best solution for me.


      "Could it be that we could also do a play?"


      "It looks exciting. What play, huh?"


      "Romeo and Juliet."


      "Ugh, that's risky. You know, the other day..."


  I'm sure you all had a lot of ideas you wanted to express.


  But because there were too many ideas, the conversation in this class meeting started to get out of control.


  I'd like to take a majority vote here, but there are only a few viable ideas among all the ideas that have been proposed.


  Just as I was wondering if I should keep asking for opinions, a hand came to my rescue.


      "Umm, how about we make an original movie? That way fewer people will have to stay in class for their shifts."


  With a straight face and an authoritative voice. Yes, it's Kotono.


      "Oh, that sounds interesting. Yeah, it's really interesting. I just got a good camera, so we can use my camera to make the movie."


  I got it, or rather it was delivered to me. Even though I said I didn't want it anymore, Fuyu-nee insisted that she would keep her promise and send it to me.


      "Why not? Then we can work on it together and get to know each other."


      "Let's have a karaoke party after the show. I've always wanted to do that."


      "I know what you mean~! It would be great if we could work less during the day. Some of us have to be busy with club activities, too."


      "But what about the script?"


      "Oh, can I write it for you? I always wanted to try it."


      "Really! The committee leader can really do anything, right? Thank you!!"


      "Nee-nee, wouldn't it be nice if the story later included school life and secrets? For example, everyone in the class participates. Then we can wear uniforms, so we don't have to prepare extra costumes!"


  Starting with Kotono's opinion, the classroom, which until a while ago had only the most prominent boys voicing their opinions, is now filled with diverse opinions.


  I looked in Kotono's direction and got a pat on the back and a wink, which was poorly done from a position where I was so used to seeing Kasumi's wink.


  Apparently, she had seen me in trouble before and decided to help me.


  As expected from a committee leader with five years of experience, she is indeed different.


      "Then those of you who want to show the original movie, please raise your hand!"


  A majority of the votes supported the proposal, if you look at the calculations again.


  It seems that our class will show the original movie later.


  I'm glad the decision was made so quickly. Last year we couldn't agree at all, but when another member of the festival committee made the same proposal at the last minute, it was somehow accepted, and we ended up selling chocolate bananas by fighting each other.


  This way, we were able to reduce the cost of materials and avoid the riot that might have occurred if Kasumi had appeared on the day of the festival. Besides, acting is a special skill for Kasumi, who has even appeared in dramas. This might be a good opportunity for her to fit in better in class.


  I looked at Kasumi with a sigh of relief, and then────.


      "As I thought, I won't be performing."


  Kasumi said this with her bright and shiny smile.


      "It's not that I don't want to be in the show, okay? You know, I'm a top star, and if I perform, people will come and make trouble."


  The classroom, momentarily confused by her joking remarks, soon filled up again.


      "Ah── yes, that's right. In that case, you can't help it."


      "On the other hand, if Mirufy performs, we will definitely win, right? Ah───. I thought we would easily win the grand prize."


      "Fufufu... Actually, my appearance fee is expensive, you know..."


      "Well, that's obvious, right?"


      "Eh!?"


  Yo! What a natural teaser. However, she is cute and outgoing, and her classmates like her, so I think it will not be long before she can really fit in.


  I pulled Kasumi back, who was starting to get carried away, and then started to summarize the situation.


      "I will be responsible for the shooting, the committee leader will be responsible for the script, and the rest will be the prop maker and the editor of the movie. So that's the kind of proposal our class will make later."


  A wave of applause went up. Today's class meeting session ended peacefully.


  Now all that remains is for me and Kasumi to finish the proposal and go to the teacher's office to hand it in.


   


  After school. We stayed in the classroom together to work on the proposal.


      "Hey, you know. Are you okay with that?"


      "...Huh?"


      "You're not going to be in the movie later, are you? Although you're very excited about the festival."


      "Being behind the scenes is a great job too. Oh no. This is discrimination against those who work behind the scenes. Ren-kun, you are so bad!"


      "That's not what I meant."


  Perharps, it was not the kind of relationship she wanted. But I still want to go in.


  She is very shy even though she was born to be an idol, and she was a lonely person whose distance bothered me when we started to get to know each other.


  We were actually alone together, but I could vaguely feel that she was worried about something.


      "Man, it's okay. If Miru does it, it will be ruined later."


  The mile-feuille layer of her began to crumble.


  I noticed that her big, starry, sparkling eyes trembled for a moment, as if she was holding back tears.


  She's a very popular girl, but she has no more friends than I do, and she's afraid that if she doesn't say "I like you" to anyone but herself, they'll hate her, and she lives her life rigidly, armed with her 'idol' aura.


  And it seems that she can't live without it.


      "...What do you mean? You ruined what?"


      "I'm going to destroy everything. I can't read the atmosphere. I don't even know what a normal thing is. If you realize that, I will always drive people away."


      "I know that, but..."


  In other words, I think Kasumi is trying to say that she probably created the same situation as during the parade at Disneyland the other day.


  It was just a parade for fun.


  Maybe in her daily life as an idol, she has created that situation many times without realizing it, and the people around her have distanced themselves from her.


  "But that's why you have me."


  I'm a person who can't be passionate about anything, so much so that I wonder if the internal functions of my body that can excite me are already broken compared to Kasumi.


  At first, I did it so that I could change and discover what excites me. But now I really want to help Kasumi.


  She's clumsier than she looks, she's strong but fragile.


      "Maybe you are disappointed? Or maybe you regret accepting me to cooperate."


      "This is my responsibility."


      "But it might happen later, I'll mess it up again! In fact, ever since Ren-kun cooperated with me, more and more people are willing to talk to me."


  Kasumi's words didn't stop.


      "Then I'll stay away from the word normal, left alone, make mistakes, I'm sure I'll end up like that again."


  Ah, so that's it.


      "Are you afraid that I will hate you?"


      "No, of course not."


      "So you are afraid of being left alone because you failed?"


      "............!!"


  My question seems to hit the nail on the head.


      "It's very weak, even for a person like Kasumi-san. Even after you say it, you won't get it unless you get hurt."


      "Why the hell are you using honorifics, it sucks! Yes, it's true, but if you give up from the beginning, you won't be able to get it either. You must understand that very well, right, Ren-kun?"


  I looked at her and her big eyes met mine.


  Yes, I understand how painful it is. That's how I lived my whole life.


  But what will she do when I tell her this?


      "I don't know. I've decided to change. Because of Kasumi."


  Hearing my words, Kasumi, who had lowered her head, opened her mouth with a small voice.


      "Miru can't change you."


      "No way, because I really have changed. That's the proof."


      "...Well, then I won't give up."


      "I've already arranged a good position for you in the movie."


  When I replied with a grin, Kasumi looked at me and said her unspoken voice.


      "... Mou! I can't give up acting in movies because of you, Ren-kun!"


  I won!


  I opened my mouth and tensed my facial muscles to contain my happiness.


      "Well, I'll make you a promise instead. As long as you insist on taking me with you, I will never leave you alone."


      "I didn't say I was lonely or alone."


      "You're right."


      "I've made a lot of mistakes."


      "Of course."


  Then there was a slight pause.


      "Here, comfort me."


  Kasumi said in her poisonous little voice and held out her palm.


      "Draw some kind of mark here."


      "Why?"


      "Just do it!"


  I did as she asked and drew a heart symbol with a red pen and she nodded in satisfaction. 


      "Yosh. In that case, let's believe with this proof!"


      "...What is it for?"


      "It's a sign of "like, like Miru-chan". As long as I have this, I can bully Ren-kun and say whatever I want."


      "What the hell is that."


      "Because you don't hate Miru, right?"


  She smiled at me mockingly and seemed to have returned to her normal demeanor, but to me, who was used to seeing her smile, it looked a bit distracted and different than usual.


      "...I have no choice, so it's as you wish."


  I'm sure I won't be able to hate Kasumi now that I know what's on her mind.


  Kasumi looked happily at her palm with a big smile on her face.


      "Yosh. Well, draw it again when it's gone, this cherry blossom mark."


      "It's supposed to be a picture of a heart."


      "Eh, I thought they were cherry blossom petals. I thought you loved Miru too much and chose a mark according to my hair color."


      "Ah, just think of it that way."


      "Again and again. I like that part of you very much~"


      "Yes, you're so cute."


      "I know."


  If you know, don't say it. Ugh. One day I will die, and this is no joke.


      "Well, let's talk to the committee leader now. I will ask them to give Kasumi a good role."


      "Can you stop talking like you are my producer? Kuon-chan will be surprised."


      "No, I think she'll be very happy."


  This light-hearted and casual conversation and the suggestions we are about to make.


  I feel like we're getting closer than we were yesterday.


  Chapter 5 - Tidiness, Date and Destructive Power


  It's been a week since we decided what our classes would do at the cultural festival later.


  The cherry blossoms that had fallen all over the city were gradually turning into green leaves, and at the same time, Kasumi was beginning to fit in with her class.


  No one from the other classes came to look at her anymore, and although she was still considered 'different' in the class, she had already begun to feel calm enough that people could talk to her if they needed to.


  Kotono herself still feels awkward in front of her, but she seems to be getting used to it. And this is a good development, although it is very funny to see Kotono, who usually looks very calm, always being clumsy and awkward in front of Kasumi. So I hope she'll get used to it soon.


  The problem with Kasumi's idol habits, like winking as a form of fan service, is not completely solved yet, but at least it is less than before. Or you could say that the friends in the class have started to tolerate it.


  Thanks to all of this, when Kasumi expressed her wish to appear in one of the scenes in the movie during this week's class meeting, the friends in the class gave her a warm response.


  After all, everyone would like to see a very beautiful girl in the movie we are going to make.


  And it's a secret among us that Kasumi desperately pinched her own palms when she heard her classmates say that they really wanted her to be in the movie, and she felt very moved by their actions.


  So, after our activity proposal was approved, our class got ready to make the movie.


   


  ***


   


      "Hello?"


      "Hello? Kashiwagi-kun, are you free?"


  Kotono called me in the middle of the night to discuss the plot of the movie we were going to make. Kotono always called me when it was that late at night.


      "Yes, I'm free. What's going on?"


      "Well... I just wrote the script, but I feel stuck. I was wondering if you could help me."


      "You started writing it? Wow, that's amazing. Thank you."


      "No, that's because I wanted to do it in the first place."


  She is too reliable. I know she's won awards in the past for writing books of human rights reports and essays, but I didn't know she could write screenplays... Well, her skills have always been amazing.


      "Well, in that case, since I am also a member of the festival committee, you can call me whenever you need me. Anyway, I'm not too busy."


      "Even if you say that, Kashiwagi-kun, you have been busy lately, right? Well, even so, I'll never worry about calling you late at night because I always thought you might be playing a game or something. Yeah, that's the only good thing about you."


      "Hey, that's rude. But I'm always free."


      "That's a lie. I know you checked out a lot of books from the library last week, like the 'How to Make a Movie' book, and you also look sleep deprived."


      "How did you know that?"


      "I also usually notice you reading it in class. And sometimes you fall asleep during class. I'm not the only one who will be worried if Kashiwagi-kun faints one day."


      "...Mn, Thank you."


  I have a habit of staying up late at night to do some work, because I can make more progress and concentrate better at that time. I knew it would be hard the next day, but I couldn't stop.


  I know there are many things I am still lacking, and I am willing to do anything to correct those deficiencies.


  This habit should have stopped since I was in junior high school, but... it seems like it came back recently because I was excited to be able to make something good and appropriate for Kasumi.


  I started experimenting with cameras when I was in junior high school. At that time, I was interested in making a movie after playing with Fuyu-nee, but since I only knew how to photograph the scenery around me, I couldn't realize the imagination I had in my mind, and eventually my interest in making a movie disappeared.


  And before that, I used to talk about the camera with Fuyu-nee, hoping that one day I would be able to realize my past wish again, but I didn't expect to have the opportunity to realize it again so soon.


  I tried hard to study it so that I would not bring people down with me because of my incompetence, but I found that it did not go well.


  But apparently I'm not alone, Kotono seems to be worried about me, as she should be.


  Even though we both can't break our bad habits, she shouldn't say that she's only worried about me. But perhaps it was because of her genuine concern that I, a monster with a wild spirit, was able to live to this day.


  ...Actually, I still can't get over that strange call from her.


      "So, umm. I think we have an idea for the story, right?"


      "Ah, yes. Basically, it is about the mystery in the school that starts when the protagonist, an ordinary high school student, receives a letter, right?"


  And the title is "Classmates".


  The story is about a protagonist who tries to solve a mystery that happens in class with the help of her classmates.


  By the way, Kasumi is the one who plays the mysterious beautiful girl who appears at the end of the story and who holds the key to the mystery.


      "Yes, I am interested in the mystery. As for the content, I'm sure the Mystery Study Club will be able to help me with the script. I've only seen western movies so far, so I don't really understand the right comedic elements. "


      "Ah, I see. Kotono is indeed an Ojou-sama, right. But I can't imagine you watching Japanese anime or other movies that have comedic elements in them."


      "I'm offended when you say that."


      "Yes, I'm sorry. I'm just expressing my opinion here as a representative of the common people... In that case, why don't you try watching such a movie?"


      "...Eh?"


      "Well, there's a movie being aired. I've read the manga, so I know the story. And because of that, I can guarantee that the movie will definitely be interesting!"


  Yep, that's right. It's better for her to see the movie right away than for me to explain it to her verbally.


  Besides, although I like to watch movies by myself, sometimes I want to share my impressions of the movies I watch with someone.


  And by the way, Kasumi will only go if the movie is not very popular, because she has to be careful that someone might recognize her if the theater is too crowded.


      "So, um. That means Kashiwagi-kun and I are going to see a movie together...?"


      "Ah. Mm, if you don't want to or you're busy, you can turn it down. I'm the kind of person who used to go to the movies alone."


      "Of course I'll come! I'll definitely go with you! I'll be angry if you go alone! I don't want you to know more about the movie than I do!"


  She really wants to know about these things, right? Her position as a committee leader for 5 years is really not just for show.


      "Alright. I have to do my chores tomorrow after school, so just meet me at the school gate around 5 pm, okay?"


      "No problem. See you tomorrow."


      "Yosh, see you tomorrow."


  The phone hung up.


  It made me realize that it was already midnight, and I felt a little empty.


      "...I casually asked her to go together, isn't it an after-school date, right?"


  An after-school date. Sounds nice.


  My cheeks slowly warmed up. The reason why I was able to casually ask her was probably because my common sense was already a bit broken after being with Kasumi lately.


  Now that I think about it, I'm really wondering why I was able to ask Kotono out so confidently.


      "No, no, no, it's for the sake of our class. It's not a date, it's a study session together..."


  This mistake obviously happened because of Kasumi, who casually said that our sightseeing activity the other day was a date.


  Don't be stupid, me!!


   


  ***


   


      "Kotono, did you wait long?"


      "You came early, Kashiwagi-kun."


      "No, I mean, hmm. Yes, it turns out that the work was finished early."


  I was lying. My classmates, who saw me nervous all the time, told me to go home early.


  And I can't tell them that I'm going to the cinema with the role-model student, class representative today, because they'll kill me if they know.


      "Well, let's go. From here, we will walk to the nearest train station and take the train two stops from there."


      "The location of our school is really strategic, isn't it?"


      "Yes, it is."


  We walked along a street that was already familiar to us without talking about anything.


  I've known Kotono for four years, but this is the first time we've walked together.


  We had eaten together at a class party, but obviously we weren't just there by ourselves. When we talk, it's usually just over the phone, so it feels strange, like it's been a long time since Kotono was next to me.


  Our height difference, which wasn't that big four years ago, has grown to the point where I can see Kotono's ponytail swaying back and forth from above.


      "Ugh, the weather is so hot."


      "Yes. How about we buy ice cream on the way and share it together?"


      "Good idea. Ah, is Kotono-sama allowed to snack freely?"
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      "Please stop being annoying when it's just a matter of hot weather."


      "Haha. It's really getting colder for me because Kotono is so cold. Lucky for me~"


      "~~Mou, I'm gone!"


  Kotono turned and walked away.


  Her appearance has changed from four years ago, but the distance between us has actually remained the same.


      "That still makes me nostalgic. I remember when we were in junior high school, we used to walk together because the teacher would give us assignments.


      "Ah. Like when the teacher told us to do an assignment and Kotono got annoyed because the assignment was not that important. But the meat buns we ate at that time were very good."


      "Hey, I wasn't angry at that time. Since then, I've wanted to eat meat buns every winter."


      "Why do you say it like it's a sin? It's a good thing, you know."


      "Come to think of it, the reason I started eating junk food was because Kashiwagi-kun brought it as a snack between our duties, right? Could it be that my appetite changed because of your influence?"


      "Don't just accuse me like that. That's not true at all."


      "Fufufu. I'm just kidding anyway."


  As we chatted and reminisced, the grocery store we were looking for was just around the corner.


  We bought ice cream and then shared it, and it almost melted by the time we got to the train station.


  I also tried to take a video of Kotono chewing her ice cream in a hurry. She looks so cute and looks like a squirrel, so I wanted to capture her, but she got mad at me because she felt I had done something disrespectful.


  When we got to the theater, we showed our student IDs and bought two tickets at the student price. We also bought popcorn and chocolate drinks from the food counter there, and both of us held them with both of our hands, we really looked harmonious.


  Usually, I'm the kind of person who just buys a drink or doesn't even bring anything while I'm watching. But,


      "Um, Kashiwagi-kun. Where should I get the popcorn? I want to try the caramel and the salty ones."


  Kotono asked me with bright eyes, so I can't say that I don't usually buy it.


      "In that case, I will buy a salty flavored one, and you will buy a caramel flavored one. Anything else you want to eat?"


      "Honestly, well, I also want a chocolate drink that is sold there. But isn't it so crowded?"


      "It's okay, really. Then I'll buy it as well, and let's go have some fun. To celebrate our friendship."


      "What was that? Well, it's true that you're the only person I've known since junior high school who's still friends with me."


      "Really?"


      "Huh? Why not? Even you didn't know anyone from junior high school other than me."


      "Ugh, that's a critical hit, stop it!"


  Fully prepared, we went to the theater. However, because our hands were full, we had a bit of a problem getting our tickets out to show the staff. 


  Then, for the first time in a long time, I heard the honorable class representative say in a panic, "What am I going to do, Kashiwagi-kun?", what an unexpected and precious moment.


  Then we sat down in the chairs we had reserved. I grinned at Kotono, who looked very impressed with the popcorn she had finally been able to buy, and she was angry when she saw me. As the movie began, we stared intently at the screen while devouring the popcorn we'd brought with us. Finally, we left the theater sobbing.


   


      "The ending was really unexpected. It was the most moving school mystery movie I've ever seen. It turns out that the girl is a ghost who died 10 years ago..."


      "Really? I was so confused, even though I already knew the original story, that I had to keep paying attention and couldn't finish my popcorn."


      "Gosh... even though the popcorn is really delicious..."


      "At least let me have a moment of reflection for the movie first."


  Kotono took my popcorn and chewed it while crying in the break area of the theater.


  I know you like junk food, but, hey?


      "But I seem to have started to understand how to write an interesting movie script."


      "Really? Well, that's good."


      "I'll finish it in about two weeks. Thanks for bringing me here, Kashiwagi-kun."


      "I just want to watch the movie, so I didn't really do anything."


  I also tried to concentrate on the shooting techniques in the movie, but because the level was too high, I couldn't gain any knowledge, so I felt bad about it. However, I was very excited after watching the movie, and I will start making a list of the interesting parts when I get home. So, after another thought, this is not a wasted trip.


      "In that case, let's hurry home after you finish the popcorn. Kotono, there is a curfew at your house, right?" 


      "Yes. But I lied and said that I was still busy with the preparations for the festival at school today, so there is no need to be so hasty."


      "Oho, the class representative is lying, it's not good, you know~"


      "It's also Kashiwagi-kun's fault. I wouldn't be stupid enough to tell my parents about this date."


  Date. Date... A date?


      "I-I'm just kidding anyway!"


  Kotono's face also turned bright red, as if the words had slipped out of her mouth.


      "T-That's not what I meant. Well, it's my friend who said that when a boy and a girl go out together, it's called a date!"


      "Oh, yes. Even nowadays, two girls hanging out together could be called a date as well, right?"


      "That's right. It's just a term, so please don't get me wrong!"


  And Kotono left about five grains of popcorn in her hand.


  My heart started beating twice as fast as usual, and I wondered what kind of expression I was making next to her during the 400-meter walk to the station.


   


  Side: Kotono Kuon


      "I'm home."


  I muttered as I turned on the light in the dark entrance. It looks very empty. And there's always no answer.


  The only thing that greeted me at home was the Fuyu-chan poster I hid in the closet.


  I love idols. Because they are so far away from me.


  No matter how much I admire them and want them, I can only love them one-sidedly.


  I don't need to feel the empty hope that the other party and I can feel the same way about each other.


  And I wish that Kashiwagi-kun was an idol.


  I threw myself on the bed without taking off my school uniform, and I still felt intoxicated by the feelings that remained after that date.


  Kashiwagi-kun might not think of this day as a date. He's probably already thrown away the piece of the movie ticket, but I'll keep it in my archives.


  Kashiwagi-kun, who is always preoccupied with himself, will never fall in love with anyone.


  And I know that this feeling won't work.


      "Meanwhile, he's very..."


  When I first met him, I thought he was a strange person.


  He's always looking for something, whatever it is, and he always seems to be on his own.


  ──────"I envy him", I thought.


  The only thing I want to do is escape from this place, and I don't have enough time to think about what I want to do next.


  I am just an honor student and the committee leader. That's me, more individualistic than anyone else.


  But Kashiwagi-kun, only Kashiwagi-kun, is always willing to accompany me like this.


  Even after entering high school and being surrounded by his friends, he still looked bored.


  Like me, he still feels empty.


  I feel good. I can only pray that we will be together forever and that I will always be by his side in the future.


      "Hello. Kashiwagi-kun, are you free right now?"


  Kashiwagi-kun is very important to me, and calling him under the guise of free time, just to talk to him for an hour or so in the middle of the night, makes me feel sick of myself.


  At LIME, I only saw conversation balloons of the same number and size, so the only way I could get in touch with him was through that phone call.  [TN: The point of having the same size and number of conversation balloons mean that they almost never chat on LIME, so yeah, the number and size of chats never change.]


  I'm sure Kashiwagi never thought about that.


      "I just want to watch the movie, so I didn't really do anything."


      “…I love you.”


  I spread my arms toward the ceiling, even though I couldn't possibly reach it.


  Hey, I love this part of him.


  The part where Kashiwagi-kun doesn't seem to realize that I like him at all.


  How did he think I wouldn't misunderstand his kindness?


  You don't know, do you? You don't know how nervous I was before I called you, or how I kept looking at your face and realizing that our time together was over.


  But that's okay. You don't have to worry about it for the rest of your life.


  So, I want you to promise me one thing.


  In my life full of emptiness and rules, all I need is Kashiwagi-kun.


  I curled up on my futon and closed my eyelids, imagining Kashiwagi-kun talking about the movie with sparkling eyes.


  Don't let this change you.


  ─────Please, don't leave me.


  Chapter 6 - Defect Mille-Feuille


      "In that case, I really want to start filming today!"


  After school, the pollen has subsided and the weather has begun to clear. We are now in the middle of May.


  The script for the film has been submitted by the class representative, and I have divided the roles into 3 teams: the cast team, the videography team and the equipment team. This way, we can start shooting the film right away. 


  The system of assigning one person to be in charge of each team (with Kasumi in charge of the casting team, me in charge of the videography team, and Kotono in charge of the equipment team) seems to be working well, and so far everything has gone smoothly... maybe.


      "Kashiwagi, how are you going to shoot this scene?"


      "You can just fix that part with a tripod and record it with your phone, so you can do it yourself."


      "Okay. I'll try it first."


  To be honest, I was afraid that no one would want to work with me because they had seen the chocolate banana tragedy last year, but I was surprised at how cooperative everyone was once we started.


  I was ready to shoot all the scenes, but it turned out that the members of the videography team were very enthusiastic about taking part in the preparation after school. Some of them said, "I saw this on MeTube", and as he thought we could shoot it pretty well with a smartphone camera, he suggested we share the task of filming.  After a month of new semesters, I finally feel like I'm in a good class.


      "Kashiwagi~~. Come here..."


      "Okay, I'm coming."


  I was happy to have a male friend to talk to after being estranged with Kasumi for the past month.


  Speaking of which, Kasumi seems to be working hard on her rather unique acting training. At first I was worried about her, but then she said, "I can't stay in Ren-kun's guard forever either. I think it's time for Miru-chan to show off her skills!". In the end, I gave the task to her, who was already experienced, and surprisingly, she was able to do it without any problems.


      "Kashiwagi! One of them fainted during a demonstration of Kasumi, I'll take him to the infirmary.


  ...Well, even though there are still casualties from time to time.


      "I'm sorry, I'm sorry, I'm sorry."


      "It's okay, no need to apologize, Miruffy. Can't help it."


      "Yes, we already know that you don't mean any harm."


      "In that case, let's continue the training. I'm sure he'll recover in about 10 minutes."


  What's different from last April is that the people around her have begun to understand her.


  Her efforts were not in vain, she went to school diligently every day, handed in her homework and kept trying to talk to her classmates, even when I reprimanded her for her mistake.


      "Thank you, everyone."


  After being comforted by her classmates, Kasumi expressed a little gratitude with an emotional face and returned to her acting training.


      "......!"


  Then, after perhaps noticing my gaze while she was thanking them, she pointed her palm at me with a happy face.


  Oh no. My tear glands seemed to be having problems. I started to cry because I was touched.


  Wait, what the hell am I, a guardian to her?


      "Okay, I won't lose either...!"


  My search for what I want to do has just started again.


  This is a very important moment for me to start something new, but for now I have to focus on the shooting tasks that are already in front of me.


  I just focused on the camera in front of me.


  At that moment I felt as if all the sounds around me had suddenly disappeared.


  I'm glad I started to feel what Kasumi has to say. Little by little, I was getting closer and closer to the real thing. 


  I also adjusted the lens of my camera and narrowed my eyes to fight the glare of the sunlight.


   


  A few moments later, as the school prepared for the festival, all the students in the school began to look excited.


      "Ah, it’s Ren. How are you?"


  I was approached by someone in the shoebox, and I turned to answer the voice I recognized.


      "Good, good. It's been a long time since we were in another class."


      "Yeah, yeah, but we still chat a lot in LIME, so it doesn't feel that long."


  The person who greeted me was Tadokoro. Tadokoro had interacted with me a lot, and our relationship was good, even though it had been a little awkward before due to problems with Maina.


      "Yeah, that's it. I mean, you're suddenly familiar with Miruffy without me noticing. Hey, we're friends, right? Of course, you will introduce me to her, right?"


      "An ulterior motive, huh?"


      "Of course. Well... I'm just kidding anyway, but can you get her autograph for me next time?"


      "But you said you'd rather worship her from afar."


      "That's just your imagination! She is an angel when you see her in person. She really is amazing. I mean... well, I'm just jealous that I'm not in the same class as her~"


      "Yeah, yeah. Whatever."


      "Uwaa, you are really cold to me."


  Of course.


  I just smiled and changed the subject.


      "So, what is your class planning to do for the festival later? I happen to be a member of the festival committee this year."


      "Wow. I'm surprised you decided to become a member of the festival committee after last year's chocolate banana tragedy. My class is going to have a pillow war. So, all we have to do is arrange mats and pillows, it's very simple."


      "Ah, I hadn't thought of that."


  Of course, that way they don't have to be busy during the holidays, and they only have to bring a mat the day before.


      "What about Ren's class?"


      "My class will be making and showing an original movie. We are working hard now to prepare for it."


      "Seriously, you can really do anything. I remember at the end of the first year, you played music and made a jingle. You know, I still remember that cup noodle song in my heart~"


      "Huh!? Forget it!!"


      "Don't wanna ♡."


  I'm going to beat this guy.


  I bought a guitar impulsively because I was influenced by a band I liked, but writing songs was the most unsuitable thing I've ever done.


  Please don't dig into someone's dark history in front of that respective person.


      "Uh, wait, Ren is in class 3, right?" 


      "Yes, right."


      "Well, I remember. Rumor has it that a lot of people don't like your class, so are you okay?"


      "...Huh?"


  I asked him for details, and he told me that there was a lot of talk among the other classes that "Class 3 is unfair because of Miru Kasumi", and since it was a competition, a lot of them did not want our class to participate.


      "Well, our class doesn't think too much about it anyway, because we're all just festival connoisseurs who don't bother to think about this class competition, but for people who are so intent on making a haunted house or something, it will obviously make them feel frustrated, right? Especially for the seniors, because this is their last year."


      "It makes sense anyway, but... Kasumi is a student of this school too, so it is not appropriate to ask her not to participate."


      "No, more precisely, because Mirufy is in your class, they think that you are cheating and that you are all the ones who bear the hatred. Well, it's just the hatred of the fans, right? But after all, it is a festival committee member like you who will be the target, so be careful, okay?"


      "...Okay, thank you."


  For now, it is just rumors.


  Still, I feel uneasy when I hear such rumors.


  Besides, I know that Kasumi is very afraid of messing up, and she is worried about this.


      "I hope nothing bad happens in the future..."


   


  However, against my will, the voices of dissatisfaction from the other students gradually increased. They realized that it was unfair for my class to have a high-profile celebrity like Miru Kasumi, until finally my classmates consulted me about it.


  We also decided to discuss it with the homeroom teacher, and it was decided that there was nothing to worry about because there was nothing wrong with Kasumi's participation in the festival later, even though she was a former idol, and Class 3 was obviously innocent...


  However, the number of students preparing for the cultural festival, which was originally quite high, has now been drastically reduced. Maybe it was not just because of the rumors, but the rumors must have played a big role in this incident. 


      "So, it should have been said from the heart with a 'gyun' intonation! And don't you need to move quickly like 'zusha'?"


      "Wait, wait, Mirufy, what the hell is this onomatopoeia? I don't understand it at all." [TN: Onomatopoeia is a kind of sound that describes a movement or expression]


      "Eh, yeah, it's like you fell with 'gyuwa'..."


      "Huh, what the hell!?"


  I don't know if they will be able to understand her teachings, but my heart beats and aches a little when I see Kasumi smiling so wide today when she gives the acting instructions.


  I wonder if she knows about the rumors that are currently circulating.


  Of course, I haven't told her yet, and Kotono, who is Kasumi's other closest friend in the class, said that she would try to suppress her rumors as much as possible, so I will assume that the rumors really haven't reached Kasumi's ears yet.


      "In that case, we'll just take pictures of the scenery outside today, so let's disperse and move on."


  As I dispersed my team and tidied up my tripod, Kasumi peered out from behind me.


      "You can go home first anyway, okay?"


      "It's okay, I have nothing to do. Besides, I'm not sure if I should leave Ren-kun alone."


      "Then I will wait here as well. I'm free."


  When I turned around, I saw Kotono standing behind Kasumi in a neat posture.


      "I'm sure Kotono isn't the only one who is free, right?"


      "Uh, you call her by her first name? You're always together with the class representative, too..."


      "Oh, I just call her by her first name because we have known each other since junior high school."


  Actually, a big part of the reason is that she doesn't want to be called the class president.


      "Then I will call you Kotono-chan. I mean, we're both good friends, right?"


      "No, it is, umm."


      "I thought we were close enough..."


      "Well, in that case, we are indeed good friends already."


      "Hahaha. Kotono-chan is cute too. Oh yeah, you can call me Miru too."


      "Waa, I'm not cute!!! And that, um, I'm still reluctant to say..."


  Kasumi and I smiled. It's not often that I get to see Kotono in a panic situation, so it's really funny.


      "So, you're really going to wait here?"


      "Of course!"


      "Why would I lie?"


  Gosh, you two are so disciplined.


      "Yeah, it's okay anyway."


      "Well, I'll leave when I get bored."


  Kasumi also sat on the stairs, put on a serious face and formed a clapping board with her hands. 


      "Yosh, action!"


   


  ***


   


  The sun began to set.


      "Alright... Let's go home!"


  Somehow, I finally managed to finish the shot satisfactorily, so I started preparing to go home in a good mood.


      "Congratulations~"


      "Thanks for coming with me, Kasumi... Oh yeah, where's Kotono?"


  I looked around for Kotono, but couldn't find her.


      "Kotono-chan, um, she just went to the vending machine to get some drinks, but she hasn't come back yet."


      "Ah, I didn't even know she was gone."


  Sorry, I've been busy with myself.


      "Ren-kun, since you seem to be concentrating, she feels so bad about bothering you, so she just told me. Hah... I love Kotono-chan. She is very sweet, cute, and thoughtful. She is so kind..."


      "She'll die if she hears this herself."


      "Eh?"


      "Ah, no, it's okay. I'm going to catch up with her. Would you like to come with me?"


      "No, no~. I'll wait for you here."


      "Okay~"


  Then, as I ran to where the vending machine was, I saw Kotono talking to some students.


      "... So... That's why..."


  I can't hear them very well, but it seems that Kotono is struggling.


      "Hey! What are you going to do with our class representative?"


  When I quickly reprimanded them, some of the students who had been talking to Kotono said, "Nothing!" and quickly fled.


      "What the hell was that?"


      "Well, it's them, as usual."


      "As usual?"


      "The rumors. They are an example of a group of people who say that we should not take advantage of Miru Kasumi's presence in our class. They say that our class is taking advantage of her and that it is unfair. Well, they are just jealous people."


  Kotono said this with a straight face and took a handkerchief out of her pocket.


      "...It is fans like that who tarnish the image of the idol community and make people think that all idol fans are like them. It's so bad, it's really bad. But people like them have been around for a long time... Ah, Kashiwagi-kun, who doesn't really follow the development of idols, probably won't be able to understand that."


  Kotono wiped her skirt with her handkerchief as she grumbled. If you look closely, I can see that part of the skirt has stains that are quite dark in color.


  I could only stand there, unable to respond to Kotono's complaints.


      "That water, did they splash you?"


      "It's not water, they poured pocari on me. It's the worst so far, because it's so sticky."


      "Since when?"


      "Um? Since the rumors started that Mirufy will participate in the school festival, maybe? Ah, but it seems that the other girls are not treated this badly. I was targeted because I looked close to Mirufy, but yes, it was because I was a committee member in the class."


      "......?"


      "And besides, it would be easier to vent to me compared to Kashiwagi-kun, right? That's because you have a lot of connections and your body is obviously bigger."


  Kotono said while continuing to wipe her skirt.


      "Let's go back soon. She will be worried later."


  I smiled and made a face as if nothing had happened.


      "Come on, Sensei."


      "No, I can't. If she sees it, Mirufy might not be willing to participate in the festival later."


      "But that doesn't mean that Kotono has to be sacrificed."


      "Not only me, okay, but I never thought of myself as a victim."


  Kotono pressed her index finger to her mouth and continued in a low voice.


      "Oh God, really, it's okay. Please don't ever tell Mirufy about this... Kashiwagi-kun, please be careful too, okay?"


  I actually felt the emotion in my heart and it was as if my blood froze at the tips of my toes.


  I'm too optimistic that nothing will happen.


  Anyway, I'm the one who's taking it too lightly.


   


      "Hey, you two are taking so long."


      "Ah, it was so crowded there just now."


      "Just kidding. I didn't wait that long. Oh well, let's go home, okay?"


  Kasumi waited, holding her schoolbag with both hands.


      "Uh, but neither Ren-kun nor Kotono-chan brought anything. So what were you two doing in the vending machine earlier?"


  Looking at our empty hands, Kasumi chuckled slightly.


      "Huh? Ah yes, that..."


      "We had a short drink competition and threw it away right away. Yes, that was it, wasn't it, Kashiwagi-kun?"


      "Yes, yes. I won."


      "Don't lie, I am the one who won."


  Good answer, Kotono.


  I tried my best to join in, and it seemed that Kasumi trusted us. Then she sulked and mumbled that she hoped to be invited as well.


      "Well, you two, see you tomorrow."


  Saying this, Kasumi remained motionless from her seat.


      "Huh? Kasumi, are you gonna stay here?"


      "I left something in the classroom."


      "Yes, I'll wait here."


      "No problem! I'm going to the library anyway, and it will take a while, so you can go home first."


  Kotono and I looked at each other.


      "Okay then, bye."


      "...Hurry up and go home before it gets dark, okay?"


      "Mn. Bye!"


  Kasumi's cheerful greeting drove us home, and although we left the school gate together, I soon parted ways with Kotono, whose way home was in the opposite direction to mine.


      "Please be careful, okay."


      "Yes, I know. Kashiwagi-kun too, okay."


      "Yes. See you tomorrow."


  I waved to Kotono and after making sure she turned towards the corner, I immediately circled around and headed back to the school.


      "......."


  The entrance to the school. Classroom. The alley. In front of the vending machine.


  Upstairs, the stairs lead to the roof.


      "Huff... hah..."


      "...Why did you come back?"


      "I don't know."


  The Kasumi I know is not stupid enough to believe in my bad acting.


      "What are you doing?"


  There she curled up and pressed her fingernails hard against her own calf.


      "No, nothing."


      "You lied. That's not nothing."


  Hiding in a place like this and hurting yourself in an invisible place is definitely not a normal action.


      "I won't be able to be normal."


  Kasumi said it in a restrained voice, then she scratched her pure white skin even harder.


  The wound was clearly visible and it should have been very painful, but her expression didn't change at all.


  Unable to bear looking at her any longer, I forcibly pulled out her arm, and Kasumi let out a breath.


      "I understand. I will try not to be discovered next time."


      "You shouldn't do that anymore, okay?"


  I guessed, there was something distorted about Kasumi.


  Something important, like her mentality or her confidence.


      "...I saw it. What should I do?"


  Then, as if she wanted to let it all out, she continued.


      "I don't know. Kotono-chan, with Kasumi-san, she always..." 


      "Mn."


      "She's very friendly. That's why I like her so much, and I thought we could really get along, but since I... Oh my God, I didn't know that all along."


      "Mn."


  Kasumi's breathing accelerated.


      "N-no, it's, hyuh─no."


      "Calm down, Kasumi."


      "No, it's, hyuuh──, I-I am."


      "Relax Kasumi, it's okay. I'll make sure it doesn't happen again in the future."


  I rubbed Kasumi's back, who started to hyperventilate. [TN: Hyperventilation is a condition where the person can't catch their breath due to a panic attack, so they inhale and exhale their breath in a very fast rhythm].


      "... Ah... Everyone, it's my fault."


      "It's okay, really. Please calm down."


      "...Ah..."


      "Calm down and take a deep breath."


  Somehow, I managed to calm Kasumi who had lost her strength and collapsed.


  At that moment, she slowly opened her hand.


      "...Hah...ugh."


  As she examined the cherry blossom mark that began to faintly appear in her hand, Kasumi's breathing gradually returned to normal.


      "... Have you calmed down?"


      "... A bit."


      "You need a drink, right? Can you wait a moment?"


  She said she didn't want to be taken to the infirmary, so I went to get her water, but she grabbed my arm.


      "...Don't go."


      "But..."


      "Ren-kun... Just stay here."


      "..."


      "I'll be fine."


  I couldn't move after she said that.


  Then a silence fell over us and I don't know how long it lasted.


      "...What should I do?"


  Kasumi said quietly and covered her face.


      "I'm sorry, I'm really sorry..."


  Visible tears accumulated to the limit of what her big eyes could bear.


  Nevertheless, she opened her eyes wide and tried to hold them back.


  If I told her it was okay to cry, she would probably tell me again that she didn't have the right to cry.


  She would frustratingly say that it was all her fault.


      "It's not Kasumi's fault."


      "...No, of course it's all my fault."


      "...Really, it's not Kasumi's fault."


  Really, it's not Kasumi's fault."


  I continued to rub Kasumi's back. 



      "... I won't stop here."


  After taking a breath, Kasumi opened her mouth again.


      "I won't stop participating at the festival later. If I stop now, I will be wasting Kotono-chan's fight. It also means that I give up, and it will be seen if I am forced to participate before then."


  She opened and closed her palms several times before finally clenching them into fists.


      "Please don't tell anyone about today."


      "...I know how you feel. Are you okay with that, Kasumi?"


  Indeed, Kotono's determination would be in vain if she knew all this.


  But still, after seeing what had just happened to Kasumi, I thought it would be better to reconvene with the homeroom teacher.


  However, it seems that Kasumi's resolve is firm.


      "...I can't guarantee that I won't make trouble for Ren-kun again, but I will try my best not to bother you."


  Then she continued to try her best to get her words out.


      "I can't stand the thought of someone I love being hurt and misunderstood because of me and just leaving it at that."


  It was an expression I had never seen from her before. Like there were crackling and burning stars in her eyes.


  She always smiled everywhere, but when others were hurt because of her, she had an expression as if she was suffering a very deep wound.


  What happened in the past that made her hyperventilate?


      "...Umm. I've always wondered, what scares you? To be ruined or hurt so..."


      "STOP IT!!"


  A sharp voice suddenly came out.


  Kasumi's face turned extremely pale and red.


  Her expression was darker than I had ever seen before.


      "I've always been grateful for your help and I like you. But... No matter how much we experience together as an alliance, you are not my family or my lover, right?"


  The sharpness of her words took my breath away.


  Kreek!! Kasumi's layer seemed to crack even more.


   


  *** 


   


  The next day, I got up earlier than usual and went to school.


  Yesterday, Kasumi finally caught her breath, called a taxi, and somehow managed to get home.


  I've tried to contact her several times since then, but she hasn't answered and I'm worried. But I don't know where she lives, and even if I ask her directly, she will probably be very worried about her situation and run away from home.


  If that's the case, I think it would be better to go to school early and wait for Kasumi there, and if she doesn't show up, I will ask the homeroom teacher where she lives.


      "Good morning."


      "Oh, good morning."


  She greeted me in the hallway, so I reflexively greeted her back and hurried into the classroom.


  Normally, I would chat with a friend I met in the hallway and go into the classroom at the last minute. But today───── Huh, who is she?


      "......!?"


  I turned in a panic.


  Cherry-blossom hair. Pure white skin. A face like a doll.


      "Ka──sumi?"


      "Yes?"


  Everything I saw of her indicated that she was Miru Kasumi, but something inside me felt that she was not the Kasumi I knew.


  Kasumi gave a wry smile, nodded weakly, and looked in the opposite direction of the classroom.


  If she were the usual Kasumi, she would have at least pushed me with her duffel bag from behind and smiled happily, or patted me on the shoulder and pretended to hide.


  Besides, I have never seen her look so gloomy.


      "...I knew it, she was really shaken up."


  I can only mumble and go to the classroom.


   


  As long as Kasumi doesn't seem to want to be touched, there's nothing I can do.


  After a while, the bell rings and Kasumi returns to her seat next to me.


      "Where have you been?"


      "Nothing. I just went to the cafeteria to get something to drink."


      "Cafeteria!? Kasumi!?"


      "What do you think I am? I at least go to the cafeteria to buy a drink, right, that's normal."


      "......."


  I can't just take it with "Oh, I see".


  Usually, Kasumi doesn't go shopping alone.


  The reason is that even though she has been in school here for a long time, she still causes a lot of trouble for people. Therefore, it is very difficult for Kasumi to leave the classroom. 


  However, Kasumi didn't seem to make a fuss today.


  I don't know what to say. I don't know, but something is obviously wrong here.


  I decided to talk to Kotono and ask her opinion.


      "Hey. Something went wrong with Kasumi today, right?"


      "Yeah, I guess. I don't know how to put it. She seems to have lost her angelic aura or her halo."


      "Halo, huh? I guess so. I don't know, it seems like she's become less noticeable, or more reserved, or something..."


  ──────She became more and more normal again.


  Wherever she is, she always attracts people's attention.


  She's so conspicuous, no matter who she's with.


  It must be ingrained in her as an idol.


  Her sweet, resonant voice, her very firm body language, the way she tilts her head, her gentle smile, her habit of saying "I like you". There is no end to describe her.


  Miru Kasumi is 'Mirufy' because of her funny and playful manner, she is loved by everyone.


      "Yes, it's like she's acting now."


  Her voice, her words, her gestures, her smile, her attitude.


  Without the elements that make up ‘Mirufy’, Kasumi is just a normal girl who is very cute.


  I'm sure she tries to be as close to 'normal' as possible.


  When she started to focus on something, no one was better than her.


  I've known for a long time that with this incredible focus and sensitivity, she's been able to get amazing results in a very short period of time.


  For the past two months, there have been many examples around her that she can imitate.


  Kotono looked at me doubtfully and asked me.


      "What kind of acting is it?"


      "Maybe a normal girl."


   


  From that day on, Kasumi became a 'normal girl'.


  Thanks to this, she is not very noticeable, and there have been no major problems since then.


  Still, the atmosphere in the classroom is so heavy.


  Kasumi, who is usually cool and chatting during recess, is sitting alone in her chair playing with her cell phone.


  After school, she immediately got ready and left without anyone noticing.


  During pair work in class, she interacted just enough and then looked at her textbooks with a bored look on her face.


  She never said "I like you" to anyone again.


  She didn't smile and laughed like a blooming flower.


  ────── This is not the Kasumi I know.


  Everyone in the class must have thought the same, even if they didn't say it.


  In fact, even Maina came up to me and said, "Isn't Kasumi looking a little bad lately? Everyone is worried about her".


      "...I can't guarantee that I won't make trouble for Ren-kun again, but I will try my best not to bother you."


  The words Kasumi said back then came back to me.


  This must be the result of her thinking to avoid causing trouble in her own way.


  It's true, no one was bothered by her decision.


  Perhaps because of Kasumi's behavior, the bullying by the other students to Class 3 seemed to have stopped.


  If Kasumi continued to act like a normal girl, the matter of this cultural festival might be over.


      "Kasumi, you know..."


      "...What?"


  The sparkle in her eyes was gone.


  The mark of the cherry blossoms in the palm of her right hand began to fade.


      "You didn't forget, did you, with that promise?"


  I will turn Kasumi into a normal girl. In return, Kasumi will help me find something I can be obsessed with.


  That's why we formed an alliance together.


      "I haven't forgotten. Look, I'm already a normal girl thanks to you."


  Kasumi smiled slightly when she said that.


      "I'm glad to hear that."


  I want to make Kasumi a 'normal girl'.


  I admired her strength to smile at everyone around her without ever shedding tears, even though she was covered with scars, and I wanted to help her more.


  But I don't want her to be a normal girl like this.


  I don't want this kind of normality that ignores, confuses and overwrites everything that exists in Miru Kasumi.


  I don't want her to be alone.


      "...Hey. Are you having fun at school?"


  I know this is Kasumi's way of desperately trying not to hurt anyone.


  But I felt her pain, and I felt like I couldn't let her do it anymore.


      "It's a lot of fun, isn't it?"


  For a moment, Kasumi's smile seemed distorted.


  It looked like a smile made by suppressing all her emotions and could break into a cry at any moment.


      "...I see."


  ────Miru Kasumi, slowly disappeared.


  If she continues to play this 'normal' role, she will break down one day.


  However, this is not 'normal'.


   


  How could she be so twisted that she even hated herself?


  I can't do anything if I don't know anything.


  That night. I decided to investigate Kasumi's past, even without her consent.


  Chapter 7 - I Shouldn't Have Said It


      "Sorry! Have you been waiting so long? I was late because my work just got delayed."


  It was after four in the afternoon on a weekend. I was sipping my iced tea alone when a woman in a simple black shirt and a big black beret sat in front of me. 


  Her eyes peered out from behind the beret, and her soft voice would assure anyone who heard it that she was Fuyuka Shirakaba, my childhood friend and current top idol.


      "I'm fine. Did you come right after work?"


      "Mn. I mean, this is the first time Ren contacted me and said he wanted to see me, right?"


      "Hee, is that so."


      "That's right, you know. That's why I was so happy and flew here to see you."


  Fuyu-nee smiled softly.


  Even for me, whose beauty standards have been thrown out of whack lately because I keep hanging out with girls like Kotono and Kasumi, I still feel a sexy aura that makes my heart pound and my body temperature rise.


  Apparently, she actually came right after the photo shoot, and I was so nervous to see her makeup more flashy than usual that I felt a strange spirit coming out of me.


  Even though we are childhood friends, beautiful things still look beautiful.


      "But I can't stay too long because my manager will be angry if I don't come back in an hour. Oh yeah, I'm going to order some iced chocolate. It's really hot today, so it's okay now and then."


      "Yup, that's okay. Really. If it's too sweet, you can exchange it for my iced tea."


      "Yay! Fufufu~ It's been a long time since I talked to Ren outside."


  We are in a cafe with a private room, it is much closer to Tokyo, or rather it is almost in Tokyo. Each table is partitioned, and the soundproofing is so good that we can easily hear others talking from the other table, but not the content of the conversation.


  I took the train for a few minutes and came to this city to see Fuyu-nee again after a long time.


  I knew that it would be very difficult to deal with the scandal of an active idol. Even though we were childhood friends, I was still a man, and even though Fuyu-nee didn't talk about it, I knew that she must have taken a lot of risks to be able to meet me now.


  Since Kasumi herself won't talk about it, I have no other choice but to ask someone who might know.


  As soon as I got back home, I contacted Fuyu-nee and she immediately agreed to meet me, probably because she had managed to find some time out of her very busy schedule.


  I told her that this could be discussed over the phone, but she preferred to accept my first request for a meeting. Maybe she thought it was because it was the first request from her childhood friend.


      "Do you want to eat?"


      "Yup. You too, Fuyu-nee?"


      "Of course. I'm worried about Ren. Have you been staying up late a lot lately?"


      "...Yes."


      "Mouu! You really like to stay up late! Well, let's talk about it next time. What would you like to talk about?"


  I guessed that it was really difficult to think for a long time in front of Fuyu-nee, so I just talked about it.


      "Actually, it's about Kasumi. There have been a lot of things going on at school lately with the preparations for the festival."


  Then I told her in order what happened at school.


  I told her that she was finally getting used to school. But then one of her classmates was bullied.


  And also, how Kasumi tried to play a role of being a normal student. As well as the distortion I felt after seeing this state.


      "So, I wondered if there was something going on while she was an idol that could cause her to be like that. If Fuyu-nee knows, I really want to hear it."


      "...You're amazing, Ren."


      "Huh?"


      "You have entered Mirufy's heart, which she has not shown to anyone for a long time. So she's trying to hold it again."


  Fuyu-nee smiled resignedly when she said it.


      "I'm actually still a little reluctant to tell you. But since I was the one who entrusted Mirufy to Ren, I think Ren has the right to ask about it."


  She muttered to herself.


      "...If it makes you uncomfortable to say..."


      "It's okay, really. Sorry... Wait a minute."


  Fuyu-nee took a deep breath as well.


      "Um, you know."


  She clasped her hands tightly in front of her chest and looked nervous, her eyes wandering here and there, but then she looked directly into my eyes as if to show that she had made up her mind.


      "It's my fault, Mirufy stopped being an idol."


  My mind stopped, I couldn't grasp the meaning of what she had just said.


      "...Huh?"


      "It's my fault. Really. I'm really bad."


  Fuyu-nee looked at me, who was frozen, and continued her words with a guilty expression.


      "It's a bit long, but will you listen to me?"


  After I nodded, Fuyu-nee took a deep breath, and began to explain.


      "Maybe this is not quite what Ren wants to know but let me tell you something. She is... a genius. She could really do anything from the beginning."


  Her voice was low, as if to confirm her honesty.


      "She could do a dance I only taught her once. Even if she didn't master it that day, she did it perfectly the next. She sings well, she can make good facial expressions, and she never forgets to give fan service. That's why even though it was her debut concert that day, all the cheers from the fans were for her."


  Fuyu-nee said it with her head down as if she was scared.


      "...It was absolutely insane. The fans who came that day should already have their own idols, but they all shouted the name of the newcomer".


  Then she continued her words in fear.


      "Because that girl's talent is cruelty."


  A talent for creating great enthusiasm.


  I knew I had seen her before, when I went to Disneyland with Kasumi, even though she tried not to show off, her talent was still visible.


  I wondered how much talent there was until someone thought it was cruelty, even for Fuyu-nee.


      "But she's so outgoing and cute. Originally, the members of the first batch liked her, even though they realized she was a threat, but after she was promoted by the agency and selected just three months after joining, they began to envy her. You know, agencies are very selective, so of course when Mirufy came in, some of the other girls came out. So, little by little, people started to envy her."


  Although cider×cider is now in its sixth generation and has more than 40 members, only 15 of them were selected to sing the theme song and perform on television.


  As Fuyu-nee said, most of the selected members are trainees from the first batch, so it is really a big choice for Kasumi, who has just joined the group.


      "Of course, I care about her as a first-batch member, but to be honest, I was very busy every day at the time, and I didn't think about handing it over to anyone but myself. Everyone was busy with their own things, and the other unelected members hated Mirufy. Their fans hated Mirufy too, and that's when the slander against them started to get worse. It's even worse because she was elected amid criticism that she destroyed her friends. Of course, Mirufy has many fans, but the haters have more influence."


  Fuyu-nee said sadly and took a sip of her chocolate ice.


      "At first I was probably just sad and depressed to see her. But I was so busy that I didn't have time to cry and I didn't have time to be nice to her. She is such a powerful girl that she thinks if she has time to be sad, it is better for her to use it to practice so that she can become even more perfect so that no one will blame her. The quality of her idol also improved over time, and she began to behave like an ideal idol for everyone... And without me knowing it, she has become an irreplaceable center in the group."


  Fuyu-nee tries not to be too depressed, but not too happy either.


  With a serious expression on her face, she bit her lip and continued.


      "I don't know much about it, but it seems that her family didn't get along well, and soon after she moved into the dormitory alone. It's strange, too, when you think about it. Mirufy's parents live in Tokyo, and it should be that junior high school students at that age still want to be spoiled by their parents..."


  In fact, she works every day, smiling on stage, and when she returns to the dressing room and dormitory, she is alone.


  I don't understand how a junior high school girl can live such a life.


      "Since she came to the dorm, she started to act like 'Mirufy' by ignoring everything except her idol's interests. She worked very hard at the handshake event. The center is the most popular position with the longest line of fans, so it must be very tiring, but she kept smiling and listening to everyone carefully."


      "Ah, it's true. Kasumi, she was exceptionally quick in remembering the names of her classmates."


      "...I'm sure of it. She always remembers thousands of names in detail."


  Fuyu-nee said sincerely. She closed her eyes as if she was remembering a moment.


      "So, we shook hands for about nine hours. When it was finally over, that's when... "


  Then her breathing got out of sync, but she struggled to continue her words.


  Her big eyes opened and filled with tears she couldn't hold back.


      "Someone violently cut her hair. One of the sides of the twin-tail, which was her trademark, was cut off."


  I was so shocked to hear about the incident that my breathing seemed to stop for a moment.


  I was so confused, as if I had been hit on the head with a blunt object, that I couldn't get a word out.


      "W-Wait a minute. But, Kasumi, I'm pretty sure that during her graduation concert, she was still wearing her signature twin-tail as usual..."


      "It was a wig. She didn't want the press to make ci×ci look bad because of it. She really protected the group until the end."


      "N-No way..."


  I casually asked Kasumi once why she cut her hair.


  Speaking of Miru Kasumi, you can't talk about her without talking about her twin-tail hair.


  I'm not familiar with the idol world, but I wonder why she cut her hair, which was so famous that it became her trademark, to the point where it was as old as she was.


  At that time, as I recall, Kasumi smiled brightly and said, "I was starting a new life, and I was bored too, so I decided to make a change!".


      "...Oh God, that was..."


  I was also sick of my own insensitivity, even though it was too late.


      "And the guy who cut her hair said he was my fan."


      "...Eh."


      "He said that before Mirufy joined, I could sometimes be appointed as the center during concerts. Funny, isn't it? ...It all happened because of my lack of ability."


  It all happened because of my lack of ability."


  After Fuyu-nee said this, she blinked, and tears fell from one of her eyes like melting snow.


      "After the handshake, she was so shocked that she fainted. And that was the first time she told me her problems. She said she couldn't do her best anymore. She wants to stop being an idol. I'm probably the only person in the group who is close enough to her to be able to talk to her like that, even though the tragedy was caused by my fans."


  Tears keep falling from Fuyu-nee's big eyes.


      "So, I tried to calm her down and tell her that it is okay to stop. It's okay to be a normal girl."


  As if sinking into her remorse.


  As if confessing her sin, Fuyu-nee desperately put together her stuttering words.


      "After that, Mirufy really stopped."


  She covered her face and rubbed her handkerchief against her cheek.


  Tears trickled down the handkerchief until it was soaked with tears.


  Her shoulders were trembling, and her figure looked fragile, as if it could disappear at any moment. Like a snow crystal that would melt if we touched it, so weak and fragile.


      "...Fuyu-nee."


  ────It was the first time I had seen Fuyu-nee cry since she passed the audition.


  Since then, Fuyu-nee has become the object of my dazzling and unattainable admiration. It hurts to know her activities compared to me, who has nothing to show.


  Of course, Fuyu-nee has her own pain.


  I didn't know what to say to Fuyu-nee who was crying in front of me. So I just wiped her tears with my handkerchief and tried my best to digest all the things I had just heard from her.


      "S-Sorry. I'm sorry for crying like this. I have no right to cry. I really wanted to tell you calmly, but..."


      "This is not something that can be talked about calmly. Sorry, I made you talk about it."


      "It's okay. I should have told you in the first place, so it was my fault for not telling you then. I'm just taking advantage of my childhood friend's kindness."


  This has always been a mystery to me. I wondered why Fuyu-nee would come to me and ask me to help Kasumi even though she had left the group. In my opinion, it is usually the family that takes care of such things.


  But I finally understood.


  The reason why Fuyu-nee was so desperate to ask me to take care of Kasumi was probably because of all this. This time, she didn't want to leave Kasumi alone. She didn't want to regret it anymore.


  Fuyu-nee carefully wiped away her tears with a handkerchief and held my hand.


  Her hands were cold like ice and a little damp.


      "I think the reason Mirufy blames herself for everything that happened to her is because she thinks if she keeps it to herself, the people around her won't get hurt and it will be easier for her to feel it herself."


  These words reminded me of the incident when Kasumi had hyperventilated and blamed herself, which made me unable to hide my gloomy expression.


  Fuyu-nee took another deep breath and squeezed my hand again.


      "But if she goes on like this, she will surely collapse this time. So, Ren, please save her."


  Then Fuyu-nee took a deep breath.


      "Because I can't do it."


  She said it with a smile and a cry on her face.


      "...Okay. Leave it to me."


  Actually, I don't know how much Kasumi would count on me.


  I, who was only involved in Kasumi's 'idol-like' joke, might not have been considered a friend by her.


  But I'm sure of it. I wanted to get to know her better so that she would understand that I was a tough guy and that I wouldn't break down even if she put a lot of pressure on me and she could count on me.


  Because we have been on the same side since that day when we formed an alliance together.


      "...But you have to be careful, right, Fuyu-nee? All these slanders and jealousies can lead to you as well!"


      "...Thank you."


      "If you have any problems, talk to me right away. I don't think I can help you, but if you need a lawyer, I will check all the law firms."


      "Your ideas have always been unique and exaggerated, Ren... Ah, hey, if I break into pieces later, will you accept this Onee-san of yours?"


  I have a problem with this girl because she says these things very easily. Some things are safe to say to your childhood friends and some are not! But I couldn't say it, so I just stared at Fuyu-nee fiercely.


      "You don't have to tell me. I've already gotten so much trouble from you."


      "Waa, that's so mean. Your Onee-san really only has Ren-kun, you know."


      "Yes, yes."


      "Ah, you really don't believe that do you?"


  Who would believe such words from an active idol.


  Really, what's so exciting about seducing your childhood friends.


  Fuyu-nee grinned, checked her watch, and said, "My makeup is so messed up. I'm definitely going to get in trouble with my manager". She complained in a joking tone and got ready to leave. 


  The time on my phone was 5:30 pm. It was an hour later than the time we had previously agreed upon.


      "Are you sure about your schedule?"


      "It's fine. I told him I might be late because he's a very serious person."


      "Then this is obviously a problem, right?"


      "Fufu. That's why I'm getting ready to come home with you, because I want to be with my important childhood friend a little longer."


  Fuyu-nee said it and looked at my face.


      "If you're tired, you can come to me. I'll spoil you. I'll spoil you so much that you will be..."


      "...Just go back to work!"


      "Haa, I'm so tired. Let's go home."


  I wonder if all idols are like this. Of course, I would easily misunderstand them.


  Now, I finally understand why idol fans go to handshake events so often.


  On the way back, Fuyu-nee muttered to me,


      "I didn't do this kind of thing with anyone."


  That's what she said.


  Fifteen years of my experience as her childhood friend told me that there was no more meaning to that word because we were childhood friends.


  The sun is still shining brightly at 5:30 p.m. in early summer.


  My head was melting under the sunlight from the west, which was gradually getting stronger.


   


  Side: Fuyuka Shirakaba


      “...Haa....”


  After meeting Ren, my heartbeat always jumped.


  Maybe it's because I'm nervous, because I love Ren, ────and because I'm so afraid that my lie will be exposed.


  I can't do anything. I'm not as good or as beautiful as Ren thought I was.


  I'm not a good dancer, I'm not a good singer, I'm not good at talking to people, and if I can, I'd rather lock myself in my room all the time.


  I was below average in every way, and nothing worked. Still, I always wanted to be the Onee-san that my beloved Ren admired. That's why I did everything I could to be admired by him.


  I'm a crybaby, and I get anxious if I don't practice. Fortunately, being a coward makes me very suitable for an idol where hard work is rewarded.


  I think I can be the best here.


  It wasn't until the second batch of trainees arrived that I realized I was wrong.


      "You can stop, it's okay. If Mirufy really wants to be a normal girl."


  I casually and politely told Mirufy that she was far from the idol I had in mind.


  At that time, I didn't know that she was going to the same school as Ren.


  No way, I obviously didn't expect her to say, "It's in Fuyuka-san's hometown". What's more, why did I think of taking advantage of this opportunity to be able to spend a lot of time with Ren?


  Why did I let them get close to each other?


      “…If Fuyu-nee knows, I really want to hear it."


  My head was spinning at the sight of Ren's serious expression of concern for Mirufy.


      "Why, how far will you go...?"


  Wherever I go, I'm always disturbed.


  I just want to be the good Onee-san that Ren likes.


  I just want to be liked by Ren!


      "After that, Mirufy really stopped."


  Even so, I can shed tears even when it's my fault, so I'm still suitable to be an idol.


  Still, Ren looked at me as if I were a very special girl.


  At that point, I could be the good Onee-san I've been longing for.


  I can't stop. It doesn't matter who likes me except Ren.


  ────Because no matter how many fans I get, I will always look for Ren in the audience.


      "...I will never say that."


  In reality, I encouraged Miru-chan to leave Idol because she was blocking me.


  I'm living with the support of a promise I made as a child that he doesn't even remember.


  I'm not a special and cute idol, but someone who is careless and a failure.


  Yes, that's how it is.


  I won't be able to live if this is revealed.


  I remembered Ren who was with me some time ago, and I pressed my loosened cheeks.


      "I will deceive you for the rest of my life."


  I hope he'll never know.
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  Chapter 8 - Seems to Fallen Apart. No Talent to be Loved


  I finally found the reason why Kasumi stopped being an idol.


  The next day, I wanted to talk to her and tell her that she didn't have to blame herself for what had happened.


      "Ren-kun, good morning."


      "... Ah, good morning.


  There were only a few people in the classroom this morning, long before the entrance bell rang.


  In a somewhat awkward atmosphere, Kasumi quickly sat down next to me.


  Three days have passed and I still can't say anything.


  The more I think about it, the harder it feels.


  I don't know what to say, what to tell, if this act of mine is selfish or not and so on... I have messed up a lot of things and lost my ability to solve problems properly.


      “──But...No matter how much we experience together as an alliance, you are not my family or my lover, right?"


  Even after such a long time, these words still pierce my heart.


  She must have said it because she didn't want me to go any further.


  Still, I wanted to get into it, so I took the unwise step of asking Fuyu-nee.


  But now that I know Kasumi's past, I feel more and more distant from her.


  If I could reach out to her with words like "It's not Kasumi's fault," the things Fuyu-nee said to her earlier would have reached her long ago.


  It's not 'normal'.


  Then what is 'normal'. What's the point of saying that?


  There's a lot of things I want to tell her, like I want her to be happy, or I want her to smile like she used to. But when I wanted to tell her, I didn't know what to say.


      "..."


  I secretly stole a glance at Kasumi's face.


  I'm sure I should hear it directly from Kasumi.


  It was a problem I wouldn't be able to solve until I gained her trust.


  Maybe she already believed me, but the guilt and the doubt I feel hit me with a double blow.


  I can't let this go on.


  But I can't even talk to her with simple words like, "Hey, just listen to this".


  Besides, I'm afraid that if I say something presumptuous again, Kasumi, who has tried her best to maintain the status quo between us, will be completely destroyed. 


      "Please, just stop this act of yours."


  That's all I thought, and I didn't say anything more in a rather long pause.


      "...Huh?"


      "Just act normal."


  The words came out of my mouth as soon as I saw a pretty bad, untreated, dirty looking wound at the end of my eye.


      "Your knees, bleeding."


      "Ah..."


      "You didn't even notice, huh. That's what happens when you focus too much on something you're not used to."


  Kasumi also put a handkerchief on the wound and laughed with a surprised look on her face.


      "What do you mean? It doesn't hurt at all, that's why I'm unconscious."


      "That's a lie. The wound won't be that bad unless you fall or rub it hard. You must be concentrating too much on it to look normal."


  I know that my words are thorny. But I'm sure that if I don't, I won't be able to break through that layer of defense. I won't be able to reach Miru Kasumi!!


      "Of course, it's difficult, isn't it? I mean, Kasumi, just living is enough to make you stand out."


      "That's not true. Not at all lately."


      "Yeah, that's right, if you're so focused on acting like that."


      "...Wait, why are you being so aggressive? Did I cause you trouble, Ren-kun?"


  As I continued to babble, Kasumi's expression changed as if she was annoyed.


  Okay, I'll keep dragging you out!


      "I'm angry that I wasn't involved. We have been in the same alliance for a long time, and now you suddenly put some distance between us and say that this is not my business at all, there is no way I will take it for granted!"


      "...So you think that since we are friends, I can tell you everything? How is that possible? There are things that everyone can know, and there are things that I will really hide. Don't you understand that?"


  Kasumi was furious.


  Her original self is back. Her original tone returned.


  We suddenly started to argue, and the eyes of the other students in the class were on us.


  But I'm sure Kasumi didn't even notice.


      "I hate that kind of insensitivity, Ren-kun!!"


  Because the only person she could see in her eyes right now was me.


  Our eyes met clearly. She looked at me with her big, moist eyes.


      "That's fine with me. I'm the only one who needs to know about me. So you don't have to worry too much and I'll be a normal girl."


  ────I will not bother you again with our promise.


  When I heard those words, something in my mind was startled and came out.


      "I don't care about myself anymore!! I don't care about that purpose of mine!"


  I found myself shouting, and I didn't care about the opinions of my classmates in the class.


      "Don't change the subject! I'm talking about Kasumi now!"


  Ah, it's really annoying.


  She was always talking about others. She always put herself in the back corner.


  She seems to think it's okay, but that's what really pisses me off!!


      "This is why I told you not to sacrifice yourself so quickly! I'm telling you, don't give up! Isn't that why you stopped being an idol?"


      "Did I ever say that?"


  As a reflex, I covered my mouth in panic.


  That's right. No word about it ever came out of Kasumi's mouth.


      "You never said that, but..."


  I was confused and Kasumi looked at me sharply.


      "I don't know where you got that idea from, but don't judge me arbitrarily. First of all, I won't do this for people I don't care about!!"


  She said it with a pained expression on her face, but she couldn't stop the words from coming out of her mouth.


  With her confused words, Kasumi took a breath.


      "It's for everyone's sake, for Ren-kun's sake! That's why I tried so hard to control my feelings, even if you don't care! Why do you keep trying to stop me by acting like you know everything about me!? Do I look so desperate to be saved!?"


      "That's what I said, when have I ever told you that you are troubling me! Why do you think I have been struggling all these years!? I tried so hard to be a normal girl, but if you keep trying to fix everything, what's the point!? You should never have asked me to be in that movie in the first place! I held back like that when I was an idol too...!"


      "Yes, that's true. I just... people who don't think about my fans at all, who can only be idols for themselves and give up easily!"


  ────I always think of myself.


  Kasumi mumbled as if she was talking to herself.


  Suddenly we didn't look at each other anymore.


      "......"


      "Hey!? Wait!!"


  Then, as if she felt that she was being toyed with, she stood up and ran out of the classroom.


  I couldn't catch up with her because my feet were stuck to the floor.


      "......!"


  What did I just do?


  It's not even for Kasumi's sake and I'm just pushing her further.


  I didn't want to tell her that it was hard, I just wanted to say that I wanted to do something for her too.


   


  After that, Kasumi comes back as if nothing had happened and says that she is late because she is not feeling well.


  Without showing any fault, without raising her voice, she played the role of a normal girl and went home without talking to anyone.


   


  After school, I stood in front of the railroad crossing and listened to the noise that echoed in my head.


  The wind was blowing loudly and I could hear the train coming.


  As soon as I saw the train pass in front of me with a loud clatter, I started screaming.


      "AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!!!!!!"


  My throat hurt and felt dry.


      "WHAT'S WRONG WITH ME, I'M NOT GOOD ENOUGH!!!!"


  I began to feel intoxicated with how relieved I felt after that loud, deafening scream of mine.


      "WHY... WHY DO YOU ALWAYS TAKE IT ON YOURSELF AND THINK IT'S OKAY!!! WHY CAN'T YOU BE MY FRIEND! I CAN'T HELP YOU AT ALL!!"


  I screamed as hard as I could, squeezing my throat over and over again.


      "I can't do anything..."


  I fell to my knees as soon as the train had completely passed.


      "...If only I hadn't told her to appear in the movie in the first place..."


  The sound of the train can no longer muffle my voice.


   


  Side: Miru Kasumi


      "Isn't that why you stopped being an idol?"


      "......"


  The words were so presumptuous that I almost cried involuntarily.


  I can't just assume that he's wrong.


  Maybe it's because I sacrificed myself for him.


   


      ‘Jyakin──'.


  A harsh voice rang in my ears.


  My head felt light. Something with red-sakura color slid down my cheek.


  In front of me, someone was holding a pair of scissors.


  It was the person who had joined the line to meet me, who was an idol.


  My thoughts stopped. I was scared, I didn't understand what was happening, but, because I...


   


      Q: What is the most important thing for Mirufy right now?


      A: To give my fans a smile.


   


  My emotions are not needed here, in this moment.


  I don't know why I wanted to scream, but I pressed my throat and showed my best smile.


      "Thank you for coming!"


      "...Haaa, n-no way"


      "...Is something wrong?"


  The man in front of me looked very scared.


      "Miru!! Miru! Are you okay?"


      "I'm fine. I'm not that tired yet. I can still shake hands, right?"


      "What did you say? Don't you know what he just did to you?"


  The manager also rubbed a clean handkerchief over my cheek. Then I was escorted to the lounge.


  There I saw a mirror for the first time.


      "Eh...?"


  I realized that I was crying and one part of my twin tail that I loved was gone.


      "...My hair, was cut off."


  I said it like it was someone else's problem.


  I still didn't understand the situation.


      "But I'm fine. Really."


      "What do you mean, fine?"


      "That's right. I'm okay. I can still do it... right?"


  I want to talk to my fans a little bit more. I want to laugh with them. I want to tell them I love them.


  I thought so, but when I saw the extremely deep look of fear on the manager's face, for some reason my head started to hurt and I fainted on the spot.


      "Ugh... Huh... Hyaa..."


  My hair was wet from my unstoppable tears, and it felt very strange on my cheeks.


  I can't breathe well. It hurts. I feel like crying? I want to vomit!


      "I... I have to go back."


  I have to go back now.


  Because there are people who haven't shaken my hand.


  What if they don't like me?


  What if I fail?


  Does that mean I have already failed?


  Suddenly my vision became blurred.


  Love, hate and pain all mixed together.


  It hurts. It hurts. It hurts. It hurts. It hurts.


  Then I can only remember vaguely.


  ────I remember that I wasn't an idol, I was just 'Miru Kasumi'.


   


  I woke up and found myself in my dorm bed.


  My head felt lighter than usual. My hair is no longer the same length.


  The twin-tail that usually swings in front of me is gone.


      "Ugh...!"


  I'm more worried about the reaction of the fans than this kind of insignificance.


  Because there are so many people lined up behind that person. I turn on my phone. The time is 21:00. The handshake event is long over.


  I typed the word 'Mirufy' into my social media app and searched for the results.


      "Ah, I'm so frustrated. I've been waiting in line for 5 hours and I can't see Mirufy."


      "Mirufy is not feeling well, is she? I heard a commotion over there, is something going on?"


      "Do they know that Miru's hair is being cut off?" 


  When I searched the news application, I saw the words "Miru Kasumi is Not Feeling Well? Handshake Event Postponed". It seems that the management somehow managed to cover up the fact that someone had cut my hair.


      "That's good."


  Well, then it doesn't matter if I lose my 'Mirufy' image a little bit.


  I can be an idol again from now on, I thought.


      "That's not true…right?"


  Because at this time, what am I prioritizing?


  Which emotions do I prioritize?


  The guilt of not being able to shake hands with my fans because I fainted and the fact that I wasn't hated by the fans outweighed my fear when my hair was suddenly cut.


      "Have I gone crazy?"


  I also fell silent. It felt right when I mumbled it.


  Yes, I've gone crazy. I don't know when it started.


  Since when did I put my fans before my feelings of being loved───?


      "Mirufy, are you okay!?"


  I looked up as I seemed to be attacked with the sound of crying.


  Her long silver hair is beautiful. My admiration for graceful women. That person is Fuyuka-san.


      "Fuyuka-san, why are you here?"


  I'm excited. This is the first time that other members have come to my room.


  Even so, her behavior was strange.


      "...Um. Why are you crying?"


      "Why, umm…"


  Fuyuka-san choked on her words and mumbled, "...I'm sorry. It was my fans who did that bad thing to you".


      "...Oh."


  It doesn't matter.


  Hair is the thing that grows back quickly.


      "I'm sorry. I'm sorry. I'm sorry..."


  But actually Fuyuka-san is crying all the time while apologizing.


      "It's not your fault, Fuyuka-san. So please don't apologize anymore."


      "No... it's my fault because I'm not good enough!"


      "That's wrong...!"


      "That's it. Because I know Mirufy worked hard to take care of her hair, and said the fans like her very much..."


  That's not the problem... right.


  I finally understood. So that's it. That's the right answer.


  Fuyuka-san is much more talented at being loved than I am.


  As soon as I thought about whether she was really worthy of being an idol.


  All of a sudden. I firmly believe that this is where my limits lie.


  After all, how can an idol, who knows the limits of her abilities, smile again?


      "Fuyuka-san, I can't do my best anymore."


      "...Huh?"


      "I want to stop being an idol. I don't have the confidence to make everyone smile anymore..."


  Yes. Unlike Fuyuka-san, who is innocent and simple.


      "Eh..."


  Fuyuka-san is very kind and talented.


  I knew that if I told her my situation, she wouldn't deny me.


      "...You can stop if you want. If Mirufy really wants to be a normal girl."


  Fuyuka-san cried louder than before.


  I think Fuyuka-san's tears are a hundred times more beautiful than mine.


  My tears were dirty. Because what's the point of shedding my tears for myself?


  There is no need to shed fake tears just to get sympathy, so I will stop my bad crying today.


  Ah. Fuyuka-san, she is so great. She really deserves to be an idol, right?


  I thought vaguely in my head.


      "I won't forget what my fans did to you, Mirufy. I will always stand on stage and carry all the weight that Mirufy felt all the time on my back!!"


  This is the real idol. It seems that being a good idol is only in my head.


  Because in the end, I just ran away because I felt sick.


  Fuyuka-san, who will be facing the scar from now on, is obviously stronger than me.


      "Then... I can rest easy. I would be a normal girl!"


  Not knowing what to do next, I can't hold back my tears anymore.


  That's how I try to be a 'normal girl'.


   


      "Miru Kasumi thanked you all for everything."


  I also officially announced my graduation and gave a graduation concert wearing a wig that I was not used to.


  From that day on, I somehow felt broken.


  I can't make eye contact with each of my fans. I had a hard time remembering what I said during my graduation concert, as if a fog had enveloped my head.


  In my graduation message, I can only write my gratitude to all my fans and not a single word about my future.


  I became an idol not to make my fans smile or to make them happy, but because I needed validation, I needed proof that someone really needed me and that it was okay for me to stay alive.


  ──────I became an idol for myself and stopped being an idol for myself.


  After I stopped being an idol, I suddenly had a lot of free time, no energy for anything, and I just felt like an empty shell. And I realized that I was nothing if I didn't become an idol, I wasn't worth anything if I wasn't 'Mirufy'.


  All the reporters at my graduation press conference asked me this.


      "What are you going to do after you quit being an idol?"


  I don't know. I even want to know.


  So, I decided to be 'normal' at least for now, because I didn't think I could be anything. 


  In fact, all I want is to be someone other than myself.


  I don't want to bother anyone anymore and I don't want to fail this time.


      "──Because I want to be friends with you."


  So why did I meet him?


  He was the first person who didn't look at me as an idol.


  Since when do I like the way he looks straight at me.


  Since when can I breathe comfortably in a classroom that's unfamiliar to me.


      "Well, I'll make you a promise instead. As long as you insist on taking me with you, I will never leave you alone."


  Because Ren-kun is here, I found the courage to start all over again. I'm ready to believe him.


  He said we were an alliance, and he saw me as 'me'.


  I think I can change by being with you.


  I have a feeling that this time I will succeed.


  ────But in fact, the person who hurts Ren-kun the most now is me.


      "Ugh──..."


  I can never change.


      "Haaa──────..."


  To hold back the tears that were about to flow, I took a deep breath and let it out again and again.


      "I've always been grateful for your help and I like you. But... No matter how much we experience together as an alliance, you are not my family or my lover, right?"


  What is it, what is the thing I really want.


  Of course, after I said it like that, he got curious.


  I can't blame Ren-kun for trying to dig into my past.


  That's true. It's not that I don't want him to know about my past.


  It's not that I don't want him to interfere.


  Because in reality, I don't know because I've never felt this before, but I'm sure I consider him more valuable than a family or even more valuable than a lover.


  I'm just scared.


  I was just afraid that if he knew more about my true self, he would be disappointed by my empty self.


      "Are you afraid that I will hate you?"


  Yes, really. I'm afraid. I'm very, very afraid.


  Suddenly he was by my side. At first, I was confused and tried to act like an idol under the pretext of my habit, but Ren-kun was always straightforward, and without me noticing, I forgot to put up my layers of defense.


  I always found myself looking at him when he was next to me.


  Now I'm more afraid of being hated by Ren-kun than of being alone, or of being hated by all the fans who come to the Tokyo Dome.


      "...What should I do?


  Since when did I develop such deep feelings for Ren-kun.


      "I can be a normal girl...!"


  How can I change for Ren-kun, who tried so hard to help me?


  Maybe he already hates me, but... Come on.


  Since when had I become so selfish that I didn't want Ren-kun to hate me, even though it had caused him a lot of trouble.


      "I want to change, but...!"


  I looked up and fanned my face with my hands, trying to keep my tears from flowing.


  In my distorted vision, I wanted to be brave, and I kissed the sakura mark in my palm that seemed to be fading.


  Chapter 9 - Give Me All Your " " Too


  In order to take my mind off Kasumi, I started to dedicate myself to shooting for the filming process.


  Every time Kasumi's shadow comes into my mind, I forcefully stack it with a movie.


  I'm still learning how to edit the video, but I think I'm getting good at it.


  It's the only thing I can think of. Things I can do to help Kasumi.


  For the sake of the success of the festival later, for the sake of our class, and for the sacrifice of Kasumi, who is willing to force herself to be a 'normal girl'.


  In the end, all I could do was finish this movie.


  For a while, the participation rate in the filming was quite low due to Kasumi's change in attitude, but fortunately, the motivation of everyone in the class was high again thanks to unexpected guests who came, such as the homeroom teacher who came with gifts, and Tadokoro who came every day after his club activities and invited his club members to help us.


  Besides that, I'm sure everyone knows that.


  What made Kasumi change and why.


  Even so, there were still some uninvited guests who came.


  Like students from other classes staring at us, or seniors making comments in our ears.


  At first, I thought there was a problem with their attitude, but in the end there was nothing I could do.


  They might still not like the fact that Kasumi is in this class.


  Even so, 'Kasumi being in that class' is something we can't handle, so we're concentrating more on making our festival preparations a success by assuming that everything will go 'normally'. It's our common understanding that Kasumi is more important than the bad opinions out there.


  In fact, in the Class LIME group (which Kotono just started, and of course Kasumi is in it), I think the people who talk about Kasumi are starting to look like they are proud to be in the 'Miru Kasumi's Class'.


  They are no longer disappointed by the malice directed at them. Instead, they are now very eager to win this competition by a large margin to prove to the malicious parties ────.


      "Ah, Kashiwagi. You sacrificed your day off again, huh, isn't Class 3 too ambitious?"


  Well, if someone who's jealous is really approaching, it's a different story.


  The atmosphere suddenly became awkward with the arrival of these cold comments.


  It was Shimizu, the festival committee member of my class and Tadokoro last year.


      "...Hmm, well, that's it."


  He tried to call my name, but I was concentrating on composing the movie scenes.


  So I just answered as it is, nodding... and maybe it was because of that answer that he got angry with me.


      "Isn't it great, huh, Class 3? Using Mirufy is cheating, right? That's why I thought, why are you so serious when you can beat us with her without any effort?"


  Wrong. Maybe he not only wanted to provoke me, but his real target was Kasumi.


      "Well, that's not important anyway. We just want to enjoy the festival."


      "Huh? You're not the kind of person who would get excited about something like a festival. You always look bored because you can do anything. I have never seen you serious about anything."


      "That's right."


      "You just want to show off to Mirufy, right?"


      "..."


  I always look bored. And I always do everything half-heartedly.


  Well, that might be true.


  I always thought that everything was enough for me, but the truth is that I always felt that something was missing. I also thought that if I died later in this state, I would have nothing to leave behind. I feel frustrated, but I don't know how to go on, and I don't have anyone to tell you about it. Even Fuyu-nee and Kotono moved on and felt more and more distant from me.


  But now everything is different, there is Kasumi, there is this movie, and there are my classmates.


  I'm very 'enthusiastic' about doing something with everyone else, and I'm willing to give it my all.


  If I had been as reckless as I was last year, I might have been involved in a fight at this time.


      "Sorry, we're busy right now, can we talk again later?"


  I just smiled normally in return.


  Now I've found 'something' in me, so I don't care if he doesn't understand and thinks what I'm doing is out of character. Besides, as I said here, all I'm thinking about is how to take better pictures, and honestly, nothing else can get into my head right now.


  I'm concentrating so hard right now that it's making me nauseous.


  I don't want to waste my time with Shimizu, who is only my acquaintance, not my friend.


      "Kashiwagi, you are too serious. It's so embarrassing to see."


      "Really? I really enjoyed it."


      "Really. You're not doing well."


      "Is that so?"


  I just smiled at him and went on with my work.


  I thought that if I just ignored him, he would get bored and go somewhere else.


  But actually, Shimizu is not satisfied with just provoking me. 


      "You know, Kashiwagi forced me to do this thing, but didn't you force yourself too much? You are using your precious free time. Weren't you trying too hard just for an ordinary school festival?"


  I looked up and saw Shimizu with a contemptuous smile on his face.


      "I mean, in the end, you only depend on Mirufy's popularity, right? Ah, that's right? Or do you really want to show off in front of her? Our class has nothing to show off like you do. And the other classes think the same way, so it's time for you to realize that. Isn't that why one of you was bullied? Well, I don't know anyway."


      "Hey... Hey..."


  Kotono said, not wanting to say it to anyone, even though she had been bullied by such a bastard. 


  I was so emotional that I almost let it out reflexively, but when I saw Kotono just staring ahead without saying anything, I finally managed to suppress my anger.


      "Don't be so casual, okay, just because we were in the same class before. Mirufy must be annoyed as well!"


  No matter how much I, Kotono, and other classmates talk to her, no matter how many times she says she is not hurt, in the end she will blame herself again.


  Even though she was hurt, she always pretended to be okay so as not to worry others.


  So please don't mind people like this ──────.


      "What's wrong with trying so hard!?"


  For a moment, I didn't recognize the sharp voice.


      "...Kasumi...?"


  It's because she's been acting like a normal girl these days.


  She was already trying not to stand out.


  Kasumi, who doesn't seem to be normal, didn't react to my voice and walked towards Shimizu.


      "... Do you know? Ren-kun always thought about the composition of his shots until he didn't have time to sleep. That's why he always looks sleepy in class these days."


  My name suddenly came out of Kasumi's mouth and an unpleasant tension ran down my spine. 


      "It was Kotono-chan who added important scenes for me. She was bullied because of me, but she spoke as if nothing had happened, and even she was still worried about me."


      "So, she noticed", Kotono, who was standing next to me, muttered to herself with a face that looked like she was about to cry.


      "Sakamoto-san was making equipment for me. I saw that he had a cast on his hand, and he still laughed with me to cover his injury while making it at home. Asamiya-san, even though she doesn't like me, admits that I've been doing my best lately."


  After that, Kasumi mentioned the names of her classmates one by one, sometimes choking up as she said them.


      "I feel like a stupid person. Why are they trying so hard? Why did they help me? They don't want to give up on me. They're all protecting me, aren't they!?"


  She said it hastily, feeling guilty, and took a deep breath to catch her breath.


      "I've made so many mistakes..."


  She smiled with an expression that showed either happiness or sadness.


  I'm sure she's over her limit.


  Because her voice sounded very soft and it was as if she was biting her finger to hold it back.


  Her eyes were already very moist and it seemed as if her tears could flow freely if she blinked once, her mouth trembling as if she was trying hard to keep her smile.


  The figure standing in front of me was very slender and fragile, as if she could fall down at any moment, but I'm sure she would try to hold on to it because she was Kasumi.


      "I'm the one who always causes trouble around here, and now you say they only rely on my name? And the accident? Don't joke with me!!"


  I was so surprised to see Kasumi raise her voice.


  For the past two months, this was the first time I had seen her angry with anyone.


      "I hate people who make fun of others who have tried so hard...! So what? Do you think it's better if we don't try? Why? What's wrong with that? You are just jealous, you can only talk. People who can't appreciate other people's efforts are even more disgusting!"


  Shimizu can only freeze when he is confronted with the most beautiful girl in front of him.


  Then Kasumi, while holding back her tears, gave her a smile that people had never seen before.


      "I don't want you, who don't know anything about my precious classmates, who don't know their struggles and their virtues, to put them down again! I don't want you to blame them anymore...!!"


  It was her idol's smile like when she was on stage.


  I can imagine Kasumi saying, "Even though you're hurting, you have to keep smiling".


  I'm not the only one who can't take my eyes off her. I'm sure everyone's eyes are on her as well.


  It's as if we were called to see and experience it.


  When in reality Kasumi was already completely within her limits, like a mille-feuille being forcibly stoned from above with a fork, she looked very overwhelmed.


  What the hell is this, really.


      "..."


  I almost stopped breathing.


  This was it, the real figure of Miru Kasumi.


  I saw cherry blossoms. Behind Kasumi, the cherry blossoms were blooming beautifully.


  I deliberately formed a frame with my hands and lowered my arms, thinking that I couldn't just look at them, the cherry blossoms.


  I want to capture them, I thought. I want to take a picture of Kasumi's current form.


      "Wow, what the... now..."


  It was frightening and exciting.


  The real Miru Kasumi made me hold my breath and be stunned by her, really.


  ──────Gosh, she's so cool.


  I always thought that she was too patient.


  I also think she should have accepted that she didn't have to blame herself for everything that happened.


  I was even annoyed with her, wondering why she took it so hard without shedding a single tear.


  But eventually, for the first time, I realized that she was doing it to preserve something so important to her.


      "It's for everyone's sake, for Ren-kun's sake! That's why I tried so hard to control my feelings, even if you don't care!───"


  Kasumi's words suddenly came back to me.


  I heard it, but I didn't know it.


  I didn't know that she cared so much about her classmates.


  I'm the one who didn't understand anything.


  'Miru Kasumi' is indeed distorted. 


  However, this is not normal.


  For the sake of the people she cares about, she is willing to be hurt no matter what the circumstances. She resisted, she endured, and even when she was beaten and injured, she continued to smile for the sake of the people around her without shedding the slightest tear.


  But that is why she is Miru Kasumi.


      "...So, of course."


  I've always run away, always believed in the advantage of people who have talent, always run away, never willing to change, and this is where I am now.


  Even though it looks really bad from the outside, I'm absolutely sure that I want to change.


  That's why I'm so angry with Shimizu.


  I will never forgive him. I whispered it with my mouth so that no one would hear me and then I stood in front of Kasumi who looked like she was about to fall.


      "I'm not in a good mood and I'm not trying to win or anything. I don't want to compete with you for something so boring, and honestly, yes, it's very annoying."


  Shimizu's face turned pale when he saw Kasumi who was already fighting him and me who was already in a different state than before. Still, I had never intended to forgive him. 


  He'd crossed the line ever since he dared to touch Kotono with the pocari incident.


  ... Ah, I don't want to deal with that man anymore, and I think it's useless.


  Maybe there will be rumors that Kashiwagi has changed, or that he suddenly lost his temper, or something like that. But I don't care how many relationships I would break with such rumors.


  I won't be able to make friends with everyone like a kindergartner.


  I don't care about the others anymore because now I already have 'something' I'm looking for.


  I won't be able to stop those bad words from coming out of their mouths.


      "... You know, trying to be serious like this is more fun than you think. It's worth it because you can do it with all your heart... Yeah, I don't know if you can understand what I'm saying".


  Ah, Kasumi really is amazing.


  I was so weak that my legs were shaking just from saying the things I wasn't used to saying.


      "I mean, hmm. If you want to continue living such a boring life every day, I guess I prefer this way."


      "..."


  Shimizu's face also turned very red, and he still tried to say a few words to deny it.


      "... I see, okay. Why don't you just enjoy this race the way you want?"


      "Yes, enjoy your loss in this race as well. And never touch Class 3 again!"


      "..."


      "Well, it's clear that our class will win this year whether Kasumi is here or not!!"


  For a moment, Shimizu dared to fight back, thinking that I had missed my words as well, but it was Kotono's cold voice that said, "I'm going to call the teacher and complain about you interrupting our work", that made him immediately surrender and run away.


  When she turned around, her classmates cheered as well.


  And as soon as Shimizu was gone, Kasumi collapsed on the spot. Her classmates surrounded her and said that she was very cool. She tried hard to cover her face, which looked like it was about to cry.


      "It was so cool, Mirufy."


  Kotono, who was next to me, also looked at Kasumi with pleasure.


      "Mn. Thanks for your help too, Kotono."


      "...No, I didn't do anything. Kashiwagi-kun, I am happy for you as well. You've changed a lot since you met Mirufy."


      "Hmm, that's right, yup."


  I said shyly and put my hand on Kotono's shoulder.


      "...It's impossible for me not to change."


  It's not because she's an idol.


  It's because she's Miru Kasumi, and that's what makes her so attractive.


  But without knowing it, I had already hurt Kasumi.


      "...I am..."


      "I want to borrow Ren-kun now!!"


      "Huh!?"


  She pulled at the sleeve of my uniform.


  The bright color of cherry blossoms flashed across the tip of my eye.


      "I'll cry if you don't come with me."


      "... Although you are almost crying now."


      "Shut up...!!"


  Kasumi pulled me very weakly, which I could have easily resisted.


      "Where are we going..."


      "...Don't ask!"


      "What the hell is this?"


  Still, I was happy to see the happiness in Kasumi's eyes again, and I was also happy to be able to talk to her again, so I just let her pull me along.


      "Kotono!! Please put my stuff and Kasumi's stuff in the locker in the classroom, okay!"


  Kotono also said, "Huh!? How are you going to clean up after this!", but I covered my ears and continued to follow Kasumi. Then she let go of my sleeves and grabbed my hands.


      "I'll be mad if you let go of my hand."


  Her big eyes were already filled with tears, and she looked at me.


  Kasumi pressed her trembling fingers into mine as if she would never let go.


  ──────In this situation, it is very strange for me not to take care of her.


   


  So, following Kasumi, we left the school and went out and finally arrived in front of a big apartment.


      "This is where Miru lives."


      "Huh!?"


  While I was still surprised by the size of the building, Kasumi escorted me through the entrance, emphasizing the card-shaped key and pressing the elevator button with a relaxed gesture.


      "Um... so you really live here alone?"


      "Of course. I am a former Top Idol, right?"


  So, she could pay the rent.


  And then the elevator took us to the top floor.


  Ordinary people like me will obviously be overwhelmed at this point.


      "By the way, has anyone been here before?"


      "Obviously not, right? You see, Miru has no other friends to invite here. I invited you because you are."


  I wondered if she meant to mock me with every word she said, this former idol.


  While I was still nervous about this feeling I hadn't felt in a long time, the elevator showed that we had arrived.


      "We arrived. Take your shoes off there and let's go in."


      "Excuse me."


  No, no, no, no, I'm so nervous!


  I took off my shoes and walked into the living room, feeling very sick from my nervousness.


  The room feels surprisingly empty, and most of it is filled with monotonous furniture.


  The emptiness of this room made my nervousness a little less, but I still felt nervous. Then, after looking at the various corners of the room, I looked out through the large window and saw the sunset on the horizon.


      "It's beautiful here, isn't it?"


      "...Eh? Yup, right, it's so beautiful."


  Kasumi said, "I only realized that after living here for two months", and then opens the entrance to the balcony.


      "Since we're here, let's talk outside."


  I calmed down and agreed, then borrowed a pair of slippers and went out to the balcony. As I expected, the balcony in an apartment of this size is obviously different from the balcony in an ordinary person's house, the size is very spacious.


  A cool breeze blew across my cheek.


  Under the afternoon sun, Kasumi asked me to sit on a randomly placed white stool.


  She had deliberately invited me here to talk to her personally, not just by chance, and just the two of us.


  So it would be better if I talked to her right away.


      "...You know, I'm sorry for what happened that day. I made my own assumptions and said inappropriate things to you."


      "I want to apologize as well."


  Kasumi said it so easily, and I almost lost my composure.


      "It's impossible for me to assume that this has nothing to do with me now."


  Sitting on the stool, she suddenly opened her mouth.


      "I heard that Fuyuka-san told you about me."


      "..."


      "Fuyuka-san is innocent, okay? She heard it from me. Ren-kun, I had a feeling you would do this."


  I clasped my hands together and looked down.


      "I'm sorry."


      "For what?"


      "For asking about your past without your consent."


      "You're too serious. I'm not mad at you anyway. After all, most of the information about Miru's life is in Sukipedia."


  Kasumi smiled weakly and pressed her index finger against mine.


      "Well, I'll tell you what's not in Sukipedia, okay?"


  My throat tightened with nervousness.


      "You heard about Miru's haircut incident, right? The person who cut my hair said that his life went wrong after that incident."


      "...Eh."


      "If you think about it, it must be true. Even though they didn't tell the press and only the management knew about it, Miru was their best product, so they reported it to the authorities."


  Before I can say, "Right, of course",


      "Then I was surprised to find out that he already had a wife and a newborn child. Well, that's the story."


  Those extremely sharp words flew to my ears.


      "That's..."


  Heavy. The story was so heavy that I didn't want to know what happened next.


  Nevertheless, Kasumi smiled all the time, as if she had carried this wound all her life.


      "Then he asked them to forgive him. When the company refused his apology, he shouted that things had gone wrong because of Miru Kasumi. But that's just a rumor, so I don't know the full truth."


  I think she also kept this secret from Fuyu-nee because she knew that Fuyu-nee would be even more worried if she knew.


  Kasumi took a deep breath before she continued.


      "Of course, many people around me are protecting me, right? But it's also true that Fuyuka-san is no longer supported by the agency after the incident, and I can't help but wonder if it's better if Miru doesn't become an idol at all, or if there's someone else whose life has become chaotic because of Miru... So..."


  In contrast to her serious words, Kasumi just smiled resignedly.


      "I'm devastated too. I can't go back on stage."


      "..."


      "In the end, I put myself in front of the fans. I was saved many times... but since I was saved... I was afraid that they would hate me more than my ability to make them smile. So I thought that I had reached my limit to continue being an idol."


  Kasumi is very close to me, but she feels very far away.


      "There are people who like Mirufy, but no one accepts Miru Kasumi. Because the real Miru is so confused. She couldn't get along with the people around her, she made trouble and people hated her. So I try not to look at it by concentrating on my idol routine."


      "That's not true..."


      "It is true. I would do the same thing this time if you weren't here. I'm not normal. That's why everyone gets hurt."


  Just as she was about to continue, Kasumi's face distorted for the first time.


      "Every time I realize that there is no one around me..."


  Her slender shoulders, which seemed ready to break at any moment, gasped.


  She wanted to be normal, and she thought she should not fail this time.


  In her desperation, she covered up the distorted parts of herself, corrected them, endured them, and tried to put the pain of others in front of her own.


      "That's because I'm not an idol anymore. And from the beginning, there were many other girls who deserved to be idols more than me. It doesn't have to be me, not at all".


  I'm sure Kasumi is the kindest person who can love people more than anything else.


  That's why I can't stop admiring her even now.


  To put it simply, at first I just thought something in me would change if I was with her.


  I was attracted to her sparkling eyes. I admire her and want to be friends with her and get to know her better. But Kasumi is more than that.


  She has always been energetic and given her all. She is sensitive and emotional.


  She is sensitive to everything and always holds back and blames herself.


  However, she never gave up. She was always determined to go forward. And the more she suffers, the more she shines.


  Seeing that, why didn't she ever admit to herself.


  Kasumi is so amazing. She was so far away that sometimes I wanted to give up on her and say I couldn't reach her.


  And why she's in denial.


  Something was rising inside me and I couldn't stop it.


  It seems I'm quite upset now.


      "So you still don't like being an idol? Do you regret being an idol, coating up yourself, and not being a normal girl?"


      "...It's not like that!"


  The words poured out. A cry came from Kasumi's throat.


      "Of course, I don't regret it or force myself to do it! There are people out there who spend their lives for me and live for me. So, no matter how hard it is, no matter how strange I am, I never feel unhappy, and not even once do I feel sorry!"


  I'm relieved. This is the Kasumi I know, the Kasumi I admire, and the Kasumi who feels very distant to me.


      "Then everything is fine!!"


  I don't care about anything else, so focus on me.


  Instead of saying that, I cupped her cheek between my hands.


      "Maybe you didn't want to be an idol at first, maybe you thought you lost your feelings for others, but Kasumi has learned to love them in your own way, right. For your fans and for your idol's life."


  Otherwise, she wouldn't care about such things at all.


      "But you stopped being an idol because you were afraid to continue. Then it's okay, you're a normal girl now. So why not just enjoy your life as a normal girl. And if you feel like coming back, you can be an idol again."


  Kasumi looked at me and removed my hand from her face.


  Then she stood up and cried with sobs.


      "...That's so selfish."


      "It's not selfish. This is your life, so why not change it?"


      "...Eh."


      "It's true. You were an idol before. But being an idol isn't the only thing for you, right, Kasumi?"


  So. No more and no less.


      "If you find something you want to do... I'll be your first fan! If you feel depressed, I'll tell you 100 good things about Kasumi, and that's easy for me!"


  Because, you know, you can drive someone crazy, you can keep doing things even if it hurts.


  I don't know anyone better than you, but I was inspired by you, and I became like this because of you.


      "It's no use to me, no matter how much you hate yourself! I always thought you were a great person! I admire you! So, I won't stop praising you until you admit it!"


  Ah, gosh, I don't know what I'm talking about anymore, but I'll keep saying it!


      "I'm... Because I'm with Kasumi! I'm trying to change!!"


      "......"


  There was no answer from Kasumi.


  She just became silent. I fell and sat down on a bench.


  I looked at her face, which was looking down, and finally realized.
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    "Hiks... Ugh... uuu"

  Kasumi cried softly. 


  She tried to hush her voice.


  The tears that filled her big eyes flowed down with an indescribable force. Then the tears filled her eyes again and overflowed.


  The color of the setting sun seemed to merge with the traces of tears running down her white skin.


      "...Eh."


  I could only stare at her, unable to do anything.


  I didn't expect her to cry.


  Because she always held back her tears at the last moment, no matter what, closing her lips tightly to keep them from spilling out and keeping her eyes forward.


  She always forced herself to smile, fought through her scars, and thought she could still stand up.


  Stupidly, I assumed that Kasumi would never cry.


      "......"


  Slowly, I rubbed the cherry blossoms that had been absorbed by the darkness of the night. 


      "...I don't believe it."


      "Eh..."


      "I won't believe it until you say it now!"


  Kasumi looked up slightly and said it softly.


  I rubbed her sobbing back and continued counting.


      "...Your smile is so cute."


      "Of course!"


      "Your personality is very bright."


      "Mn."


      "You always try hard."


      "〜〜"


      "You are stubborn and selfish."


      "That's not a compliment...!"


      "I am complimenting you. I like your nature."


  It seems a little disgusting.


  When I smiled to cover it up, she pulled my cheek.


      "Oi, it hurts! It hurts, you know!"


  Ignoring my protests, she wiped away her tears with her other hand and smiled with a distorted face as if she was holding back her tears.


      "...Indeed, Ren-kun. Even if you don't know anything, you still say things like that. But when you made me aware of my feelings... I hate it."


      "......"


      "...But thank you for making me realize that I love my fans and I deserve to love them."


  Still, I thought that was the most beautiful smile I'd seen from her in all those years.


  The sun was finally fading into the night, and the sky was getting darker and darker.


  The moonlight, which appeared faintly, filled Kasumi's eyes.


   


  Side: Miru Kasumi


  At first, I hated being an idol.


  Dancing and singing are fun, but the more I get into it and enjoy it, the more I feel alone.


  I was so focused on it that I ignored everything else, thinking only of shining so as not to have to look around, and without realizing it, I was already at the center of the stage as 'Mirufy', the irreplaceable center of the group.


  After these years, I can't say that I'm not a special girl.


  If I make the slightest mistake, I will be beaten up and told, 'This is not Mirufy'.


  Miru Kasumi is not needed. To be able to stand here, it is much more important to be the person who is favored by everyone, and I must not let my guard down.


  This is not the time to be selfish and spoiled.


  Because in reality there are many people who want to be in this position, who are more desperate than me, who have stronger feelings than me.


  That's why I train hard, day after day, until late at night. I sacrificed all my humanity until I looked like a machine.


  Because I don't know if the people who like me today will like me tomorrow.


  If they don't like me tomorrow... It's useless for me to be an idol.


  If even my fans don't love me, then I don't deserve to be here.


  At that time, there was nothing left of me such as family, friends, school, colleagues, hobbies, likes and dislikes. There is nothing left but my fans.


  I'm weak and selfish and I'm coated.


  Every time I felt like I was about to break down, I strengthened myself by working hard and staying up all night.


  In the process, I became 'Mirufy', the strongest and invincible center.


  When I stood on the stage and saw the light sticks in the audience row, I felt like crying.


  Ah, it's like a starry sky.


      """Mirufy~~~~!!"""


  There are people who shout my name even though I am an empty person.


  There are people who spend money on me.


  There are people who admire me. There are people who say they like me.


  These people, I have a fan base.


  When someone says they like me, I know I'm not the one making fun of them. When the light from the lightstick blurred my vision and I burst into tears, I felt like for the first time someone was telling me that it was okay for me to live.


  I finally realized I wasn't alone.


  ────────I am ready to die for such a scene.


  It was the first time I felt wanted by someone, so I decided to spend my whole empty life for them. I'm happy even though I sacrificed everything.


  I can smile today because they support me. I can be Mirufy.


  The work of an idol is only fun when we are on stage.


  After that, everything feels hard, dark, and cold all the time.


  I can't eat properly, I'm always dizzy during dance classes, I can't relax for a moment when I leave the room, and my head is too foggy to think about anything.


  But I can't stop. Since I want to be Mirufy, I don't know what price I have to pay.


      "Thank you for loving me!"


  I know. I remember.


      "Thank you for making me Mirufy!"


  I'm the one desperately shouting these things at my graduation concert.


  I lied about that feeling.


  Because now, just remembering it makes me cry.


      "I chose to live because Mirufy was there!"


      "Mirufy's video encouraged me, and I finally decided to have the surgery. I love you so much."


      "I love you more than anything in the world. Thank you for being my idol.”


  I'm sure it's because of those letters for me.


  More than anything, it's because I really, really, really love all my fans!


   


      "...Why?"


  Why does it make me remember those things?


      "It's no use to me, no matter how much you hate yourself! I always thought you were a great person! I admire you! So, I won't stop praising you until you admit it!"


  Instead of being able to answer, I cried.


  I have never been treated well by anyone, so I don't know what to say.


  I know exactly what I've done.


  No one will love me as I am.


  I had to be Mirufy, fully armed and covered in sweet icing to be loved.


  I don't mind that, but I couldn't bear it if he cared about me, even if I was torn to pieces like this.


  Because compared to being insulted and criticized, something important in me seemed to have fallen apart.


  Anxiety, happiness, and sadness swirled in my head.


      "Why are you like this, Ren-kun?


  I found myself saying these words.


      "What?"


  I had to cover it up.


  With a thought in my head, I squeezed out my words.


      "Why are you so kind to me?"


      "Because, you know... Because we are friends."


      "F──Friend."


  I see, yeah. You, who are so special and yet painful to me, are just ────── friends.


  Why does my heart hurt? I finally know the answer.


      "...I am."


  When he was near me, I couldn't breathe deeply.


  When he laughed, my heart softened, and I felt pain even though I was happy.


  When I saw him talking to everyone around him, I felt proud of him, and more than that, I felt sad.


  Just hearing you say that everything is fine makes me want to cry.


  It hurts for no reason. It's not mine. It's just that...


      "I see..."


  It was in this moment, I realized,


  ────────I have fallen in love with Ren-kun.


  I really fell in love with him.


  It goes beyond the limits of a fan or someone important.


  I want to hug him, kiss him, and spoil him no matter what.


  I don't want to be hated, it feels so painful, and I really want to be liked even though I'm not an idol anymore.


  I couldn't help but fall in love with Ren-kun, who was worried that I was getting too close to him without even realizing my feelings.


  I stared at the palm of my right hand.


      "Can I be selfish now?"


      "Sure, but..."


      "I don't think I'll be able to bear it just by being a friend."


  After saying that, I took his right palm.


  Then I sucked his palm with a squeaking sound.


  I've decided. I'm going to make him mine.


  This time, he is mine!


      "Oi, ugh, what's wrong!?"


      "Sakura mark, I made it to match me. Remember me every time you see it, okay?"


      "You don't have to."


  A faint pink flower bloomed on Ren's palm.


      "No, no, no. You have to promise me. I don't want you to forget me."


      "...This kind of idol communication is really bad for my heart."


  I would never do such a bold thing with anyone else. Only with you.


  I swallowed those words and smiled at him.


      "It's getting cold, right. Let's go inside."


      "...But can I ask you again, one more time?"


      "...Okay."


  I stopped him as he stood up.


  That's right. There's one more thing I really want to talk to him about.


      "... I. Maybe I don't want to be a normal girl, maybe I want to be myself."


  I've been thinking about this for a long time.


  What should I become if I can't be an idol and can't even be a normal girl?


  But that's not the problem.


  I want to hear the true voice of myself, a voice that I've been forced to ignore.


  It's not 'Mirufy' who keeps running around as an idol, not the abnormal and only protected 'Kasumi', but the real 'me' I've been hiding.


  I don't want to pretend and suffer and sacrifice anything else.


  I want to be myself, and I want to be loved by someone.


      "I want to respect myself. I want to be 'me' that you can like."


  I want to change. I'm going to change.


  Because I'm not 'Mirufy' anymore.


  Such a wish, even for a high school sophomore, will surely make some people laugh.


  But Ren-kun didn't back down and opened his mouth with a serious face.


      "That's good. Better to be yourself than a normal girl, Kasumi."


      "... Right, right?"


  That's why I like him so much.


      "Well, let's renew our alliance."


      "Ah, yeah, it's nice to cooperate with you."


  Ah. I don't think this is enough.


  This natural, uncoated, dirty, and annoying me is a selfish person.


  I saw Ren-kun nod his head, and my words came out of my mouth.


  I extended my right hand as if I wanted to shake his hand.


      "I'm going to show you more from now on, something you've never seen before. I will give you my whole life!"


  I took a deep breath and gave him a big smile.


      "So, Ren-kun, give me all of your future for me, too!" [TN: Actually, in the raw source, it's written as 'これから', which means Ren's life 'after this'. Well, it's the same as 'future', right?]


      "...Yosh!!"


  Ren-kun said that, and he squeezing my hand tighter than before when we first made this alliance. 


  But, it still wasn't enough.


  So I hugged Ren-kun tightly.


      "~~~~n!!"


  I beg you, my feelings. Let him figure it out.


  But Ren-kun didn't hug me back.


  Ah. I love this part of him as well.


      "...Kasumi?"


      "If Miru is going to squeeze you, you have to squeeze me back. That's all there is to it."


      "Oh God, where did that come from!?"


      "Well, it's only natural for me, so be careful from now on."


      "There will be more in the future!?"


  Of course there will.


  Ren-kun muttered to me as if he was surprised when I laughed mischievously.


      "...Selfish."


      "Of course, right?"


  I'll be even more selfish. Because of you.


  I moved away from Ren-kun and looked directly into his eyes.


      "Ah, umm. Thanks for everything... I really like──"


  I was about to say, "I really like you", but then I retracted those words.


  "I really like you" is the furthest thing from my mind right now.


  Because it hurts. To be stuck with someone, to feel special.


  No one likes my true self, so I don't have to like anyone. I am like this and even though I am like this, what can I do. This is driving me crazy, my heart is beating so hard.


  If he denies this feeling of mine, I will be so dizzy that I will probably die.


      "Uh, no-no! ... It's already getting colder, let's go inside!"


  I put my hand on my cheek, which immediately heated up.


  ────I never knew before.


  That the more we like someone, the scarier it is for us to tell them.


   


  Side: Ren Kashiwagi


  "I got hungry after finally crying for the first time in a long time", she said.


  Kasumi complained and mumbled to me.


  We decided to have dinner together and everything was fine until Kasumi said there was nothing in her fridge. So, we finally contacted the food delivery service.


      "Ren-kun, how much can you eat?"


      "Huh?"


      "Well, the food... Miru was too excited that I ordered too much."


  My premonition was not good when I heard her words and asked her to show me the order list.


  That's when the doorbell rang, signaling that our order had arrived.


      "Yes. Please leave it at the door."


  Kasumi answered the intercom cheerfully, and I got up with my heavy back and went to get the plate.


      "The deliveryman seems to have left, may I open the door?"


      "Yes, please."


  Kasumi gave me permission, and when I opened the door, there was a line of food that was too much for the two of us to eat.


  From left to right: Chinese, Japanese, Western, Korean, and various desserts.


  It's not just a matter of getting too excited and ordering too much, is it?


      "Ah, Miru will bring it too, since you can't seem to do it yourself, right~"


      "Kasumi, are you sure we're going to eat it together?"


      "Sure!"


  Stop making gestures with that arrogant face.


      "I don't know if it's safe to eat so much. You always have a strict diet yourself, right?"


      "It's okay for today! Instead of always abstaining from chocolate and so on, once every two weeks I can eat whatever I want for one day. This is called a 'cheating day'. Have you never heard of it?" 


      "Ah, the day when we can occasionally eat well to keep our basal metabolism high... that one, right?"


      "Yup, that's right. That's why today is a good day to eat a lot~!"


  Kasumi said happily and started to carry her plate to the dining room with a smile on her face. I followed her and brought plates and other utensils.


  I was a little worried about the food until a few minutes ago, but when I looked closely, I realized that the dishes were all from high-end restaurants and looked very delicious.


      "Let's just start. Itadakimasu~"


      "Okay. Itadakimasu."


  Even though I had already said 'Itadakimasu', Kasumi looked at me and didn't move her chopsticks to her food.


      "...What's up?"


      "Ah, no. This is the first time someone is eating with me in my house."


  Then Kasumi continued.


      "... I'm very, very happy."


  What's wrong with this cute creature?


      "... I don't mind, I'll come to dinner with you again if it's okay with you."


      "In that case, Miru will order the delivery food I recommend."


      "Well, delivery food as usual."


  Don't be too quick to take advantage of your wealth like that. You're lucky to eat well. When I had lunch in class before, I ate only supplements and jelly until someone reprimanded me.


      "Miru can't cook for you... But if you really want to try it, I will make it special for you."


      "No, no, no. I'll stick to the delivery food."


      "You really don't hold back, huh... Thanks."


      "Huh, what?... Ah, this fried chicken is so delicious."


      "Why did you eat first!? There is a better way to eat it, you know!"


  Kasumi said with a smile and a little laugh, as if she was surprised.


  But I wondered if she couldn't even hear 'Itadakimasu' in her house, although it was understandable if she lived alone in the dormitory while living as an idol.


      "Fufufu. This Golden Mapo Tofu is a limited item and can only be purchased if we order it in advance." 


      "Thank you, Itadakimasu~."


      "Ah~~!? Who said you could eat it!!"


      "Wow, it's really delicious."


      "Yeah, right! Uwaa!! Ren-kun, don't be greedy!"


  It's good to learn these things slowly.


  This semester has just started in June. Even though the school festival is just around the corner, there is still plenty of time before the class changes.


   


  After that, thanks to the taste of this food that was beyond my imagination and Kasumi's gluttony, we managed to eat enough food for about five people in no time.


  It seems that the two of us are not far from making our debut as food fighters.


      "So full, huh?"


      "Yup. So what do we do after this?"


      "...After this?"


      "...Ah, no, forget it."


      "No, forget it."


  When I asked if I had promised to do something with her, she said it and her face gradually turned red.


  After this.... After this?


  I thought about it seriously, but I don't really remember making any promises with her.


  "Excuse me, can I use your toilet for a while? My hands were dirty from eating the chicken wings earlier."


      "Ah, yes. Please~ The door is on the right of that corridor."


      "Okay, thanks."


  I went to the corridor, buying myself time to remember, and also because I really wanted to wash my hands.


  As expected, this really is a luxurious apartment.


  Looking at the right side of the corridor, there are three doors and I don't know which one is right.


      "Which door is it, Kasumi?"


  ...No answer. Was she still cleaning up after our dinner?


  I don't want to bother her cleaning up just to ask.


  Well, I'll follow my hunch and just take the door in front of me...!


      "I guessed you would get lost... Uh, wait!?"


      "Eh."


      "Waa~~aaaa!?"


  Kasumi ran into the corridor in a hurry, and I had already opened the door. Then Kasumi fell down with a faint voice.


      "...I was just about to tell you not to go in there..."


      "Uh, sorry. I didn't hear your answer. So... what is this?"


  The keyboard and mouse glowed dimly in the dark room. The panel lights on the wall only illuminated the area around the gaming PC on the table.


  The lights are cherry red, like Kasumi's hair color, and shine in neon light.


  Countless game titles are lined up on the wall.


  As it turned out, the room I opened by mistake was her gaming room.


      "I don't want you to know..."


  The other side of the wall is decorated with a large monitor, like in a movie theater, and posters of video game characters so large that I can't see the true colors of the walls.


  The only cute element here is a pair of cat-ear shaped headphones sitting on the table, standing out among all the black stripes and figures of the surrounding video game characters.


  I looked around the room and took a deep breath.


  Usually, no matter how complicated a person tries to decorate their room, it is difficult to find a room with such density.


  When I first looked at the living room, I had the strange feeling that Kasumi had a house with a normal room, so I was relieved and happy to see this.


      "This room is so cool, I want to live here."


      "Uuuu! Why are you being so nice to me, Ren-kun?"


      "I envy you for having something you're so fond of! You should be more proud of yourself for being so great."


  If I had a room like this, I would definitely invite my friends over 5 times a week to show it off. Uh, no, if I were obsessed with something like that, I would treat that room as sacred to me and wouldn't let anyone in.


      "I see. You're that kind of guy..."


  Kasumi said after taking a breath and then turned on the light in the game room.


  Then she looked at me with a blank expression.


      "Miru is a gamer. I can't live without this room. My apex rank is diamond, and I play solo all the time because I don't have any friends. Do you find me strange?"


      "No. But as always, I am very jealous of you." 


  Giving everything as an idol, even taking your hobbies so seriously, how idealistic your life has always been.


  Share that little bit of your way of life with me.


      "...Ah, Mouu. I hope you will withdraw from seeing me like this. It makes me like you even more, and it's a problem for me."


      "...Eh?"


      "No, no. I just said that I chose the wrong person to interact with."


  Kasumi, who looked happy despite saying that, quickly went to her game room.


      "Hee, no one is more suitable for this job than me. I was hurt by your words~"


      "You're not really hurt if you can say it like that. Well, you always say that I make mistakes, but you never say that you don't like it, right? Actually, I'm happy because my partner is Ren-kun."


      "... Ah, I see."


  Something like that makes me feel that Kasumi is so unfair.


  Before I misunderstood the meaning of her words, I changed the subject.


  With Kasumi like that, there must be no room for misunderstanding. 


      "Oh, I remember. Did you mean to play games with me 'after that' before?"


  That's right. I think she was so excited about the arrival of her classmates that she didn't expect her friend to go home right away.


  Even for dinner, I could have gone straight home to eat instead of her having to order it for me as well.


  When I looked at Kasumi's face, I saw that she was blushing with shame and flushed like a poached egg.


  Is this a sign → My guess was right.


      "I told you to forget that! Oh, yeah! I was going to pretend to be a light gamer by asking you to play Mario Kart and so on! How!? You don't like it!?"


      "I didn't say I didn't like it. And so, let's just play Apex. But I'm a newbie, so carry me, please~"


      "I have no choice. Miru will carry you to your death."


  Kasumi said it with a big smile on her face and didn't hide her doubts anymore.


   


  Then we played the game together for two hours before it was finally over.


      "Ah~~! The defense is already broken! We need to attack now! Are you stupid!?"


      "Kasumi, shut up!"


      "You can't do it! Okay, I have a good position... argh! Ah... your aim is garbage! Stay within range!"


      "Gosh, that's really rude of you. You didn't turn on the voice chat, so I was the only one listening to you, but how could you keep yelling?"


  It turns out that Kasumi is the kind of person who changes her personality when she holds the mouse. 


  If she did that all the time, her throat would be dry.


      "Yosh, nice Ren-kun! I really thought I was going to die when I was discovered, but it's really fun to play games while talking! I always turn off my voice chat to avoid being recognized, so this is the first time I have done this!"


  However, compared to her 'idol-like' and always smiling self, she now looks more like a 'normal girl' with various curses that she has said several times.


      "I'm so happy now that I'm scared."


      "Don't use sentences like lovers who are just starting to go out. Well... But it's still fun."


  In the process of making films for the school festivals, in our alliances, even though we have different values.


      "Yeay. Fufufu, that's true, right?"


      "Nah, that's wrong."


      "Why!?"


  I immediately examined my loosened cheeks.


  I also noticed that my face was smiling so much.


  Chapter 10 - Unstoppable, Like The Real Thing


  Early June. The filming of the movie to be shown at the school festival is in full swing.


  In order to finish in time for the festival at the end of June, we asked everyone who was willing to participate in the filming process, and as soon as all the actors in a scene were ready, we started the process of filming the scene, but it did not go as well as I had imagined.


  The script of 'Classmates', written by Kotono, is a mystery about the daily life of this class, Class 3 of the second year.


  Therefore, most of the scenes are filled by the students who are in the class itself.


  However, due to club activities and so on, we often didn't have enough time after school.


  So, I asked them to be willing to give up some of their days off, and although the participation rate is not low thanks to Kasumi's encouragement, it is not always easy to get them all together because of their different schedules.


  I was forced to ask Kotono to change some scenes that I couldn't manage────.


      "If you ask me to change a few more scenes again, I will cry, Kashiwagi-kun. You devil director!"


  It seemed like she was already on the edge, and I was reprimanded.


  In the end, Kasumi and I can only wait patiently for the others during this holiday period while we continue the editing process.


  However, there will always be free time.


      "Ren-kun, let's play hide and seek."


  At first, we just stared dazedly at the sky, but Kasumi, who seemed to be bored, finally said it.


      "At this age?"


      "Yup, that's right."


  She looked serious and convinced me.


      "I bought a water gun when I went shopping for supplies, so if this hits you, you're out!"


      "Hee, you even prepared it, huh."


  At first, I thought about refusing, but everyone had just finished their morning shoot and left, so there was only me, Kasumi, and Kotono, who was working on the script.


      "Kotono, we are going to play a chase with a water gun."


      "What the heck... Eh, no, I'll do it! The weather is very hot and humid, and it's like I'm going to die from this job, so if I can forget about adjusting the script a little..."


      "Huh, your eyes look lifeless. Like an undead."


      "Yeah, whose fault is that?!"


      "I am."


      "Ugh, that's even worse...! I will hit you with this water gun!"


  Well, Kotono is indeed a bit of an idiot at moments like this.


  She had no reason to refuse, so she gave Kasumi a thumbs up and said, "Ready!" and went to fill her gun with water.


  How could the former top idol and class representative who represented 'Takane no Hana' be having fun with a hundred-yen water gun? That might be a bad way to put it, but it's really interesting to see. 


      "Yosh, let's start!!!"


  Ah, that's why they can be friends with me.


      "Kotono-chan! I won't give up."


      "Me too. I'm actually quite good at chasing, you know."


      "Fufufu, Miru is also trained in chasing. And this water cannon of mine has a double ammo!"


      "Huh, you use that!? You said you were strong, but you have no mercy right!?"


      "There is no mercy in this competitive world!"


  I stood up and walked over to the two girls who had already shown me a good view by shooting water pistols at each other.


      "Well, can you beat me who carries two guns...?"


      "Isn't that unfair!? If this uniform is wet, I don't bring a change!!"


      "Well, we are all the same, Kotono-chan."


      "Yeah, yeah. As Kasumi said, there is no mercy in the world of competition."


      "Why are these festival committee members so excited? Ah, wait, don't point that here!"


  This is so fun. The yell sounded good. Since it's come this far, it's better to just enjoy it, right!


  By the way, this was not our plan, but it turned out to have a positive effect because the participation rate in the filming process increased after the photo of us playing a chase game together, which was taken by other classmates who joined in the afternoon, was sent to the class group.


   


  ***


   


  On Monday, as I was changing my shoes at the entrance to the school, someone tapped me on the shoulder.


      "Good morning, Kashiwagi-kun."


  The waving ponytail, the scent of this deodorant, she is Kotono.


      "Ah, good morning. You seem to be in a good mood this morning..."


      "Fufu. Seeing Mirufy on Saturday and Sunday at the same time was the best gift for me. Especially the memory of playing with water guns and chasing with Mirufy, I will never forget it until I die!"


      "It's great that you can hide your obsession from her."


      "Of course. We're just a shadow of that shining person."


  Who are you calling 'we'? I'm fine with her.


  Kotono was so open in front of me, but it was amazing that Kasumi really didn't notice it.


  The festival is almost here, and thanks to the cooperation of my classmates, the filming went smoothly, and the only scene left was the one with Kasumi in it.


  The movie we made, 'Classmates', tells the story of an everyday mystery that begins with a letter sent to the protagonist. She solves a small mystery in the classroom by discussing it with her classmates, and the culprit is a teacher who is a former student of the school who lost her classmates to illness in the past.


  The teacher used to be a member of the Mystery Study Club, and she found the mystery left by her friend in the club room, and she thought it would be a pity if the mystery was allowed to rot.


  Kasumi plays the daughter of a relative of her deceased classmate, who gives the protagonist an important final clue, a very important role even though she only appears in one scene.


      "Today we are going to start shooting the last scene played by Mirufy. I've put a lot of effort into this scene, so I'm really looking forward to it."


  Kotono was very excited about this scene, and in fact the scene was simple, but it was played by Kasumi, who was very prominent.


  When I first received the script, I couldn't help but laugh at the description she had written in great detail.


      "Oh yeah, the number of notes you gave for that scene alone is amazing."


      "That's okay, right. To make my idol shine, I will do whatever it takes, even if it means abusing my authority."


  Kotono's face became a little more serious.


  Perhaps this was her intention from the beginning when she applied for the position of scriptwriter.


  ...Her work is really in a class of its own.


  Her work is really in a class of its own.


  I'm afraid of her reaction when she finds out that me and Fuyu-nee are childhood friends.


   


      "Did you come here to ask for my help? Oh, about uncle. Why not just go in?"


  After school. We finally started filming the Kasumi scene.


  In an instant, the atmosphere in the classroom changed. She is very attractive. Her gaze, her gestures, everything.


  I couldn't move, as if time had stopped, except around Kasumi.


      "...Ren-kun, cut?"


      "Ah, umm, yes, cut!!"


  As usual, her voice finally started the flow of time again.


  "Eh, that's great. It's amazing. As usual."


  "Fufu. What's wrong with those words, Ren-kun. But I'm happy!"


  Kasumi directed her 'peace' gesture at me.


  Her cool and mature appearance before also looks like a lie when you look at it now.


      "Ah, you just had a disappointed look on your face, didn't you? That is it. You'd rather see my performance as a cool Onee-san, right?"


      "No, no, no. I never said that."


      "Your eyes can't lie. Kotono-chan, what do you think?"


      "Guilty."


      "Yup, yup."


      "Since when did this become a court?"


  Dear Judge, it was a false verdict.


      "Next, you will read the letter from your uncle and hand over the key to the former Mystery Study Club room, which has been closed for a long time. We will film in the Tea Club room because the room is Japanese-style."


      "Eh, can I?"


      "Ah, Kotono has already asked them for permission before."


  It is worth letting someone with a clean image negotiate the location. The right person for the right job.


      "In that case, let's move. Miru is a genius anyway, so I will carry out all of Ren-kun's directions correctly."


      "Ah, that's really helpful. Well, it looks like we can disband for today~~"


  While the others replied casually and finally dispersed, Kotono was the only one to follow us, saying, "I'll come with you, okay". Obviously, she didn't want to miss Kasumi's performance in the slightest.


   


      "Cut! Okay, it's done."


  In the Tea Club room, Kasumi completed the shooting smoothly and easily. She was even offered a cup of tea by the club members there, saying, "Since we finished it quickly, let's have tea together".


  The problem is that Kasumi's acting is really genius.


  ────That girl's talent is cruelty.


  Fuyu-nee's words suddenly came back to my mind.


  My skill can't compete with that.


   


  ***


   


  1:00 a.m. I was constantly moaning in front of my computer screen.


      "... Ah, should the picture be pulled a bit in this area? No, the composition should be fine. It's just that Kasumi's existence is too strong..."


  Everyone must have known this, but Kasumi is a beautiful girl whose level is rarely seen in real life.


  If it were just a matter of her physique, it would be easy to say that she is a key cast member with outstanding beauty, but if her acting is also good, our eyes will be all on her.


  Since the filming of Kasumi's scene was finished earlier than I expected, I started editing the results of the movie from start to finish and watched it during the weekend break, but it turned out that the impact of Kasumi's existence was too strong.


  With the current cuts, the focus of the movie is more on Kasumi than on the story, and the main character gets lost in the fog of the story. The mercy is that Kasumi is only in one scene, but I wonder if it's really a godsend, because it makes her stand out even more.


      "I can't go on like this..."


  Caught in a dilemma, I tried to contact Kotono, who must be awake even at this late hour, but finally decided not to. I want to try a little harder to do it myself.


      "Sshh...!"


  I tried to clear my sleep-deprived head. And I felt an adrenaline rush.


   


  ────In fact, time will not wait for us.


  As a beginner in filmmaking, I don't know what to do in a situation like this.


  Kasumi's every word and movement is so beautiful. Smooth, fragile. This skill of mine, which is still very amateurish, overwhelmed me. As if there was no direction from the director at all. It felt like the first time we met, like a spring storm. 


  I fell asleep without thinking about it, but it haunted me even in my dreams.


  What I did was not enough. The heat inside of me that I had been maintaining with my energy was slowly fading away.


  It was as if my legs were stuck in the snow, slowly freezing, numb, and I lost my mind.


      "...This is so hard."


  The festival is only one week away.


  In the absence of a solution. After spending more time than I had imagined, I came up with the idea of drastically reducing Kasumi's cuts. 


  I'll just put one cut at the beginning and another one at the end as a conclusion.


  But if I do that, I'll have to re-edit the movie, which is already 80% finished.


  I don't know if I can finish it in time, or if that's really the right solution.


  But I'm sure I can't go on like this.


  After a day of worrying, I finally couldn't do anything and just lay on my bed and stared at the ceiling of my room. I just looked at my phone and watched these videos that didn't interest me very much, and the time went by.


  And then a thought came to me.


  I wonder if it's okay to keep the results like this.


  Even though I've tried very hard, even though I've spent all my mind and time, I've reached my limit here.


  I'm sure it wasn't bad for my first job.


  I'm sure even Kasumi won't criticize me.


  But I still felt frustrated, I didn't know what was frustrating me, and I couldn't move.


  Just as I was thinking about it, my cell phone suddenly rang.


  I answered it without looking at the screen, assuming that it was a call from Tadokoro in his free time.


      "Hello."


      "Hello, this is Miru."


  Her voice made me jump.


      "What are you doing calling me at this hour?"


      "What do you mean, Ren-kun said you would send me the final version of the movie today. But since you haven't sent it to me yet, I called you, right?"


  "...Ah."


  So that's it. Sweat spread all over my body.


  As I recall, I had told her that I would send her the final results in a week because the editing process would be almost complete by then. And that was about a week ago.


      "Okay, I'll send it now..."


  I got out of bed, went to my desk and closed all the editing software I had open.


  However, I suddenly stopped operating my computer.


      "...? Something wrong?"


  If I send it to Kasumi now, it means that I really took this result for granted.


  After thinking about it, my hand stopped clicking the send button.


  Well, I've been hurt. I've tried, I've worked hard, I've been excited about it, and I've enjoyed it enough.


  If I stop now, this will end up as a fond memory of the festival.


  But still.


      "Hey, can we meet now?"


  The words came out of my mouth in a weak voice.


   


  ***


   


  At 7:00 p.m., the atmosphere in the park is very quiet.


  Kasumi is already waiting for me on a park bench, wearing a simple T-shirt as her casual outfit.


      "Sorry to keep you waiting."


      "Mn. I came early because I took a taxi. I wasn't waiting that long anyway. So what can I do for you?"


  Let's state my main purpose directly.


  I took my eyes off Kasumi and somehow managed to let out the emotions I'd been avoiding all along.


      "Ah, you know. I, um, am pretty serious about making movies."


      "Mn."


      "At first I thought I'd be satisfied if it came to fruition, but now I want to make it a masterpiece, not just a finished product, and I keep thinking about how to make it better."


  Kasumi smiled softly, nodded and laughed slightly.


      "I already know, even if you didn't have to tell me so politely. Because Ren-kun always looks sleepy and staggers in class all day long."


  That calmed me down a bit.


  And somehow, I managed to continue with my words.


      "But that's why I got scared. I couldn't sleep at night because I thought that what I had done with all my heart might have failed. Every night I dream. I dreamed that I would be blamed for destroying the efforts of everyone in the class."


  I was afraid that someone would tell me that what I had done was not real, and I would feel despair.


  I might not be able to do it, even though I've tried my best, even though I really like it so much that I can't stop, and even though I'm obsessed with it.


      "I was looking for something for a long time. And when I finally found it, I was afraid to admit that I liked it, and I didn't want to be disappointed by the result, or disappointed in myself."


  That's right. I became very doubtful, unable to fully accept it or let it go.


      "And yet..."


  The fiery fire in my heart was not extinguished.


  The moment when I looked through my lens, when Kotono said she could no longer cut the script, when Kasumi read the script and edited it together to make it look better, all those moments...


      "Just shut up, you can still do it, right?"


  Somewhere in my mind, I told myself that I might not be able to change even if I got hurt again.


  But more than that, it bothers me so much that I will never give up.


  I threw my fists on the bench as if to vent my frustration.


  Kasumi saw that and smiled at me.


      "...Hey. How much longer are you going to play around, Ren-kun?"


      "...Eh?"


      "You've made up your mind, haven't you? You want to do it, don't you? Then do it. Ren-kun, you just have to see what's in front of you."


  Then Kasumi said, "I taught you, right?".


      "Don't worry about what others will say or disapprove."


      "But this movie is not just for me. It's for everyone."


      "Why do you care so much about everything around you? There is only me and Ren-kun here right now."


  I heard a 'ctack' sound in the back of my head.


      "Then. If someone tells Ren-kun not to obsess over it, can you stop? If I told you here that you have reached your limit, would you be satisfied with that?"


  Ctack, Ctack, the sound of the clapping board echoed somewhere. 


      "You can't stop yourself, so you called me, right?"


  That's right. I always wanted to see that scene through the lens.


      "You can't stop it with your logic. Because you finally found it. Once you know it's the most fun, you can't stop. People who have already tasted that 'blazing feeling' will not be able to stop."


  She smiled enchantingly as she said it.


      "If you really can't, then go. And if you want to, do it. That's it."


  Because I can find all kinds of reasons to live without doing it.


  Kasumi's voice became calm as the excess heat that had been burning in her eyes disappeared.


      "But if you still want to stop, for whatever reason, I won't stop you."


  She didn't do it out of kindness, but it was her advice.


      "You don't have to force it, and if you don't want to get hurt, you can stay in your comfort zone forever. I won't say I'm disappointed."


  Kasumi said as she stood up.


      "But I think you won't be able to stop, Ren-kun. Because you already found it."


  Then she walked towards the exit of the park without looking back.


      "I'm looking forward to the movie!"


  I can't stop. I can't stop.


  The fire that spread from Kasumi made the small fire in me grow very strong.


      "I can't stop."


  That's right. Because I always wanted to live like this, to do things seriously.


  Suddenly my head became clear.


  Relationships, evaluations, timing and other unnecessary things I don't think about anymore.


  I ran home and quickly turned on my computer.


  I also moved my mouse. That's how it is. I put everything I have into it. Don't give up.


  Even if I don't come up with any ideas, squeeze them out of my brain.


  Because the present me is still not enough.


      "..."


  I opened the book on how to take pictures. I don't understand, but I don't want to stop. Even though my editing skills are poor, I can't suppress my desire to finish the movie. It's exciting.


  I want to be more serious. I want to fall in love with the film.


  Nothing else can stop this feeling, not with the audience, not with Kasumi, not even with myself!


  Although the thing I had long expected turned out to be muddy, simpler, and rougher, I found myself smiling.


   


      "~~Yup! It's done!!!"


  Overall, it's far from finished and still needs a few tweaks, but anyway, the prototype of what I really wanted to make is complete.


  I added a bold cut to Kasumi's scene and sent her a version that I'd drastically reworked.


  It took her only three seconds to read it.


      >(Miru): Thanks. I'll take a look at it right away.


      >(Ren): I didn't know you were up this late...


  It's 5:00 in the morning. I haven't slept all night.


  Thirty minutes later. I still wasn't sleepy at all and waited nervously for Kasumi's response. Then I heard a notification sound.


      >(Miru): Interesting.


  Kasumi's response contained only one word.


  And more than anything else, I was very, very happy till I shed tears.


  With just that one word, I feel like I've been saved.


      "Damn it... What the hell is this?"


  I couldn't stop crying.


  I finally found what I had been looking for all these years.


  I want to tell Kasumi in person tomorrow at school.


  Chapter 11 - Class 3, Year 2, Screening Title: "Classmates"


  The school festival has finally arrived.


      "I can't stand it. I want to throw up."


      "Ren-kun, calm down."


      "Ugh, I can't help it. I was so nervous I wanted to throw up."


  What if no one comes to watch?


  What if Kotono's script is the best, but I'm the one who made it bad?


  The tension in me that had subsided from my adrenaline yesterday finally bites me back on the morning of the screening.


  A movie is going to take up all of the audience's time during its run. That's a pretty scary thing. And that means I'm responsible for their lost time.


  But that's what makes it worth it, and that's what makes it fun. I know that.


  It's just that I got so nervous that I wanted to throw up.


  But as if to relieve my anxiety, our class program, 'Classmates' Movie, was immediately filled with visitors at the same time as the festival began. Most of it might be due to the fact that Kasumi is in our class.


      "...It's a miracle."


      "I tell you, this is inevitable. Who do you think wrote the script and who is in the movie?"


      "Kotono dan Kasumi."


      "Exactly. So please trust us more. With us and with yourself."


  This is how I talked to Kotono, she tried to calm me down when I was shaking, although she sometimes spoke harshly to me.


  I was in charge of checking the tickets, while Kasumi, disguised with a mask, was in charge of operating the equipment behind the scenes so as not to be seen by the audience.


  I wasn't able to see the audience directly, but I was very happy when I heard the audience's voices, which were originally just talking about Kasumi, slowly become silent, and then Kasumi and I sent stickers to each other on LIME.


  After the movie, when I saw the students who came as guests leaving, saying, "I came just to see Mirufy, but it turned out to be more interesting than I expected" and "Class 3 was amazing," my feelings became very, very happy!


      "Kashiwagi-kun. What's wrong with your expression."


      "......"


      "Ah, mou, please don't cry!"


      "I'm not crying!!"


  Dust just came into my eyes.


  Just hearing them say that they love our work makes my heart warm and I feel like all the effort I've put in so far has paid off.


  And it's even more fun to hear someone praise Kasumi not as a former idol, but as a Class 3 student.


  I managed to cool my burning eyes and sent the message "We did it!" to Kasumi via LIME, and went back to my job of handling tickets.


  The festival has only just begun.


  I want more people to know about our work.


  I want us to win the festival so badly that no one else will say it was just because of Kasumi's existence.


   


      "Hey, you know. There's a thing called rest."


      ""... Eh?""


  That's what Maina told us during our lunch break, after we'd closed the class that had been full the whole time.


      "You both have been working all shifts. You should rest."


      "Well, but Miru is not tired anyway."


      "Yeah, right. We do it because we love it."


  I will work without pay, so please.


      "That's why it's wrong! You workaholic committee member! I know you are worried and want to see how the visitors react, but we want you to let us handle it."


  Our classmates are kind and assertive to those of us who try to work all the time.


      "We'll call one of you if there's anything we can't handle. So why don't you two just enjoy it first? The festival."


  All right, if that's the case, I have to say I'll leave it up to them.


  We both looked at each other and nodded.


      "Well, I'll go have a look around... but if you need anything, please call me right away."


      "That's a promise, okay. Miru is really willing to help anyway."


      "Okay, okay. Ah, right, I'll lend this to Mirufy."


      "...Eh, what."


  The thing Maina gives Kasumi is a black beret, big enough to cover Kasumi's face completely. [TN: Beret is a kind of hat that Fuyu-nee wears in chapter 7]


      "If people look at your face, there will definitely be a big commotion. So you'd better wear it."


      "Okay. I really like... I mean, thanks."


      "Well, even though Ren is with you, we don't want the princess of our class to get into trouble."


      "Ah, thanks. I really like you!"


      "Yup, you're welcome. I'm used to it now, but it's so good that it feels like I'm liked just because of the hat."


      "Mn, it's not about the hat. I said it because I like you."


      "~~Ah, mou! If I were a man, I would have really fallen in love with you! Okay then, hurry up and go away!"


      "Fufu! Okay, we are leaving then!"


  Kasumi put on her beret and ran towards me, who was already heading for the exit.


      "Just so you know, that wasn't what I used to say."


  I can understand if I pay attention to it again. But before that, when did you and Maina become so intimate again? I'm not going to ask about that because it might be sensitive. Seriously, I've never understood friendship between girls.


      "...No comment. Let's go. Is there somewhere you want to go?"


      "Crepes and takoyaki maybe..."


      "Okay, food first."


  Yup. We are food fighters at this festival. While saying such a stupid thing, we started walking around looking at the festival map.


      "Ahhh... But if we eat everything, will we have enough time?"


      "The place is divided anyway, so do we have to scatter? We can go shopping first and then meet somewhere else."


      "Huh? I don't like that."


  Kasumi's cheeks bulged and she pouted.


  Yes, yes. Whatever.


      "So, which one do you want to eat?"


      "Eh...! Wait, it's hard to decide!"


  Where did she get such an appetite?


  But then a helping hand came to Kasumi, who was confused.


      "...If you don't mind, do you want to eat these?"


      ""Eh...""


  Yes, it's Kotono-sama.


      "Since you two have been working hard like horses, I thought I would bring you some extra food. I finished my shift earlier than you two."


      "Kami-sama...?" 


  Strawberry candy, ice boba, fried noodles, plus takoyaki and crepes. With her hands full of food, Kotono opens the door to the unused classroom.


      "Let's use this room. There's no one here."


      "Eh, is it okay to use another classroom?"


      "I think so. I don't know anyway."


      "Honor student...?"


      "Yup, just eat that fool's share, Kasumi-san."


      "Okay!!"


      "Ah Kotono-sama, please don't ignore me!"


  If she offered food, I wouldn't be able to say anything.


  We found an empty table in the corner and took down the chairs stacked on top of it. Then we arranged the offerings that Kotono had brought.


  It's really a special scene of a school festival.


      """Itadakimasu"""


   

      "Eh, aren't you two so fast!?"


  When Kotono saw me and Kasumi quickly working together to eat the food, she chuckled slightly. A nanny? No, she is a helping god.


      "If you just wait there, Kasumi will eat it all."


      "Ren-kun too, you know~. We are halfway to the takoyaki."


      "Huh!? But I'm the one who bought it!"


   


  Finally, we finish everything. It feels amazing.


      "Kotono, thank you so much. If it weren't for you, we wouldn't have enough time."


      "But there is still some time left because you two eat so fast."


      "Well, that's how it is."


  Kotono wasn't too happy about being forced to eat fast as well, but that gave us more free time.


      "In that case, I'll rest for a while and then go back to class."


      "I see~, all right."


      "You guys are coming back later!? Huh, didn't you two start your shift this morning?"


  Kotono said with a surprised look on her face.


      "Well, I did it because I enjoyed it."


  I didn't expect to say such a sentence one day.


  I can't wait to see the audience's reaction. I want to go back to that fun place.


  Because what else can I do? Since the day Kasumi encouraged me, I couldn't stop that voice in my head.


  Even though I have to sacrifice my physical endurance, I don't regret it at all.


      "And Miru stayed with him. Well, I can't go around the festival anyway for fear that my face will be recognized."


  Kasumi said and put her hand on my shoulder, explaining that she had no choice.


      "Next time you can buy me some takoyaki, okay?"


      "Okay."


  Do you like it that much? I mean, just buy it yourself if that's the case.


  Seeing us acting like this, Kotono's eyes widened.


      "I never thought I would hear you say something like that, Kashiwagi-kun."


      "Me neither. That's life, no one knows."


      "Really, you've really changed, haven't you? 'Challenge-seeking man'-san."


      "Why are you trying to dig it up again?"


  Please, forget it!!!


  Kotono also chuckled slightly and stood up from her seat.


      "Well, I think I'd better go check out the club's activities."


      "Are they having a show?"


      "Yes. The flower arranging club is holding a flower arranging practice class, where you can learn how to arrange flowers. It's a pretty serious club, isn't it?"


      "That's amazing."


  Kotono smiled at me when she saw me impressed.


      "Well, Kashiwagi-kun won't come because he's already a movie maniac."


      "...Do you have a problem with me?"


  Do you have a problem with me?"


      "No, no. It must be nice to be able to do what you really love... that's it anyway."


  Kotono stopped mid-sentence and immediately packed her things, as if to change the subject.


      "Okay, see you later."


  Then she left the classroom, so I asked Kasumi if we would go back to class now.


      "...Did you already talk to Kotono-chan about it before?"


      "Eh?"


      "About you. You were talking about you, right? About your challenging spirit."


  For some reason, Kasumi said it in an annoyed tone.


      "No. Kotono knew that I always tried and quit things in junior high school. The only person I told in detail is you, Kasumi."


      "...Umm. I see, okay."


  Hearing my words, Kasumi smiled with relief and muttered, "No, it's really not funny if such a girl is my rival...".


      "...Rival?"


      "I'm just talking to myself, okay!"


  When I asked her if something was wrong, she said, "Nothing!" and seemed to insist on it.


  Maybe she misunderstood that Kotono would take her position in the alliance with me.


  Stop, don't fight over me...of course not. I'm just kidding.


      "Bye! See you later!!"


  Then Kasumi, suddenly in a good mood, slid back to her post.


   


      "Let's have a party to celebrate our class's crushing victory!"


      """Kanpai!!"""


   

  Our class had great success at the festival, and of course we won by a landslide in the number of votes, so we had a party on the way home that day.


  Surprisingly, all the students attended the celebration party.


  The party was a karaoke party. The place was chosen because the room was closed, so we didn't have to worry about anyone recognizing Kasumi's face, so she could sing and order food. Also, the place is friendly for students and there is a drink bar.


      "How many honey toasts should we order? Five?"


      "No, no, I think we should order at least 10."


  As soon as we toast each other, they start ordering large quantities of food from the menu list in their hands.


  The prize for the winner of this festival is a gold vocer worth 50,000 yen, so we plan to use it all here.


      "We really won, didn't we?"


      "Really, really. I feel so good that I don't care what people say behind my back."


      "That's right. The winner doesn't look back."


      "That's a good point~~!"


      "Then I'll sing!!"


  Everyone could be seen in the high tension of victory.


      "No, no, let's hear what our festival committee members have to say first..."


      "Ah, leave it to me?"


      "Don't wanna~~!"


      "I really don't want it to be you."


      "I just want to hear from the beautiful festival committee member."


  That's what they say. It was a bit sad to hear that I wasn't expected, but it was true that I didn't have anything special to say, so I quickly stepped back and sat down on the nearest sofa, then handed the microphone to Kasumi.


      "Here, the mic."


      "...Eh."


      "Don't worry! Just one sentence and we will be happy!"


      "One sentence!? What is it then!?"


      "At a time like this, all you have to do is shout!"


      "E-Eh!?"


      "Come on!!"


      "Ah, CLASS 3 IS THE BEST!"


  Kasumi's confused comments made the class even more excited.


      "I really like everyone in Class 3!"


  At this point, no one would laugh or fall on those words.


      "Yes, we get it, really~"


      "We really like you too, Miru!"


      "Hey, stop crying."


  Kasumi also shed tears when she saw the warm reaction of her classmates. She finally cried in front of them.


      "Everyone, really, I like you all so much..."


  Still, she looked very, very happy.


      "...I'm happy for you."


  She said something unusual to her, and after she got used to the class, she started to cry because she felt so touched.


  Kasumi has completely become a 'classmate' now.


  I narrowed my eyes slightly and looked at Kasumi, who was smiling happily.


  ────Ren-kun, give me all of your future for me, too!


  Then I suddenly remembered the sentence that Kasumi had said to me.


  I, too, will be seriously entering the movie world starting tomorrow.


  This time I finally understood.


  I was not doing it because I liked it, but because I desperately wanted to do it. I wouldn't get anything real if I just liked it selfishly.


  I can like it more and more. Not with everything else, but with Kasumi.


      "Yosh! I will sing today!!"


  I slapped my cheek, getting even more excited.


  Chapter 12 - "It’s My Pleasure"


  On the way home from the karaoke party, after we beat our throats.


  Kasumi said she had something to do, so we went to the park on the hill that has become a place we used to go.


      "Mmm~!! The view from here is great, isn't it?"


      "That's right. And finally, I feel freedom."


      "Yes, that's right."


  We looked at each other and breathed a sigh of relief, then took the cider we bought out of the bag.


  To be honest, I have been feeling pain in my stomach for a long time. Yes, a very sharp pain.


  That night and this morning I ate in smaller portions, so my parents were very worried about me.


  Well, my life as a festival committee member is over now.


      "Then, let's toast for our hard work!"


      "Yay!"


  We clink our cider cans and take a sip.


  The sensation of the cider wafting through our mouths was pleasant.


      "It stings."


      "Yes, it stings, right..."


      "The surprise of the festival has made us old, hasn't it?"


      "Hahaha. It's a different kind of tension than a concert at the Tokyo Dome".


  We talked about things that weren't important and looked at the scenery from there for about an hour.


      "Time flies so fast. The last few weeks you were sitting here worrying about it."


      "Now that you mention it, that's true..."


      "Ah, don't talk about it. I'm at a disadvantage."


  There is not much to talk about during this trip.


  It's just that we feel like we've been through a lot together.


      "The sky, it's so beautiful."


  Early summer. The sun is setting slowly these days, and even at 5 o'clock in the afternoon, the sky is still as bright as the summer sky.


  The color of the indigo gradation in the sky is too beautiful to be expressed in words.


      "...Instead of looking at the sky, why don't you look at Miru?"


      "No, just take a look. Really, it's so beautiful."


      "...I don't want that!"


      "Whaa!?"


  The sky I originally saw turned into a bright cherry blossom color.


  It seems that just as I was admiring the sky, she came from behind me.


      "Well, now you have Miru-chan all to yourself!"


      "Waa~~, that's great~~"


      "Stop spelling it... You're too stiff."


  Kasumi removed her hand from my shoulder and continued talking.


      "Hey, let's take a picture as a memento."


  Then she took out a small round camera from her school bag.


      "It's called a 'cheki'. It is an instant camera, so the photos are printed instantly." 


      "I know what it is. That's what idols usually use to take pictures, right? But why now?"


  If it is to capture the moment of the school festival, it should be no problem for her to use it in the classroom.


      "Because I want to use it here. Because this is where I met you."


      "...I see, okay."


  When I think back to when we first met, Kasumi has changed a lot.


  I don't think she got rid of her 'Mirufy' trait when she came up with the idea of taking pictures here with her 'cheki' camera, but I don't mind her clumsy attitude.


  I agreed and said, "Well, let's take a picture," and then Kasumi, with a bright smile on her face, held the camera lens towards us, probably to take a selfie.


      "Three."


      "Uh, wait, the pose..."


      "Two..."


      "So, you want to make a sign of the perfect heart? How did you do that?"


      "Fufufu. One."


  Gosh, I hate my lack of posing ability that I can only do a 'peace' pose in a situation like this!


      "Yosh, it's done!"


  Kasumi happily took a printout of her photo from the top of the camera and held a magic marker in her hand, which she also took out of her school bag.


  She wrote something on it, then dried the ink by exhaling air and held it out to me.


  Obviously, Kasumi was smiling happily, and I was looking a little nervous.


  Then I saw the words that Kasumi wrote──────.


      "W-Wha...!?"


      "Hahaha. Ren-kun, you turned out to be weak with this kind of clichéd things."


  At that moment, I couldn't breathe as if my heart had been grabbed.


      "...You got me."


  Again, I looked at the photo in my hand.


      "I love you! Will you stay with me forever?"


  It was written in cherry-blue letters. With many heart marks.


      "...This."


  Looks like she thought if it was me, I wouldn't misunderstand her no matter how much she tried to tease me.


  Although this is almost synonymous with gratitude!!!


  Of course, I'm also very uncomfortable with the situation of being alone in the park with this annoying but very cute girl!!


      "Fufufu. Ren-kun, your face is red."


      "...Yeah, just like you."


      "Huh!? You're lying, right! My face is not red!"


      "It's really red, okay. Huh? Isn't that Kasumi who always says you like me so much?"


      "Uuu~~ That's because... this is the first time I've said I love you..."


      "...Eh."


      "Besides, this is not my usual idol habit, I really mean it!!"


  And here, you can see a national idol figure with a bright red face and teary eyes.


      ""......""


  Is this really the 'like' of gratitude?


  I couldn't speak either and we stared at each other for a few seconds.


  This frustrates and tickles me because the distance between us is so close that if we were just a millimeter closer, we would touch each other.


      "...I want to tell you one more thing."


  Kasumi said awkwardly and moved a little closer to the fence at the edge of the park, which was useful to prevent people from falling.
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Her beautiful hair blew gently in the summer breeze.

      "Thank you, for finding me."


   

  It was unexpected, so unexpected that I wanted to stop it.


  Her bright and fleeting smile, like cherry blossom petals.


   


  


  Note from The Translator:


  So, what Miru wrote on the photo there was "Aishiteru", and Miru's habit was to say "Daisuki". Because of that, I always write "I really like you" in all the previous chapters, even if translating "Daisuki" to "I love you" sounds better in some of the conversations. I really want to save the word "I love you" for this last chapter, when Miru really said different thing.


   


  Afterword


  Nice to meet you or long time no see. 


  My name is Ametsuki.


  Thank you so much for reading this.


  I love idols myself and they give me a lot of strength every day, so it's really fun to write a story about an idol girl.


  And this time I was very happy to write about three troubled girls.


  The most annoying girl is the funniest, right? (I'm sure.)


  By the way, have you ever seen behind the scenes footage from Idol concerts?


  When I first saw them, I was very surprised to see idols who always show us their sparkling performances struggling to get back on stage after running out of oxygen.


  This was because when I watched concert footage, they looked so energetic throughout the concert and I never noticed how tired they were.


  Since then, my view of idols has changed.


  I liked them more after learning about their hard work, perseverance and determination.


  I've never been an idol, so I don't know all of their feelings, but I hope I've revealed some of the fascinating and important parts of these girls in Kasumi, as they shine brightly and devote themselves and their time to the fans.


  Finally, I would like to say thank you.


  To the editor who worked with me from the beginning to create this work.


  Rag Miwano-sensei for his fresh and colorful illustrations.


  The proofreader who corrected the manuscript, which was full of fatal double meanings.


  I would like to thank the publisher, the distributors, and all those involved in the publication of this work.


  Most of all, I would like to express my sincere gratitude to you, the readers of this postscript.


  Thank you very much.


  I look forward to seeing you again.


   


  April, 2022 


  Ametsuki
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