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No matter how you look at this… isn’t it impossible…? 

I was sitting naked on the bed. 

It’s unbelievable that Sakakibara Marika, the bright and popular girl in class with so many fans, is being forced into such a humiliating state. I want it to be just a dream. 

I mean, I can’t show this appearance to anyone, not even compared to the morning hair I forgot to blow-dry, but there was a beautiful girl standing right in front of me. 

Aya stood there with her hands on her slender waist, assuming a defiant stance. 

“Marika, explain what’s going on.” 

While shamelessly displaying her well-proportioned figure in her underwear, she glared at me with a scary expression. 

“No, well…” 

Aya shook her head slightly and muttered in frustration. “This is unforgivable… It isn’t different!?” 

I vigorously shook my head. It’s an utterly unreasonable accusation! Seriously… how did it come to this…!

Let’s go back in time a bit, to when I arrived home from school. There were two sheets of paper on the table. Each of them had the names “Sakakibara Marika” and “Fuwa Aya” written on them. 

“Future aspirations, huh?” I rested my cheek on the table and looked at those papers. “It really feels like we’re becoming third-year students, huh?” 

In the spring-like weather, I stifled a yawn. Spring is a season of salvation for me, as I can’t stand the cold, but at the same time, it’s the most hateful time of the year. 

Yes, hay fever. 

My eye makeup smears with tears, my lipstick becomes meaningless under the mask, and if I blow my nose, my base makeup instantly comes off. It’s really troublesome. Sometimes I even wish all the greenery in the world would disappear. 

I’m managing somehow with the medication prescribed by the doctor, but now drowsiness clings to me like an oil stain. I’m supposed to be taking something with minimal side effects…





    
      
    


    


So, on days like today when the weather is clear and sunny, I end up just lazing around all day. I let out another yawn and leaned on the table. I feel so sluggish. 

I heard Aya’s gentle voice, like calm spring sunshine. “Marika, you have hay fever, don’t you?” 

“Yeah… I guess it runs in the family since my dad has it too…” 

“But last spring, you were fine, right?” 

That’s right. I smiled faintly. 

“Spring is also the season of power struggles… so at school, it’s a battle to secure your position…” 

The class hierarchy is decided within a month. No matter how much I make excuses like ‘I have hay fever,’ I can’t take it easy during the season of new encounters. Even away games are a harsh world where only results matter. 

It’s still bearable during break time, but it’s the worst during class, especially if you’re in the front row. I can’t even doze off quietly, so it’s like torture. The reason I started drinking caffeinated drinks like “café au lait” was to endure class. But first impressions are important… 

“Sakakibara Marika is someone who loves school, is popular with everyone, always behaves cheerfully and brightly with a smiling face, but beneath the surface, she’s working hard, fluttering her feet with all her might…” 

However, this year, to some extent, I’m a third-year student with a solid position, so even though there was a class change, I don’t have to work so hard, so I’m rather relaxed.

“You’re a beautiful swan, Marika.” 

A casual comment was met with another casual comment. Patting my head lightly. 

I open my slightly narrowed eyes and look up. Aya, who’s gripping her pen, is still the same today, a beautiful girl who makes you want to sigh all year long. As someone weakened by hay fever, I’m completely envious, but I can’t help but say something sarcastic.

“For girls, there’s something called the average.” 

“Average?” 

“Yes. Like, ‘I did my makeup well today,’ or ‘My bangs are at the perfect angle,’ and on the other hand, ‘Oh, I’m so swollen today…’ or ‘My eyebrows didn’t turn out well, and it’s so frustrating…’ Everyone thinks like that, but they don’t admit it and just live with it.” 

As for me, my average is, of course, low, especially during pollen allergy season, I don’t want Aya to look at me too much… 

I had a complicated otome[1] heart, but Aya dismissed it with a smile. “Marika doesn’t have that. She’s always cute.” 

“I do!” I stood up and shouted, covering my face with one hand. “That’s because you already came to the conclusion that ‘Marika is cute’ from the beginning, regardless of my detailed makeup or condition, right!? That’s what you’re saying!” 

“That’s not true. Oh, your eye makeup isn’t that great today. Did you not have enough time? It’s cute, though, I think.”

“That’s not true at all!? Anything is fine with you!” 

Yes, Aya is watching. I’m surprised at how observant she is, even more so than the average person. Like when she said, “Last spring, you were fine, right?” She remembers the details even though we weren’t acquaintances back then. 

“By the way, what was the color of the lip gloss I wore yesterday?” 

“Sheer pink. The one before that was a matte red lipstick. The one before that was probably a gel with some red-toned pearls. And before that…” 

“You’re way too observant!”

Of course, Aya aced all the questions about Marika-chan. Perhaps she knows more about me than I do. When it comes to other people’s outfits, she has a tendency to say things like, “Did you… already wear these clothes?”

“In any case, it’s just that humans have averages!”

As if not understanding what I’m trying to say, Aya tilted her head.

We’re starting to sound like we’re just complimenting each other, which is really annoying… Basically, I just can’t accept that Aya is always a perfectly complete beauty! 

Maybe in Aya’s mind, her score is fluctuating. For example, between 120 and 130 out of 100. Points that normal people can’t even reach…

Fuwa Aya is a girl who catches people’s attention, like a limited edition color that’s released after the regular version of a smartphone. Excellent grades and top-notch athletic abilities. Her appearance is also top tier, which is just ridiculous.

Her very existence is vibrant, and it always seems like Aya is surrounded by a faint glow.

Her long, bright hair is glossy and silky. If I were a hairdresser, I’d hesitate to even cut this perfect hair. Her eyes sparkle like they’re sprinkled with glitter, more beautiful than platinum and as cute as a kitten. Her contrasting characteristics make her all the more charming, and that’s what makes Fuwa Aya unique.

At first glance, her profile looks cold, but when she just narrows her eyes and smiles, she becomes as lovable as a stuffed animal. Her excellent posture and figure exude a sense of intimidation, yet when she speaks, her voice is sweet and gentle, like petals falling from a flower. Isn’t such a gap just unfair?

I’ve been dating this 120-point beauty, Fuwa Aya, for almost nine months now. 

I feel like it’s hopeless to try to date anyone else after her. I might just see all their flaws. Well, it doesn’t matter since we won’t break up! 

“Aya, don’t you ever have days where you’re like ‘I look so ugly today…?’” 

“I do, but…” 

“See! Who do you think you are with that face!?” 

“I just answered your question, why are you getting angry…” 

I’m not angry, I’m jealous. 

“Go tell them ‘No, Aya has always been a beautiful girl’. Let the lowly commoners dream.”

“No way, that’s stupid.”

“Three, two, one, go!”

Aya muttered with a displeased expression. “…I’ve never thought that I’m always beautiful, no matter when or from what angle I look at myself. Do people in the world really think that way? That’s tough.”

To provoke her, I playfully poke Aya’s cheek. “Hey, hey!”

“What…”

Well, it did annoy Aya unreasonably, but it also cleared away some drowsiness. So let’s turn our attention back to reality…

“Oh well, thinking about future plans, huh? What should I do?”

“Aya, you want to go to college, right?”

“Well, for now.”

But the truth is, I haven’t decided anything yet. I verbalize my thoughts, resembling the batter of pancakes before they are cooked. 

“I thought attending a wedding planning specialized school would be nice, but when I mentioned it to my mom, she said the bridal industry is quite competitive these days. So, I thought maybe it’s better to choose a regular economics or tourism department, study while acquiring qualifications, and then aim for the industry,” I said, chattering away.

After talking nonstop, I look at Aya’s face and she looks surprised. 

“Eh, what?”

“Ah, nothing,” Aya averts her gaze. “It’s just that you seemed so put together, so I was surprised.” 

“Ahaha, did I seem like I wasn’t thinking about anything?”

“No, that’s not it.”

It turned into a bit of a mean-spirited question. Sorry, sorry. 

“Well, you know, even the idea of the bridal industry was just a whim. I’m just considering that route if I were to aim for it.” 

“No, I think it’s good. It’s really good.” 

“R-really?”

“Yes, I think you’d be great at it,” Aya reassured, nodding seriously. Hearing that, I start to feel the same way.

Originally, the idea of becoming a wedding planner was just something that occurred to me when I mediated between Chisaki and Yume. But even so, it makes me genuinely happy to hear that I might be suited for it. 

“Marika, you actually talked to your mom about it?” 

“Eh? Well, my dad is away from home and hardly ever comes back.”

“Ah, I see.” 

“Ever since I started dating you, they’ve been bringing up money and future job prospects a lot… I know they’re genuinely worried, but still. It seems like they’re trying to correct my frivolous spending habits during my high school years.”

Aya chuckled softly, “That’s a good thing.” 

“Coming from you, Aya, who had saved up a million yen, I guess so.”

Well, it’s not like I’m just frivolously spending money. I pay for things because they’re necessary at the time… Ugh, this sounds like a typical excuse for wasting money. 

“Anyway, when Chisaki and Yume have their wedding, I’ll plan everything perfectly. Ah, and speaking of which, don’t you think there will be a high demand for female-focused wedding planners in the future? What do you think?”

As I blurted out my thoughts, Aya once again laughed. It was a small, innocent, and lovely smile, like that of a little girl. It made my heart skip a beat. 

“…Wh-what’s wrong?” 

“Oh, nothing. It’s just that I remembered how a year ago you used to say things like ‘I could never be into girls!’ and it made me feel all mushy inside.”

“Well, I’m aware that I’m easily influenced by others!”

Feeling embarrassed, I decided to quickly fill in the blank spaces on the printout. I wrote down random university names up till the third choice, and that was it. I lifted my head. Aya’s printout was still blank. 

“Oh, speaking of which, what about you, Aya?”

“Hmm… I’m kind of undecided.” 

“Really? Wait, have you not decided between going to college or finding a job?” 

“Yeah.” Aya was staring absentmindedly out the window. I couldn’t help but feel worried about her, wondering how to approach the topic. But before I could come up with anything, Aya spoke up. “People who get to have you plan their wedding are lucky, Marika. Marika is great at understanding others’ feelings and loves making people happy.”

“…It’s about me again,” I said, following her gaze.

On a weekday evening, after school, in my room. The sunlight streamed in, and the dancing dust particles sparkled, creating a scene that seemed to reflect a glimpse of the future in Aya’s eyes. 

“If I ever have a wedding, I’d want you to plan it, Marika.” 

“Ehh? Let’s decide together.” 

In reflex, I blurted out those words, and Aya’s face registered surprise. We locked eyes for a moment, and Aya’s cheeks turned slightly red. 

I let out a small “Ah.” 

“No, er, well, what I meant was… uh, it’s not like a proposal or anything…”

“Marika.” 

She put down her pen and moved closer to me, beside me. Ugh… Her hand gently rested on my thigh. My heart raced, beating faster. 

“So, I mean, let’s decide together. The venue, the dress… I’ll study hard so that we can have the most amazing, incredible wedding.” Despite feeling a bit nervous, I mustered the courage to say it clearly. 

Before waiting for a reaction, I closed the distance between us and pressed my lips against Aya’s. It was a soft and tender sensation. Opening my eyes with a slight sound, I smiled at her. 

“Hey,” I felt like I could see little heart marks floating in Aya’s eyes. 

“…Yeah.”

In the past, whenever we found ourselves in this kind of atmosphere, she would immediately push me down with enthusiasm. But things have changed since Valentine’s Day, I guess. Aya has become a bit different. She started to wait for my approach.

Her clear, watery eyes seemed to be begging for more. They conveyed the expectation of what I would do next, and how she would be pleasured. She wore a submissive expression, eagerly anticipating my actions.

Um, it’s like… how can I put it into words… Honestly, it’s incredibly thrilling and heart-fluttering. Aya is just so adorable, it’s irresistible. 

“Ah…” 

“…♡”

I gently place my hand on her cool cheek and deepen the kiss even further. Our tongues explore each other’s mouths as if welcoming each other. Aya opens her mouth to accommodate my intruding tongue, and her tongue envelops mine. Our membranes intertwine, allowing us to savor the soft and delicate sensation.

More and more saliva overflows. We drink the mixed saliva, to the point where we can’t tell whose is whose, as we continue kissing. The sight of Aya’s slender throat moving ever so slightly is surprisingly seductive.

I wipe away the liquid that escapes from the corner of Aya’s mouth with my finger and then slightly separate from her. 

“Hey, because it might stain your uniform… Come on, let’s take it off.” 

“Yeah… Let’s do that.”

I slowly undress the obedient Aya, taking off her uniform. Once I took off her bra, it was my turn. Her long fingers occasionally brush against my bare skin, causing my heightened sensations to almost make me moan.

Now we’re both topless. With only our panties on, we lie side by side on my bed. The sensation of my lover’s soft skin touching mine is far more pleasurable than any sheets.

While still nestled together, we exchange kisses repeatedly. Through these tender kisses, I can feel nothing but the softness of our lips, and it’s clear to me that I’m deeply in love with this graceful girl. 

The sensation of our tongues colliding is delightful as we explore each other’s velvety membranes. Engaging in a passionate kiss, using our tongues to intertwine fervently, makes my mind go blank and creates a profound connection between us.

While making our nose tips touch and kissing, I laugh, “I guess I really need to fix my tendency to overspend.” 

“…Why?” 

“Because I absolutely don’t want to compromise on anything for our wedding ceremony.” 

“Ah.” In the depths of Aya’s eyes, I feel as if the buds of love have suddenly blossomed. “Marika, I love you, I really do.” 

“Owa!?”

As I’m tightly embraced, the bonus time to savor Aya’s cuteness comes to an end. From then on, I completely surrender to Aya’s pace. Aya straddles me and bends her body, showering my chest with kisses. 

“Marika, I love you… I love you so much…” 

“Yeah, I love you too… mmm.”

Aya’s lips suck gently on the tip of my breast. Her tongue delicately licks and rolls over it, causing my toes to curl and my eyes to tightly shut with every sensation.

The sensation isn’t confined to just one place. Even though she’s only focusing on my chest, it’s as if everything is interconnected. While my breasts are being pleasured, my thighs tremble uncontrollably, shivers run down my spine, and my hips move involuntarily.

It’s not just my physical response; it’s also my heart. When I’m with Aya, I want her to be gentle but also rough with me. I want to do things for her, even if I don’t feel pleasure myself. I just want to be naked and held in her arms, and I want her to pleasure me endlessly.

I become uncertain about my true desires, and in the end, I want it all.

Her fingertips dance across my body. With one hand persistently pleasuring my breasts, the other caresses my neck, strokes my head, and teases my lips. 

“Aya… I love you…”

Looking up at Aya’s naked body with dreamy eyes, she possesses a beauty that could captivate anyone, regardless of gender. I can’t help but sigh in admiration at the freshness that was previously concealed beneath her uniform. 

“I love you, Aya… Let’s be together forever…?” 

“Yeah, we’ll be together, Marika… Look, you’re such a good girl, Marika.” 

“Ah…!”

Aya tightly embraces my head. My vision is blocked by her pure white flesh, and her presence engulfs my body. It feels like the most pleasurable prison in the world.

Amidst a storm of intense kisses, I cling to Aya. I leave rough marks on her beautiful body with my fervent fingertips. 

Suddenly, without warning, a dark flame ignites in the depths of my heart. 

“I love you, I love you, I love you…”

Aya is mine. She belongs to me. This body is mine, and I won’t give it to anyone else. Aya is mine alone, forever.

Unintentionally, I dig my short nails into her skin, as if I were claiming all of Aya for myself.

Confusion overtakes me in the midst of these blazing emotions.

Why did I suddenly feel such violent emotions toward Aya…

“…Marika?” 

Aya, sensing the subtle change in my expression, presses her forehead against mine and softly asks. I’m taken aback.

“Oh, sorry, um… I didn’t mean to do that. Did my nails hurt you?”

“No, ” Aya smiles as if she’s been tickled like a child. “Even if you’re a bit rough, I’m okay with it. I’m happy to feel a lot from you. Besides, I know you like it when I treat you like that too.”

“Ehh? Me…” 

As I waver with uncertain emotions, unable to grasp the true nature of these newfound feelings, Aya smiles at me.

“Hey, I’ll give you a lot of strength. I’ll love you, Marika.”

Aya’s finger slips inside my panties. In an instant, my emotions flipped.

“Yah, ah, Aya… A-ah!”

Even though I’ve been intimate with Aya countless times, I can never get used to this moment. It’s filled with anticipation, fear, and resistance that I wouldn’t experience in my ordinary life. 

“Hey, ah, Aya, please be gentle at first okay…?”

As I anxiously plead, almost begging, Aya changes her position and smiles. 

“Hmm… Alright, Marika. I’ll be gentle.”

Aya doesn’t play any tricks on me and treats me with genuine tenderness. With a feathery touch, she glides her hand gently over my skin. It feels both uncomfortable as if being showered with lukewarm water over my clothes, and pleasurable at the same time. Eventually, all the sensations transform into pure pleasure. 

“Ah, I love… I love that, Aya…”

“I’ll take it slow for you. Slow and gentle, so that you won’t be scared.”

“Yeah, yeah… yeah… Ahh… I love you, Aya, I love you~…”

Even during that time, she nibbled on my lips repeatedly. I enjoy the intense sensations that it hurts, but I also love it when she treats my body delicately, making it melt and disappear. I can truly feel that I’m being loved from the depths of my heart.

Every time Aya’s fingertips move, it’s as if she’s taken control of my limbs with a remote, causing me to twitch and react involuntarily.

Aya gazes at me intently. When our eyes meet, her cheeks soften with affection. Her composed demeanor causes my heart to tremble.

Driven by impulse, I reach out my hand eagerly. With my middle finger, I trace the delicate line of Aya’s underwear from above. 

“Nnmm…”

Surprised by the sudden attack, Aya lets out a gasp and quickly presses her lips together, looking embarrassed. 

“M-Marika?” 

“I… I want to do it too…” 

“I-It’s fine, but…”

With a flushed face that doesn’t seem entirely comfortable, Aya nods softly.

While I have occasionally teased Aya in the past, we haven’t often tried to pleasure each other together during the act. Aya would shyly refuse, and I would be content with receiving her attention. But now, for some reason, I really want to pleasure Aya.

It’s not about revenge for all the times it’s been done to me, nor is it about expressing gratitude for what I’ve received. It’s similar to that dark flame I felt earlier. I simply wanted to see the expression on Aya’s face as she experiences pleasure and hear her vulnerable voice.

It felt like another stomach, one that couldn’t be satisfied by just eating rice, had formed in my stomach.

Although I had asked to be treated gently, I moved my fingers that had slipped into Aya’s underwear vigorously. 

“Nmm, nnn… Marika, your fingers, they’re intense…”

In the past, I was so consumed by the moment that I didn’t know how to further pleasure Aya. But this time, it’s different. I want to give Aya more and more pleasure, no matter how far I have to push her.

The spot where I touched Aya was incredibly hot, and I continue to stimulate her relentlessly. With each sweet sound that escapes Aya’s lips, I devour her rationality, fully intending to bring her to climax right now.

However.

“Ah! Aaah… Ayaa, w-wait…”

Perhaps due to the intense pleasure that made my body tense up, Aya’s movements suddenly became more violent. Y-you’re being too rough, Aya. It’s hard to breathe, and my throat feels constricted.

My head is spinning, and I can’t think of anything. 

“W-why… so rough… more gentle… please… aaannn” 

“It’s impossible, Marika… b-because you’re… nngh…”

I open my mouth wide and arch my back. Aya grits her teeth tightly while hunching over.

I’m desperately lacking oxygen, and with each inhale and exhale, I let out provocative moans.

Before I know it, both Aya and I are lying sideways, facing each other, with one leg slightly raised. We reach out for each other’s intimate areas, in a position that seems reserved only for moments of intimacy. It’s truly becoming a forbidden act. 

“Aya, Aya, Ayaah!” 

“Marika… Marikaaa… nnghh!”

We reciprocate the pleasurable acts we receive from each other. The cycle of devouring one another’s desires continues, and the sense of longing intensifies relentlessly.

The moment of explosion seems to arrive first for me. I thought maybe Aya was stubborn enough to hold back and not climax before me.

Ah, I’m almost on the verge.

I can’t go on like this… It’s no good—. 

“No, Aya, Aya, I’m going to come!” 

“Yeah, yeah, it’s okay, Marika… ah, see, it feels good, so good.”

With those words, my entire body tenses up all at once. The light inside me contracts inward, intensifying and squeezing. Immediately after, flashes of light flicker repeatedly behind my eyelids.

Contrary to my will, my arms gained strength. My fingers move as if biting down, coincidentally stimulating a particularly sensitive spot on Aya. 

“No—no, stop, stop… Ma-Marika, no—!”

A little delayed, Aya’s body convulses like mine, experiencing spasms.

We both tremble and jump, over and over again.

It felt as if our pleasure flowed through each other’s fingers.

For a while, there are sounds of heavy breathing, and I can’t tell who is gasping for breath. Perhaps we have finally become one, or so it feels.

My whole body feels relaxed and lethargic. The stagnant air in the room and the warmth of spring make me feel like I could fall asleep just like this.

I open my eyes slightly. In front of me is Aya’s sweaty face, and my mind awakens in an instant.

Aya’s eyes are moist, and rough breaths escape from her lips. Her cheeks are flushed as if on fire, and the sweat trickling down her rising and falling chest is a tangible heat emanating from her white skin.

I shiver, my spine tingling. “Aya… so cute…”

I wanted to keep Aya like this, locked away in a box, where only I could open it anytime.

I feel another appetite filling rapidly. I’ve never experienced something like this.

“You’re too cute, you’re sooo cute… Aya…”

With that, I tightly embrace Aya. She still seems to be lost in her own world, as I can only hear faint breathing in my ear, and then… 

“Ouch!”

A dull pain ran through the nape of my neck. Aya let go of me. It seems I got bitten. She stared at me with resentful eyes. 

“Marika, you told me to be gentle.” 

“I-I’m sorry. But! Aya, you were so cute!” 

“…” 

Aya turned her back on me. Ah, Aya!? 

“A-Are you angry? Hey, Aya. I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” I hugged Aya tightly from behind. 

“I’m not angry. I’m just embarrassed and pouting.” 

“~~~~~”

From the top of my head to the tips of my toes, a strange impulse surged through me. Crap. My baby might be the cutest in the world. No, I thought I knew, but not to this extent.

After dating for about a month or two, I thought I had already devoured all of Aya’s cute sides. But that wasn’t the case at all. Even after nine months, Aya is still so cute that it makes me want to scream with excitement. One after another, I keep discovering more and more adorable aspects.

However, now, the black flame started misbehaving. 

“Ehehe, Aya, is it that embarrassing for you that I made you come? Hey, why is that? I can make you feel good, right? You made such a cute voice, it felt so good, didn’t it, Aya?”

Driven by the desire to see more and more of Aya’s cute sides, I groped her chest from behind. Her breasts, larger than mine, were soft and changed shape in my hands. 

“…Marika” In response to my incredibly tactless remark, Aya shifted her face and glared at me.

Uwa, I messed up. I might have said too much.

Just as I was trying to find the right timing to apologize, Aya sat up. Her face was obscured by backlighting, making it impossible to see her expression. Her low voice pierced through. 

“I’ll tell you, Marika.” 

“Y-Yes.”

Aya brought her face close to my ear. With her palm against my cheek, she whispered, “…It felt really good.” Her voice was so sweet that it made not just my face, but my whole body go hot.

Seeing my reaction, Aya finally smiled, “Fufufu,” as if a weight had been lifted from her chest.

…These kinds of moments are cute, but not cute at the same time. 

“But it’s unusual, isn’t it? Were you in the mood to be dominant, Marika?” 

“Hmm… I don’t know.”

We were lying naked on the bed, holding hands. 

There seemed to be a lingering scent of intimacy in the room, so I burned some aroma instead of opening the window for ventilation. Due to my pollen allergy, I couldn’t open the window, so at least I wanted to create a spring-like ambiance with the fragrance of clary sage. 

“It might have become a habit, you know. Ever since I handcuffed Aya.” 

“Ehhh…” 

“Um—, well,” I kissed Aya’s cheek. “It’s okay if we take it little by little, right?”

After failing on Valentine’s Day, Aya had told me things like “I can’t do it suddenly, so let’s take it little by little…”, while we were in bed afterward. 

I was happy that Aya was facing our relationship too.

Aya pursed her lips. “Today was… not a little. It was a lot.” 

“Ah, yes, I’m sorry, Aya. I’m sorry, I’m really sorry.” I held her head and gently stroked it.

A low growl could be heard from within my arms, and I felt an increasing desire to tease Aya and struggled to suppress my impulses.

Maybe there’s something strange about me after all. Why do I feel like being mean like this? Is that just how spring is?

We talked about trivial things, and it was getting close to the time when Aya had to leave.

Aya sat up and put on her panties. It was at that moment. 

“Marika.” 

“Yes?”

Aya picked up something that had fallen by the bedside. 

I couldn’t help but startle. “T-That’s…” A pink object contained in a small ziplock bag for storage.

It had a design resembling a bird made of erasers, with a smooth and silky texture…

Well, I chose something with a unique appearance. Aya shouldn’t be able to tell what it is at first glance. I put on a natural smile. 

“Ah, um, that’s… a new aroma accessory.” 

“Why do you have a vibrator?” 

“…………”

—Destroyed in a single blow.

By the way, a “vibrator” is an adult toy. When you turn it on, it vibrates and can be used to feel pleasure when placed on sensitive areas. Yes, like relieving tension in the shoulders or neck…! 

“Eh, you see…” 

“When did you buy it? Have you used it yet?” 

“Well…” 

“Why would you buy a vibrator, hey?”

Aya sat up and directed a condemning gaze at me. Why…?

I thought that if she found out, she might tease me a bit, but Aya’s reaction was much stronger than I anticipated, and it made me flustered. 

“That’s, urm, it was just an impulse purchase, you know…”

Before I knew it, I found myself sitting on my knees. I could sense the oppressive atmosphere emanating from Aya, and that compelled me to do so. 

Yes, I can read the atmosphere… Is this really the right time to say that? 

“Marika, please explain what’s going on.” 

“W-Why are you coming on so strong…” 

Aya shook her head, let out a sigh of disappointment, and muttered, “This is cheating…” 

“That’s not the case!?”

And thus, it led to the opening scene.

“It’s not a big deal! Just buying a vibrator!”

I decided to be defiant. I snatched the vibrator back from Aya’s hand and held it tightly against my chest. 

“There’s no need to get so angry! Don’t you have one too, Aya!?”

“Hiding it from me like that…”

“Hey, Aya, listen, listen! I wouldn’t go around saying, ‘Hey, I bought a vibrator, haha!’ Would I? Are you stupid!?”

Rather than being angry, Aya seemed more shocked. Well, that doesn’t make much sense either! Aya covered her face with both hands. 

“Marika has become such a naughty girl… Looking at websites to find out which vibrator feels the best, reading reviews, carefully considering, and finally mustering the courage to order it online… ‘I’ve become such a naughty girl…’”

“Don’t trace my thoughts!” I lightly tapped Aya’s shoulder.

Even though I’m naked, my whole body feels hot. Summer suddenly arrived. 

“But what can I do about it!” I shouted, as if breaking down the dam called modesty. “Aya isn’t by my side 24/7! When I feel like this, I have to find ways to relieve it, right?! That’s just how humans are, aren’t they?” 

“Marika…” Aya grabbed my hand. 

“What? Are you the only one who has adult videos or something? Isn’t it selfish to say I can’t do that?!” I became too embarrassed and my tone became quite aggressive. As I said it myself, it felt like I was making excuses for getting caught cheating… That’s what I thought. 

Then, Aya also seemed unexpectedly shaken. 

“Well, that’s true… But I’ve always been the one to make Marika feel good… I’m kind of jealous…” 

“Ehh?” I looked twice at vibrator-chan on the palm of my hand. “Jealous… You mean… with this toy…?”

This time it was Aya’s turn to shyly turn her face away. 

“Eh, eeeeee…” 

Jealous… 

What am I supposed to do when I’m told that…

Well, even I would be extremely shocked if Aya told me, while we were together, that “the vibrator feels better.” But… this is just a substitute for when I can’t be with Aya, like instant ramen when there’s no home-cooked meal…

I don’t know what to say. Aya shrinking in front of me is cute, but that doesn’t mean I should say, “Okay, I’ll never pleasure myself again!” That just feels wrong…

As I froze, Aya sat down right in front of me. 

“Sorry, Marika. I said something weird.” 

“Y-Yeah…”

Actually, something similar happened recently. I advanced to my third year, and there was a small problem at school. Or rather, a difference of opinion about our ways of being…

And that issue still hasn’t been resolved at all.

“So, Marika” 

“Ah.” 

Aya snatched the vibrator from my hand. “If you want it, I’ll buy you a new one,” Aya announced as if that would solve everything. 

Wait, why!?

“But it’s such a waste of money!” 

“It’s fine.” 

“Ehh~…? It was quite expensive, you know…”

Is there really a difference between me feeling good with the toy I bought and me feeling good with the toy Aya bought…? I have no idea what kind of logic that is, but it seems like Aya considers it settled.

Well, if it satisfies Aya, I guess it’s fine…

Aya adjusted her uniform, and I put on outerwear that I didn’t mind getting pollen on.

I’m getting ready to take Aya to the station, okay—

Even if I don’t want to go outside, it’s just too sad to see Aya off at the entrance of the apartment.

I suddenly noticed when I saw Aya trying to put the ziplock bag in her bag. 

“…Aya, what are you going to do with the toy I bought?” 

“Huh?”

Aya’s face suddenly looked like a squirrel had jumped out of the bushes. 

“…I’ll throw it away when I get home.” 

“Really? Really? You won’t use it, right? Absolutely not, right? Right?” 

“Of course not.” 

“Wait a sec! Look into my eyes!” 

Aya placed her hand on my shoulder. “Don’t misunderstand. I intend to cherish this one as Marika and think of it as you, Marika. Okay?” 

“Hey? No way! Then, I’ll buy a new one for you! That one is used! It’s unhygienic!” 

“I’ll properly clean it with alcohol.” 

“It’s about how it feels!”

Regardless of how I used it for massage…! The thought of Aya touching something that came into contact with my delicate areas when I’m not looking is just unbearable. It’s physiologically, overwhelmingly impossible!

“No, no! That’s absolutely unacceptable!? You pervert! You’re such a pervert!” 

“W-wait a second, Marika,” Aya tries to grab the vibrator from me, pouncing like a tiger.

Then, reflexively, Aya’s hand moved.

Before I realized it, it was already too late. Right after the sensation of floating like being on a roller coaster, my body landed on the bed.

—I was thrown by Aya.

When I came to my senses, everything was upside down, and I was looking up at Aya’s face while lying on my back.

Aya anxiously peered into my face. “S-Sorry, Marika. But you came suddenly. Are you okay? Did you get hurt…?”

I could hear my heartbeat pounding.

It was my first time being thrown by Aya, and it felt like I was being lifted by a giant’s hand. Fear arrived belatedly, and my eyes began to well up.

—Ah, I’ve had enough. 

“…I won’t”

“Huh?”

As Aya approached my face, I shouted angrily at her. “I won’t pleasure myself anymore! In return, you’re also forbidden!”

“Huh.”

I pointed my finger at Aya, emphasizing my words. “You absolutely can’t do it alone! Got it!”

“Eh, eeeeee?”

Upon hearing my words, Aya seemed flustered for a while.

As we entered our third year of high school, our relationship continued to change little by little. Saying “Because I love you,” and “I love you so much,” may sound similar, but they’re completely different. The feeling of love is like alcohol; in moderation, it can be pleasurable, but in excessive amounts, it can turn into poison.

We have been dating for nine months now. We have become more open with each other, expressing our thoughts and seeing each other’s strengths and weaknesses clearly.

It’s about time for us to control our overwhelming emotions and not let our love dictate our actions. Love can lead to mistakes, dependency, and even reckless behavior. Despite overcoming fights and challenges, I still want to be together with Aya forever.

However, the recent commotion that started with punishing Aya has escalated into something beyond our control. The next catalyst will be the troublesome new student.






      [1] Maiden, young girl or virgin.

    

 






For me, who suffers from hay fever, the most challenging part is the morning commute. I don’t care about my makeup or anything on the way back home; as long as I can get through the morning, I’ll manage somehow.

I wake up slightly earlier than usual and wash away the morning attack─ inhaling pollen while asleep, which immediately triggers symptoms.

I took my hay fever medicine with breakfast and then applied natural-looking makeup. That’s how my morning routine goes in spring.

After that, I put on a mask tightly and head to school. I feel like wearing fake glasses just for the spring, but that would be going too far.

Since my hair gets covered in pollen on the way to school, I go to the restroom and thoroughly brush it once I arrive. After getting rid of the pollen from my hair and uniform, I use some eye drops and finally feel relieved.

I can’t slack off on anything, even one thing, or it’ll become embarrassing… No shortcuts allowed.

Once I finish all of that, I arrive at the classroom and act my usual self. 

“Good morning~”

The new school year has started, and it’s been about a week or so. The restless classroom has groups forming here and there.

Now, as for my group… 

“Marika, good morning!”

The first person to call out to me is Yume Mitsumine.

She’s a small, animal-like girl with a cute appearance and voice. Her skills in making sweets are impressive, and she helped me a lot during Valentine’s Day. 

“Good morning, Mari. You seem busy from the morning again.”

Next, a tall girl appeared. With her strong-willed face and mature, composed demeanor, standing next to Yume, she could pass for an older sister. It was Chisaki Matsukawa.

I take my seat and take out my anti-hay fever items from my bag, arranging them in a fumbling manner. Yume and Chisaki observe this scene as if it’s a usual occurrence.

I spray pollen-blocking spray on my face and apply aroma spray on my desk. Seriously, I’ll do everything I can. 

“Honestly, I feel like taking a taxi from home to school every day… Well, hating and despising, it’s just futile, and that’s the most frustrating part…” 

Chisaki chuckled when I said that. She enjoys stories of people suffering, so she often teases me when I’m weakened by hay fever. I had a faint suspicion that she might have a bad personality. 

Yume, on the other hand, gave me a worried look and said, “It must be tough, Marika.”

The two of them have been friends since their first year as part of the Marika group. I’m relieved that we ended up in the same class even in our third year.

By the way, Chisaki and Yume are dating, although only a few people know this secret.

Yume’s neckline was shining with a necklace today as well. It’s actually a matching necklace with Chisaki, but since Yume wears it to school every day as if it’s only natural, Chisaki has ended up not wearing hers. 

“Whyyyyyy!? D-does Ji-yan not like me anymore!?” 

“Like I can wear a matching necklace to school, idiot!”

Yume called me out to a café, asking me to give her serious advice. I ended up getting involved in a completely pointless argument and drinking the spilled lemon tea with a blank expression… It’s still fresh in my memory.

True to her declaration of “I’ll never take it off!”, Yume seems to have never removed the necklace she received as a gift. It’s scary.

In the end, Chisaki managed to deceive Yume with the excuse “I keep the necklace in my bag, so it’s like we’re still a pair.” She skillfully manipulated and persuaded Yume with her explanation.

And so, Yume and Chisaki continue to have a peaceful day.

Most of the friends we were close to in the previous class are in the same class as well. Like Natsumi-chan and Hinano. We’re not particularly close, but Reina and her entourage are also in the same class.

Now, here comes the problem. “Oh, good morning, everyone.”

A girl approaches while waving her hand.

She’s slightly taller than Yume. She has bright hair and wears a black ribbon with frills. She’s a high school girl with a fashion sense called “landmine style[1] Her makeup is unique, but it suits her charming face. 

“Good morning, Yuzuki-chan.”

When I called out to her, she approached with a blissful smile, looking all dreamy. 

“Marika-chan~” 

“I fell asleep yesterday and couldn’t continue our chat. I’m sorry.” 

“No, it’s alright. Yuzu was happy to have a chat with the adorable Marika-chan. By the way, you won’t believe it, but there’s a stunningly beautiful girl among the new students. Let’s go take a photo together sometime, okay?” 

“Sounds good.”

Yuzuki Yorinaga. She’s a girl who recently started hanging out with our group, and it’s the first time we’re in the same class.

Her standout appearance made me aware of her name. We hardly talked before, I think?

She has a relaxed way of speaking and a calm and dreamy aura. She’s a type of girl I’ve never had around me before. And the fact that she refers to herself by her own name as a first-person pronoun adds quite a punch.

She’s laid-back and doesn’t read the atmosphere, but not to the extent of Aya. 

Hmph, I guess I’ve become quite soft myself… I’m realizing my own growth day by day. 

“Marika-chan, your allergies seem to be as troublesome as ever. Hey, how about this? Maybe it won’t work, but what about a full-face gas mask?” 

“Huh? 4,000 yen…!? That’s, um, cheap… But if I wear something like this and commute by train, I’ll immediately be caught by the station staff.” 

“Guess that won’t work, huh…”

For a moment, I considered it, but then shook my head. Yuzuki-chan looked disappointed like a child. Well, it seems like she respects me, and I don’t think she’s a bad kid. But well, she does have quite a troublesome side to her… 

“Hey, hey, speaking of which, how’s Yuzu’s hairdo today? It was really windy on the way, so Yuzu wonders if it still looks cute.” 

“Oh, uh, yeah, it looks cute.” 

“Yay! Yuzu loves Chisaki-san ’cause she always praises me like that.” Yuzuki-chan hugged Chisaki with a grin.

Yes, Yuzuki-chan is very touchy-feely. It’s like being surrounded by a large stuffed animal as she squeezes and hugs us left and right. Her main targets are me and Chisaki. It’s heartwarming and cute to watch, though.

Beep! A sound as if the space itself was splitting could be heard from beside me.

…I didn’t even have to look. It was Yume. “Well then, Chisaki-chan, Marika, see you later.”

Suddenly, Yume’s voice turned colder than a sherbet, and she distanced herself from the group.

Kuh… not again… And Yuzuki-chan, completely unconcerned about Yume’s actions. 

“Chisaki-chan, you’re really cool, you know? Yuzu… Yuzu likes your face the most in this school.”

Crackle, crackle, crackle! The sound gradually faded away. Spare me, I thought. 

“Haha… Thanks for that.” Chisaki forced a troubled smile as she was being trailed by the cute princess-like girl. 

“Tsukasa, maybe it’s better not to say things like that too much, you know?” 

“Why?” 

“Well, you know…” Chisaki averted her eyes and hesitantly spoke. “It’s just… It could lead to strange misunderstandings among the people around us, right?” 

“Misunderstandings?” 

Hang in there, Chisaki! 

Chisaki answered with a strained voice. “So, it’s like, people might think we’re, you know, more than just friends, like in a romantic way.”

It was a considerate way of speaking, making sure not to hurt the other person’s feelings. Chisaki had indeed grown up, being a third-year high school student…

Yuzuki-chan understood and smiled with satisfaction. “It’s okay. It’s not a misunderstanding, after all.”

What was she talking about? 

“Well, you see, Yuzu has even dated girls before.” 

“Ehh!?” Chisaki and I widened our eyes.

Th-This girl… she just came out! 

While it’s true that there are many students around me who are in relationships with girls, Yuzuki-chan was the first to openly declare it in the classroom, so I was at a loss for words.

However, there wasn’t as much commotion in the classroom as there was around us. According to a classmate who was in the same class as Yuzuki-chan later, it seemed like everyone already knew about it.

Well, even if that’s the case, it’s still a sensitive topic for Chisaki and me. Yet, Yuzuki-chan approached us boldly as if she were acting under a different set of laws from our own. 

“So, if Yuzu were to date someone, Yuzu thinks it would be Chisaki-chan! But, you know, Marika-chan is also cute and Yuzu loves her a lot. So it’s like a tie for first place, I guess~!” 

“Ehh!?”

Crossing easily into the realm of our dumbfoundedness, Yuzuki-chan embraced us head-on. 

“Yuzu is really happy that we’re in the same class. Let’s continue to get along!” 

Making that declaration, Yuzuki-chan passed by, and there… 

“Good morning, Mitsumine-san.” 

“Ayaya[2], good morning!”

Aya took her seat with an oblivious expression, and Yume happily chatted with her with a smile

Is this what they call a spring storm? 

“Oh no. I hate her. We don’t get along together.”

During the lunch break at school, Aya, Chisaki, Yume, and I, the former second-year members, arrived at a four-person table in the cafeteria. It was Aya who casually blurted out without any hesitation.

Generally, it’s said to be rare for a girls’ high school to have a cafeteria. The cafeteria at Kitazawa High School is actually small-scale and is used more like a cafeteria than anything else. Well, I just eat there normally. 

Today’s menu at the cafeteria is spaghetti Neapolitan. The side dish, which you can choose as you like, is kinpira gobo[3] with lotus root. They say that lotus root is good for hay fever. It contains polyphenols and antibodies or something like that, which is beneficial.

As Aya brought the sandwich to her mouth, she seemed completely absorbed. 

Tentatively, she spoke up. “No, but…”

As we still don’t know much about each other, if we talk a bit more, we might discover some surprising things… 

”—That’s right, Ayaya! Hey!? I understand! No way! Hey!”

Yume, sitting next to Aya, nodded endlessly, “Mm-hmm, mm-hmm, mm-hmm, mm-hmm.”

Well, that’s just like Yume… I glanced at Chisaki beside me, and let out a sigh, wondering what to do.

Yume came up with an overly simplistic solution. “Alright, Chi-chan, let’s come out as a couple.” 

“Hey, Yume.” 

“Let’s do it too, Marika.” 

“No way…”

Yume and Aya were pouting in collusion, going, “Bu-bu.”

Coming out isn’t something you do so easily without knowing the other person well… 

“Well, for now, Chisaki and I will handle this matter somehow. It seems Yuzuki-chan didn’t have any ill intentions.” 

“Whether she has ill intentions or not doesn’t matter! That girl is trying to keep Chi-chan and Marika as her friends and create her ideal harem! And she even hugged my Chi-chan, enjoyed the softness, and sniffed her scent! I can’t take it anymore!”

Yume pretended to cry suddenly and Chisaki whimpered, feeling uncomfortable with the scent remark. Aya comforted Yume with gentle pats. They seem to be getting on along well.

Aya declared firmly. “For now, we have only one demand. We don’t want that girl flaunting her affections with someone in broad daylight. Unless that changes, we won’t go back to the group.” 

“That’s right! Consider the opinions of the citizens!”

With Aya and Yume going on strike, I felt like a middle manager completely caught in the middle.

Should I just firmly tell Yuzuki-chan, “I can’t handle any body contact,” and hope she drops it easily? But what should I do if she persists?

I can’t reveal my relationship with Aya, and… 

Maybe I should have a strategy meeting with Chisaki…

At times like this, I keenly feel the hassle of dealing with a community.

In school life, it’s impossible to only associate with people who understand, and it’s even more impossible to make everyone understand.

I want to remain true to myself forever. But if it’s known that I’m dating Aya, people will probably look at me as “a girl dating another girl.” They’ll claim they understand me, even though it’s not all of me.

The power of labels is incredibly strong. It’s like a bazooka. No matter how much you’ve built up, it can all be wiped out in an instant. That’s why I really don’t want to come out.

If I had a character like Yuzuki-chan, maybe I would have been forgiven for saying it. But for someone like me, whose position is already solidified, I can’t make such a course correction anymore.

Sigh… Thinking of excuses is such a hassle…

And hey, can’t everyone just get along…? Even if they’re thinking something else behind the scenes, all we do on the surface is smile and laugh together… Is it really that difficult…?

I understand that it’s my own selfishness, wanting to hide my relationship. So I have to do something about it myself.

But with my beloved Aya on the other side, and Yume and her teaming up to rebuke me, it’s taking a toll on my mental state.

Combined with the fatigue from hay fever, I’m starting to dislike school after a long time.

After finishing my meal, I push the tray aside and slump onto the table. 

“Marika?” 

Concerned as always, Aya asks me, and I mutter, “I want to go to paradise.” 

“Paradise?” 

“Yes… There’s no conflict there. People don’t care about each other’s business… Everyone is kind to everyone, and time flows peacefully. There are many beautiful older sisters and an endless supply of creamy café lattes from the faucet.”

With a distant look in my eyes, I was denied by the disgruntled Aya. “In the second half, Marika’s desires are clearly overflowing.” 

“Uwaa! There’s no paradise in this world!”

This time, I jumped into Chisaki’s arms. She comforted me, saying, “There, there…” And then, I felt like I heard a click of Aya’s tongue. Oops, it seems Chisaki is also beyond Aya’s tolerance. 

I want to escape to paradise!

As I thought about that, there was a commotion near the entrance of the school cafeteria.

Hm? I lifted my head and noticed everyone’s gaze directed towards something.

I caught a glimpse of a dazzling radiance.

At first, I thought it might be someone carrying cheerleader pom-poms. But the sparkling reflection seemed to take on a human form. Spotting our presence, they shouted out loudly, “Ah! There she is! Mari!”

A girl dashed through the cafeteria, heading straight towards us. Ehh!?

Just before that girl could embrace me, someone stood in front of me as a shield. It was Aya. 

“I can’t bear seeing Marika hugging other girls three times a day.”

However, the blonde girl didn’t care and tightly hugged Aya. “Aya! Finally, I’ve found you! I love you! I need you![4]

She kissed Aya on the cheek softly.

In front of everyone.

The cafeteria erupted with voices of surprise.

Eh, hey, heyy! 

“You! What are you doing?!”

I pull the two apart. The cafeteria is still buzzing with activity. Many students were staring at us and whispering among themselves. I don’t like being the center of attention like this!

On the other hand, Aya, who was kissed, shows no signs of being flustered and grabs the shoulder of the blonde girl, pushing her away. 

“By the way, I almost forgot. Congratulations on passing, Asta.”

Asta’s face lights up with a smile, and she opens her arms wide. “Yes! It’s all thanks to everyone!”

I direct a lingering gaze towards Aya. She was just kissed. Kissed…

Astarotte is a girl who came from Norway. Her sparkling long blonde hair is still styled in twin tails, as usual. It’s quite eye-catching inside the school, but it’s not surprising.

This unbelievably beautiful girl dressed as a Japanese high school girl has a cosplay-like vibe, and there’s something seductive about her atmosphere…

As Yuzuki-chan said, there’s no doubt that Asta is the stunning new student. I had a feeling about that.

  



    
      
    


    



Asta seems completely indifferent to the commotion of the commoners gathering in the cafeteria. Living in Japan, she must be accustomed to being in the spotlight, and she reaches out with an attitude. 

“Chisaki and Yume, nice to meet you, take care of me!” 

“Oh, you barely passed the exams, didn’t you? Work hard and study, first-year student.”

“Y-Yeah, nice to meet you too!”

Chisaki acted as usual, while Yume, who had suspected Chisaki’s cheating, smiled somewhat awkwardly. 

“So, what brings you here today, Asta? It’s not just that you noticed us and got excited and came running over, right?”

Amidst the atmosphere that was starting to become somewhat relaxed…

Asta blinked and her expression suddenly changed. She put her hand to her mouth. 

“Yes, that’s right! I was looking for Mari and Aya!” 

“Eh, what, why?” 

“Hey, please! Lend me your power!”

Asta, with a desperate expression, reached out her hand like a heroine seeking help from a hero, and involuntarily, I frowned. “Lend you my power, you say?”

Asta vigorously nodded her head and shouted while tightly gripping her hands together. “Karen, Karen’s shop is in trouble!”

It seemed that the spring storm that was about to hit us had no intention of stopping anytime soon.

 

***

 

At the bar “Plante à feuillage,” which still didn’t have a sign displayed outside, the lovely Karen-san, in the midst of preparing for the grand opening, greeted us with a wry smile. 

“Seriously, it’s not such a big deal, Asta-chan.” 

“Eh?”

After school, Aya and I were dragged by Asta to visit a bar in Shinjuku. Yume and Chisaki had their respective part-time jobs, so they left along the way. The four of us remaining here are Aya, Asta, Karen, and me.

Karen-san is the owner of the bar and is in her late twenties. She always has a bright and cute smile, and cheers up both me and the customers.

She’s incredibly cute and beautiful, but she also seems to have a liking for erotic things, building relationships with various people. It’s even said that she has a physical relationship with Asta… That’s just how she is, enjoying her life, including those aspects.

“Well, I heard something happened to Karen-san, and it seems the bar’s business is in crisis…”

“I haven’t heard about that. Is it another one of Asta’s rumors? Some sort of fortune-telling?” 

We turned around and gazed at Asta, questioning if we had been deceived. The lack of trust in her is quite characteristic of Asta. 

“No, it’s not like that!” Asta placed her hands on her hips and puffed her cheeks. “Karen is intentionally trying to downplay the problem! Even though it’s a really big deal for her! I hate Karen for doing that!”

Lately, I’ve been hearing the word ’dislike’ quite often… I thought to myself as I turned towards Karen across the counter. 

“Um, well, for starters, we came here on our own accord. Could you tell us what happened?”

Well, we did come here on our own, but we need to know the situation. Otherwise, we might end up being stuck with Asta forever.

Karen-san deliberately crossed her arms and groaned. “Hmm… If I tell you, you’ll definitely side with Asta-chan… You two are good kids, after all.” 

“Well, that’s true.”

Huh… It seems like there really is something going on. Despite my inner surprise, I nodded firmly, and Karen-san shrugged as if there was no helping it. 

“Well then, have a seat. Let me get you something to drink.” 

“Ah, I’ll help too.”

Aya went behind the counter. Dressed in her uniform, Aya lined up the glasses and, together with Karen-san, carried the tray with drinks for the four of us. We sat together at the table. 

“So, where should we start?”

When Karen hesitated, Asta sitting next to her quickly raised her hand. “Then let me!” 

“No way. If Asta-chan starts talking, she’ll definitely exaggerate everything. Besides, where did this talk about the bar’s crisis come from?” 

“Karen’s crisis is the bar’s crisis, right!?” 

“Jeez, Asta-chan…”

While laughing, Karen-san lightly flicked Asta’s forehead. With a cry of “Hyaa,” Asta held her forehead, but she still had a pouty face, as if she would continue like that until Karen revealed everything. 

“Hmm, you see… I used to be an AV[5] actress for a while, remember?” 

“Eh? Ah, um, yes.”

I couldn’t help but imagine those movie covers, and my face grew hot. Karen-san seemed to enjoy my reaction so she laughed and stuck out her tongue playfully. 

“So, you know, it’s been almost ten years since I started appearing in AV. Time has flown by, huh? That’s all there is to it.” 

“That’s not true! You met Linda ten years ago, didn’t you!” Asta raised her eyebrows and interjected. While Karen hesitated, Asta quickly blurted out. “I knew it! It’s not hopeless at all! You know!? Karen and the director Linda are actually lovers! They’ve been secretly in love for ten whole years!”

Aya blinked her eyes. “Karen-san, you had a lover?”

Karen-san placed her hand on her face in dismay. Uh oh, I remember now. It was when I first came to the bar. Karen-san welcomed the female AV director, and they seemed like lovers… 

“Being lovers isn’t such a great thing. After all, we’ve been dating and breaking up with different people in between, and one-night stands are quite common.”

Oh, how mature…

Karen-san narrowed her eyes as if she had given up and propped her cheek on her hand. “But you know, we made a kind of verbal agreement that if we didn’t have a specific partner even after ten years, we’d go to a tropical island or something. It wasn’t really serious, you know. But when I accidentally let it slip to Asta-chan, as you can see, she’s all fired up now.” 

“I-I see.”

Incredible. I couldn’t even imagine it. But having a lover for ten years sounds so wonderful and romantic.

Though I don’t quite understand how Asta got involved in their adventures or the threesome with Aya!

“Eh, then you absolutely have to go, right? Why are you hesitating? You should definitely go! Right, Asta?” 

“Yes, that’s right! I really want you to go! But Karen never shakes her head at all! She’s just scared!” 

“But…”

As the situation turned out, Aya made a difficult expression. “If Karen-san goes on a trip, that means the bar will have to be closed, right?”

Karen-san nodded deeply. “Exactly. The shifts won’t work out anymore.”

“Ehh!?” I finally understood. Karen-san didn’t originally plan to go on a trip because the bar was more important to her than any promise. I understood everything.

But if that’s the reason, I want Karen-san to enjoy herself even more. After all, if the promise didn’t matter at all, she wouldn’t have mentioned it to Asta. 

“It’s fine, isn’t it? The customers here are like family. Just give them some Strong Zero you bought from the convenience store in front of the bar.”

Karen-san made a pouting mark in front of her chest. “I can’t do that. The customers who come to the bar consider it a special place for them. As long as I don’t break any bones, I won’t take a break.”

“Aya, is there a hammer in this shop?” 

“If it’s a wooden ice hammer, maybe. If you swing it with all your might, perhaps…” 

“You shouldn’t plan to break someone’s bones right in front of them.”

At that moment, Asta, who had quickly become impatient, clung to Karen-san’s arm. 

“That’s why! I’ve been saying it over and over again! I’ll cover the shifts for you! Rely on me! We’re sex friends, right?! Karen!”

I’ve never heard someone mention being friends with benefits in the context of being friends.

Karen-san looked at Asta with a somewhat damn gaze. 

“If I leave the shop to Asta-chan, I have a feeling it will burn down and disappear by the time I come back.”

Well, I can understand that…

“I wouldn’t do something like thatttt… I only burn toast, you know…”

Asta, who was holding their head, still persisted in trying to negotiate. An unyielding belief.

Karen-san laughed, teasing Asta. “At least if someone as reliable as Marika-chan could come and help…”

Well, Marika-chan is working at another part-time job, so it would be impossible, Karen continued. But at that moment, I stopped her abruptly. 

“Now you’ve said it, yeah? Karen-san.” 

“Eh?”

I stood up from my seat and put my smartphone to my ear.

After a few rings, the call connected. “Ah, Sae-chan? Yeah, it’s me. I wanted to ask you if you could cover my shifts at work. The starting date isn’t decided yet, but yeah, about ten days. Huh? Yeah, around ten days. Yeah, thank you, so please take care of it!”

Ignoring what she was saying, I forcefully hung up the call.

I turned around with a smile. “It’s all good, Karen-san. Please enjoy yourself on the tropical island!” 

“Eh? …Eh!?”

I stood before a surprised Karen-san and exchanged a high-five with Asta.

 

***

 

From then on, everything happened in the blink of an eye.

Asta contacted the staff at the bar and asked them to ensure that there were staff members over the age of twenty available. This way, they could properly serve alcohol.

As for the shift schedule, it was mostly settled with me working regularly. Of course, Aya didn’t want me to feel anxious alone, so she decided to work just as much as I did. Yay!

It’s going to get really busy from now on… But somehow, it should be a wonderful change of pace for me, who had been feeling down both at school and during the spring.

“Well, I can’t leave you alone.”

I was at home, talking on the phone. Of course, it was with Aya.

I lay on my bed and put on my Bluetooth earphones. 

“Hehe, it’s funny how we ended up working at the same job, right?”

That’s right, I’ll also be an employee at “Plante à feuillage” starting next week. I’m a bit nervous about working in the dazzling streets of Shinjuku, but well, it should be okay! Especially since Aya will be there with me!

Aya muttered, “Thank you, Marika.” 

“Huh? W-What now?” 

“Even though Karen-san said otherwise, she really wanted to go on a trip with her lover. When you encouraged her, she looked really happy. So, thank you.”

“Y-Yeah…”

When Aya expressed her gratitude so earnestly, I couldn’t help but feel embarrassed.

But I heard a voice more embarrassed than me.

“I also care about Karen-san, and I was happy that Marika did something for her.”

Well, that’s true. Aya has always wanted Karen to be happy more than I have, even though I occasionally meet her as a customer.

“So, um… I’ve come to like Marika even more.”

“Uehh? I-I see…”

It feels like an arrow just pierced my chest. Aya’s words made me fall even deeper in love with her!

“Haha, well, if it’s not bothersome, then I’m glad.”

“That’s not true. Lately, I’ve been causing you a lot of trouble… But, you know, I’m surprised. I realize that I am still falling in love with you, even now. I already like you so much that it hurts.”

“…Then I’ll make you love me even more.”

As I said that in a cheesy manner, I could hear a voice that seemed to be filled with hearts saying, “Yes…” and it made me squirm as well.

Ah, I love you so much. Really, I love you, I love you so much. What’s wrong with me? My legs are trembling.

Working in the same workplace as the person I love so much… Is it going to be okay? I’m worried about that!

“I love you so much, Marika”

“Yeah.”

After exchanging lively responses, we fell into a brief silence.

……

It wasn’t particularly necessary, but just to be sure, I murmured, ”…You can’t do it yourself, Aya.”

“……”

This time, a silence fell upon us like a cat caught red-handed by its owner.

“…I haven’t done anything like that. Why would you say that?”

“I just sensed the atmosphere.”

“It’s a promise we made.”

“That’s right. Unlike naughty me, Aya is a rational person who can control herself, right?”

“…Marika, that’s a mean way of saying it.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. Right after whispering words of love to each other, we were now insulting each other with the same mouths. The temperature difference was so typical of us, I thought.

“But seriously, you’re starting to lose control, aren’t you?”

“It’s not like that, but…”

“What?”

“…I don’t want to hold back forever.”

“Fufun, so you really can’t hold back, huh?”

“If I can pull Marika into an empty classroom during breaks, then I can hold back.”

“But isn’t that not holding back!?”

Well, I feel the same way about not wanting it to last forever. It’s not about being intimate or anything, it’s just about having those kinds of moods sometimes. We need to find the right balance between fighting and making up, or else we’ll end up in a quagmire. And there’s absolutely no way that Aya and I would ever break up.

“Alright, how about until Karen-san comes back from the tropical island? Around ten days should be fine, right?”

“Mm… Well…”

Her languid voice mixed with a sigh was strangely seductive.

…It’s not like she’s already burning up with desire after just a few days of abstinence, right?

“…Got it. Since it was my strange jealousy that put Marika in a bad mood, I have to make an effort.”

“No, well, yeah.”

I didn’t want her to take it too seriously… I mean, it was like a tit-for-tat thing… 

“In that case, I can expect something after Karen-san comes back? Right, Marika?”

“Ehh?”

What kind of expectation is that?

That I’ll completely screw Aya? Has the whole point of this conversation changed!? It’s starting to sound like some kind of abstinence play between the two of us!?

I mean, what I said was just about not doing it yourself… In this conversation, it doesn’t sound like we’re also prohibited from being intimate together!? 

Well, I actually don’t like that idea…

“I’ll make sure to do my best. I’ll be a good girl. I’ll become the version of myself that Marika likes.”

“I-Is that so…”

It’s not like I dislike the idea of an intimate Aya… Rather, I… I can’t say that! 

Damn it! Why did I impulsively issue the prohibition order!? It feels like using up all my data at the beginning of the month. 

But I just regretted being “too intimate” after Valentine’s Day, so if I quickly say, “No more abstinence!” I’ll be treated as a naughty girl again. So please, take it easy on me.

Alright! Until Karen-san comes back, I’ll release my stress through work!

“So, Marika, let’s talk about tomorrow’s shift.”

“Yes, leave it to me! I’ll run around until I’m exhausted!”

“There’s no such job at the bar.”

The voice was so indifferent, it’s hard to believe it came from the same person who said “I love you.” It’s just an expression!

And so, I ended up asking Sae to take over my part-time job at the family restaurant after school and started working at the bar.

Well, I’m a talented B-ranked staff, you know! If it’s customer service, leave it to me!

Finally, as a third-year high school student, Sakakibara Marika makes her debut as a part-timer in the nightlife of Shinjuku. However, her life was far from smooth sailing.

The six older sisters at the bar, excluding Aya, all had intense personalities, and my perspective on life was completely thrown into chaos (exaggeration)!








      [1] Jirai Kei: dark, gothic vibes and a dash of “chunibyo” (adolescent delusion) flair.

    


      [2] What Aya is called by Yume.

    


      [3] Braised Budrock root

    


      [4] Bold for english

    


      [5] Adult Video

    

 






Before the store opened, I was sweeping the front of the bar with a broom when someone called out to me. 

“Wow, Marika-chan, it suits you so well!” 

“Huh?” I turned around at the familiar voice and there was Karen-san, pulling a carry-on bag. She was wearing a big hat and had an elegant and lovely outfit. 

“Karen-san, weren’t you supposed to have already left?” 

“Nah, I’m going on a flight now. But before that, I thought I’d stop by the shop for a bit. And then, I saw something nice.” Karen-san laughed, clasping her hands together in front of her chest and wearing a big smile. Of course, she’s beautiful even under the sun. 

“Wow, amazing, Marika-chan. The bartender’s uniform looks so great on you!” 

“I-Is that so? Haha, I’m glad it fits me and I was the same size as Aya.” 

I had come straight from school and changed into the staff uniform. 

It’s a bartender’s outfit with a black vest and a black pencil skirt. I thought I was used to seeing it on Aya, but when I put it on myself, it feels more constricting than I thought, and it made me feel like I had to straighten my posture. 

“The ribbon tie was Aya-chan’s idea, right? It’s really nice. Ahh, too cute, I want to eat you up.” Karen-san hugged me tightly on the bustling street. She has a mature yet sweet style and may look adorable, but her true nature is that of an extremely carnivorous woman that would even surprise a lion. So when she makes remarks like “I want to devour you,” it can sound dangerously suggestive. 

I let out a dry laugh and said, “Hahaha…” 

“Oh, Karen-san? You’re still in Japan?”

Aya also arrived. Today’s opening preparations are being done by me and Aya. We’re expecting adult staff members to join us along the way. 

“Ehhh! Both of you have your hair tied up and matching! Cute!” Karen-san exclaimed with a high-pitched voice and started taking pictures of us with her smartphone. Oh, how embarrassing. 

Just because it’s a restaurant, I tried tying my hair into a ponytail like Aya’s. When we stand side by side, it does give off a twin coordination vibe. 

“Karen-san, your excitement level is too high,” Aya whispered to me. Is that so? Well, I guess… 

“Well, it’s because she’s going on a romantic island date with her partner.” 

There was a bit of a struggle before Karen-san made the decision to go on the trip. It was like a surprise attack when I offered to take her shift, so Karen-san hesitated for a while. In the end, it was the bar staff who pushed her. 

Aya and Asta contacted everyone, and as the staff members filled in the shift gaps one after another, Karen-san finally realized that she missed the opportunity to decline and changed her mind. 

By the way, even though she insisted until the last minute that if her partner was busy or didn’t remember the promise at all, she would pretend that the whole discussion never happened, the result is… as you can see. 

It was a tense moment for Karen-san to formally talk about the island with her partner, just like when she opened the bar. But she mustered up the courage for our sake, so thank you very much, Karen-san! 

Well, Asta occasionally proves to be helpful to others. Yep, yep.

And so, after playing around and striking a few poses in front of Karen-san, she was satisfied with taking pictures of us high school girls and smiled happily. 

“Thank you so much, Marika-chan. No, not just Marika-chan, but all of our staff members too.” 

“It’s okay, Karen-san,” Aya replied as if representing the feelings of all the staff members. 

“Everyone loves Karen-san, so we’re more than happy to do this. Please have a wonderful trip, Karen-san.” 

“Aww, you’re too kind,” Karen-san exclaimed with genuine happiness. “What wonderful kids… Aya-chan, Marika-chan, when I come back, I’ll take you to The Climax Paradise until you faint in ecstasy all night! No, even if you faint!” 

““No, thank you.”” We replied in unison. It was a sincere and serious response, not just a form of politeness. 

After that, Karen-san did a final inspection of the interior of the shop and headed to Haneda Airport by taxi. It seemed to be the first time she was leaving the shop for a while, so there were various worries. But don’t worry. For ten days, we’ll manage without any problems, Aya and I! 

Hmhm, with renewed motivation, I continued briskly wiping and cleaning the interior of the shop. As time passed, the bar’s opening time approached. It was almost 5 pm. 

“Marika, could you go and put up the sign outside?” 

“Got it!”

Upon hearing Aya’s instructions, I carried the stand board and climbed the stairs. When I returned, Aya taught me the various steps for opening the shop. 

“The outdoor lights are here. Turn them on at 5 pm. Also, make sure to wipe all the tables and chairs one more time, and prepare the cash register…” 

“Mm-hmm.” 

Well, I’ve worked at a family restaurant on busy weekends, so I’ve done similar tasks. It’s a piece of cake. 

While receiving the instructions with such an attitude, Aya let out a slightly annoyed voice. “Marika, this isn’t just for fun, so make sure to remember it properly.” 

“Ehh? Yeah, I’m listening to everything.” 

“You’re not even taking notes.” 

Well, it’s not like she’s explaining anything particularly difficult… But it would be rude to say something like that to Aya, who is kindly teaching me, so I just smile and nod. 

“Ah, ahaha, sorry, but for now, I think I got it. Thanks.” 

“Fine, but… If you have any questions or don’t understand something, just ask me about anything. It’s your first day, Marika, so don’t push yourself and call for help if needed.” 

“Understood, Aya-senpai,” I salute and strike a pose. Aya didn’t react and went back to her work. 

Inside the counter, Aya was preparing various types of ice, such as crushed ice and ice cubes, depending on their purpose. It seems to be called counter setting. To minimize the need to step out of the narrow counter, everything is prepared in advance. 

Aya’s face seems a bit tense. Maybe she’s nervous because it’s just the two of us? 

“Ei!” 

“Hyah!?” 

While washing the table wipes, I playfully poke Aya’s side. She lets out an incredibly cute voice and arches her back. 

“Marika!” 

“Ahaha, sorry, sorry.” A pouting Aya pretends to hit me. I smile casually and continue cleaning the interior of the shop. Now that it’s 5 pm, I turn on the outdoor lights and change the sign outside to “Open”.

Oh, two customers have already entered. They are women in casual attire, around the age of my mother. I greet them with a smile and say, “Welcome! Please choose any seat you like.” 

The ladies, accustomed to such situations, sit at a table near the entrance. 

Suddenly, Aya looks flustered and beckons me over. “Marika, Marika, then you should bring the menus and, uh, if they have any luggage, guide them to the luggage basket. The luggage basket is located next to the cash register, you know…” 

“Got it, got it,” I respond before Aya finishes her sentence, and I walk briskly to attend to their needs. 

“Once you’ve decided on your order, please let me know. And for your bags, please place them here.” 

One of the ladies exclaims, “Oh, someone new? Wow, another young one coming in.” 

“Are you inspired by Karen-san? Or maybe someone else?” 

“Ahaha, no, nothing like that. I’m just here to help. I’ll be assisting at the shop for a while.” 

“Ah, is that so? Well, how about a Kahlúa[1] soda for now?” 

I remember that it was some kind of alcoholic drink. I glance at the counter and notice Aya shaking her head vigorously with a pale face. I turn back to the customers and bow my head. 

“I’m sorry, but we only have underage staff here at the moment, so we can’t serve alcohol yet. I think an adult staff member will arrive soon, though.”

I had written it on the signboard outside, but well, it seems that people who actually read it are in the minority. Especially these two, they seem like regulars. 

“Oh, really? In that case, let’s order two non-alcoholic cocktails.”

“Yeah, it’s not often we get Aya-chan to make us drinks like this.”

The two of them happily discuss it and eventually order two cocktails and some nuts. Wow, they’re nice people, I’m glad. I take their order with a smile and return to the counter. 

“Aya, are the nuts on this shelf? I’ll take care of this one.” 

However, Aya doesn’t reply. I raise my head. Huh? Aya is looking at me in astonishment. Why!? 

“Wh-What…?!” 

“Marika… Eh? Today is your first shift…?” 

“Yes, but…” 

“You secretly worked part-time on the day I wasn’t on shift…? Or is this a prank by Karen-san…?” 

“Aya!? Wait, Aya!?” I grab her shoulder, and Aya looks around as if searching for a camera, her eyes empty. 

What’s going on!? What’s wrong, Fuwa Aya!? 

“Marika, you’re amazing… Guiding customers, serving menus, answering their questions, taking orders… You can do everything… Marika, you’re a genius…” 

“Aren’t you going too far!? No, hey! I was nervous too, you know! See, see!? We have an order! Aya-san!” 

“Even with cocktails, I think they’ll turn out better if you make them, Marika…” 

“That’s impossible!” 

I desperately swallowed the words that almost slipped out of my throat, “Anyone could do my job!” Aya was struggling with things that seemed simple and anyone could do…!

I see, Aya was determined because she thought I was a complete beginner at customer service, and she wanted to make sure I did my best. She’s such an adorable girl…

“You know, this isn’t my first part-time job in the industry; it’s actually my fourth job… So, I already have some experience points, you know? It’s like using an iPhone without reading the manual and still being able to figure out how to use the latest features. So, um, I want to see Aya doing her cool work.” 

“Yeah…” Aya pours the drink into the shaker with a dejected look, so I call out to her.

“Hey, hey, you should be smiling in front of the customers, Aya, right?” 

“Ah… yeah,” Aya finally realizes it and lifts the corners of her mouth. It’s still an awkward smile, but much better than before. “That’s right. Sorry, it would be embarrassing for me as a senpai if I get encouraged by Marika.” 

“That’s right, you know? Aya-se-n-pa-i!” I say intentionally, and Aya briefly pouts. It’s quicker to cheer her up this way than to compliment and be gentle with her. I understand because I’m the same. 

Aya responds with a smile as if trying to compete. “Okay, okay. I’ll do my job properly. Marika, keep up the good work as well. I’m counting on you, kouhai-chan.” 

It seems like Aya managed to recover somehow, even though she was shocked earlier. She’s really a handful, that Aya. But she’s absolutely stunning when shaking the shaker!

About an hour passed. About six customers came, and both Aya and I finally started to feel less nervous when the other staff member arrived. 

“Good work, Aya-san. And newbie-chan.”

The person who arrived was a woman with straight-cut bangs and braided hair on her back.

“Th-thank you for your hard work.” I bowed my head and welcomed her in. The female staff member briskly went into the back and quickly changed into bartender attire before coming out to the hall.

She wore a pink tie and a slightly longer skirt than Aya. Her somewhat unhealthy-looking makeup suited her well, giving her a feminine appearance suitable for working in a nighttime establishment. 

“Well then, shall we get started? It’s for Karen-san’s sake, after all.” 

“Let me introduce you, Marika, ” immediately, Aya intervened. “This is Momo-san, a 21-year-old college student. Among the current staff, Momo-san and Ageha-san are the only ones who joined after me. Momo-san, this is Marika. Please take care of her during Karen-san’s trip, even if it’s only for a while.” 

“I’m Marika. I might cause some trouble, but please be gentle with me…”

Her face leaned in closer. Her narrow, big eyes peered into mine. Huh? 

“You know, Marika-chan… Aya-san’s girlfriend, right?” 

“Eh, erm, well…” Feeling a strange pressure, I averted my gaze.

In fact, I had met all the staff members here before. It was on the day of the Christmas party. Aya and I were both dressed in dresses, so the staff members must remember me.

This Momo-san, however, came in with an aggressive attitude from the start. 

“I’ve heard stories from Aya-san all the time… But let me tell you this! I don’t acknowledge you at all! You’re just clinging to Aya because of her good looks, and Aya somehow developed feelings for you. She got deceived!” 

“E-Ehhh…!?”

Wait a minute, this is definitely unexpected.

While Momo-san defended Aya and she pointed her finger at me even more vigorously. 

“You thought you could take advantage of Aya because she’s so clumsy, serious and quiet, right!? And with that ‘way’ appearance of yours, looking all flashy!” 

“U-Urm…”

Quiet? Who? Take advantage of? To who?

I’m the one who was completely taken advantage of…

I stared at Aya, and she apologized with a flustered expression. 

“S-Sorry, Marika. She’s not usually like this, but Momo-san. She’s been unable to find a job for a while and seems to be on edge.” 

“Who’s been rejected by 62 companies in a row!” 

“How pitiful…” 

“Hey, don’t sympathize with me, newbie-chan!”

Once again, I was pointed at sharply. Ugh, I recoiled in disgust. The lady sitting at the counter was looking at us with eyes as if watching a circus act, enjoying the spectacle. How embarrassing! 

“That’s right! I’m strict, unlike Aya! If I think you’re useless, I’ll kick you out right away, so work your butt off!”

Momo-san spat out those words full of personal grudges as a senior, then turned her back on me. She swapped places with Aya at the counter and started making the alcoholic drinks that had been ordered.

Well… she’s quite a character, this person.

As I stood there dumbfounded, Aya grabbed my wrist. She pulled me all the way to the back. 

“I’m sorry, Marika, I’m sorry.” 

“Eh? Yeah.”

Aya seemed much more awkward than me. 

“It’s not like that, Momo-san isn’t a bad person… Maybe she’s just hungry… She said she’s been on a diet recently…” 

“No, I don’t think that’s it…”

I’m about to unintentionally fall for Aya, who is so bad at comforting. What does it mean that she’s hungry? She’s so cute.

But still. It’s adorable to have a girlfriend who stands in between and is flustered, but it would be cruel to leave her like that forever. I put my hand on my chin and smiled knowingly. 

“It seems like Momo-san doesn’t really like me.”

She’s probably the type of person who loves this place and firmly separates the inside from the outside. In our circle, Yume is like that.

“Yeah… but you get along well with the other staff members, so maybe it’s just a coincidence that she’s in a bad mood today or her timing is off…” 

“Well, it’ll be alright, don’t worry.” 

“Huh?”

I patted her shoulder lightly. “I’ll handle it somehow.”

 “Handle it… huh?”

I made a small peace sign. 

“You see, I’ve always been like this. I tend to get along faster with people who are initially cold rather than those who are kind to me from the beginning.” I confidently declared, trying to reassure Aya.

Actually, it’s not just a bluff.

Based on my experience, people who are kind to everyone can be difficult to read because their true intentions are unclear. It’s hard to figure out what really matters. So it takes time to become close to them.

On the other hand, unpleasant people are straightforward. They express their emotions and even throw them at you. Their unfiltered and raw hearts are open for exploration. Depending on me, I can handle them however I want.

As it was my first day working at the bar, I was motivated. Whether it’s for ten days or ten years, it doesn’t matter.

I’ll do everything in my power to make the bar a better place to work at.

“I’ll show Aya a glimpse of why I became popular in the troublesome Kitazawa High School.”

Feeling like a magician about to perform a special trick, I returned to the hall. Aya was left behind with a worried expression… Well, just watch and see.

And so, my mysterious battle began. 

“Hey, newbie-chan! Prepare the chasers?” 

“Already taken care of.” 

“…Fuunh.” 

“Why are you making Aya polish glasses while you do nothing?” 

“I apologize, but a customer seemed lost and asked for directions to the station.” 

“…Ah, I see!” 

“Look, that customer has had a bit too much to drink, so you need to support them on the stairs at the exit!”

“But Momo-senpai, please look. See, their companion is there to assist them. They must have just started dating… fufu, it’s not the suspension bridge effect[2] but the staircase effect[3], isn’t it?” 

“Grrr…!”

For a while, I continued to dodge Momo-san, who was angrily whispering in a voice that the customers couldn’t hear. However, just dodging wouldn’t lead to victory (well, it’s not a game), so occasionally I would throw a jab myself. 

“Phew, thank you for your hard work, Momo-senpai.” 

“…You seem to be decent at your job.” 

“I’m glad to hear you say that!” I exaggeratedly rejoiced and tightly held Momo-san’s hand. Her eyes widened in surprise. 

“W-Wait a min…”

Momo-san was clearly flustered. I hid my inner smile and put on a sincere smile. 

“I’ll be working at the same part-time job as Aya, and I was really anxious… So, I decided to give it my all today. Because I don’t want to show any embarrassing side in front of Aya.”

I may have exaggerated a bit, but I didn’t lie.

I really wanted Aya to see me being enthusiastic.

As I stared into Momo-san’s eyes with a smile, she pursed her lips and averted her gaze. 

“R-Right… Well then, do your best, I guess.” 

“Yes! But I’m glad that Momo-san is on the same shift. She gives me various instructions, so I don’t have the luxury to think about unnecessary things.” 

“…Am I being naggy?” 

Even as Momo-san glared at me, I smiled and brushed it off. “Haha, no, not at all. I was just really anxious about making mistakes in front of Aya. But as I diligently follow your advice, my heart feels lighter. It’s better to act than to overthink, right? I love this place, so I’m happy to be of help!” 

Momo-san muttered something under their breath, then said, “R-Right…” and shook my hand off. She went back to work with a dissatisfied expression.

A customer called for attention and I raised my hand with a cheerful smile. “Yes, I’m here!”

What to do, I’m getting more and more excited.

Maybe I’m the type who thrives in adversity. While playing the role of a “pure and innocent high school student who loves Aya to death,” that character is boosting my own mood even more. It’s not a runner’s high, but a worker’s high. 

“Welcome! Please take any seat you like!”

I overheard a single phrase from Aya as she watched me. “Marika… scary…”

 

***

 

Marika and I left the rest to Momo-san and clocked out since we could only work until 10 pm according to Labour Standard Act[4]. 

The next day.

Momo-san arrived a little past 6 pm, but there was a noticeable change in her demeanor from the moment she clocked in. 

“Good work, Aya-san. And… Marika-chan too,” Momo-san, who was wearing a cute outfit, murmured softly while passing by me. This was the final push. 

“Yes, Momo-san! Please take care of me today too! I’m glad to be working with Momo-san.” 

Momo-san chuckled, her lips curling into a smile. “Ooh, you’re saying such impressive things in front of your sweetheart. But well, make sure you don’t get too carried away and burn out.” 

“Yes!” I replied cheerfully, full of energy. It was dangerously fun. 

For humans, recovering emotions from a negative state is challenging, especially when the person you despise is still there. In such cases, your hatred finds reasons to persist, regardless of how trivial it may seem. Once you invest your energy in confronting those reasons, it becomes difficult to simply withdraw and back off.

That’s why Momo-san, who started to talk to me more, was on the verge of becoming close. Finding various ways to earn favor from others… It makes you feel alive! 

After seeing Momo-san enter the changing room, I gazed at Aya with sparkling eyes and made a declaration. “So, Aya, I think we can become friends soon, so please watch over us!” 

“Marika, it’s not that I think it’s not amazing… It’s just, well, I’m a bit taken aback.” 

“Why!?” 

And so, as promised, I became close with Momo-san. 

By the end of our second shift, “Ah, Marika-chan, take care of Aya-san for me. Oh, and let’s go clothes shopping together sometime!” 

“Eh, Momo-senpai, are you really that free from replying to rejection emails?” 

“What are you saying! I’ll capture the interviewer’s heart this time for sure!” 

“Hahaha, Momo-senpai is cute, so they’ll fall for you easily.” 

And thus, our relationship became one where we exchanged lighthearted jabs. 

On our way back toward Shinjuku Station, Aya, who had been holding my hand, was wearing an expression reminiscent of a person from the Sengoku[5] period looking at Nanbanjin[6]. Come to think of it, she had been wearing that expression all day.

“Marika… I didn’t realize you could change your attitude so blatantly like that…” 

“Eh? Well, I think I do it quite often even at school.” 

However, since this was the first time I had become close to someone who was originally acquainted with Aya, perhaps it left a different impression on her? 

I increased my stride and swung our clasped hands while walking. 

“You see, I like to have fun, so if it means getting along with everyone, I have to take the initiative. Of course, I do it for my own enjoyment, but if things are tense between Momo-san and me, Aya would also feel uncomfortable, right?” 

“Y-Yeah…” Ayaka replied, wearing a face that said, ‘I understand it in my head,’ with her eyebrows furrowed. 

“For some reason… girls are scary.” 

“Why!?” 

Even though I had tried so hard!? My voice echoed through the streets of Shinjuku at night.

 

***

 

“Mari, how’s it been since then?” 

After finishing homeroom at school, as I masked up and prepared myself for work, Chisaki and Yume called out to me. “If your part-time job seems tough, we’ll help too!” 

“Yep, like a true friendship!” 

A big smile spread across my face beneath the mask. “Well then, I’d like you to take over my hay fever for me.” 

““That’s impossible.”” They both rejected me in unison. Dammit. 

Well, I took some allergy medication after lunch, so I should be fine for a while… I’ll overcome drowsiness with sheer willpower. And for that, I need to boost my energy! 

“Well, it’s fine, I’m doing alright! I’m putting my experience in customer service to good use, and managing somehow. And you know what? It’s actually really fun every day.”

“Ehhh!? For real!?”

“Well, yeah, looking at you, it kind of feels that way. You’re full of vitality.” Chisaki glanced at me from head to toe, so I proudly puffed out my chest. 

“Life is like a challenge, you know? I think I’m at my highest energy level when I’m trying something new. Boredom is definitely the enemy. And pollen.” 

“Pollen has nothing to do with it, right?” Chisaki interjected, laughing. Well, it’s not a joke, but that’s the most unbearable part for me… If only it weren’t spring right now, I could have increased my performance by 80%. 

Just then, Aya, who had finished preparing, called out to me. “Sorry for the wait, Marika. Let’s go together—” 

”—Hey, Marika-chan!” Someone interrupted. It was Yuzuki-chan.

“Let’s go to karaoke after school today!” 

“Ehh? Ah, sorry, I have my part-time job.”

At that moment, I saw Aya with-drawing her hand in slow motion, on the other side of Yuzuki-chan. 

Hey, come on!

“Ah, that’s right. Marika-chan mentioned starting a new part-time job recently, right? That’s so amazing. You’re such a hard worker. Oh, hey, speaking of which, Yuzuki found a really great cafe near the school the other day~. Let’s go together sometime~” 

Whether Yuzuki-chan realizes or doesn’t realize that she’s being disliked by Aya and Yume, she stayed in place and started talking. She’s too mentally resilient, isn’t she? 

Aya quickly left for the hallway. H-hey! We’re going to the same destination! 

“Sorry, I’m in a hurry! See you later, Chisaki, Yume, Yuzuki-chan! Cya!” 

I flipped my backpack and hurriedly stepped into the hallway. Aya’s figure had already become a tiny speck. She’s so fast on her feet, jeez! 

The groups at school are still divided as ever. When I told Yuzuki-chan that I’m not really fond of being touched, she seemed to decrease the frequency at first, but it didn’t improve much overall.

I could actually be more assertive and give her a strong piece of my mind, but then Chisaki said, “Well, Yume will eventually give in too.” You’re just being lenient because you’re dealing with a cute girl, right? That’s how it is, right? 

Honestly, the lessons from the Asta incident are not being applied at all. Chisaki-chan, the 167-centimeter-tall girl known for her sharp tongue, becomes unable to speak anything other than a soothing voice when it comes to a girl 15 centimeters shorter than her… 

It’s true that there are countless ways to express whether I like or dislike someone, but balancing friendships is actually the most troublesome. Well, that’s just how school is, though! 

I finally caught up to Aya at the area where the shoe lockers are, “Hey, hey, Aya, slow down, you’re so fast…” 

“Ah, it’s already over, Marika.” 

“Ugh…” I took a breath and lined up beside Aya. 

“Chisaki is the one who’s all gooey-eyed over her. I’m just talking to her like a regular friend.” 

“…Sorry.” 

Even being apologized to feels somewhat different… 

Aya lowered her gaze and spoke hesitantly, “I always think, Marika, that you’re good at getting along with anyone, no matter where you are. I’m not like that, so I don’t want to create a negative atmosphere if possible.” 

“…So you’ve been avoiding getting involved with her from the beginning?”

Ayaka nodded with a solemn expression. The way she said it made it sound like she had already accepted that Yuzuki-chan would be part of the group. 

“I don’t want to disturb Marika’s world. I love Marika, both the part of her that does things I can’t do and the part of her that shines brightly in our class. It’s not a bother, so don’t worry.”

“I-I see.” I thought Aya would start hurling insults at Yuzuki-chan like Yume… 

But it seems Aya is making an effort not to show her jealousy… I think that’s a point of effort for Aya…

Since it doesn’t seem like she intends to come back to the group, I’m afraid of letting her accumulate too much inside… We do have a precedent of being taken to an empty classroom, after all… If that’s the case, at least we should find some release somewhere… 

But we’re both in a period of abstinence now! 

Why are we even abstaining…? Well, it’s to reassess each other more calmly… Ah, and part of the reason Aya is quiet is ’cuz she’s in the middle of receiving her punishment from me… Though we are sharing the pain together…

No, no, that’s not it! We don’t have to immediately associate it with something lewd! Just going out together or shopping is enjoyable enough! Aya should know that too! 

“Um, Aya, if you’re free on the next day off, would you like to…” I gently touched Aya’s back. Then Aya startled me by jumping back so forcefully. Eh? 

“A-Aya?” 

“…Wh-What?” 

Her face was red. Probably mine too… 

…Perhaps.

“Aya-san, um, you’re still abstaining, right?” 

Aya looked embarrassed and avoided eye contact. 

“That’s true. It’s a promise after all.”





    
      
    


    


…No, I couldn’t forget about it. I nodded weakly. 

“Yeah… Endure, we have to endure…” 

I felt a sudden sense of emptiness as if the break time I thought would last another five minutes had abruptly come to an end. 

“…Yeah.” 

Ehh…I mean, can I really endure this…!? 

I want to cover my face with my hands. The feeling of shame is rising up to my throat. Ugh, what’s wrong with me… Why did I become so lewd… 

No, it’s not like that. It’s Aya, she’s too erotic. It’s not my fault. This is definitely Aya’s fault!

Just walking normally, but the allure emanating from Aya is so intense. It’s because of Aya’s erotic presence that I can’t help but feel excited inside and avoid looking at her—

—Wait, this is the perverted reasoning Ayaka mentioned before, isn’t it!? 

I was shocked. 

What happened to Sakakibara Marika! I mean, I can release my physical energy through work. When I go home, I’m completely exhausted and fall asleep right away. But when I’m faced with the real Aya, it’s like everything is different, and I get dragged along by Aya… 

“Ah, just one more week, right?” 

“…Yeah, it’ll be fine.” 

We head towards Shinjuku as if encouraging each other on a long race. Surely, we’ll keep our pent-up feelings to ourselves… 

Seriously, who came up with the idea of abstinence!? Idiot! Idiot! Sakakibara Marika! 

Today marks the fourth day of my part-time job.

By the way, yesterday I was with Ageha-san. 

Ageha-san is 24 years old and works as a dental hygienist. She has a clean and elegant appearance, and I thought to myself, “There are only beautiful people in this bar, huh? Did they hire based on looks?”

She kindly and meticulously taught me even the smallest details. It really felt like pure love. If everyone were like Momo-san, it would be so fulfilling! That’s what I thought, but she completely dispelled all my wariness. Yep, like removing tartar… 

With that in mind, we arrived at the bar. Aya unlocked the door and deactivated the security system, probably something like Secom[7], and we entered inside.

The bar remained as it was after closing, except for minimal tidying up. 

Usually, Karen-san stays late to prepare for the next day and do other things, but currently, the adult staff come in earlier in exchange for leaving earlier, and Aya and I take care of the time-consuming cleanup before opening, following this irregular shift schedule. 

So, after changing into the bartender’s uniform, Aya started working busily, and I began with cleaning. 

When I finished cleaning the restroom and returned, Aya was checking the quantities of alcohol and juice with a serious expression, holding a notebook in her hand. 

It’s like getting a fluttery feeling from seeing a different side of your working partner, I’ve heard that kind of story before… I nodded in agreement within my heart. I understand…

Aya is usually laid-back at school, not involved in committees or clubs, and when she’s with me, it’s like we’re in lovers mode. So, seeing her earnestly working like this, it’s something that can only be seen at the bar. 

I remember when I was deciding whether to work part-time at a family restaurant, Aya invited me, saying, “How about working together at the bar?”

Looking back, it was probably a question like, “Why would Karen-san hire so many underage staff?” Either way… I’m really glad I didn’t agree back then. Because if I saw Aya like this every day, I wouldn’t be able to focus on work at all. 

Sigh…My girlfriend, the ultimate average… So beautiful… 

“Marika, is something wrong?” 

“No!” 

Without realizing it, my hands had stopped! This is why I’m glad I chose to work at a family restaurant! 

“Ah, somehow, I just thought that the cleanup today was more thorough than yesterday.” 

“Yeah, you’re right. Ageha-san stayed behind. She even set up the counter a bit.” 

“She’s a mature and nice person, isn’t she? Beautiful and truly like a beautiful onee-san.” 

“Yeah, Ageha-san is a good person. For the most part.” 

“Oh, is she Aya’s favorite coworker?” 

“If it were up to me… Maybe Shiori-san.” 

I haven’t met her yet. “Is she a good person?” 

“I think she’s the only sensible person in this bar.” 

“Only one.”

You’re not that morally corrupt, right? Especially with Karen-san around.

While working, I recall the name written on the hastily prepared shift schedule. 

“Today, it’s Towa-san, right? I wonder what kind of person she is. I’m looking forward to it.”

Then, after a while, I heard Aya’s groans. “Oh right… Towa-san today…”

What’s with that reaction? 

“Um, well. What kind of person is she? I have probably seen her face before.” 

“She’s… a good person. But I don’t really want her to get too close to Marika.”

The introduction of “a good person” already sounds like a defensive line to me… 

“What do you mean by that?”

Aya carefully chose her words and confessed. “She has some bad traits in her personality, I think…”

I see? 

“Then, if Chisaki’s bad traits are 100, what about Towa-san?” 

“Around 530,000.” 

“Isn’t that person already a mafia boss or something!?”

My scream echoed in the store before opening. What kind of person is Towa-san to make Aya say such things…

The bar where two high school girls work opened safely today as well. Since it’s a weekday, there’s a decent number of customers. And it’s the fourth day on the job, so I’ve gotten used to recommending non-alcoholic drinks.

Around 7 pm, the infamous Towa-san arrived. “Heyo and good job~! Nice to meet you, high school girl-chan.”

She was a feminine-style woman who seemed like an elegant college student living in Tokyo. She had bright hair like silk, styled in a bob cut that fell down, and she was slightly taller than us. And with the heels she was wearing, it was obvious that she had a great figure.

In terms of appearance alone, she could become a weather presenter right away. Her flawless beauty leaves no room for imperfections. Unlike Momo-san, who had a friendly aura, or Ageha-san, whose smile was gentle, Towa-san gives off a strong, charismatic impression. 

“Ah, um, nice to meet you. Er, I’m…”

Towa-san smiled and naturally took over without interrupting my words. “Oh, I know. I was also present at Aya-chan’s wedding. It was absolutely beautiful, wasn’t it? I wish we could have it every Christmas.”

“Um… that’s a bit embarrassing.” 

“Ahaha, seeing your embarrassed look, all the customers were delighted. Everyone here is just a bunch of unreliable adults. Anyway, let’s do our best at work today, too.” 

“Y-Yes.”

Towa-san waved her hand and entered the back room. She’s skilled at involving others into her pace. She genuinely seems talented at customer service.

While I was serving customers on the floor, Towa-san changed into the bartender uniform and stood behind the counter. When the tall and elegant Towa-san stands side by side with Aya, it truly feels like the essence of the night. Yep, it’s a bar where beautiful women serve…

As soon as Towa-san arrived, the alcohol orders came pouring in, and it instantly became busy.

Aya and Towa-san prepared drinks one after another, and I delivered them. Taking orders and relaying them to the counter. Providing service to ensure customers have a pleasant time and radiating smiles.

As the operation of the bar smoothly falls into place, a pleasant feeling arises. I want to entertain people, create a comfortable atmosphere, and in this bar, my desire is being fulfilled rapidly.

Working at a bar… it’s fun…

After about an hour, the shop started to calm down.

When there was a lull in customers, I asked Aya to take a break, and I decided to strike up a conversation with Towa-san. It’s not that I have a morbid curiosity or anything, but if we don’t start talking, it would be awkward. 

“So, Towa-san, you’re a college student too, right?” 

“Yeppp, I’m in graduate school.”

The prestigious women’s university Towa-san mentioned was well-known, even to me. Eh, impressive. 

“How is university life? Is it really different from high school?” 

“Righteo, it is different. University students are all pretty different from each other. By the way, I started off majoring in Human Development, but then I changed my field and now I’m doing research on alkaline phosphatase. Ahaha, you look completely lost.” 

“Uh, yeah….” 

“ALP[8], in short, is an enzyme that flows throughout the body.”

Towa-san explained the specialized content in a simplified manner. When organs are damaged, the amount of alkaline something in the blood increases, and that can indicate the condition of the body. I see. 

“Is it like research that benefits people?” 

“No, no, I’m doing it ’cuz it’s fun. Surprisingly, you know, everything can be enjoyable once you give it a try. You don’t have to worry about what happens afterward. When I was in high school, all I thought about was having fun.” As she said that, Towa-san smiled.

Eh, she seems like a really nice person, just normal. Despite being so cautious because of all the warnings from Aya, she’s actually easy to talk to. I can sense a kind of adult composure in her.

When it was Momo-san, I had to work hard to be liked! But if I can get by without trying too hard, that’s fine too. After all, humans have a limited lifespan.

I feel like I could become close to Towa-san quickly. 

“Towa-san, you used to just play around in high school too. I understand. I feel like I go to school just to meet my friends too.”

We exchanged words with a smile. “Not just friends, but also to meet Aya-chan, right?” 

“Eh? Well, yeah, I mean, it’s not entirely untrue, I guess. Ahaha.”

Then, in the same tone, Towa-san asked me. “Marika-chan, what kind of intimate moments do you have with Aya-chan?” 

“Eh? No, well, I…”

……………. 

“Ehh!?”

I did a double take at Towa-san. She continued as if nothing had happened. “Being in high school must be tough when it comes to finding a place, innit? It would be nice if you could do it at each other’s houses, but going to a hotel every time is expensive, right? Ahh, I used to do it a lot at karaoke, how nostalgic.”

Wait, wait, is it normal to be asked about this so directly!?

The conversation shifted so naturally that I almost blurted out an answer out of momentum!

Internally trembling, I responded. “Um, well, about going to each other’s houses…” 

“Ah, is that so? How nice~” Towa-san smiled brightly.

Eh, how should I even react to this?

But, it’s true that we talk about risqué topics at school. Even though I pretend not to have a boyfriend, girls who do have boyfriends casually talk about their intimate moments from yesterday and such. So, considering that, maybe it’s not such a taboo topic… 

“Ah, but you two go to the same high school, so you should definitely do it at school at least once. Having sex at school is the essence of high school life. And also, if you’re still in high school, you can get away with doing it outdoors with just a warning, so if you haven’t done it yet, now’s the time.” 

“What are you saying?!” I unintentionally raised my voice.

She doesn’t just have a bad personality, she’s a total pervert! Is she like Aya?! 

“Ahahaha, your reaction is so innocent and cute.”

Towa-san burst into laughter, but her eyes weren’t laughing… 

“I’m starting to like you. How about spending a night with an older woman? I’ll take you to a luxurious hotel. Don’t worry, I’ll make sure to make it painful for you.” 

“Shouldn’t you normally be gentle!?” I shivered and hugged myself.

This person is the predator… I feel an instinctual fear. 

“No, I’m dating Aya…” 

“That’s even better. The thought of Aya-chan unaware of her lover moaning in pleasure… Just imagining how our serious and hardworking Aya-chan would feel a dark excitement mixed with frustration, it’s so exciting.” She spoke with a smile. It seems like she’ll keep on going even though I’m disgusted.

“Is Towa-san a dangerous person…?” 

“Eh, yes, is that so?” 

“And you even affirmed it…” 

“I want to give everyone different first-time experiences. Isn’t life about experiences? I want them to think, ‘I didn’t know this, my world has changed.’ So, rather than saying I’m a dangerous person, I’m more like a person filled with a spirit of service.” Smiling, Towa-san looked like a devil. 

“Momo-san was such a good person!” 

“I know, right? Momo-chan is cute, like a baby.”

Towa-san and Momo-san are probably only two years apart in age…

Just then, Aya returned from her break. “Towa-san.”

Whether she realized we were having an inappropriate conversation or if Towa-san is simply someone who only engages in such conversations, I don’t know, but Aya interrupted and squeezed herself between us.

“Now that I think about it you can’t, Marika. She’s mine, you know.” 

“Ahaha, don’t make that scary face, Aya-chan. I know, I’ll make sure to give you proper compensation for just the taste. If you want, I can even show you the whole play through video call. Hmm, maybe to deepen the love between the two of you, should I become the villain? Well, it can’t be helped!” 

“Wait, hold on! Wait, Aya! I’m fine! Nothing happened to me! Why are you dragging Towa-san out and what are you gonna do!? That’s assault, and you’ll get arrested for it! Aya-san!”

On my fourth day working at the bar, I found myself desperately holding onto Aya. The only consolation was that the customers listening at the counter burst into laughter.

 

***

 

“I see, so it was Towa… I’m sorry.” 

“No, Nana-san shouldn’t be the one to apologize…”

The next day, a beautiful woman with short hair, Nana-san, arrived at the bar. 

She was even taller than Towa-san, standing at over 170 centimeters, and exuded a cool and attractive aura. It was understandable why customers would be excited the moment she showed up. She seemed to have the most fans at the bar.

I heard she worked at a fashion store and had a punkish appearance with jangling earrings. However, when someone like her wore the bartender uniform with the top buttoned up, it had a surprisingly sexy charm. It’s no wonder she became popular.

As the weekend approached, the bar became even more bustling. Surprisingly, the orders for alcoholic and non-alcoholic drinks were about evenly split. Perhaps it’s because the bar has gained a reputation for being enjoyable even without drinking alcohol? Thanks to that, Aya seemed busier than ever.

I also took orders, cleared glasses, and served customers, while walking around the hall. However, unlike in a family restaurant, the interior of the bar was compact, and it seemed inappropriate to rush around too much. So, I tried to move with grace and elegance.

By the way, Aya and Nana-san behind the counter seemed to have the additional responsibility of chatting with customers seated at the counter while making drinks.

For the past few days, I’ve been listening to what Aya has been talking about. She talks about things like school, the lovely Karen-san, the people at the bar, or current events. She speaks more attentively and efficiently than usual, and it warms my heart to see her working so hard.

However, it seems that Aya often takes on the role of the listener. She earnestly listens and empathizes while diligently nodding along to the complaints of the tired women at work. It went something like this: 

“Aya-chan, I want to quit my job… I want to quit… I want to go somewhere else. Oh, I know, I want to become a cat. If I become a cat, I want Aya-chan to take care of me.”

“I see… But I’m sorry, Eba-san, pets are not allowed where I live…”

“Then at this bar!”

“We can’t have cats in a restaurant… Um, if you’re looking for an adoptive home, there are posters for that…”

“Uuu, Aya-chan, you’re so kind… Well then, please take care of me… My favorite sushi topping is salmon with onion mayo, so please give me that every day…”

“Oh, onions are not good for cats, you know.”

I don’t know how to put it, but Aya, who earnestly deals with any annoying interactions, is such a wonderfully kind and adorable person, even from my perspective as someone the same age. No wonder she’s popular.

I couldn’t help but feel the paradise was built on the continuous efforts of the bar staff…

Today, I thought there wouldn’t be much time for the staff to chat among themselves, but surprisingly, it wasn’t like that. As dinner time passed, the number of couples started to increase. 

Since the couples are leisurely enjoying their date, it’s best to leave them alone. The dimly lit interior of the bar sometimes allows glimpses of women kissing next to each other at the table, which can be a bit surprising.

The bar exudes an atmosphere with a hint of sensuality. It would be awkward to wander around the floor in this situation, so I returned to the counter. Nana-san happened to be free at that moment, having just sent Aya on a break. Although I found myself talking to Nana-san again in Aya’s absence, I wasn’t cautioned against approaching her, so I assumed it was okay.

Standing next to Nana-san, who was polishing glasses, I quietly spoke up. “Um, Nana-san.”

“Ah, wait a moment”

“Huh? Um, okay.”

I wondered what was happening as Nana-san went to the back, and then I noticed that the BGM[9], playing in the bar had changed. It had shifted to a slower tempo, creating a moody ambiance compared to earlier.

Nana-san quickly returned.

“Whoa, so you can freely change the music like this in a bar.”

“Yep, that’s correct. We observe the customers and make slight adjustments like dimming the lights or setting the ambiance. Usually, Karen-san handles it.”

“I see, I see,” I was impressed and nodded repeatedly. 

It would be fun if we could do something like that at a family restaurant. For example, playing Anpanman[10] when lots of children come in.

“By the way, Nana-san, are you close with Towa-san?” I asked, inquiring about the apology I received instead of Towa-san.

Nana-san’s sensual beauty was momentarily overshadowed, and she emphatically denied it, saying, “No, not at all.”

Her denial was stronger than I expected. O-okay.

“Just that we’ve known each other for a while.”

“Ehhh, have you been friends since high school?”

“…That’s right, something like that” 

I couldn’t help but feel sorry for her. “It seems… tough” 

Nana-san sighed as if exhaling smoke from a cigarette. ”…It was tough.”

Even though she claimed they were just having fun, she was probably a prominent girl in their class, just like me. The problem was the way she stood out.

As if recalling Towa-san’s misdeeds behind her closed eyelids, Nana-san murmured, “The high school Towa attended was a so-called prestigious girls’ school, and she behaved like a queen there. However, for some reason, she had a lot of popularity. She was good at deceiving people.”

For some reason, Nishida Reina’s face came to my mind.

“Behaving like a queen, you say”

“I didn’t go to the same school, so I didn’t witness it firsthand, but she was known for juggling multiple relationships. She even got involved with young teachers and greatly disrupted the school’s morals.” 

“Hieee…” I gasped in astonishment.

Even the image of Nishida Reina in my mind sighed and silently shook her head, as if saying, “That’s unbelievable.” It wasn’t just about having a bad personality, it was downright wicked.

And then, the woman sitting at the counter puckered her lips and said, “That’s a terrible misunderstanding. I loved everyone, and everyone loved me back.”

I let out a gasp, “Oh my…”

“Towa-san why are you here…” I asked, instinctively hiding in Nana-san’s shadow.

Towa-san, dressed in a modest outfit that blended into the night in Shinjuku, looked like a Tyrannosaurus rex wearing a swan’s skin.

“Don’t be so wary, Marika-chan. Everything’s fine. We just came here to have a drink in private” 

“You’re the one who did something to make people wary,” Nana-san retorted sharply. She was absolutely right.

“Now, now, you two, that’s enough of your close relationship. Ah, Nana-chan, could you make something for me too?” Another woman sitting next to Towa-san joined the conversation.

I hadn’t noticed her because of her casual attire. “Oh, Ageha-san too?”

Ageha-san, one of the bar staff, is usually a kind woman working as a dental hygienist during the day. Both Towa-san and Ageha-san had done a perfect job with their nighttime Shinjuku makeup, enhancing their glamour. It was quite a sight to behold.

“So you both came here to have fun,” I commented, realizing it was a common occurrence for friends to visit each other’s workplaces. Even as adults, they still did such things. It made me feel a sense of closeness, if only for a moment.

It really came across that they truly loved this bar. They would even come to hang out with colleagues on their days off. 

“I came here to drink Naa-chan’s Little Princess. Oh, and another round, please,” Ageha-san said and then explained, “There’s a cocktail called Manhattan, and this one is a variation where you replace the whiskey with rum.” 

Ho!

“Bartender-san do you remember the recipes for all the cocktails?”

“It’s impossible to remember all of them,” Ageha-san laughed. “Even for the standard classic cocktails, there are hundreds of them. And each cocktail has its own variations. I’m still studying myself.”

“Hundreds! Wait, so you have to remember even the ones not listed on the menu?”

“It’s not necessary to remember them all, but it’s cool if you do. I think Karen-san remembers the most variations here at our bar.” 

Hiee, that’s amazing. 

It must be cool to respond to a customer who suddenly asks, “Can you make ○○?” and be able to say, “Sure, I can.” 

If this were a family restaurant and someone suddenly asked, “Can you make Indian curry?” I’d be like, “What kind of customer is this?” Bartenders have it tough.

“Bartenders have a lot to remember. When regular customers come in, you have to remember their taste preferences and have topics to talk about with them. I’m not good at remembering faces… Aya-chan-senpai always takes notes after finishing a conversation.”

“Ah, I’ve seen that too,” I said, recalling seeing her jotting things down during breaks. I’ve always been good at remembering people’s faces… but I wonder about Aya?

Well, Aya actually has an incredible memory when it comes to things she’s interested in. It might just be that she struggles with communication, but she manages to handle those aspects quite well.

Towa-san intertwined her arm with Ageha-san’s and laughed. “Hey, Marika-chan, we’re going out to have some fun.” 

“Heh, is that so? Going out now… like, right now?” 

It was already 8 pm, and it seemed like they would just eat and drink and then go home.

Then Ageha-san fluttered her hand and smiled. “Yes, Towa-chan and I are about to conquer a love hotel in Shinjuku after a while.” 

The distance between the two of them suddenly narrowed, and when Towa-san turned her face, Ageha-san turned hers as well. They openly gave each other a light kiss.

Ehhh?! 

“Are Towa-san and Ageha-san dating!?” 

Both of them had the characteristic happy smile of someone who’s had a few drinks. 

“Eh, we aren’t dating?”

“Yeah, we’re good friends. Well, we do have sex together sometimes.”

Just a friend!!!

It was the first time I saw something like this in person. No, Karen-san and Asta were like that too…? I’m not sure, but I’m starting to feel excited! 

Towa-san raised an eyebrow and peered down at Ageha-san. “Oh, friends with benefits, huh? Don’t you mean ‘I’m the only one being made to feel good?”

“Eh, um, that’s it~” Ageha-san starts to panic and fumble around. She sweats and smiles with narrowed eyes. “I was worried it would be embarrassing in front of Marika-chan…” 

“You love embarrassing things, Ageha.” 

Towa-san twirls Ageha-san’s hair around her finger. Ageha-san places her hand on her flushed cheek and giggled shyly. “When it feels good, I just can’t resist… I’m like that. Marika-chan, you have those moments too, right?” 

“Eh?! Well, I’m not so sure!” 

Indeed, when I look back at myself, I realize I can be easily influenced…!

Ageha-san smiles and lets out a warm sigh. “When it starts to feel good, everything else just doesn’t matter anymore. That’s always been the case for me. Even though I know it’s wrong, my mind just floats away in an instant. It’s like my head gets filled with the scent of beautiful flowers.” 

“That’s why Ageha is always involved in cheating and affairs,” Towa-san exposed Ageha-san’s lack of ethics even further.

This person is also quite something too! I thought you were a kind, considerate, and wonderful older sister figure Ageha-san… 

“Ehhh, I never make a move on someone who already has a partner. If I’m charmed by someone and think they’re amazing, they usually turn out to have a lover. But what can I do? If all the people in the world were born at the same time, I would behave properly too”

Perhaps it’s because of the alcohol, but Ageha-san became talkative. 

“Ummm…” I raised my hand timidly, and both of them looked at me.

“Why do adults have friends with benefits and such? Is it not possible for two people to simply be in a monogamous relationship?” 

Towa-san and Ageha-san laughed. Were they mocking me?! 

“Well, Marika…” 

“Don’t call me plainly like that, Towa-san. It gives me creeps.” 

“Marika-chan,” Towa-san said with a smirk on her face like a crescent moon and continued, “You see, when you’re in a relationship during high school compared to when you’re an adult, the weight of the relationship is completely different. Just like how the basal metabolic rate[11] decreases with age, the peak energy capacity a human can have is during their youth. After that, you have to rely on the experiences you’ve gained and navigate things skillfully.”

Even though it was explained in a scientific way, I still don’t quite understand…

“In other words, relationships come with responsibilities. It’s the same with Karen-san, right? Even though she plays around so much on a regular basis, she can’t easily make a phone call to her main partner, how cute. That’s because there’s accumulated time and history behind it.” 

“…In other words, confessing your feelings becomes more difficult in a one-year unrequited love compared to a one-month unrequited love because it carries more weight, and that’s why it’s difficult to gather the courage.”

“Is that it? That ‘weight’ grows even more as the years go by, as we become increasingly tangled and complex beings. With such complexities, it’s not easy to simply have casual sex, right? That’s why people have friends with benefits.”

“Wish they would just be honest and straightforward…”

Ageha-san nodded in agreement, to the words I muttered.

“That’s why for me, if I fell in love I’d properly say ‘I love you, please go out’ to affirm my pure intention.”

“And yet, Ahega-san will end up having another affair.”

“Because… No one honestly says, ‘I’m already in a relationship,’”

It’s not like that is a valid excuse…

At least, there are a lot of rules when it comes to high school romance. Even if you’re free to deviate from those rules, rumors about rule-breakers spread like wildfire, and the person in question ends up suffering the consequences.

But it seems like the rules of adult romance are determined by the individuals involved. I suppose that’s because it’s not a framework like school.

Even so, it’s like my mouth won’t close because I’m so amazed at how much freedom there is…

“I’m just saying it as a general observation,” Towa-san placed her hand on her cheek and smiles mischievously. “My hobby is unleashing people’s desires, so if I have to date someone for that, I’ll do it with no problem at all. Of course, that being said, I also love sex.”

Towa-san and Ageha-san sitting at the counter put their heads together in unison and said, “Oh,”

““What was that responsibility talk earlier all about…?”” they asked.

Two glasses were handed over from the side.

It’s Nana-san. She sighs heavily. “Do you guys enjoy teasing minors?” 

““It’s fun.”” The two of them stick out peace signs.

…Ehhh, I was being teased!? Where did that come from!?





    
      
    


    


“Well then, I guess you two are just regular friends after all.” 

“No, we really are friends with benefits. It’s true that Ageha is a masochist and enjoys being trained by me, and it’s also true that teasing and playing with Marika-chan is fun.” 

“It’s all true, Nana-san!”

Nana-san turns around. She groans, saying, “I want a cigarette.”

Ageha-san looks somewhat embarrassed and yet pleased, saying, “Marika-chan found out that I’m a masochist…” She fidgets uncomfortably.

I became intensely curious about what adults mean by being a masochist, but if I ask, it might stir up trouble, so I keep my mouth shut.

Beside me, Towa-san smiled mischievously. “Speaking of which, Naa-chan, you act all sensible by yourself, but I know. That girl who came to the bar the other day, you took her home, didn’t you? Even though you said you wouldn’t get involved with customers…”

I take a step back from Nana-san. Nana-san is also an adult in this bar… 

“No, it’s different. That girl was originally a fan of my band, and that’s why she started coming to the bar. It was meant to keep her quiet, reluctantly.”

“So you reluctantly slept with a girl? Ehhh? Ew, how unfaithful.” 

“Did that two-timing girl say something?”

“I want to meet a girl who can accept all of my deep love. Ah.” Towa-san’s eyes sparkle with laughter as she locks onto me. “I may have found one.”

Gulp…!





“Well, Aya-chan is usually so guarded, which makes her devotion and love seem profound, don’t you think? And Marika-chan, who has captured Aya-chan’s attention, seems like a really great catch, don’t you think? What do you think of my deduction?”

“No no no, I’m really just an ordinary high school girl.”

“Well, there might be some truth to that.”

Betrayed by Nana-san, I found myself in a desperate situation. “Marika-san, everything in life is an experience. How about it? With me.” 

“I’m sorry, but I’m already dating someone!” 

“Without experiencing someone else, you wouldn’t know just how amazing Aya-chan is?” 

“To me, Aya is the most amazing person in the world, so it’s okay!” 

“Jeez, come on, you two. Stop bullying high school girls too much.”

Finally, I received a lifeline. Ah, it’s Ageha-san… As expected, she’s the conscience of this bar…!

Ageha-san smiles gently like a saint. “So, Marika-chan. How about going to a hotel with this onee-san who is the kindest among us?” 

“It’s a trap?!” As I shout, the three of them laugh as if revealing the truth.

In the end, I was being teased the whole time from the beginning. 

Adults! The adults are always like this! Adults~~~!

“Aya… You’ve been working at that bar, and yet you managed to grow up so upright…” 

“Not really, but…”

Aya and I are on our way back home from Shinjuku.

I feel completely exhausted today… and it’s not from work, either… After being used as fodder for the drunken idiots all night, I feel completely drained.

After that, Towa-san and Ageha-san kept joking around for a while. I want to call them drunken fools, but it seems like they would do the same things even without alcohol…

I took a break and when I came back, they were gone. They must have gone to a hotel. And by now… Ugh, I’m starting to imagine various things. No, no, I should stop. 

“You’ve been teased so much, haven’t you? Aya too.” 

“Hmm, yeah. Especially by Towa-san.” 

“She’s like a vampire who enjoys seeing people’s disgusted faces.” 

“What’s that? You’re right, though.” Aya giggles softly. She’s cute. Aya is the only one who comforts me. I love her. 

“When it’s one-on-one, I think everyone is a good person…” 

“I’m not so sure about that, I would say,” I deliberately drop my shoulders and sigh. “I’ve perfectly understood the reason why your view of romance is so different from that of a high school student. Working in an environment like that, it’s no wonder.” 

“Being a bartender means not only entertaining customers with conversations at the counter, but also hearing about the word ‘breakup’ at least twice a day.”

It happens frequently… Breakups are too familiar… 

“In high school, dating and breaking up is like a major entertainment. Confessions are like a reality show on a school-wide scale, and even before that, there’s a big excitement like ‘Huh, does that person have a crush? I wonder who it is, maybe someone in the next class… No way!’” 

“In a bar, a lot of people start with a physical relationship. Like, ‘We tried sleeping together, but our physical compatibility wasn’t great… or rather, we’re both like cats[12], so it became awkward and uncertain…’” As I imitate the performance of a dreamy maiden, Aya mutters in a tone that represents a worn-out adult. 

Our worlds are so different.

“I wonder why adults don’t take things step by step…”

“I think it becomes troublesome to explore how the other person feels about you and gradually get to know each other. I can understand that feeling to some extent.” 

“Well, Aya, you didn’t hesitate to get involved with my feelings…”

That’s right, come to think of it, Aya is also on the adult side!

Fuwa Aya, the girl who initially approached me with a physical relationship. I have mixed feelings about that. It’s not something I should be saying, considering I fell for it completely… 

“On the contrary, maybe it’s the adults who are emotionally fragile and can’t handle the first step to romance.” 

“That is, in what way?”

As Shinjuku Station approaches, the number of people increases. We let go of each other’s hands and make our way through the crowd towards the ticket gates. 

“Thinking about how the other person feels about you, how they perceive you… those delicate interactions can be really emotionally draining.” 

“I understand it can be tough, but…”

I remember myself. Well, indeed, back then, my mental state became unstable, and I even said things like “Please hold me,” to Karen-san… I’m sorry, I won’t do that again. 

“If I could, I would prefer to ignore those things. It seems like they are under a lot of stress from work and family matters.” 

“Lacking composure, huh?” 

“Maybe.” 

If Aya, who has listened to the stories of many people as a bartender, says so, then it must be true. But I find it hard to accept that high school students have more emotional composure than adults.

Why is that, I wonder. As I wait for the train with Aya on the platform, I make a confused expression. 

“But even so, engaging in physical contact with others as if it’s just a game… It seems insincere to me. I don’t understand it.” 

I guess when you only have feelings for one person. You want to cherish that person and be cherished in return. Even if the amount of love isn’t balanced, you just want to be a priority to them. 

On the way back home at night or when taking a bath, you want them to think of you in those random moments. Because that’s how it is for me with Aya.

Feelings are feelings, and physicality is physicality. I don’t really understand the notion of separating emotions and physical desires. For me, they go hand in hand. I only want to be intimate with one person. No matter who tempts me, I can’t even imagine anyone other than Aya. It’s impossible.

Somehow… when I remembered it, I start to feel angry inside. 

“That was cruel, Towa-san… Saying things like ‘You should experience others too’ as a joke, I get it. It was meant to tease me, right? But still, isn’t it unfair to imply that I’m inexperienced just because I’m devoted to Aya?!” 

“That’s true.” 

“It’s not about the number of people I’ve been with! It’s not about quantity, it’s about quality! Sure, I’ve only been in a relationship with one person, but we’re the best couple!” The words that escaped in frustration spread to those around us. “I don’t think it’s possible, but… you haven’t done that right, Aya?” 

“Eh? With Towa-san?”

“Yeah… Well, not only Towa-san but anyone else too.” I observe Aya’s demeanor. As I gazed through the glass, his profile appeared somewhat hazy. I started to wonder if perhaps she misunderstood something, so I added some words.

“It’s not like I’m getting anxious or anything, but, well, you know, there’s a possibility that you were forcibly dragged along by those people, and stuff. Isn’t that a possibility!?”

Wait, what am I hoping to achieve by asking this? What if Aya says, “Yeah, I’ve had experiences”? I don’t want to hear either a confirmation or a denial.

Just when I thought it was over… Aya softly opens her mouth. 

“I haven’t done it.” 

“Really!? Only with Karen-san and Asta!?” 

“Y-Yeah.”

I stare at Aya, nodding in confirmation. Which one is it…? Is it a gentle lie to reassure me… or is it the truth…?

No way! I hate it! I hate not being able to take Aya’s words at face value! 

“Uuuu… From now on, I’m going to put a bug[13] on Aya…” 

“Fine, whatever…” 

“Why is it fine? You should have said something! Even if we’re lovers we need to protect each other’s privacy!” 

“What’s the matter?”

Aya looked puzzled. Lately, it feels like I’ve been causing Aya nothing but confusion. After venting my emotions for a while, I finally start to calm down. 

As I calm down, I become concerned about Aya, who is sitting beside me, keeping her mouth shut. Oops, did I say too much…? I ended up belittling the bar like this which is very important to Aya.

We arrive at the Keio Line platform at Shinjuku Station. I stop in my tracks and bow my head slightly to Aya. 

”…No, I’m sorry, Aya. I guess I was just daydreaming, and I said that without thinking. I really do like the bar, and I enjoy working there.”

Then, Aya pinches my hand lightly. “Hey, Marika, ” Aya smiles calmly, not getting angry or sad. “Let’s go on a date tomorrow.” 

“Of course, that’s fine.”

By the way, tomorrow is Saturday, and it’s my first day off from work in a week. Since it’s the weekend, the other girls who have the day off from work and university will be on shift.

I wonder if she’s trying to cheer me up a little because I seemed down. 

“Yeah, I wanted to do that too.” 

“Shall we go to Shinjuku?”

I’ve been going there every day lately… 

“Is there somewhere you want to go?” 

“Yeah, there’s a place I want to take you to, Marika.”

I board the train that has arrived. Aya, unusually assertive, continues the conversation. “So, make sure to dress cute, Marika.”

A beautiful smile appears on Aya’s face, and a faint nostalgic scent lingers in the air. 

Those were the words that reminded me of the time before Aya and I started dating.

 

***

 

Evening at Shinjuku Station, Shin-Minami Exit.

After sleeping soundly until early afternoon on my rare day off, I got ready and came to Shinjuku. I don’t know where I’ll be taken, but I made sure to dress appropriately for Shinjuku at night. 

When we first started dating, I remember boldly attempting to come here with the casual school-girl makeup look and failing miserably. Since then, I’ve been practicing here and there, and now I feel like I can confidently stand next to Aya as a Shinjuku girl without feeling embarrassed.

The key is to apply eyeliner and mascara brightly and distinctly. For foundation, I went for a matte finish with a pearly base. I’m still figuring out the shading technique, though. Since the overall look tends to be a bit flashy, I’ve learned to choose more mature-looking clothes so as not to be overshadowed.

However, if I try to create an atmosphere with accessories like bags or shoes, I’ll always find that no matter how much money I have, it’s never enough. So, I’ve learned to cover it up with creativity rather than compromise.

The Shin-Minami Exit is a spot in Shinjuku with fewer pick-up attempts, so I’ve been using it frequently for meetups lately. While fiddling with my smartphone, I wait for Aya. Before long, Aya arrives right on time. 

“Sorry to keep you waiting, Marika.” 

“Oh…”

“Sorry to keep you waiting, Marika.”

“Ohhh…”

The princess of Shinjuku has arrived. She was so dazzling that I couldn’t help but let out a small voice.

Of course (?), while I’ve been studying makeup at a turtle’s pace, it’s not like Aya has been napping on top of a mountain, waiting for me. On the contrary, she’s been improving day by day and becoming even more beautiful.

It’s frustrating, it’s delightful, and I can’t afford to lose, yet here I am again, unable to be honest. 

“Isn’t there something strange about this?”

“To have such a beautiful girl as my girlfriend, I couldn’t be prouder.”

“Fufu, that’s my line.”

We walk together, hand in hand.

“So, where are we going today? Is it a secret?”

Since there was no specific shoe requirement, I wore ordinary pumps. I figured we wouldn’t be walking around for too long. Aya’s footwear seemed to be similar, so it should be fine.

A short distance from the station, we hold hands. When we try to walk at a weekday pace, the crowdedness of weekend Shinjuku naturally slows us down.

“Do you know how many lesbian bars there are in Shinjuku, Marika?”

“Umm, I wonder how many.”

I had never thought about it.

“But lesbian bars in Shinjuku are famous, right? So, umm, around 20?”

“Currently, there are 11.”

“Heh.”

It’s both a lot and a little. No, but is it actually little? After all, Shinjuku has so many shops.

“There are various kinds of shops, and it’s interesting. When I decided to work at Karen-san’s bar, she took me there. First, I experienced the atmosphere as a customer.”

I got it. “Ah, I see. So, the place you’re taking me today is…” 

“Yeah, I thought I’d guide Marika there. Of course, it’s a place where minors can also go.”

Aya takes my hand. 

Erm, but. I feel a little timid. 

“A lesbian bar is a place where women who like women go, right? It’s fine if Karen-san is already a regular there… But even if it’s for research, going there as if it’s a joke…” 

“?” 

Aya tilts her head curiously. “Marika and I are dating.” 

“Huh? Well, yeah, I know that, but…?” 

After thinking for a moment, I timidly speak up. “If I’m dating Aya, that means I’m automatically a lesbian…?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Hmm~…? Somehow, it doesn’t sit right with me.” 

“Why?” 

“I don’t know!” I shout without shame. Lately, there’s so much I don’t understand. But it’s no use just saying I don’t know, so for now, I’ll try to think for myself. 

“Well, maybe it’s because I’ve only liked boys until now.” 

“I see.” 

“So this is about, hypothetically, if Aya were to get struck by lightning and die, would I fall in love with a man or a woman afterward…”

“That’s a terrible assumption.” Aya chuckles softly.

That’s called sexual orientation, Aya taught me. You know some difficult words, huh. Well, it’s just a hypothetical question because Aya won’t die. Aya is immortal. 

“But I understand what Marika is saying.” 

“In the first place, the shift from considering love between two women as ‘impossible’ to ‘possible’ has only happened within the past year or so…”

In that sense, there might be a sense of guilt or inferiority. 

“By the way, Aya…” 

“I’m a lesbian. I only like women.” 

A strange emotion wells up within me as Aya clearly expresses it. Aya’s first realization of being a lesbian was probably not because of me… 

She must have had a meeting that determined her sexual orientation, and Aya realized she was a lesbian… I guess. It must’ve been fate. 

What kind of…

…Ugh… 

My bad side is coming out again! 

Today is a precious day off, it’s a date with Aya! Think only about the fun things! 

“Well, then, today we’re going to visit that bar!” 

“Yep. Let’s say that even if Marika is straight, she still chose to go out with me right now.” Aya smiles gently. I was captivated for a moment by her elegant smile, like that of a young lady. 

…Even though I’m so in love with a girl, can I really claim to be straight? 

Aya guided me to three different bars. They all seemed to be familiar places for Karen-san, where they would help each other out when they ran out of drinks or supplies. Aya had also come here on errands a few times. 

Every bar we went to, they were delighted to see “Karen-san’s friend.” 

Thinking that while I was competing with Aya at school, aiming for the top spot in class, she was involved in this extraordinary world, I couldn’t help but feel a great difference.

Aya was loved and taken care of by her onee-san’s, was responsible, and did her job properly. No wonder she can only see her schoolmates as children… 

The first place we went to was a cozy little bar with a seven-seat counter. It seemed that the lady behind the counter was managing everything on her own. Curious about what would happen if they needed to use the restroom, I asked, and she said that she would leave it to one of the regular customers at that time. As I chatted with the robust and hearty mama-san, any small worries seemed to vanish into thin air. 

The next place was located inside a building, with a thick door keeping it closed. From the outside, you couldn’t see anything inside, so it seemed impossible for a passerby to enter. However, when the door opened, I was astonished to find a sparkling interior with a spinning mirror ball. Everyone was talking loudly, creating a lively and boisterous atmosphere. It felt like an incredibly luxurious karaoke room.

The last place was a very atmospheric and calm bar. According to Aya, this was the place where the best bartender in the area could skillfully craft drinks. Aya’s dream was to have a special Gin Fizz made for her when she turned twenty. I ordered a non-alcoholic original cocktail, which had a sweet taste with a hint of refreshing zest, a flavor I had never experienced before.

By the time we left the third bar, it was already past 8 pm. I thought it was about time to head home, but Aya seemed to have one more place she wanted to visit. 

“Can we make one more stop as an encore?” 

And so, we arrived.

“Huh?”

As I stopped in front of the stairs, Aya gestured with a theatrical movement. “And so, the final bar for today will be Plante à feuillage.”

The goal of our Shinjuku lesbian bar tour was the bar I currently visit five days a week, my regular spot.

The bar was bustling on weekends. Aya took a seat on the counter directly in the front, which was conveniently empty. I sat down next to her.

Coming here as a customer, I felt that the atmosphere was slightly different. Ah, it’s because Karen-san, who always greets me first, isn’t here. Instead— 

“Ara, are you on a date today, customer?”

Standing in front of the counter was… Geh, it’s Towa-san.

Towa-san, with a classic bowtie fastened at her neckline, wore a smile that exuded elegance. Aya, of course, paid no mind to it and placed an order. 

“Yes, Towa-san. For now, can we have two light and refreshing drinks, please?” 

“Certainly. Judging by your appearance, you’ve been walking quite a bit. Shall I make something sweet?” Towa-san lined up measuring cups and poured juice and syrup into them.

I felt somewhat wary, but Aya smiled at me. “Marika, it’s okay. Today, we’re the customers.” 

“What do you mean by ‘it’s okay’…?” 

“We won’t have a repeat of yesterday, that’s what.” Aya was overflowing with confidence. Well, even if she says that there’s no way Towa-san could have transformed into a pure-hearted woman overnight.

Towa-san placed two tall glasses filled with non-alcoholic cocktails in front of us. 

“Here you are, please take your time and enjoy your drinks.”

Once again, she wore that composed smile… That smile must have deceived countless girls, dozens of them, up until now.

I took a sip from the glass. The citrus sweetness is strong and seems to seep into my body. Well, the taste is delicious, however…

Compared to the previous bars, there’s a sense of uneasiness lingering somewhere.

“Towa-san, what do you think is the most important thing for a bartender?” Aya abruptly brings up such a topic. 

“What do you think, Marika-chan?” 

“Eh? Urm?”

The ball thrown by Aya somehow reaches me through Towa-san. Even if she asks me suddenly, I’m just a part-time employee, you know? 

“Is it about entertaining the customers?” 

“That’s correct.” 

“Then…” Feeling like I was casually dismissed, I furrow my brows, and Towa-san laughs. 

“Well, it varies from person to person. I think everyone should do what they believe in and focus on that. What I think, what Aya-chan thinks, and what the owner thinks, they’re all different, for sure.”

I ask Towa-san while looking at Aya. “Urm, in that case, what do you think, Towa-san?” 

“If I were to put it in my own words… it would be fulfilling their desires.” 

“Desires…?” Since Aya asks earnestly, I wait without teasing. 

Towa-san continues, “Why each customer comes to this bar could be for various reasons. Maybe they want to enjoy delicious drinks. Maybe they simply want to have a conversation with someone, or maybe they’re a fan of Naa-chan. Or perhaps they just want to spend time alone in peace outside. Well, it’s hard to get the correct answer.”

Towa-san scans the interior of the bar. I’m also drawn to it and discreetly look around. All the ladies in the bar seem to be enjoying their own time. 

“That’s why, you always have to stand ready to provide what they’re seeking. Whether it’s a joyful time or a sad time, you have to be there to support them,” Towa-san says. 

“Karen-san,” Aya takes over the conversation. “Said the role of this place is to provide the ‘extraordinary.’”

“The extraordinary?” I ask, and Aya nods. 

“It’s like a small theme park for adults.”

I listen silently. 

“A place where women tired of their everyday lives at work or home can drop by. What’s needed in such a place is the sparkle of the extraordinary. That’s why people like Towa-san are necessary,” Aya explains. 

“Is someone like Towa-san, who’s slightly nuts, really necessary…?” 

“What are you adding, Marika-chan?” 

I avert my gaze from Towa-san’s mischievous smile…

I chew and break down Aya’s words in my mind.

Indeed, if I were living a normal life, I would probably never have met Towa-san. Not just Towa-san. Nana-san, Ageha-san, Karen-san, or even Aya if I were a working adult.

There are various types of people in this bar who entertain us. 

“Does that mean… it’s not just about providing proper service?” 

“I do think it’s important to be proper,” Aya murmurs, and Towa-san shrugs. 

“Ultimately, if the customers are satisfied, then that’s the right answer, right? And didn’t the story you told the other day make the customer at the counter seem happy~?” 

My cheeks grow warm. “D-Did you say that for that reason!?” 

“Ehh, I said it ’cuz I was having fun, you know?” 

“What’s with this person, seriously!”

Towa-san chuckles softly.

But I get it. No matter how awkward or roundabout she may be, I finally get what Aya wants to say. 

“In other words, you’re trying to tell me that this bar isn’t so bad compared to the others!”

“…Yeah,” Aya nodded shyly. 

That’s why we went to three different bars and broadened my perspective… Indeed, each bar was completely different. Depending on your mood, whether you wanted to have a lively time, enjoy a quiet drink, or engage in conversation with someone, I believe it’s important to choose the right bar accordingly.

If that’s the case, this bar… it’s probably what Karen-san called a “bar that provides the extraordinary.”

I always thought that I shouldn’t inconvenience others, even when dealing with customers. But in the end, that was just my own fixed mindset.

It’s just like when I told Aya, “There’s no way something like a relationship between two women could happen.”

I was mistaken. I thought the job at the bar was about keeping the place clean and serving drinks. But then, it would just be an ordinary restaurant that you can find anywhere.

In reality, each bar has its own important aspects. 

“Well…”

“Well,” Towa-san exclaims in a bright voice, as if shining a light on my darkened face. “A bar is a place for customers, an oasis where weary travelers in the desert find solace. That’s why they pay us a significant amount of money, right? We’re not an authentic bar, and our job isn’t just about serving the strongest cocktails. It’s about providing our customers with an extraordinary experience.”

Though her tone sounds playful, the content is extremely important. 

“Towa-san, I’m sorry, I—” 

I try to apologize for the misunderstanding, but Nana-san gently interrupts from the side. “No, it’s okay. You don’t have to take it seriously. Towa was just enjoying herself.” 

“Ehhh, Naa-chan, you know me!” 

“That’s why, Marika, just enjoy yourself however you want. Whether you inconvenience others or not, it’s up to you to decide how to have fun. After all, you’re a customer once you enter here…” Nana-san trails off.

To enjoy my time at the bar. In whatever way, that is surely Karen-san’s wish. 

“Understood! Then, if someone at my workplace, a senior, keeps teasing me and it’s really bothering me, what should I do, Towa-san?” 

“Hmm, maybe try being intimate with them once—?” 

“Hey—! Do your job properly and make me feel good!” 

Aya laughs too.

I feel like I’ve finally taken another step… Well, maybe just half a step? I think I’ve understood how to enjoy myself at the bar. It doesn’t have to be a certain way; I can be more free.

I had confidence in my customer service skills from my experience at family restaurants, but it seems like it’s going to be more challenging from now on. Well, that’s more exciting, though! 

“Hey, Marika. Today, it’s just Towa-san and Nana-san behind the counter, so let’s ask them to show us something interesting,” Aya whispers with a mischievous expression. 

“Eh, what? A fierce argument between the two of them?” 

“Fufu. Hey, I want to see that again after such a long time.”

Aya smiled at the senior members behind the counter.

Then, Towa-san and Nana-san exchange glances. They both seem awkward.

What’s going on? If it’s a consultation to make them uncomfortable, I’m all for it. 

“Well, but Aya-chan, there might be people who want to enjoy a quiet drink.” 

“But I want to see it. Don’t belittle it by saying you don’t have any ‘special skills’, Towa-san,” Aya narrows her eyes with a smile, causing Towa-san to stumble over her words.

I don’t really understand, but recently, all I’ve seen is Aya being quiet at the bar, so I thought it was cute how she was pressuring her senpai like that. 

“Besides, Nana-san said that she still practices every day, right?” 

“Even if I say ‘practice,’ it’s just to keep my skills from getting rusty.” 

“Is the bar just a place to provide healing for you, Nana-san?”

In response to the transparent provocation, Nana-san answers with a stern expression. ”…No, for me, it’s a place to show dreams, just like a live stage. To refresh and give energy. If either of those is lacking, ‘Plante à feuillage’ wouldn’t exist.” 

“Naa-chan—…” Towa-san’s voice sharpens. 

“In that case…” Aya applauds as if she has obtained evidence.

The sound grabs the attention of the ladies in the bar. The murmurs and whispers spread. 

“No way…” 

“Is she going to do that?” 

“Wow, I’m looking forward to it.”

Voices could be heard around the bar.

Towa-san and Nana-san exchanged glances once again and let out a sigh together. 

“Can’t be helped. If the customers are requesting it.” 

 “That’s true. It’s the skill that Towa honed even to the extent of repeating a year.” 

“I didn’t repeat a year. I just didn’t look for a job.” Towa-san clarified. 

“It’s pretty much the same thing,” Nana-san retorted.

Both of them started preparing. Towa-san took off her polar tie and rolled up her sleeves. Nana also removed the bracelet from her wrist. They capped the bottles of alcohol and prepared silver cups. It had a certain atmosphere, reminiscent of the beginning of a magic show.

“What’s about to start?” I asked. 

“Fufu,” Aya just smiled in response. She’s cute, but it makes me want to pinch her cheeks.

After a while, it seemed like the preparations were complete. Towa-san and Nana-san moved apart and stood in what seemed like their designated positions. 

“It’s been a while since I’ve done this with Nana. Don’t accidentally hit me with a bottle, okay?” Towa-san warned. 

“That’s my line. Don’t get injured,” Nana-san replied.

As the lights brightened, the customers gathered around the counter all at once.

Ehh, what’s going on?

Then, the calm jazz that had been playing until now suddenly switched to a lively rhythm.

Momo-san, the third member of the shift who had been on the floor until now, returned and clapped her hands loudly. 

“Kyaa! Towa-san and Nana-san’s tandem! Kyaa, kyaa!” 

The customers’ eyes sparkled as if they had witnessed their idol magical girls.

Tandem? I tried to search it on my smartphone, but Aya leaned on my shoulder and stopped me. “It’s starting,” she said.

The music became even louder.

In the next moment, Towa-san and Nana-san threw the bottles of alcohol high into the air from behind the counter. Ehh!?

As the bottles descended in an arc, I thought they would be caught, but then they started spinning around in their hands like batons in rhythmic gymnastics. The bottles danced around the two of them, just like playful squirrels. 

Moreover, their movements were perfectly in sync. “Wow! That’s amaaaazing!”

This is a juggling dance performed by the two of them as a pair! I couldn’t help but applaud the performance with enthusiasm. 

As they continued their act and the excitement built up, Towa-san wore a triumphant smile. “We’re just getting started, you know.” 

This time, the bottles and cups flew back and forth between them. The two trajectories they traced in the air were beautiful, sometimes facing each other, sometimes back-to-back. Their supple bodies’ curves intersected at times, making it impossible to take my eyes off them. 

When Towa-san spins around and winked at the crowd, some people pretended to be struck in the heart. Perhaps it wasn’t just pretense. Nana-san remained cool, focusing on the performance, and it was incredibly cool too. 

But that wasn’t the only surprise. They were actually pouring liquid into the cups while juggling. Are they also making cocktails!?

The dance lasted about five minutes, or maybe even longer. Either way, it all happened in the blink of an eye.

The bottle juggling ended, and the two of them poured the liquid from the shaker into glasses.

Amidst the loud applause from the customers, the glasses were presented in front of Aya and me. 

“Here you go, Marika-chan.” 

“Here you go, Aya.” 

“Ehh!? Amazing!”

I was at a loss for words and lifted the glass, as if I were an adventurer who had found a treasure, holding it up to the light. It was a beautiful, transparent blue cocktail that seemed to capture the deep blue of the ocean.

The cocktail made while dancing shimmered with extraordinary colors. 

“By the way, I tried to imagine the Caribbean Sea that Karen-san is enjoying right now.”

It was so wonderful that I felt reluctant to drink it. 

“Well… I’m glad we didn’t mess up, Towa.” 

“You’re one to talk, weren’t you stumbling a few times?” 

“I wouldn’t fail in front of my kouhai.”

Breathless and slightly sweaty, the two senior members exchanged teasing remarks as they raised their cups and clinked them together.

Amidst the excitement of the bar, Aya smiled while holding a cocktail glass. 

“Marika, cheers!” 

“Cheers!”

I learned from working part-time that it’s not recommended to toast by clinking glasses at the bar, since some of the glasses used are made with thin glass. Instead, it seems that the proper etiquette for toasting is to raise the glass gently. It feels stylish and cool in a way.

This place is a paradise where only fun things exist. Once you pass through the door, all the hardships and difficulties disappear, and beautiful ladies welcome you. We raise our glasses for the staff who always work hard to create such an extraordinary experience. 

“Thank you, Aya. Thank you for teaching me so many things.”

I intertwined the palms of my hand with Aya’s on the counter.

Aya’s cheeks turned slightly red, and she shook her head. 

”…I can’t be like Marika, but I have my own way of doing things.” 

“Yeah… I’m happy, Aya.”

Just like the cocktail that was offered, Aya drinks up my affection in one gulp. Aya’s flushed cheeks, which looked as if she was intoxicated by alcohol, were irresistibly cute.

If only I could say, “I don’t want to go home like this,” or something… 

“Well then, Marika, shall we head home?”

Aya stands up with a smile. Of course! 

“Yeah…”

With a faint smile on my face, I also stood up.

We thanked Towa-san and Nana-san and left the store after paying.

Since the day we decided to abstain, we haven’t even kissed. We know that if we start, we won’t be able to stop.

It’s okay, I’m not horny, so it’s okay. Not at all concerned. Whether it’s one more month or one more year, I’ll wait. Because Aya and I understand each other’s feelings, it’s okay.

I’m fine, really!

 

***

 

That day, as I was preparing to go to bed, I received a call from an unfamiliar person. It was Karen-san. I hurriedly picked up my smartphone. 

“Um…Hello?”

“Ah, Marika-chan? You free to talk now?”

“Yes, um, I was just lazing around, thinking of going to sleep.”

I had just finished drying my hair after taking a bath. I connected my earphones to my smartphone to talk and sat on the bed.

“I see, it’s nighttime there. We just had breakfast a little while ago.”

“Ohh… it really feels like you’re overseas. Ah, is it okay with the phone bill and stuff?”

“Yeah, we’re on a plan that covers that, so it’s fine. Thank you though. By the way, I heard that Towa-chan and Nana-chan did flair bartending for the first time in a while today?”

“Ah, yes! It was like dancing, right? It was amazing!”

“Fufu, that’s right.”

According to Karen-san, when the shop had just opened, Towa-san and Nana-san had practiced diligently, hoping to contribute even a little to attract customers.

At that time, they were all racking their brains to increase the number of customers. Karen-san told me the story of how they gradually livened up the shop using various methods, and how that turned into the current shop.

“Listening to that makes Towa-san sound like a good person, and I don’t like that…”

“Ahahah.”

Just with that, Karen-san seemed to understand my situation. She laughed for a while. Guuu. 

“By the way, that’s not the only reason I called. It’s been a little while since you started working at our shop, Marika. Is there anything troubling you?”

Maybe because of the various things that happened today, Karen-san’s gentle voice, which should have been the same as always, made me feel a bit moved.

Now that I think about it, that bar is a reflection of Karen-san’s personality.

She always cares about those around her and wants to make others happy. Kind, considerate, mature, and cute. With such a person as the owner, it’s no wonder people gather around.

“I’m fine, really. Aya is here too, so every day is enjoyable!”

“That so? I’m glad. I feel relieved. I always thought Marika-chan could do well, my children, they’re all good kids.”

The powerful communication skills of Karen-san, who can gather and call even those strong-willed staff members “good kids,” are truly amazing. Suddenly, a flood of emotions surged within me, making me realize how much I love Karen-san.

“Karen-san…”

“Yeah~~?”

I took a deep breath and made my plea. “I want to become like Karen-san!”

“EHHH!? What happened, Marika-chan?! Eh? But, I’m happy”

Until now, every adult I’ve interacted with, excluding my parents, I never had anyone I admired. I had admired the fashion of celebrities before, but it was different. It was the first time I ever thought of wanting to become like this person.

“But y-yeah, I understand. Marika-chan, if you’re saying it to that extent, then I will properly introduce you.”

What? 

“Introduce? Introduce who?”

“Of course, Linda-chan. Don’t worry, it might be scary at first, but you’ll soon start feeling good and not embarrassed, you know? Leave it to us.”

“…Karen-san, what are you talking about?”

After a moment of silence, Karen-san asked back. “Isn’t it about wanting to become an AV actress?”

I yelled in my room. “That’s not it!?”

I think it’s an honest job, though!? I don’t admire that part of you, Karen-san!






      [1] Brand of coffee liqueur owned by the Pernod Ricard company and produced in Veracruz, Mexico. The drink contains rum, sugar, and arabica coffee.

    


      [2] Suspension bridge effect is when people are put in dangerous situation together, they can occasionally develop romantic bond.

    


      [3] Doesn’t exist, just a dumb joke since they’re on a staircase.

    


      [4] Japanese law that minors are restricted on the hours they can work per day and per week, and there may restrictions that they can’t work at night time and restrictions on hazardous taskes they are asked to perform.

    


      [5] From 1467 to 1573, a warring period, was a turbulent and violent period of Japanese history when rival warlords or daimyo fought bitterly for control of Japan.


    


      [6] Used to describe Western Europeans who visited Japan prior to the Edo period, esp. the Spanish and the Portuguese.


    


      [7] Security company.


    


      [8] ALP = Alkaline phosphatase is an enzyme which helps break down protein in the body. Your liver is the one of the main sources of ALP, but it’s also made in bones, intestines, pancreas, and kidneys. 


    


      [9] BGM = Background music 


    


      [10] Japanese children’s superhero picture book series. (very cute go check it out).


    


      [11]  The number of calories you burn as your body performs basic life-sustaining functions.


    


      [12]  Cats = neko = bottom.


    


      [13]  Tracking device (woah woah chill Marika :0).


    

 






After showering, my skin has a slight blush. It’s probably not just because of embarrassment, but maybe excitement. 

Or perhaps anticipation… I think. 

In the apartment room, it wasn’t just me. There was a woman with a camera. And a makeup artist-san. And the co-star…

“But it’s an honor, Marika-chan. To be able to appear in your debut film,” a seductive voice enters my ears.

“T-Thank you very much for today.” 

Karen-san, wearing the same bathrobe as me, smiles. Her mature beauty beckons me, inviting me closer. 

She gently touches my tense shoulders. Her touch feels somehow lewd, making my body tremble. I can tell from her fingertip movements alone. This person is really skilled.

“It’s okay,” Karen-san whispers in my ear. “Relax, Marika-chan… Today, you just need to focus on feeling good. I’ll be gentle with you…”

“Y-Yeah…” I answer. My head melts into her sweet voice, and I can’t think of anything else. 

Slowly, I loosen my bathrobe. Of course, underneath it, I’m completely exposed. I feel like a bud blooming in the depths of embarrassment…

Karen-san brought her face closer to me, “The debut of Sakakibara Marika, a once-in-a-decade beauty, and the sudden comeback of a retired AV actress… Let’s create a new legend together, Marika-chan.”

I screamed in my dream, ”—We won’t make one!”





“Sakakibara-san… Sakakibara-san…” I hear a voice from afar.

“Huh?” I raise my head. I feel like I had a ridiculously strange dream. The type that would make Aya really mad if she found out…

Then, in front of me stands my teacher, looking down at me with a cold expression. Laughter erupts from all around. Suddenly, my mental gears shift. Sensing the tension in the air, I quickly try to explain myself.

“I was awake.”

“Then what’s the answer to the question I just asked?”

I look around the room and the first person I locked eyes with was Yuzuki-chan. She places her hand on her mouth and tells me, “It’s question 2 on page 18.” I lower my gaze to the textbook, comically raise my hand, and confidently announce, “It’s y = 3x + 3!”

Laughter erupts once again. The teacher furrows their brow. “That’s the answer to the previous question.”

“Nooo, that’s not it, Yuzuki-chan~!”

“Oops, sorry, I made a mistake~!”

“Pay attention, please,” the teacher sighs, and Yume, unable to bear it any longer, bursts into exaggerated laughter. For god sake, I’m so embarrassed.

Well, it’s fine though. It’s my fault for showing vulnerability. Everyone laughed, so I got what I deserved. I rub my eyes.

But seriously, I was so sleepy. I could have actually passed out. I should have gone to the infirmary. It must be because I took an extra dose of allergy medicine in the afternoon. That’s why I can’t handle spring anymore!

As soon as the class ended, Yuzuki-chan rushed to my seat in an apologetic pose, “I totally messed up for real! I’m so sorry, Marika-chan!”

“W-Well, it’s my fault for sleeping…”

I stifle a yawn. Yuzukii-chan tilted her head with a concerned expression.

“Marika-chan, you look like you’re suffering from hay fever. Want some menthol candies~?”

“Thank youuu.”

I happily accepted the mint gummy. As I placed it in my mouth, a refreshing sensation swept across my face, as if a gentle breeze was passing through. Ahh, it instantly awakened my senses.

“Marika-chan looks cute eating sweets!”

What’s she talking about?

As Yuzuki crouched down, leaning against the desk, she looked up at me with upturned eyes.

“Marika-chan, you work late at your part-time job, right~? Such a hard worker~. Is there something you want or need?”

“That’s true, but right now I’m just helping out at a small shop. It’s quite fun, actually. The staff and customers are a bit strange, though.”

“Ehhh, that sounds fun!”

I discreetly mention the name of the lesbian bar. I don’t want rumors to spread and a bunch of high school students flocking in, causing trouble. But Yuzuki-chan laughs without a care.

“Aw, that sounds great~! Yuzu wanted to work at a stylish cafe like that too, but Yuzu hasn't had much luck with interviews. And before Yuzu knew it, I’m already a third-year high school student…”

I thought to myself, are there actually people who fail interviews? But I didn’t want to say it sarcastically, so I just nodded casually.

“Hmm, so you want to try working in the food and beverage industry?”

“That’s not it, Marika-chan, it’s about meeting people! Yuzu wants to get to know college guys, handsome guys from other schools, beautiful older girls, you know, make friends!”

Meeting people… Indeed, that’s a significant reason for taking on a part-time job. I’m shocked to realize that I’ve completely forgotten about the common sense of a high school girl. I mean, I used to be a pretty model student up until a year ago…

“But Yuzuki-chan, didn’t you mention before that you’ve dated a girl or something?” 

“Well, um, you see… Yuzu is pansexual, so…”

I asked back in response to Yuzu’s use of what seemed like a newly learned word, “Pan…?”

At that moment, Reina happened to pass by. 

“She means ‘pansexual.’ It refers to someone who is attracted to all genders,” Reina explained.

Yuzuki-chan nods, saying, “That’s right, that’s right~.” The way these two talk with a similar laid-back way of speaking, created a magical illusion that they’re on the same wavelength. In reality, Yuzuki-chan is like a little lamb, and Reina is a graceful panther. 

I didn’t understand at all, so I decided to ask, “Pansexual… does that mean liking both men and women?”

“That’s bisexuality. Pansexual means it doesn’t matter if the person is transgender or non-binary. It’s about liking someone for who they are,” Reina clarifies.

Other unfamiliar terms came up. I looked it up on my smartphone and found that transgender refers to someone whose gender identity does not align with their assigned sex at birth, while non-binary refers to someone who doesn’t exclusively identify as male or female.

“You sure know a lot, Reina.”

“Well, I’m… kinda geeky?”

I see, she must be studying various things, like broadcast codes and stuff. Yuzuki was smiling, whether she understood or not.

“Yuzu likes cute and cool people, right? So, like, ‘Oh, this person is nice!’ and decided to be pansexual—thinking it would be good.”

“Is it okay to decide something like that so casually?” I asked.

“Yuzu doesn’t know, but it’s okay, right~? ’Cuz it’s about Yuzu, after all ~”

“Anyway, you’re talking about some pretty intense stuff in the classroom,” Reina chuckles as if gently reprimanding us.

Over the past few weeks, I’ve come to realize that Yuzuki-chan doesn’t have many friends. While Kitazawa High School is a gathering of misfits, where everyone is unique and follows their own path, it’s an all-girls school where outlaws flourish. Yet, even within that environment, Yuzuki-chan stood out even more.

The way she casually and openly talks about herself, like she is now, is indeed unusual. It doesn’t seem like she cares much about reading the atmosphere.

However, Yuzuki-chan tilts her head and puts her finger on her temple.

“Ehhh, isn’t it okay though~? Like talking about liking Menthol or admiring LIZ LISA[1]. In other words, it’s just a matter of personal preference, isn’t it?” 

“Well, Reina-san and Marika won’t think anything of it,” Reina said, putting her hand on my shoulder and speaking without permission. Well, I don’t think anything, but… It’s kind of uncomfortable how she talks as if she understands me… 

Pan, Yuzuki-chan clapped her hands happily. “I knew it~! Marika-chan gives off that kind of vibe~. Hmm, she’s broad-minded.”

She held my hand. Huh, wait a minute? It felt like I was being manipulated.

But, to be honest, I don’t really care who my classmates like. What’s more important to me is having enjoyable conversations and being considerate towards others. That’s what matters to me.

“Actually, Marika has her own share of things going on, you know, righttt?”

“Jeez, Reina… Stop being so loud.” I glare at her, signaling her to stop dropping hints. Then, I lower my voice and say, “But Yuzuki-chan, I don’t necessarily agree with Reina, but it might be better not to openly discuss such things at school, you know?”

“Why?”

“Well, how should I put it… It’s fine if you’re okay with it, Yuzuki-chan…” I couldn’t find the right words, so I withdrew my statement.

In a way, I’ve crafted a persona to make it easier to navigate school life and play the role of the popular girl. I have no intention of showing my true self, not even a little bit.

“I mean, isn’t it unnecessary to make things uncomfortable? That’s what I think.”

I don’t believe in confessing everything honestly. It’s not just about LGBTQ+. For example, even if you have a weird hobby that you really like, you don’t have to publicly announce it.

By keeping those things that make you different from others hidden, you can avoid unnecessary troubles, living in peace and tranquility. Waiting for days filled with joy.

But Yuzuki-chan looked at me with her incredibly innocent eyes and asked, “Isn’t Yuzu comfortable? Marika-chan and Reina-san talk to me like this.”

I couldn’t help but fall silent. Reina declared in a light tone, “You’re fine with that, right? Yorinaga. Well, I wouldn’t say a word even if my mouth were forced open. Once the sexual minority comes out, the work atmosphere will shift.”

“Yeah, the entertainment industry can be tough, you know~”

“Well, that’s true. It’s a business where people sell themselves, after all.” I let Reina’s bitter words wash over me and absentmindedly rested my chin on my hand.

For some reason, I remembered the bar. The people who lived in Shinjuku at night were truly free, it really felt like paradise.

I’m satisfied with my life at school. I’ve been suffering from hay fever lately, and it’s a shame that I can’t talk to Aya as much, but… well, overall I’m satisfied.

There’s no need to go around saying that I’m dating a girl. But if I don’t do that, I won’t be able to be with Aya…

“Ahh~~…” I couldn’t help but slump onto the desk. I’ve been thinking too much lately, haven’t I? I’m weakened by pollen, so come on, please be a little kinder to me, world.

And then, I sensed the presence of someone new.

“Marika.”

I flinched and looked up. It was indeed Aya.

“I went to the dentist today.”

“Ah, yeah, I know.”

“Nn… well, that’s good.” She said just that and quickly left her seat. Her presence lasted a mere four seconds.

Well, Aya is probably trying not to cause trouble for my relationships… but… her expression seemed cold.

I reconsidered my thoughts. After finishing my job at the bar, I need to focus on improving the school environment… maybe I should tell Yuzuki-chan alone that I’m dating Aya…?

“Are you going out with Fuwa-san?”

“Well, something like that…” Yuzuki-chan is a bit fluffy and hard to grasp, but I’m starting to feel like I can talk to her. Maybe because she told me her secret first. Well, it didn’t seem like a secret to her at all, though.

“Marika-chan and Fuwa-san used to be close in the second year, right? I saw you together often in the hallways. But what happened? Are you fighting or something~?” Yuzuki threw a question that made me go limp. How should I answer that?!

Reina quickly laughed and said, “You have a surprisingly bad character, Yorinaga, asking questions like that.”

“?” 

Don’t say unnecessary things, Reina!

Ahhh, for god’s sake.

Lately, school’s been wearing me out, and I hate it! I want to go to the bar already!

 

***

 

Today, I’m working alone, all by myself. 

It seems Aya took the day off, and she seemed quite worried about leaving me to handle work on my own, but hey, I’ve been working for almost a week now, so it should be a piece of cake! I convinced her with that. 

However, I can’t make drinks by myself, so the shop would end up serving only ice water and nuts endlessly, instead, it seems other staff members will be coming in as a replacement.

Now, I wonder who will come. 

With the key I received from Aya at school, I unlock the door to the bar. Wait, when I tried to unlock it, the door was already open. Huh, has someone already arrived before me? 

“Hmm?” 

In the dimly lit interior of the store, I felt someone’s presence. Huh, what’s going on? I instinctively tensed up. And then, twin golden twin tails swayed into view, as if dancing.

“Welcome! What can I get for you!?” 

It was a cheerful foreign girl dressed in a bartender’s uniform, with slender limbs and sparkling golden twintails. Her head was surprisingly small, and she had big, bright eyes and well-defined features. Astalotte, an unquestionably beautiful girl.

“Ehh!?” 

Asta bowed respectfully even though it was before opening hours, and I stepped back. There are so many things I want to say, but more importantly, no way.

“Is Asta the staff member replacing Aya…? No way, right?”

“Fufufu,” Asta laughed, swaying her twintails gracefully, which shimmered vividly even in the dim light.

“Finally, the time has come. I’ve been insisting that I want to do something for Karen too, and now, finally. Finally, I can help!” 

No way, this can’t be real…

“Wait, Asta, can you actually make drinks?”

Well, she’s really close to Karen-san, so there might be a chance… I glanced at the bar counter, and Asta puffed up her chest.

“Of course! I just need to mix it with a silver straw, right?”

What Asta showed me was a book titled “My First Cocktail.” Hopeless. She’s like a foreigner who only knows “Arigatou” and confidently claims, “I can speak Japanese!” in English, with a smile. Astalotte proudly puffed out her chest even more.

“Of course, it’s only natural. There’s no way I won’t do anything for Karen when she’s in a pinch. Don’t worry, Karen. When you come back, your bar will be packed with customers, more than even Comic Market could gather!”

Asta pointed her finger towards a southern island. She seems to have more motivation than anyone else. I see. If that’s the case, I can rely on her to some extent… No, no, isn’t that impossible!?

“But you’re underage, so if you touch alcohol, even in Karen-san’s return the bar will disappear!”

“No need to worry, Mari. Today, Look at me today, don’t I look a bit different? Yep, that’s right. It’s a slightly more grown-up makeup look.” 

“Is that so?”

“Which means, the little lady has graduated. Tonight, I’m a pretty woman, so alcohol is nothing.”

“That’s not how Japanese law works!”

The image of Karen-san dropping her bag in front of the collapsed bar popped into my head. It’s just unbearable. Now is the time for me to protect this bar…

“Come on, Asta, be a good girl!” 

“It’ll be fine!” 

“No, you can’t, it won’t work!”

“Mari—” She grabs my arm. And then, tears well up in Asta’s eyes. 

Ugh.

“I also wanted to be useful to Karen-san, but…” Asta muttered as if forcing the words out. 

Wait, wait. Don’t suddenly get down with your character like that! Using tears to manipulate is unfair! It makes me look like the bad guy!

“That’s… erm, your feelings alone, I’m sure Karen-san will appreciate them…”

“…Definitely not an option, huh…?”

I’m not like Chisaki. I won’t nod my head just because of a cute girl’s tears! I won’t do that, but I do have a conscience. It’s really unfortunate for Asta, who can’t do anything for her beloved Karen-san. If only there was some way to deceive Asta…

The sound of footsteps echoed as someone descended the stairs, steadily, step by step.

When I turned around, there was a woman with an exasperated face.

“What are you guys doing…”

“Momo-san!”

In the end, Momo-san, who replaced Aya at the bar, said “Well… isn’t it fine?”, and Asta was allowed to assist at the bar. 

Asta’s face brightened up, and she exclaimed, “Thank you, Momo! I love you!” as she planted a kiss on Momo-san’s cheek.

Momo-san blushed for a moment and then said, “Since you two go to the same school, Marika-chan, you take care of her!” and pushed the responsibility of looking after Asta onto me. 

So cruel.

“Well then, Mari! What should I do? I’ll do anything!” Asta said eagerly.

Well, I understand the feeling of wanting to help someone you care about… It can’t be helped.

“Err, well, let’s clean together…” I replied.

“Yes, let’s make the whole place sparkle!” 

Asta rolled up her sleeves and brought a mop from the cleaning supplies. We began cleaning while I gave her instructions. However, Asta, perhaps due to her carefree and inattentive nature, missed a lot of spots…

“Wait, Asta. You need to wipe the tables thoroughly, even in the corners.”

“Ah? But it already looks very clean.”

“If your eyes are electron microscopes, then maybe I would agree,” I said, shaking my head.

Because of these constant situations, cleaning took much longer than usual. 

Well, it’s part of the job to guide a newcomer… I’ve never done it myself, but I imagine it must be tough for trainers at family restaurants too…

However, Asta’s enthusiasm seemed to backfire, and I couldn’t help but feel nervous watching her. Her movements were clumsy and unsafe.

“Wah!”

“Agh!” 

The mop handle she swung almost knocked over a vase placed on the counter, but I instinctively reached out and caught it in the nick of time! That’s right, I’m amazing!

“P-Pay more attention, Asta…”

“Wow, Marika, you have amazing reflexes! But look, even I can do a Y-balance!” 

Asta lifted one leg high in the air, standing perfectly balanced. All I managed to say was, “Wow, you’re so flexible…”

It’s just too dangerous… I can’t let her touch the glasses or anything like that…

I turned to Momo-san, who was setting up the counter and appealed to her.

“What are you planning to do, Momo-san…? Are you going to make Asta work until 10 p.m…!?”

“E-Even if you say that… Marika-chan, you saw her right? She had teary eyes, so it would be pitiful to send her away, wouldn’t it…!”

“The kindness in the moment is the greatest sin…! If you feed wild animals, you must be prepared to take care of them until the end…!”

“But…! I didn’t expect her to be this accident-prone…”

If I continue to put pressure like this, it feels like even Momo-san would end up crying, so I had no choice but to keep quiet. This baby! (According to Towa-san)

While we were talking secretly, Asta noticed our gaze and struck a pose, flexing her muscles. She was trying to show that she was doing her best! This girl!

Wait, hold on. I switched my train of thought.

The shop is cramped to begin with. Setting aside the counter, even with two staff members who can only take care of the seating area, there won’t be enough work, and passing each other would also be difficult.

“In other words, maybe I should just go home…?”

“Stop!” Momo-chan-senpai grabbed my arm when I muttered earnestly, placing my hand on my chin. Just kidding, just kidding. Well, about half of it…

But then, what’s the correct way to effectively utilize Asta? I can’t think of anything. Momo-chan-senpai seemed to be escaping from reality, focusing on her own work…

And then, it was opening time. With Asta, who wants to do everything, in tow, we put up the signboard and returned. Immediately, the first set of customers arrived.

“Welcome! Please go ahead and place your order!” 

Asta greeted them even though she hadn’t even shown them to a table yet. One of the regular customers exclaimed, “Kyaa! Astalotte-chan, you’re so cute! That uniform suits you so well!”

“Ufufu, thank you! I borrowed it from Momo’s locker.”

“When?!” Momo-san, who was working behind the counter, called out from a distance. Asta smiled with a sunny smile, like a sunflower field.

“You know, I’ve always wanted to help Karen at her shop. My dream has come true! So, today, order lots and relax!”

“Understood, I’ll contribute to the sales!” 

The customers and Asta were happily frolicking and giggling.

I see, Asta is a regular at the bar, so she knows most of the customers. A friendly and eye-catching blonde beauty like her is bound to stand out. When we first met, she even greeted me with a kiss… I hope she’s not doing that to everyone.

Another regular customer arrived, “Uwah, Astalotte-chan! Ehhh? Did you finally get together with Karen? Are you taking over the bar?”

Asta answered with a sparkling smile, “Yes!” 

That’s not true at all.

After playing with the customers, Asta returned and leaned on the counter chair. She bounced her legs up and down while making a begging gesture towards Momo-chan-senpai.

“Hey, hey, what should I do next? Should I take orders or make drinks? Leave it all to me!”

That’s when it hit me.

“Momo-chan-senpai.”

“What is it? …Wait, what’s with that way of addressing me?”

I made a proposal to Momo-chan-senpai, who already looked exhausted.

“How about a drink with Asta for 30 minutes?”

The shop started to fill up moderately by 7 p.m. Towa-san, who was returning from university, came in.

“Sorry, I’m a little late… Ah!”

What Towa-san saw was Asta joyfully attending to the customers at their table. And, the customers raised their money and called out, “Next, Astalotte-chan over here!”

“What’s going on?”

“Well…”

I hid the sketchbook that read “One drink, 15 minutes with Astalotte” behind my back and forced a smile.

“It seems like there was more demand than I expected…”

“Towa!” Asta waved her hand at Towa-san, who had just arrived for work.

“I finally feel like I’m able to help Karen! Everyone is so kind to me, and working is so much fun!”

Surrounded by many customers, chatting and smiling, Asta looked genuinely happy.

Yeah, yeah, seeing Asta so happy makes me feel light-hearted too. She’s really suited for the job. However, Towa-san put her hand on her hip and furrowed her brows, looking serious.

“Well, Marika-chan… this really is something…”

“Ehh? S-Sorry…?”

I instinctively bowed my head. Towa-san placed her hand gently on my shoulder.

When I looked up, Towa-san nodded calmly.

“Honestly, it’s a nice idea.”

“That’s what I think too!”

“Astalotte-chan, keep entertaining the customers more!” Towa-san urged her on. Tonight, Asta was undoubtedly the star of the show.

In the end, even after Towa-san arrived, Asta continued to move from table to table, engaging with the customers until it was time to close up, and left with satisfaction. The customers who had the opportunity to chat with Asta seemed to thoroughly enjoy it, so I believe we were able to genuinely assist Karen-san. Good for you, Asta!

 

***

 

“So, yesterday was quite chaotic with Asta’s arrival,” I explained.

The following day after school, Aya came to work, marking the long-awaited return of the Apology Duo. While changing into the bartender’s uniform in the changing room, we shared our reports from the previous day. After all, we hardly chatted with each other at school…

“But you know, it’s a strange relationship. Asta loves Karen-san so much, yet she’s the one who encouraged her to go on a trip with her girlfriend. I wonder how she feels about it,” I pondered.

“Maybe Asta just wants everyone to be happy because she loves all of us. I don’t really know,” Aya responded.

“Is that so?”

Honestly, I don’t understand it either. It’s unimaginable to me to support Aya being in a relationship with someone else. In other words, Asta’s feelings of love must be different from ours—it’s not that they’re insincere. When did I start accepting that things could be different? Maybe it’s because this isn’t school, or perhaps it’s because I’m in this bar.

Hmm, I just got a message on my phone. I wonder who it’s from…

“Ah, look, Aya!” I tapped Aya’s shoulder, urging her to turn around. I showed her my phone.

“Wow… Karen-san looks so cute,” Aya remarked.

Yes, today I also received images from Karen-san of a tropical island.

The first photo showed Karen-san in a swimsuit, having a great time in the ocean. She looked just as charming as she does at the bar, if not more. It was a trip with a lover she had cherished for ten years. Of course, she would fully embrace her inner maidenhood in such a situation.

“It’s like I’ve already received so much, I’m getting full just from the souvenirs.”

“It’s like sharing a piece of happiness, isn’t it?” Aya replied, and we laughed together.

Since I finally started my shift, I naturally want Karen-san to enjoy herself! It’s a common human emotion. I’m happy that Karen-san is responding to us, and above all, I’m glad to see her looking happy.

“Just a little longer until Karen-san comes back,” I said.

According to the calendar, it’s only two or three more days.

“So, how was the part-time job at the bar?” 

“It’s not over yet, but… yeah, it’s been a good experience. I think it’s genuinely fun working with you, Aya. It’ll be a bit sad when it’s over. However, I feel bad having my mother pick me up every day…” 

We work until 10 p.m., which means we get home just before 11 p.m. My mom is usually late coming home, but still… It’s a bit too much. 

By the way, I don’t think Sae-chan, who took over my shifts, is having a hard time. It seems like she’s actually happy, thinking that I’m indebted to her now… Sae-chan hasn’t changed even after becoming a university student.

“Um, well, I’m thinking of quitting my part-time job before summer. Whether or not I’ll go to cram school is a different story, but I definitely have to study.”

“Then we have to cut down on unnecessary expenses.”

“Yeah… ehh, really!? No way!? We have to save tens of thousands of yen every month on top of that!?” I shuddered. Does that mean all my allowance from the part-time job will be gone…? For how many months? Err, seven, eight, nine… At least seven months!?

I felt completely down. I hugged Aya tightly, “Uwaa~n, I won’t be able to buy clothes or go out anymore~. How am I supposed to live for seven months~”

“I got it, Marika. If you play with me, I’ll pay you 1,200 yen per hour.”

“Isn’t that a really good deal!?”

Aya always tries to spoil me whenever she gets the chance. No, I can’t!

“If I become dependent on you, I’ll really become useless! It’s no good!”

“Let’s go out to eat together, stop by a hotel, and of course, I’ll cover everything. And when it’s time to go back, I’ll make sure to give you the money right there and then each time.”

“What is this, Aya-katsu[2]?!” 

Although she was joking, if I were to nod once, this girl would actually do it for real. 

“By the way, Aya, how are you able to save so much? Did you lose your cash card or something?”

“I don’t buy a lot of things.”

“That’s a lie. You buy manga, go out as much as I do, and you even have a proper collection of clothes!”

“Unlike Marika, I don’t buy clothes that I won’t wear.”

Ouch! I felt a stab in my chest. That’s unfair, Aya-chan!

“T-That’s not it! The clothes I bought were meant to be worn! But when I bring them home, somehow they get switched with clothes that go like, ‘Huh, I thought this was the strongest purchase, but it doesn’t match with anything…’!” 

I defended myself rapidly, but Aya didn’t seem to accept it at all. She had a face like, “Yeah, yeah, whatever.” 

Damn it, what if they’re actually swapping them out for real… Maybe there’s some mysterious organization or force trying to make me waste money…

Actually, even if I don’t wear certain clothes anymore, if I diligently sell them on Mercari or something, I can get money back… It’s my bad habit to hang them on hangers thinking there might be a chance to use them someday… I know that, but still…

“I’ll let Aya choose all my clothes… I’ll only buy the clothes Aya picks…” I pretended to pout and whimper.

Then Aya turned towards me with eyes sparkling, just like a child on a day when they serve curry for school lunch.

“Is it okay? I mean everything, right? Even underwear. I’ll withdraw all my savings. Leave it to me.”

“I can’t leave it to you!” I grabbed Aya’s arm. In the end, this girl, who doesn’t spend much money on herself, becomes completely generous when it comes to me, willing to spend even a million without hesitation. She’s a woman with a screw loose.

Thinking about it that way, perhaps it’s because I spend a lot of money on myself and find satisfaction in that, that Aya ends up saving money and being unable to spend it for my sake. As a result, maybe that’s how our balance is maintained… I find myself entertaining such thoughts.

In other words, even my wasteful spending had a purpose…? Well, it’s just a matter of getting rid of material desires, but that’s impossible. I want everything in this world. Okay, maybe that’s an exaggeration.

“Anyway! You’re going to have a great wedding, right? No more wasteful spending! I’ll do my best too!”

“Got it. But next time, I’ll buy you some underwear. I found ones that would suit you. I’m looking forward to seeing you wear them.”

“Ah, yes.”

Well, if it’s just that, it’s fine… I decided to forgive my cute lover’s whims. Wait, isn’t something strange?

Leaving the chitchat in the changing room behind, Aya and I stepped out onto the floor.

“Well then, let’s work hard today to live for tomorrow!”

“Yeah, please take care of me.”

Even though I intruded, it seems Karen-san will properly pay me for the part-time job. And it’s a decent amount. Sorry, but I’m grateful. Seriously.

After cleaning outside the store for a while, I returned. When I looked at Aya, I exclaimed, “Hey, is your makeup a little different today? Aya.”

I didn’t notice earlier. Perhaps she fixed her makeup in the changing room. Somehow, she looks more mature than usual.

“Is that so?” 

I narrowed my eyes at Aya’s attitude.

“You seem a bit tense now.”

“It’s nothing like that.”

I stared at her. She doesn’t seem to be lying. Hmm? Well, whatever.

“You look cute, Aya.”

“Thanks.”

Since we didn’t have much time before opening, I didn’t delve deeper into it.

But even after the store opened, Aya seemed restless in some way. Well, well.

I never expected this. Maybe I was being conceited. I never thought Aya would make a cute face in front of someone other than me.

“Welcome!” I bowed to the entering ladies, and they responded with a smile and waved at me.

“You’re working hard today too, Marika-chan.”

“Excellent and admirable. You could keep working at the bar like this forever.”

“Hahaha. It does seem like a lot of fun, but I have exams this year, you know.”

After working for a week, I realized that the people who didn’t come too late are mostly regulars. Many of them come a few times a week or every other day, and I’ve actually started to remember some faces. 

Newcomers make up about half of the customers, I think. Many of them come with their friends. I’ve only seen one man come, but he was with a girl. I’m already completely numb, so I can’t tell, but I truly feel that this is a bar where women who love women gather.

I want to become a part of these people’s important place… For now, let’s focus on providing good service.

Today is the day when the last staff member I haven’t met yet will come. It’s a bit past 7 p.m., and the number of customers who are starting to ask for alcohol is increasing when I hear the sound of someone rushing down the stairs.

“S-Sorry! I’m late!”

Did she dash from the station? Her hair is completely messed up.

My first impression of her was that she seemed cute.

“Shiori-san, it’s alright even if you don’t rush. Take a little rest in the changing room before coming out,” Aya interjected from the side.

“Uuuuu, thank you, Aya-chan.”

The lady made a praying gesture, then dragged her exhausted body into the back.

So, that’s Shiori-san. From what I heard from others, she was Karen-san’s junior in high school and worked as part of the opening staff when the bar was established.

“She seemed friendly, didn’t she?”

“Yup. In a way, I think Marika is similar to her.”

“That so?”

Looking back now… I should have been a bit more cautious about those words!

Shiori-san, who seemed to have lightly touched up her makeup, appeared at the counter in the bartender’s uniform. She had her hair neatly tied up and had an aura of transparency. The mole on her lip was distinctive and I think it enhanced Shiori-san’s lively atmosphere.

When Shiori-san came over, she had a wry smile on her face. “Sorry, sorry, I got delayed leaving work. Ah, you’re the new girl, right? I’ve seen you at the shop a few times.”

“Yes, I’m Marika. Nice to meet you.” 

After I replied, bowing slightly, Aya introduced Shiori-san again, “This is Shiori-san. She was the one who mentored me. She’s good at teaching.”

“Well, I’ve been alive a little longer than you guys, that’s all. Marika-chan, if you ever have any questions, feel free to ask me.”

“Thank you. I’m glad you seem kind.”

“Yeah, Shiori-san is kind.” For some reason, Aya answered. Aya then proceeded to take orders from Shiori-san.

“In that case, Shiori-san, this is quite sudden but there are already a few alcohol orders.”

“Okey-dokey! Leave it to me!”

“Thank you, please do your best!”

“Mmm! I’ll do my best!”

Aya narrowed her eyes and smiled at Shiori-san, who clenched her fist tightly. A carefree smile… a carefree smile!? 

I witnessed something extremely rare. Aya, who normally only reacts with an “Ah, yeah, that’s cute” even when shown an adorable kitten video, is showing such a defenseless smile to someone other than me!

Or rather, since she’s been Aya’s mentor for a long time, it seems like she’s known her longer than I have. She must be like a trusted older sister figure to Aya.

In fact, I was pleasantly surprised by the fact that Aya has someone like that. Because Aya always acts so formal, even towards Karen-san.

Fuuun. heeeh. I seeee.

As I returned to the counter, I took the opportunity to speak to Aya.

“Aya, you seem pretty close to Shiori-san, huh?”

“It’s not like that, really.”

“Fuuun, you seem happy about it, don’t you?”

“I’m not,” Aya said firmly with a composed face.

What’s this, is she embarrassed? Or maybe she doesn’t want Shiori-san to overhear this conversation?

Since both reasons could be likely, I decided to cut off the conversation with a casual “yeah, yeah” and returned to the floor.

“Aya-chan, could you help me out here for a moment?”

I glanced back over my shoulder.

“Ah, yes♪!” (*Voice passed through Marika’s filter)

Eh!? So, Aya’s voice wasn’t lively just now!? That was close. I almost screamed out in surprise.

Well, maybe it’s a difference that others wouldn’t notice… But! Just like being able to distinguish a single grain of sugar mixed in a glass of water, I was more sensitive to Aya’s voice than anyone else.

Aya stuck close to Shiori-san, her expression clearly showing embarrassment. It was different from her usual cool demeanor; she had a pureness to her, like a rookie idol who entered the agency with aspirations of becoming an actress.

…Heee-! Fuuun!?

No, it’s not really anything special, though. Shiori-san seems like a nice person, and it wouldn’t be strange for her to earn Aya’s trust.

My eyes met with Shiori-san. It felt as if she could see through any impure thoughts, and I felt my heart sink. Shiori-san smiled back at me, and I returned the smile with a bead of cold sweat.

However, even during that moment, Aya’s gaze was fixed on Shiori-san.

What is this feeling? It’s like when your period has just started and there’s a heavy sensation in the depths of your stomach. What is it? What is it!? I don’t know!

Ahh, jeez, I greeted customers with a smile that was more like a desperate attempt, saying, “Welcome!”, but Aya interjected, saying, “This isn’t an izakaya[3], you know…” 

What a jerk.

After a while, Aya, carrying a shopping bag, left the shop still in her bartender uniform. It didn’t seem like a break.

“Oh, that’s because…” Shiori-san, who had been replenishing the ice after the orders settled down, informed me. “It seems there’s a shortage of certain drinks at a nearby bar, so Aya-chan is going to deliver them.”

“Ah, I see.”

It must be one of the bars we visited the other day. Well, even at a family restaurant, when they’re short on staff, employees from nearby branches sometimes come to help out. That’s probably how it works.

“Especially in our place, the owner is good with people, you know? We often help each other out. This job, in particular, involves dealing with troublesome and contentious matters that come flying at us, so it’s important to be kind to others on a regular basis, with a spirit of ‘Let’s treat people well!’”

“That’s important, isn’t it?”

Haah, uh-oh, before I knew it, my voice tone had become really low!

In front of the beautiful and composed older sister, I might have been feeling a bit overwhelmed. After all, everyone at this bar was approachable in a way! 

I raised my voice by one octave and smiled at Shiori-san, “Ah, urm, Shiori-san, you were Karen-san’s kouhai, right? What was she like back in school?”

“Ahh, you wanna hear about that, huh? The owner doesn’t talk about the past, you know.”

“Think it’s not a good idea to talk about it?”

“No, not at all! She said I can talk about anything except her address and the bar’s safe number! They trust me to be completely open about it, like an open-hearted older sister!”

“Isn’t that being a bit too defenseless?”

“But you know, during our school days, my senpai was more like an exemplary student character.”

“Karen-san was!?”

The image of Karen-san with glasses and a smug expression came to mind.

“She was a senpai in the drama club, but she didn’t seem interested in love talk at all. She loved studying! Loved paperwork! Not so much with human relationships… she was kind of like that.”

I found it hard to believe, but then again, I knew nothing about Karen-san’s private life. The Karen-san I knew was a petite and cute bartender whose always at the bar, seemed quite experienced in life, and was apparently in AV.

…I know so much about her naked body and how she moans, even though I don’t know her at all. This is too much!

“Our current owner looks so happy every day, and it’s great, you know?” Shiori-san continued.

“Ehh!? Ah, y-yeah, that’s right!”

But how did it feel to have a senior you admired be in an AV…?

“When I entered university, she suddenly started saying things like, ‘Life is going to be a challenge from now on.’ Even then, I ended up following the owner here to this place, but you know, I just really like seeing her enjoying herself. So, even though I’m busy with my main job, I don’t want to quit this bar.”

“I-I see… That’s how it is…”

“Yeah, if the owner’s life is about challenges, then mine is about staying positive. After all, it’s better to try anything than do nothing. Speaking of which, on my last day off, I loaded a pedal kayak I bought into my car and went sea fishing in Tokyo Bay.”

“Ehhh!? Shiori-san, you’re like that!?”

Kayak, you know, like a canoe, for going down rivers.

“Yep, I had a blast catching Madai[4] and Warasa[5]. I had so much fun that I couldn’t stop, and I almost got sunburned even though it’s still April. It’s troublesome because I work as a receptionist at the company.”

“Ha, ha, that sounds amazing…”

With nothing else to say, I struggled to keep up with the conversation. I thought I could handle small talk with anyone, but it seemed that wasn’t the case. 

The only staff member I could chat comfortably with was Momo-san. Everyone else was just amazing, and I felt the overwhelming lack of life experience. I have no idea what Madai tastes like.

“Ah, you like outdoor activities?” I tried to make an effort and asked Shiori-san. She placed her hand on her mouth and smiled. The mole visible through the gaps of her fingers was like natural makeup adding a charming touch to her smile.

“Yeah, I love it! Scuba diving, trekking, oh, hang gliding was fun too. I’m aiming to conquer land, sea, and air, you know. But I also enjoy indoor games. Do you know Magic: The Gathering? It’s a card game.”

“I-I’m sorry, I don’t know.”

“How about TRPGs[6], murder mysteries, or, urm, werewolf games?”

“Ah, I know those.”

“Yep! Something like that. In short, I like anything!” She exclaimed, clenching her fist powerfully.

As Aya mentioned earlier that Shiori-san and I are somewhat similar, I can’t help but feel like we’re totally different…

Shiori-san exuded the allure of a mature woman while also possessing an innocent smile. She’s a woman I would never meet during my school life, someone from a completely different social circle.

I had never talked with adults other than my parents and teachers on a friend-like basis, so I felt a strange mix of emotions. It’s difficult to describe, not quite a feeling of inferiority, nor would I call it the heavy kind of admiration that renders you speechless either.

Unlike Towa-san, who seems like she’d tease me to death, and there’s no sense of being outclassed either, Shiori-san is clearly charming, and she undoubtedly embodies the “extraordinary” aspect that this bar offers.

Yet, why do I feel this vague sense of unease? I don’t understand. Normally, I would instantly be fond of Shiori-san… Why?

Then, Aya returned from her errand.

“I’m back♪!” (*Voice passed through Marika’s filter)

Ugh… 

“Welcome back, Aya-chan! You did a great job running the errand,” Shiori-san praised her as if she were her own daughter.

Aya averted her gaze and blushed slightly, responding in a soft voice, “It’s nothing.♪ I’ve been working here for two years already, you know?♪ I’m not just a trainee anymore, Shiori-san.♪” (*Voice passed through Marika’s filter, the conversation continues)

“Aah, that’s true! Sorry, Aya-chan. But you know, I get so impressed by every little thing you learn to do!”

“What’s that…♪ It’s not a big deal, really♪” (*Voice passed through Marika’s filter, and the conversation continues more)

“It’s alright, hooray! Good girl, there, there~!”

“I-I didn’t mean it like that♪” (*Marika)

Watching the close and affectionate exchange between the two, it all became clear to me.

—Is it because of this!?

 

***

 

“Emergency assembly… What’s that all about?”

I was breaking school rules during the lunch break the next day, sitting in the café near the station in my uniform. 

Yume, sitting next to me, had a worried look on her face. It’s okay, we have a self-study period for the afternoon class. We have plenty of time.

“I guess I can’t help it. If Marika asked for it, I’ll skip school for a bit and help her out.”





    
      
    


    


“No, Hinapoyo, you’d skip school without anyone telling you, right!?”

It was an unusual combination. Yume was sitting to my right, and to my left was Shirahata Hinano. Hinano had her hair dyed a blue color and worked as a shop clerk in Shibuya, and she was a habitual slacker. On the day of the opening ceremony, when we ran into each other in the third-year high school classroom, we all teased her, saying, “Wow, you actually managed to advance to the next grade!”

Anyway, with Yume and the bored-looking Hinano in front of me, I opened my mouth with a heavy heart. “If your girlfriend gets close with another girl, how would you feel?”

Without hesitation, Yume muttered, “That’d be the worst. It’s like a war.”

“That’s going pretty far.”

“I’d probably burst into tears. I wouldn’t want her coming within 20 meters of me ever again,” Yume replied.

“As expected from Yume, the heavyweight champion of Japan,” I commented, wondering if I had chosen the wrong person to consult with.

Hinano, after slurping my iced frappuccino through the straw, spoke up, “They’re both women, so it doesn’t matter if they have no romantic feelings for each other.”

I rolled my eyes at her feeble response. “You can’t see feelings like that! Because they’re both women, it’s even harder to distinguish between being lovers and being friends! I’ve never seen Aya act so vulnerable before!”

My voice unintentionally grew rough. Hinano gazed vaguely into space.

“She’s Marika's first girlfriend, right?” she asked.

“Yeah.”

“But that girl, her appearance and all, she must have been approached by a load of other people before, hasn’t she?”

“Yeah, she has. She’s been confessed to and liked by many. But I’ve never seen her face soften for anyone other than me…”

As I emphasized the uniqueness of this situation, Hinano quietly nodded.

“I see”

“What is it!? If you have something to say, just say it! Don’t give me that troublesome face!” I retorted.

“I was just thinking you have got a cute side. I got to see a new side of Marika,” Hinano replied, making me grind my teeth.

“I never knew I was the kind of girl who’d get worked up over something so trivial…”

This was the first time, after all. Aya had so few relationships with people that there hadn’t been anyone I didn’t know that Aya was close to…

Huh, am I getting a little too shaken up over this…!?

I was starting to regain my composure when Yume barked like a small dog. 

“It’s not something trivial! It’s a natural emotion as human beings! Seriously, everyone just casually throws around the word ‘love’ to other people’s girlfriends! Just because they’re both girls doesn’t mean they can casually say, ‘I love you~♪’ We take every word seriously! The value of words is going down because of you!” Yume exploded, waving her hands in frustration.

I understood… I empathized wholeheartedly. We wanted the word “love” to carry its own weight for each person. Like “like,” “really like,” “super-duper like,” or something.

…Well, I’ll just ignore the fact that Yume is angry at you, Yuzuki-chan. It would complicate matters. Sorry.

“I’m currently helping out at my girlfriend’s part-time job,” I explained to Hinano. How Aya was incredibly close with one of her senior staff members there. 

Hinano, with a face that I couldn’t tell if she was interested or not, said one thing. “Why don’t you just ask the person herself?”

This girl really doesn’t get it!

With a deep sigh, I covered my face with my hands. “Because if I ask her, she’ll realize that I care about it, and if she starts being careful around that senior staff member, it’ll be awkward… I don’t want that.”

“But don’t you want her to do that kind of thing?” Hinano asked.

Is this girl emotionally clueless…?

“That’s not it, Hinapoyo,” Yume intervened and came to my rescue. “What Marika wants to say is that she wants her girlfriend to live freely without having to worry about anyone else, to choose herself even among countless options, without being manipulated. I want Chi-chan to be with me out of her own free will…”

In the second half, it became entirely about Yume.

The helping hand turned into a sinking boat, and we both sank to the bottom of a deep swamp. 

“So annoying…” Hinano made a face that seemed thoroughly annoyed, from the bottom of her heart.

Well, I mean, I don’t expect as much as Yume does, but…!

“Because being possessive and demanding is burdensome… There’s a big difference between saying ‘I don’t like it’ and ‘I don’t like it, so cut that person off!’ Once you say it to your partner, it’s all over!”

“Well, yeah. It won’t be surprising if you get dumped for that,” Hinano replied, offering the obvious advice, and it made me feel even worse.

Just when I thought I had convinced her with the obvious reasoning, she presented me with the worst possible future, putting me in the worst mood. Me getting dumped by Aya… dumped…? That would never happen, right!?

Next to me was another girl with an equally awful expression. Yume slammed the desk. “There’s no way I would get dumped by Chi-chan, right!? It’s impossible, I’m telling you! ……No chance, right…?”

The world’s biggest “I don’t know” was about to slip out, but I gently patted Yume’s shoulder. “Nope, no way. Impossible.”

“Uuuu, uuuu… I wish I could have someone from the future come right now and guarantee it… I want assurance that Chi-chan and I will end up in the same grave no matter what happens in the future…”

“IKR…”

Yume and I held hands.

Strange. During the early days of our relationship, Aya was the one who seemed much more serious, but now the roles have reversed. Or, I wonder if Aya also stays up at night thinking about these things…? If she does, I wish she would tell me everything…

Yume moaned with a face she would never show Chisaki.

“You know, it’s like a miracle that the person I like happens to like me back. It’s an ongoing miracle, like a bridge made of mille-feuille[7], fragile and bound to collapse. It’s natural for the relationship to fall apart… Like they showed in a video I watched the other day, everything eventually collapses, even atoms…”

Hinano muttered, “Sounds like Super-Kamiokande[8].” 

For some reason… I feel like Yume’s anxiety is also infecting me.

Maybe I didn’t have enough sense of danger…

“No, I can’t just sit here and do nothing… I can’t imagine a future without being with Aya…”

“Marika…”

Yume’s eyes were already moist. It’s incredible how she can be so affected just by imagining things. She’s emotionally unstable, this girl.

“I don’t want to become like this…”

“Kuh, you’re such a straightforward person…”

“Then, why don’t you ask her directly?” Hinano said, who had finished her frappuccino, and placed the cup on the table. 

“Yeah,” I nodded with determination and continued. “For now, I’ll discreetly figure out the relationship between Aya and the other woman from their past, and what their current relationship is like… I have to make sure Aya doesn’t notice it though…” 

“That’s pretty roundabout.”

What’s with this person!? She’s been acting like a perfect human since earlier!

“Besides, Hinano, don’t you have someone you like!? Why are you so calm about it!? Don’t you worry or feel anxious!?”

“As for me,” Hinano threw both her hands up making a double-peace sign expressionlessly, as if trying to hide her slightly reddened cheeks, “I’m loved. She always makes my heart race.”

“Well, I feel the same way about Aya too!”

“That’s right! Chi-chan is the best girlfriend in the whole universe, always cherishing me!”

“Then it’s fine… The Master of being a pain in the ass…”

What’s going on? Are Yume and I weird? I’m getting confused.

However, to think Yume and I are on the same wavelength to this extent… Am I actually going crazy? Nah, I can’t be. That’s not true. I want to believe this is just a common problem that girls in love face.

As I stood up to prepare to go back to school, Yume muttered quietly, “It would be nice if everyone, apart from Chi-chan and me, disappeared from the world…”

Yume’s voice, tightly gripping the pair necklace, was genuinely serious. Ah, yep, it’s a relief to see that we’re not on the same wavelength at all. After all, that would mean I would disappear too.

The investigation into Aya and Shiori-san’s relationship has begun. (Exaggerated)

For now, I thought about asking someone who worked at the bar before Aya did… In that case, it would be either Nana-san or Towa-san… It’s the ultimate choice.

Ah, no, in that case, shouldn’t I just ask Karen-san? That should be the best choice, right? No, nope! It would be too bothersome to ask Karea-san while she’s on her trip!

Then how about asking someone close to Karen-san… 

Ah, I got an idea. But well… Let’s give it a try anyway.

As soon as I returned to school, I headed to the floor where the first-year classes were held.

Wow, the freshness of the new first-year students who just entered a few days ago is incredible. No one’s got dyed hair, and they barely wear any accessories. In a few months, they’ll become the type of students who casually skip class just ’cause it’s self-study time. That’s just how it goes at Kitazawa High School.

I thought I would stand out and be easily spotted, but surprisingly, there aren’t many around. Oh well, I’ll just call out to a nearby girl and ask her.

“Oi, yo, can I ask you something? I’m looking for someone.”

The surroundings buzzed with excitement. Maybe it’s because the third-year students are wandering around the first-year floor. Then, I heard voices saying, “Isn’t that Sakakibara-senpai!?” 

“Uwahhh, she’s really cute~~~!”

Didn’t this just happen the other day… I mean, why do the first-year students already know about me!? Is Asta spreading rumors!?

A first-year girl came over and said, “U-urm…!”

Wh-what is it?

“I always see your Instagram! Keep up the good work!”

“Y-yeah, thanks.”

Isn’t this what celebrities get told? I was just complaining to my friends about “I can’t stand it if my girlfriend gets close with another girl!”

…I’m just like that…

“By the way, while you’re here, do you know where Astalotte went?”

I thought she would quickly answer, but she tilted her head. Maybe she doesn’t know the name.

“Uh…?”

“You know, the one with blonde hair and twin tails?”

“Ahh, that’s Gaura-san, right? Maybe she’s in the toilet right now? It looks like she’s in the toilet!”

The first-year asks a nearby girl for an answer. I say “Thank you!” with a smile and then wonder “Who the hell is Gaura…?” 

Then, I spotted Astalotte coming back. She still looked stunning as ever.

“Mariiiii! Thanks for the other day, it was so much fun!”

“Ah, yeah.”

“What’s up? Did you come to see me?”

Well, that’s true, but saying that might give her the wrong idea! Astalotte followed me with light footsteps as I headed toward a less crowded area, asking, “I have something to talk about. By the way, who’s Gaura?”

“My name? I’m Matta Gaura,” she said.

“Hmm…? Ehh, what about Asta?”

“That’s also my name. Because it sounds cute, Astalotte. So, I made it my name. It’s my Japanese name, you know!”

That so… No wonder no one knows her as Astalotte. So her real name is Gaura-san? Gaura-san, Gaura-san…

Astalotte blinked her eyes and looked up at me with a slight tilt of her head. She gave me a sweet smile.

Yeah, it doesn’t really feel right, so I’ll just stick with “Astalotte.”

“Urm, well…”

“Whaaat is it~~?”

We were in the corridor leading to the special training room. Astalotte’s smile was illuminated by the sunlight streaming in through the window.

…Talking to Astalotte in a bright place like this feels like the first time.

Asta stood a little shorter than me, about 10-centimeter shorter. She was taller than Yume, but in her brand-new uniform, she looked much more modest and obedient, like he had tags like “Innocent underclassman!” and “Lovely kouhai!”

In other words… She’s cute! Her vibe. 

She could easily be in the top three most beautiful girls in our school. There’s Aya, Asta, and the last spot is… well, probably Reina.

“There’s something I wanted to ask… urm, by the way, are you commuting from Saitama?”

“That’s right~! I’m an early riser!” she said, placing her hands on her hips and proudly puffing her chest. “But I’m never bored! Lately, Aya has been recommending lots of Yuri manga for me to read. Smartphones are really the best. It’s the happiest time…”

She clasped her hands in front of her chest, her eyes sparkling with delight.

Each reaction Astalotte showed seemed strangely adorable. The eccentric Norwegian beauty who caused all sorts of trouble at the bar suddenly transformed into an innocent and cute underclassman. I felt a strong sense of responsibility as her senpai at school like I had to be extra kind to her. 

This is troublesome.

“Asta, you enjoying your school life?”

“Eh!? I’m having a lot of fun!”

“If you ever have any problems, let me know. If it’s nothing too troublesome, I’ll help you.”

“Eh, y-yeah, thank you. Somehow, you’re like my papa, Mari,” Astalotte giggled softly, and her smile was somehow elegant. “Mari, did you come all the way here just to tell me that? You’re so kind. I think I might fall for you.”

“It’s not like that.” (*It’s really not.)

“Nhuf.” Astalotte tiptoed and brought her face close to mine. Wait a sec.

Her lips touched my cheek. It was just a peck on the cheek, but I panicked.

“Y-you always do this…”

“I couldn’t help expressing my happiness. But since we’re at school, it’s just a cheek kiss.”

Astalotte even blew a flying kiss at me. Taken by surprise, I held my cheek and groaned.

“You do have some restraint in public after all, huh?”

“What are you saying, Mari? I’m a lady, so it’s only natural. Only places I can let loose are in the bar or in private rooms.”

“I see…”

Come to think of it, those were the only two places where I had ever encountered Asta.

I was worried about Asta when she was studying with Chisaki, but I guess she managed just fine.

“For now, it seems like you’re doing fine. You stand out, after all.” 

“Yep, I’m like the center of attention. But I don’t mind at all. After all, this school uniform is incredibly cute! It’s like dressing up every day!” Asta said as she twirled her skirt and gave a bright smile. Then she turned around and continued, “And I have lots of friends! Mari, Chisaki, and Aya are all in the same school, so we get to see each other like this!”

“Well, we’re graduating this year, though.”

“Then I’ll graduate with you! We’ll be in the same grade from now on!”

“What kinda logic is that?”

As we got too engrossed in our conversation, the break time was close to ending, so, finally, I got to the main topic.

“Err, well, Asta, you met Aya before me, right? When was that?”

“Oh, it’s like a detective interrogation! I’ve seen this in anime before!” Asta exclaimed while putting her hand on her chin, looking proud, and continued, “Well, I looked her up on the internet and went to meet Karen. It was in the spring two years ago. I was still in my second year of middle school back then.”

According to Asta’s unusually cooperative testimony, she met Karen shortly after she started working at the bar. If that’s the case, she might know something. I felt a bit nervous as I asked the next question.

“Urm, so, about Aya and Shiori-san, what kind of relationship do they have?”

“Relationship?”

“Yeah… I mean, it’s just… like, maybe they were… ex-girlfriends or something…”

Of course, I didn’t actually suspect that they were ex-lovers. I just thought this exaggerated way of asking might make it easier for Asta to understand. But now, I felt embarrassed for trying to pry into someone’s romantic past. Especially with a younger kouhai. I wanted to appear cool in front of them!

Asta’s eyes sparkled instantly, the typical reaction of a girl who just heard some romantic gossip.

“You’re curious, aren’t you, Mari!”

“Ugh… When you put it that way, it’s embarrassing…”

It wasn’t really my style to get flustered like this…

“It’s alright, Mari. When you’re a maiden in love, you can’t help but want to know everything about the other person! It’s cute, Mari!”

“T-That’s right! That’s exactly it!”

I admitted with a feeling of relief. Asta seemed very satisfied. Grrrr. I didn’t want to show my weaknesses to a kouhai!

“Alright, since you showed me your cute side, as a reward, I’ll let you in on something nice,” she said while placing her hand on her cheek and smiling in a seductive manner. 

And then, she dropped a bombshell.

“I’ve heard something from Karen. It seems like Aya had feelings for Shiori.”

“Wh-”

I involuntarily opened and closed my mouth in surprise as I was taken aback by the sudden intense information.

“She liked her? Like, really liked her?”

“I don’t know if they ever did anything physical, but Karen told me about it. It happened when I was trying to approach Aya. She said, ‘No, Aya-chan likes Shiori,’ or something like that.”

“………”

Honestly, since it’s Asta’s story, I’m not sure how much of it to believe.

But seeing Aya’s attitude yesterday… I felt like it might not be all lies.

Aya admired Shiori-san and had feelings for her, but they couldn’t be together. So she approached me, who resembles Shiori-san…?

I felt my knees weaken, so I leaned against the wall for support.

And then the bell rang. Asta patted my head gently and says, “But that’s all in the past now. Aya is your partner, Mari. Make her happy to the fullest!”

Asta waved her hand gracefully and left.

I-I’m… still leaning against the wall, feeling utterly drained, even after my kouhai left.

I can’t just break up so easily…!

I don’t even understand why I’m feeling so shocked like this. I stood frozen in place for a while. Sure, Shiori-san was incredibly cute, but… but, but! 

No, even if those feelings from the past have turned into good memories for Aya, it’s still fine, right!? Is it still fine? I don’t know!

But they’re still working in the same place!

─ That’s no good, right?!

I lifted my head abruptly, my thoughts racing. I reminded myself of my determination during Valentine’s Day, Marika Sakakibara! No matter who the other person is, it doesn’t matter! 

Because I like Aya, and I will make her notice me… I’ll make sure you only look at me…! Right!?

I started walking. My eyes were on fire.

I’m leaving behind my heavy-hearted self. From now on, I’ll become the woman who snatches away what she wants!

I’m going to steal her away!

 

***

 

“Great job the other day! Looking forward to working with you again!”

That evening, Shiori-san arrived at the bar wi

th a cheerful smile. 

The three of us were on the shift again. After Shiori-san changed into her work attire and stepped behind the counter, Aya and I greeted her. 

She arranged the liquor bottles and immediately started making the cocktails that were ordered. As expected, her movements were incredibly skillful. 

“Oh my, having two high school girls at the workplace makes me feel like I’ve turned into one myself. Don’t you think it’s super cute with the three of us lined up like this?” 

“Giza[9]... What do you mean?” I asked in confusion, and Shiori-san smiled brightly. 

Eh, scary.

“Back in my day, flip phones and 1seg’s[10] were all the rage, you know… Oh, sorry, you probably don’t know. We’re from different generations! One generation apart… it’s quite a difference…”

“That’s what they call a generation gap,” I casually remarked, and Shiori-san went on to tell me about the stories from ‘Magical Island,’ which apparently was something like a novel version of the manga app they have now. 

Gradually, the bar started to get busier, and I went around the floor. 

Today, I came to the bar with the determination to be the invisible ‘woman stealer’ with a headband, but… To be honest, I was still torn about whether I should actually go through with the plan.

I’m the type of person who values the atmosphere in a group, so doing something that the other person would dislike isn’t really my forte. 

Of course, it’s different when all four of us are together, and we tease Yume for laughs. But when it’s one-on-one, I feel even more compelled to make the other person enjoy themselves.

However, standing side by side at the counter were Aya and Shiori-san. I could see Aya, with a sparkling smile, talking to Shiori-san…

“——” 

“———♪” (*Voice passed through Marika’s filter, Aya’s cheerful voice)

I made up my mind, I was going to do it after all. 

Shiori-san laughed, and Aya laughed too. They were still so close, just like when a friend brings their lover along, and you feel left out even when you’re together as a group.

Ahhhh, I can’t stand it. I really can’t. I hate how I can’t be perfectly composed in front of Aya. 

In the end… the heaviness in my heart comes from anxiety.

When I first went on a hot spring trip with Aya alone, in the early stages of our relationship, I didn’t feel any anxiety. I didn’t even get jealous, and just being with Aya made me happy, and that was enough.

Even now, there’s no denying that I’m happy. But I want to be with Aya for the rest of my life. I can’t even imagine what it’d be like to break up with her.

Having fun chatting with everyone at school, working part-time, dressing up, updating Instagram, studying to get into college, and having occasional new encounters… 

—But without Aya, my life would undoubtedly feel terribly unsatisfying. 

Her presence is so significant that even a tiny bit of anxiety gets amplified like a smartphone worth 3-million-yen. You’d definitely become cautious, fearing that you might drop it.

Aya is one of a kind in this world. Even in the bustling streets of Shinjuku, overflowing with people, although I pass countless girls, Aya is the only one like her. I wish there were more girls like her, but unfortunately, there aren’t.

Of course, it’s precious. It’s worth more than 3-million-yen. It’s a one-of-a-kind smartphone. Well, it’s not a smartphone though!

“Well then, Aya-chan, Marika-chan, good work today!”

So, after finishing my shift and saying goodbye to Shiori-san, I headed into the changing room. 

“......”

Standing next to Aya, in front of the lockers.

When I decide to do something, I will do it. That’s just who I am. I told myself that. As if still gazing at Shiori-san’s smile, I walked towards Aya, who seemed lost in thought. 

“Hey, Aya.”

“Hm, what’s up—”

I broke my promise and kissed her. Aya looked surprised and stared back at me. 

“Marika?”

It was the first kiss in a long time, and it felt good, or rather, it warmed my heart. Touching her own lips, she slowly lifted the corners of her mouth.

“I thought we were abstinent? Or have you reached your breaking point?” She said giving a suggestive smile, “Even though we said we’d wait until Karen-san comes back, I totally won this one. You’re so naughty, Marika.”

Ignoring my lover’s words, I reached out to her cheek and kissed her again. This time, I gently sucked on her soft lips. Just like trying to recall the taste of Aya’s lips, I persistently trace them with my tongue. I could never forget it, though. I could never forget it, after all. 

After sharing plenty of kisses, when we finally pulled away, Aya’s cheeks were also flushed with red.

“Marika…” 

“Yeah.”

The composed expression she had just moments ago had vanished. 

“I haven’t done this in a while either. So, urm, if you keep doing that, I won’t be able to hold back,” Aya replied, her voice now sounded sweet and slightly hoarse, like a delicate perfume.

Why did I even bring up abstinence? I have a lover who I can kiss anytime I want. Am I just being foolish?

I touched Aya’s neck. As I traced my fingers gently, Aya reacted sensitively, closing her eyes. 

“Nnnn…” 

“Aya, you haven’t done anything in a while, right? Your face looks really flustered.”

“That may be true, but… even Marika…”

Separated by just a door, faint laughter could be heard from the bar.

Aya seemed embarrassed and turned her back to me. “This is just teasing… There’s no time for that now, I have to go somewhere after this.” 

“It’s okay, just a little.”

I hugged Aya from behind, placing my hands on her waist. The rough texture of the bartender uniform made Aya’s figure stand out more than usual. 

“Aya…” 

“It’s no good here, it’s a shop.”

“A-ya…” I whispered into her ear. Then playfully bit it, causing Aya’s whole body to flinch. 

“Hya—” 

Her body was indeed quite sensitive. 

“Wait, Marika…” 

“We’ve used the break room here before, remember?” 

“That was a special day.”

As Aya tried to squirm and escape from my grasp, I held her tighter, and she let out another breathy sigh. 

“Ngh… Marika, I said…”

I wrapped my arms around her, unbuttoning her vest from the back. Aya’s hips swayed when I gently caressed her stomach over the dress shirt.

Usually, Aya would easily push my hands away. But it seemed like she really couldn’t resist anymore.

Aya overlapped her palm with mine, weakly voicing her protests. 

“It’s still business hours, there are customers nearby…”

“I love your smell, Aya.”

“Hey, Marika…?”

I buried my face in Aya’s neck and took a deep breath. Her scent was slightly different from the school uniform Aya wears. It had a slightly mature scent, a blend of various things like customers’ perfumes and cocktails, and more, intoxicating my senses and making my head spin with dizziness.

The fragrance was captivating. With each breath, it felt like the presence of Aya inside me intensified, as if her essence was becoming even more deeply ingrained within me.

My hand slipped under her shirt, gently caressing her waist and hip area. Aya shook her head as if to protest, yet she still allowed it to happen. 

“You can’t, Marika. We’re right next to the bar… If it’s just teasing, stop.”

That’s what she said but…

The desire to touch and be touched intensifies so much that I find myself wondering if it’s okay to just go with the flow. Being with her makes me understand those feelings all too well.

Aya’s response was a mix of agitation and embarrassment. She tried to twist away from my forceful actions, but I held her firmly.

“Aya… do you usually do it yourself?”

“What are you saying, Marika…”

“Come on, it’s not like you haven’t done it often, right? I know you’re a pervert, Aya. And yet, you endured it for so long, didn’t you? It must have been painful, right? Being touched feels good, doesn’t it?”

Aya twisted her body at my unusually forceful attitude.

“It’s strange Marika. Saying it like that…”

…I know it’s strange, but it’s okay.

I continued to move my hand beneath her clothes. Lifting her bra slightly, I gently cupped both breasts from behind. Aya’s lips tightened in response, trying to endure the stimulation. I teasingly caressed the lower part of her breasts with my fingertips, savoring the pleasure in her heavy sighs.

“Stop, Marika… Why are you… doing this outside…? The usual Marika, doing something like this…”

In her warm sigh, the syrup of pure pleasure has completely dissolved.

“True, it certainly isn’t like me.”

“Yeah… When we have some time off, let’s do it a lot…? It’s hard to hold back, but I’ll do my best… So, not here…”

I pinched the tip of her breast, and Aya instinctively covered her mouth, letting out a muffled moan as her back arched. 

“But, Aya… Even though I said I didn’t want to do it at school, you didn’t stop, did you?” 

“P-Payback? But I already apologized, didn’t I…?”

I teased Aya’s large breasts, caressing, fondling, and pinching them intermittently, causing her words to break. Selfishly, I played with her, something I would never do normally, nor did I want to. But for some reason, at this moment, I wanted to torment Aya even more.

I didn’t fully understand it, even though it was about myself. Yet, I felt a mix of frustration, not irritation or anger, but rather a sense of impatience.

—Aya should just think about me.

I was about to express these childish and selfish feelings to her. I wanted to tell her, no matter how immature it sounded. Right now, I genuinely wanted to confront Aya.

Ah, there it goes again. My second stomach is growling, feeling hungry.

“Hey, Marika, Marika…” 

” …Aya.”

My beloved Aya.

I slipped one hand into her tight skirt. Aya turned her shoulder, looking back at me. 

“No, that’s…” 

I didn’t undress her from the shop’s uniform, instead, I slid my fingers directly inside her panties. As I expected, my fingers smoothly traced her delicate flesh.

“Or… you don’t want Shiori-san to find out?” 

“Eh?” She asked, confused, at my slip of the tongue. To distract her, I gently flicked a sensitive spot with my finger.





    
      
    


    


The unreasonable frustration intensifies even more.

When I was restrained by Aya with handcuffs and tormented before, I was terrified. I was trying to figure out what she wanted and carefully considering things in my head. But now, it’s different. Anyway, I want to imprint myself on Aya. I have to be strong; otherwise, the marks won’t last.

I continued moving my fingers, completely absorbed and lost in the moment.

Ignoring my tense forearms, begging for a break, I kept going. Aya’s trembling legs made it hard to resist, and until she felt good, I couldn’t stop either.

“Nn, nn, nnnn…!”

I held Aya close, monopolizing her scent, voice, softness, taste, and beauty, all to myself. In my chest, I moaned with delight.

I know nothing about their relationship or their past.

—Don’t laugh in front of me like that.

—Don’t act friendly in my presence.

I definitely like Aya more than anyone else does.

I’ll definitely make Aya feel good and show her. 

“Aya, I like you, I love you… I love you so much…”

“Ngh…nnnn…nnn…”

I could feel the limit approaching. I pushed my fingers deeper into Aya, and at the same time, I tease her around with the other hand. Fueled by Aya’s intense reactions, I became more forceful, more assertive, as if stoking the flames of her desire.

Like chasing after a prey, I whispered, “Aya, hey, Aya, come on, let go… Show me your cute side, right here at the bar, Aya…!”

“~~~~~~~!”

Aya, with her hair in disarray, covers her mouth with both hands, and then…

She snapped like a torn rubber band, and convulsed violently, trembling and her body twitching.

I embrace Aya, who is arched back, and smile. 

“That felt good, didn’t it, Aya?”

I slowly withdraw my tightly held finger and set Aya’s body free.

Then, Aya slumps down to the floor. 

“~~… Haah… Haah…”

Aya sits on the ground like a girl. It felt like a faint trace of pleasure was rising from her body like steam.

Looking down at her disheveled hair and the top of her head, I…

Cover her back again. 

“Why?” Aya’s small voice. 

“What do you mean?” I ask her back while staying close to her. 

“You would never do something like this under normal circumstances, Marika.”

She looks over her shoulder at me.

There was a hint of unease in Aya’s eyes. 

“Did someone teach you something naughty?”

Well, I could have evaded the question with a flippant response, making Aya even more anxious as if I were having an affair, but that’s not the case. 

I just like Aya, after all.

“If I learned something, it would be from Aya, right?” 

“I guess you’re still bothered by what happened at school. Is that why you told me to restrain myself and endure the loneliness…?”

“No, it’s not like that.”

I unbutton Aya’s shirt, which was about to be taken off. She didn’t resist anymore.

“So, why?”

“Because…” Suddenly, I couldn’t find the right words.

Aya and Shiori-san were being all lovey-dovey, and I got jealous… but…

I mean, I could push Aya down in the changing room separated only by a hallway and a door, but voicing that one thing is harder than I thought. Besides, Aya should realize it herself, shouldn’t she? She’s usually so good at understanding me. Yet this time, she acts as if she doesn’t know what’s going on between Shiori-san and me.

They were being so affectionate right in front of me… It’s not like I believe everything Asta says, but still, I can’t stay silent when I’m shown such a blatant attitude. Aya is important to me.

No, not again… I thought it had settled down.

“Hey, Marika… Stop moving your hand….”

I undo her shirt, grasping at her chest. Aya furrows her brow, seemingly troubled. “Hey, please stop. I’ll apologize for what happened at school… I do like you, Marika, but… this kind of thing. The bar is precious to me…”

“Will you hate me? Me?”

“That’s not it… but…”

“Aya is kind.”

“It’s not just about liking or hating. I do like you, but there are things I don’t want you to do, places I don’t want you to intrude… that kind of stuff.”

That’s…

Unintentionally, I stopped my hand.

Aya looks down. “I’m happy that you want to do this for me. Really, it makes me happy. But… even though I love you so much, I can’t let you have your way, and I’m sorry…”

She says it as if she did something terribly wrong.

It frustrates me. 

“Why is Aya apologizing?” 

“It’s because I’m being selfish. I mean, I’m dating you, Marika, but I’m still being picky, like saying this is okay and that’s not. I always thought that whenever you felt like it, it would be okay for me… I’m sorry.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

I became even more irritated with Aya repeatedly apologizing.

But it’s not about her relationship with Shiori-san. 

“Don’t say things like you’re dating an abusive partner.”

My voice of genuine frustration slipped out. 

“Marika…?” 

“Aya, you’re not dating me just for the sake of dating me. You’re dating me because you like me, right? Then why are you talking about restraint from the beginning? I want to make you happy, Aya.”

Sitting down on the floor, Aya looks at me with a puzzled expression. 

“But Marika did this to me.”

 “Well, that may be true, but!”

Why is Marika getting angry? I find myself saying something that even I can’t make sense of. 

“I deliberately acted like I was hurting Aya, so you should be mad at me! I really hate it when you always blame yourself for everything!”

“I thought maybe you attacked me because you couldn’t control your urges.”

“It’s not just abstinence, that won’t be this intense!”

“But Marika’s a pervert, so…”

“I don’t want to hear that from someone who’s making you unable to move!” I exclaimed while I groped her breasts. Aya said, “No, no,” and put her hand on top of mine.

“L-like I said…”

I look into Aya’s eyes. “It’s impossible for me to fulfill everything you want, and it’s unrealistic. Aya has her own life and things she wants to protect, and in an ideal relationship, we should respect each other’s boundaries…”

Ideals are just ideals, so that’s why I ended up doing something like this today…! I’m not acting in line with my words! It’s because I’m emotionally weak!

Maybe it wasn’t the right timing, but I kissed Aya.

Aya still has a confused expression, not fully understanding what’s going on. 

“I also feel that way about you, Marika.”

“If that’s the case, then I feel the same!” 

“But…” Aya looks down again, “I want to give everything to you, and I want you to give everything to me…”

“T-That’s…”

Right now, I can’t simply laugh off Aya’s words about “extreme love.” After all, my feelings have swelled, and that’s why I ended up hurting Aya like this.

“And I feel the same way about you,” I confess.

“Eh?” 

“I don’t know the exact ratio of our feelings, but I do have those feelings for you too! Of course, I’ve fallen so deeply in love that I want to possess you!”

Ahhh, this is so embarrassing. I can understand why Aya would feel shy.

I mean, it’s like confessing that I can’t live without you. It’s too heavy!

“But in reality, we have to live in human society, and we’ll have to face people we find troublesome. Before accepting everything, let’s talk about it! Let’s deepen our mutual understanding!”

—As I passionately speak, Aya blinks her eyes in surprise.

Then she suddenly smiles, “The only one I’m willing to endure for is you, Marika.”

“But… even so, I don’t want you to endure. No, it’s not like I’m unilaterally saying that; it’s just that there are things where enduring is the only option…” 

“But if that’s the case, why did you do something like this in the first place?”

It seems more and more likely I won’t be able to escape. That’s enough, all right.

Despite the extreme embarrassment, I blurt it out recklessly. “It’s because you and Shiori-san were getting along… and I got jealous of you two!” 

Ugh… I can’t see Aya’s face…

Everything is probably just my misunderstanding, and Aya will laugh it off with ease, making it clear that I was the only one getting flustered!

With that thought, I look at Aya. 

“Ah.”

But Aya is looking down.

Her face is bright red. “Well… erm…”

…Eh?

What’s with that reaction?

No way, eh? You can’t be kidding, right?

“Aya, you don’t mean to say…” 

“Urm, it’s not like that…”

“But if it were, then why? Why?!” My voice unintentionally becomes harsh. I turn Aya’s face towards me and press for an answer, “Do you like Shiori-san!?”

“It’s not like that, urm, it’s different…” Aya said, shaking her head, “I’m showing you my ugly side, it’s embarrassing.”

“What, what are you implying….”

My anger flares up, and Aya is visibly disturbed.

That’s probably why those words slipped out.

“Because we’re incompatible… for me.”

“What’s that? What do you mean by incompatible?”

Incompatible or compatible, eh? What’s she talking about?

Wait a minute, if that’s the case then…

Even though I knew that arguing back would corner Aya even more, I was impulsively driven by a strong urge and ended up venting my irritation.

You can tell Shiori-san is an amazing person just by talking to her for a little bit. I get it, but still!

“Then, you thought it would be okay if it was me instead of Shiori-san? You compromised because Shiori-san was impossible and you thought I’d do…?!”

Aya’s surprised eyes meet mine. “It’s different.”

A voice that can’t find the right words comes from Aya. I tighten my lips, realizing that we might be on the verge of a major fight.

Bang! The changing room door opens.

“I’m back! You two are still here!? How have you been!?”

We both turn around. 

And there they were…

“Ah!”

Peeking into the dressing room, there was Shiori-san, and beside her, it seemed like Karen-san had returned a day earlier from her tropical island trip.
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Karen-san, who barged into the changing room, seemed to sense at a glance that there was an unusual atmosphere between us, and as soon as she stepped inside, she slammed the door shut. Shiori-san, who hadn’t been let in, let out a disappointed “Ahhh” on the other side of the door.

Aya, who had been dazed, snapped back to reality and hurriedly did up the buttons of her shirt. I remained unable to say anything.

Karen-san repeated herself, “I’m back! How’s everyone doing?” 

She had a bright smile on her face, appearing as composed as ever, despite the awkward atmosphere. The mentality of a demon.

Even though my emotions were all over the place, my mouth seemed to operate on autopilot. “U-Urm, eh… You came back early?”

“It was originally supposed to be a ten-day trip, but I started worrying about the shop. Besides, we both had plenty of fun and decided to come back to work earlier, so I got back earlier,” Karen explained.

“I see… Welcome back…” I responded quietly.

“……” 

After adjusting her attire, Aya still remained silent, looking down.

If I were in Karen-san’s position, I definitely wouldn’t be able to withstand the silence, but she calmly stepped in with a wry smile. “It might be awkward not to address it, but were you two fighting?”

“That’s…”

“……”

Silently we exchanged glances.

Seeing Aya’s expression, which seemed on the verge of collapsing, I felt a piercing pain in my chest. I might not have the right to feel sorry for her, considering I hurt her myself… But, when she said those things to me…

It was painful. Unable to say anything, I looked down, and Karen intervened, saying, “Okay, okay, I get it. Both of you, wait a moment. Hey, Shiori, can you take Aya-chan home after today? Tomorrow’s a holiday, so Shiori, you’re off too, right?”

“Eh… Karen-san…?”

Opening the changing room door slightly open, the conversation proceeded on its own.

This story originally started with suspicions about Aya and Shiori-san, and now this! Unbelievable! 

“In exchange, I’ll take Marika with me,” Karen suggested. 

“Ehhhhhhhh…?!” Aya exclaimed, sounding displeased.

While both of them made grimaces at each other, Karen-san shook her head with a smile. “No~pe, girls who do it in the dressing room, have to listen to what I say. Okay?”

Ugh… She played that card here…

If you say that, it’s true that I feel vulnerable, but…

 “Marika,” At that moment, Aya finally called my name.

As if she had found the words she wanted to say, she still seemed uneasy as her eyes wavered slightly. 

“…What?” Fatigue washed over me, causing my voice to come out cold. Aya visibly flinched at my words, but she still spoke. 

“I…” Aya tried to maintain a composed veil, but from my perspective, it was so thin that I could easily see through to the other side. “…I’ve always thought that I wasn’t good enough for you, Marika.”

“──”

Right after that, I found myself trapped in a thick cage of self-loathing. 

“Aaaahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh…….”

A hellish groan escaped from my mouth while I was sitting in the passenger seat of Karen-san’s red compact car, holding my head. The storm of self-loathing that struck me felt like the biggest of this century. 

“I didn’t mean to make her say those things! I never wanted her to say something like that!”

But it was all too late now. Aya was deeply hurt, just as I intended when I hurt her.

“Aaaahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh…….”

“You’re at a difficult age, aren’t you?” Karen laughed. 

I wanted to shout, “How can you laugh in a situation like this!?” but I couldn’t. Or rather, I wished she would mock me even more. I felt so foolish.

If that couldn’t happen…

I slowly lifted my face. “Karen-san…”

“Ye~ah?” Karen responded.

“Please hold me…”

“Ehhh!?”

The car swerved suddenly, but my frozen heart didn’t flinch. I continued speaking, almost pleadingly, “Please, punish me…”

“Hey, hey, don’t say weird things. You startled me. No, it’s wrong to say things like that to try and seduce me. A heartbroken high school girl is the last thing I need!”

“Uuuu… Yes…” 

Receiving a stern scolding, I slumped again. Ugh, I’ve even troubled Karen; I’m such a hopeless person…

“It’s the first time I’ve seen Marika-chan so down,” Karen remarked.

“Is that so… But this time, I’m hundred percent at fault…”

After a brief pause, Karen spoke cheerfully, “Hey, Marika-chan. Would you like to stay at my place tonight?”

“Ehhh!?”

Karen-san smiled at me.

Although I was the one who asked her for punishment just now, I asked in haste, “W-What do you mean by that?”

“Ahhh, it’s nothing weird. I mean, it looks like you had a fight with Aya-chan, so I thought I could lend you an ear. That’s all. I want to support you, Marika-chan.”

“Haaaa…” I pondered for a moment. 

Since I’ll probably go home and end up lying in bed like a lethargic seal, unable to sleep and staring at my phone until morning, I nodded, “Alright, I’ll stay over. But I need to contact my family first…”

“Sure, of course. Thanks, Marika-chan. I also want to thank you for helping out at the shop,” Karen said.

“T-Thanks…”

With Karen-san’s unique personality, the first thing that came to mind was something like “with our bodies♡,” but I shook my head. Although I’m a bit curious about how skilled Karen is for real… No, no, no!

“I-I won’t cheat, okay!? I won’t!”

After saying that seriously, Karen-san was taken aback for a moment, then burst into laughter. Kuh, what’s this… I’m so embarrassed…!

Karen-san’s apartment. It looked like an ordinary apartment building. 

“Pardon the intrusion…”

Upon entering the room, it was just as I expected – a typical cozy home of a single woman. I had this image of Karen-san living in some extravagant penthouse on the top floor of a high-rise building, but her actual living space was quite ordinary, just like any other.

“Surprisingly normal?”

Dragging her carry-on bag, Karen-san opened the door to the living room. 

“Ah, no” 

“Even though I’m the owner of a bar, every penny goes back to the bar whenever I get some money. So my lifestyle never gets any easier. I was actually the richest back when I was a student.”

By “when I was a student,” she meant the time she, urm, appeared in various works.

“Eh, is the bar doing okay?” As soon as I asked, I regretted it. But with so many customers there…

“I’m managing somehow. I can at least pay the cute girls their salaries. By the way, all my debts are fully paid off,” Karen replied with a smile.

“Ooooh… That’s impressive,” I didn’t really know how impressive it was, but I tried to raise my voice.

“And that’s why, just make yourself home and enjoy,” Karen said.

“Yep, thank you very much.”

I sit down on the white sofa, perching lightly on it. Next to the living room is what looks like the door to the bedroom. 

Is this a 1LDK[1]? The living room is spacious enough to host a home party, it feels wide and open. The interior was also mostly white, giving it a sense of cleanliness.

I couldn’t tell if she rarely came back home, but she doesn’t seem to have much of a sense of life. However, the large collection of liquor bottles displayed in the kitchen area gave a sense of her profession. There are also shakers and glasses neatly arranged.

Ah, so this is Karen-san’s place… I started feeling like I had done something quite dangerous. Even though we’re both girls, should I have been more cautious about going to her place?

Well, whatever… Aya has been talking endlessly about Karen-san, but honestly, I’ve never seen anything weird about Karen-san. Although if I saw something weird, that might be the end for me… But, overall, I trust Karen-san quite a lot.

Putting aside whether she’s a sensible adult for getting involved with a minor… I don’t think Karen-san would forcefully do anything to someone who doesn’t want it. In that sense, she might even be more reliable than Aya.

“I’m gonna tidy some laundry and stuff. Do you want to watch something while you wait?” Karen asked.

“Oh, no, don’t worry about it….”

My gaze fell on the shelf where various works Karen-san seemed to have appeared in were neatly arranged.

“There’s no way I’d watch those! What are you thinking!?”

“But you got CDs, so they’re uncensored, right?”

“What do you mean by ‘but’!?”

Is she trying to sell it as an exclusive offer that you can only see here or something? Seriously, I’m not interested.

Karen laughed and pulled her bag along. Geez…

Alone now, I looked at my phone’s wallpaper. It was a photo taken with Aya.

We posed with a fake peace sign, just in case someone saw it at school. Only our hands were in the photo, giving off a friendly vibe, but you could tell it was Aya’s fingers because they were longer than mine.

Crap, something’s welling up inside me. My chest tightens, making it hard to breathe. Even though I love Aya so much, why do I feel the urge to hurt her? If I knew I’d regret it, why didn’t I just not do it in the first place…

Karen-san poked her head into the living room and said, “Oh right, Marika-chan. I’ve got the bath ready, so go ahead and take a bath first. I’ll tidy up some things here.”

I looked up from my phone. “Eh, a b-bath?”

“Yeah, you want to freshen up, right? Off you go. There are plenty of shampoo and conditioner sets, so use whichever you like. I’ll get the bath towel and pajamas ready for you.”

“Ah, got it.”

Feeling a bit tired of resisting, I made my way to the bathroom. 

While the bathroom looked clean, I couldn’t shake off the discomfort. But borrowing the bath from the manager who’s been taking care of me is probably normal, right…? And since we’re both girls, it feels like something that happens often.

Argh! There’s no point hesitating now!

I opened the bathroom door and took a shower before settling into the bathtub, stretching my legs. “Haaah…”

My body started to warm up. Finally, I began to calm down.

I washed my body and hair quickly. Just as Karen-san said, there were three sets of shampoo and conditioner. All foreign brands from manufacturers I didn’t recognize. I picked one that seemed to have a particularly nice scent, thinking that I wouldn’t like Aya telling me tomorrow I smell like a woman she doesn’t know.

I couldn’t stay in the bath for too long, so I got out in less than twenty minutes.

I put on the pajamas Karen-san had prepared… But…

“What the heck is this…”

“Waaa, Marika-chan, you look so cute! It suits you so well!”

The pajamas she had prepared were a full-body dog costume. 

“Hey, I’m sorry, that’s all I had.”

“Is that the case?”

“Well, the other pajamas are all in my size. They would be a bit small for you, so they’d end up being like three-quarter length or something.”

“It’s totally fine, but still!”

Kuh, as a quiet protest, I pulled the hood over my head. Now I look like a Shiba Inu. It’s warm…

But, I didn’t plan on staying overnight, so I didn’t bring any skincare or anything… Just as I thought that Karen said, “Here you go!” and brought a complete set, along with a hairdryer.

As expected, she’s used to having guests over… The hairdryer is like the ones they use in hair salons. The more time passes, the more comfortable I feel!

It’s strange how relaxing it can be to take a bath in someone else’s house. I dried my hair to some extent and returned to the living room as Shiba Inu.

There were more people.

“I’ve taken a bath… Wait, why!?”

It was Towa-san and Nana-san.

“Eh, Marika-chan, what’s with that outfit!? It’s so cute! Can I hold your hand? Pretty please!”

“I don’t think so.” I swatted away Towa-san’s outstretched hand.

And then, Nana-san, dressed in punk fashion, stretched her legs out while sitting on the floor. “I was summoned by the owner. Since I have a day off tomorrow, I figured why not.”

“Momo-chan didn’t even read my message. She’s probably already asleep.” 

Momo-chan-senpai is being treated like a baby again…

I go over to the side next to Nana-san, opposite Towa-san, even though she pats the floor next to her, inviting me. Towa-san makes a displeased face, but well, I guess that’s to be expected.

Karen-san came back with two glasses on a tray. “Marika-chan, orange juice is fine for you, right?”

“Ah, yep, thank you.”

I often order orange juice at the bar, so Karen-san must have remembered my preference. She placed a few ice cubes in a rock glass[2] and poured orange juice into it. Even the usual drink felt more mature this way.

Of course, Karen-san, Towa-san, and Nana-san had alcohol in front of them. 

“Well then, shall we toast!”

“Or better, before that…. Why are these two here?”

“A lively atmosphere is more fun, isn’t it?”

I furrowed my eyebrow at Karen-san’s unapologetic response. 

“But… that depends on the time and situation?”

Right now, the current situation is me being overwhelmed with guilt towards Aya and feeling down…

“True. Maybe Towa-san should leave?”

“I don’t wanna! It’s been so long since I attended a drinking party at the owner’s house,” Towa-san said as she dived onto the sofa, clutching a cushion and grinning as if she were the master of this place. 

In other words… wouldn’t it be best if I left instead?

“So, in that case, Cheers!” Karen raised her glass. Gugh…

“Cheers, welcome back, Karen-san…”

We all toasted in unison. And so, I, the only minor, ended up in this gathering of adults. It felt more dangerous than being alone with just Karen-san.

I sat on the carpet, with Nana-san to my right and Karen-san to my left, while Towa-san occupied the front sofa. At first, we listened to Karen’s travel stories.

“So, how was it? Karen-san, the tropical island?”

“It was so, very wonderful…”

In her pajamas and without any makeup on, Karen-san looked a bit younger and had a cute senpai vibe, despite our age gap. She gently placed her hand on her cheek and spoke with a hint of hesitation.

“…Every day I lounged around in the hotel, went swimming in the sea whenever I felt like it, did some scuba diving, and parasailing. I thought about living there forever.”

“We’d be in trouble if you didn’t come back, though.”

“But look, even though I was so careful every day, I still got sunburned,” she said, pouting slightly. Then, Karen-san extended her long legs, revealing her bare skin by lifting the hem of her dress. Her legs were not just slender like a student’s; they had a certain firmness and a beautiful shape, exuding a sense of youthfulness and elegance. 

“I only got burned in one spot, and it looks so weird. Haaaa.”

“Ahaha…”

Without delay, Towa-san made a remark, “Owner, be careful not to expose too much and poison the innocent eyes of minors!”

“I-It’s not like that! Nothing like that”

“Ehhhh, reallyyy?” Towa-san said while playfully lifting the hem of her long skirt little by little. I stared at it with a blank expression.

“I’m telling you, I’m not like that at all.”

“What should I do, Naa-chan? This girl might be straight…!?”

“From the bottom of my heart. I don’t care,” Nana-san interjected.

After everyone had finished their first drink, the conversation turned to me. It just happened to shift my way.

“So, about Aya-chan…”

“Ugh…”

I did promise Karen-san that I would talk to her. Making drinks seemed to be on a rotational basis, and currently, Towa-san was shaking a shaker in the kitchen.

I guess we’ll talk while Towa-san is away…

“Actually…”

I began talking, little by little. Karen-san and Nana-san listened attentively without teasing me.

Working at the bar was fun. I was happy to see various sides of Aya and experience different aspects of her. But, I couldn’t help but feel jealous of the way she acted differently, and I ended up misunderstanding her relationship with Shiori-san, causing trouble for Aya.

It’s a simple story when put into words, but that’s exactly why I feel so pathetic about it. 

“But that whole thing about being compatible or not…” I stared intently at the back of my hand resting on my knee. “Sometimes, I can’t help but think Aya is being serious when she says those things. Suddenly losing confidence or talking about how we live in different worlds… I don’t really like that side of her. And then I get all worked up about it.”

Lately, it felt like it happened more often than before. I think it’s partly because I suddenly became good at my job at the bar. It seemed like Aya lost a bit of confidence because of that.

“But still, expecting her to be confident all the time is also selfish of me…”

Even Aya has the right to feel down sometimes. Expressing all the frustrations I have with myself to my partner and expecting them to fix everything is indeed egotistical. But if I keep thinking like that, I won’t be able to say anything at all! 

“Aaaaah……”

I held my head in my hands again, feeling overwhelmed. It’s okay to wish to change for the sake of your partner, and Aya even said she’d do the same for me. But telling her to change quickly is just… It feels like I’m being such a terrible person! 

“You seem to be having troubles, Marika-chan.”

Before I knew it, Ageha-san had entered the room. I won’t be surprised anymore.

Ageha-san patted my hooded head, while I cried to her, “Uuuu, Ageha-san! I don’t want to become a troublesome woman! I want to be like Asta, always smiling brightly and being a sun that shines on everyone without saying anything…”

“There, there. It’s alright”

At that moment, Towa-san arrived with a tray carrying four glasses, serving a new round of drinks. “Want me to teach you ways on how to be a less troublesome woman, Marika-chan?”

“I’m sure it won’t be helpful, but… go on.”

“Try becoming like Naa-chan.”

Nana-san, after being pointed at, received the glass and made an unpleasant face, “Why me?” 

“Lower your sensitivity to everything in the world. If you become indifferent to all things, you won’t be attached to anything, so you’ll be free from trouble. It’s simply living by accepting whatever comes your way.”

“But I absolutely hate that… I don’t know why I’m living… I feel like I’ll turn into a wild zombie…” 

“Oi,” Nana-san let out a low voice and took out an electronic cigarette from her chest pocket.

 “We have a non-smoking policy,” Karen confiscated it from her.

I was embraced from both sides by Towa-san and Ageha-san. 

“Well, if that’s how it is, there’s nothing to be done. Living means indulging in desires. In fact, you know, that inconvenience is proof that we’re alive.” 

“Exactly, Marika-chan. There’s no perfect person anywhere, so isn’t that troublesome part just your individuality, Marika-chan?” 

When beautiful older women are too kind to me, for some reason, I start feeling the urge to deny myself.

“Who likes troublesome people, right!?”

I thought it was a sensible outcry, but there was no agreement. Why!? 

Towa-san said with a straight expression, “The more troublesome a girl is, the more I like her. I want her to get even more complicated.” 

“Well, Towa-san is an exception…” 

“Hmm, but I also like troublesome people. When I see someone with a troubled heart or no composure, I feel like I want to comfort them,” Ageha-san said as she ruffled my head again. 

She doesn’t think of me as a chatty Shiba Inu, does she?

Karen-san, who was slightly blushing, lightly pressed the glass against her cheek and spoke, “It depends on the direction of the trouble, you know. If it’s just sulking or jealousy, it’s cute, but if it gets too serious…” 

Uuuuu.

“Troublesome people bring more harm than good.” 

Ugh. With Nana-san’s final blow, I clutched my chest. Even though I wanted to be denied, it hurts when I am actually rejected. What a troublesome girl I am! 

“Naa-chan really lacks empathy.” 

“Nana-san, you always get gloomy when you drink, don’t you?” 

“What the hell, really?”

Karen-san gently patted my shoulder, “So, it’s okay, Marika-chan, to be yourself. It might seem that I’m saying it in a way that could be off-putting, but it’s perfectly normal to be troubled when you’re young and experiencing your first love, right?”

At Karen-san’s house party, everyone present was getting tipsy. Karen-san’s cheeks were flushed cutely, Nana-san had a sharper gaze than usual, and Towa-san occasionally stifled a yawn while holding hands with Ageha-san. Only Ageha-san seemed to be her usual self.

Somehow, there was a peachy atmosphere in the air, and it felt like the moral restraints were loosening. Perhaps because of that, I ended up confessing something outrageous. 

“No, it’s definitely not normal, because… Because I…”

That’s.

“Because I…”

“Because?” Karen-san prompted me, and I couldn’t help but shout, “Aya told me that using a vibrator is considered cheating, so I got annoyed by that. Then I said that if she forbids me from doing it, she shouldn’t do it herself either! I’m just such a narrow-minded person!”

—And just as I exposed that, in the immediate aftermath…

In the tense silence.

I witnessed a lone figure standing at the entrance. “Uh, um, well…”

Since all the bar folks were gathered here, I should have expected this.

It was Aya. Looking incredibly embarrassed. 

“…About that, urm, sorry, Marika. I properly got rid of the vibrator at home. I’ll buy a new one for you next time…”

“This is already messed up!”

I found myself on the verge of tears as I covered my face. Shiori-san was the one who brought Aya along. She noticed the group message from Karen-san on our way back and came here.

And now, in Karen-san’s living room, there were seven girls crowded together. So many…

So, pulling a tipsy Towa-san along and Ageha-san and Nana-san to the dining area.

Around the living room table were Aya, Karen-san, Shiori-san, and me.

We had just parted ways a while ago. It couldn’t be more awkward. But it seemed that Aya felt the same, and she looked fidgety. 

“…Marika”

“Y-Yes?” I sat properly in seiza[3]. No matter what she said, I had no choice. But I didn’t want to hear it either. But I had to accept it. I felt like crying.

“That costume pajama outfit is cute, isn’t it?” 

“Everyone’s saying that!”

I felt like slumping over. No matter how you look at it, it’s such a weak conversation starter!

In that case, I have no choice but to take the initiative… I removed the hood with dog ears that I was wearing, trying to maintain a serious expression.

“Listen, Aya, I’m sorry!” 

“Huh…?”

My heart was filled with so much guilt, that I decided to pour my feelings out. I couldn’t stand leaving Aya, whom I loved so much, hurt like this! 

“I got jealous of the closeness between Aya and Shiori-san… That’s why I intentionally hurt Aya… I’m really the worst girlfriend, aren’t I?” 

“…Marika” 

“I made you feel bad… I really want to apologize properly. So, I’m sorry!”

Aya lowered the corners of her eyes and looked sad. 

“I should be the one apologizing. I had no idea that you felt that way, Marika… I should have been more considerate. I’m sorry for making you worry, sorry for being a terrible girlfriend, sorry…”

“That’s not true!” I raised my voice. “You’re not terrible at all! Aya is the best girlfriend, no doubt about it!”

As I leaned forward, placing my hands on the table, someone reached out from the side. “Now, now, calm down, both of you.”

It was Karen-san. “Let’s calm down and have a little girls’ talk.” 

“Well, that’s…”

When someone interjects, you can’t help but become conscious of the other’s eyes. Shiori-san was watching too, so I didn’t want to do anything embarrassing, and somehow, I started to feel a competitive spirit rising within me.

From the dining area, we heard the voice of a drunk person, “It’s okay, Marika-chan~ Because they just found your vibrator. I, on the other hand, got a certified mail from a lawyer the other day~”

Towa-san’s words sparked excitement at their table, but we all ignored it at our table. 

“In the early stages of a relationship, everything your partner does makes you happy, right?” Karen touched her cheek and whispered. She continued by saying, “But after a while, you start finding joy in things that are invisible. You begin to sense every bit of their feelings, and you realize, ‘Oh, I’m happy, I’m loved.’ It’s probably the happiest phase.” 

I hugged my knees while listening to her talk.

“Wouldn’t that happy phase last forever?”

“Unfortunately, no. Maybe it continues for some people, but in most cases, you move on to the next stage. It’s a time when you start worrying about the things you can’t see in your partner.”

“…” 

That’s probably about me. 

“When you’re preoccupied with your partner, there’s no room for unnecessary thoughts. But as you gradually get used to both your partner and being in a relationship, you start to have some mental space. Humans are creatures who tend to think negatively when things are going well. Do you know why?”

“Nope.” 

“Well, you see, humans have a history of hunting and gathering, right? So, they had to constantly think about what comes next to survive. If they were content and satisfied with being full today, it wouldn’t work out. That’s why, you know, it’s a kind of unavoidable thing.”

I glanced at Aya. She seemed to be intently listening to Karen-san’s words. 

“So, are you saying that I’m feeling anxious right now because my relationship with Aya is going well?” 

“Most likely. But that’s not a bad thing. On the contrary, it’s something everyone needs, and it’s something that happens to anyone. It’s like baby teeth being replaced by permanent teeth.”

“Marika-chan…” Shiori-san, who had been watching the situation, spoke gently, “Maybe it sounds a bit strange for me to say this, but the one who encouraged Aya-chan to take a step forward was Marika-chan. When shy Aya-chan is doing something for Marika-chan, she shows surprising initiative and determination.”

“…” 

I know that. Well, I only know that version of Aya, my girlfriend. I don’t know about her usual self. 

“I’ll be rooting for both of you.” 

Hearing that, Aya’s expression looked complicated. 

…It was almost like she had been rejected by someone she had a crush on.

“After all, I’ll tell you, Marika,” Aya said, raising her face firmly and tightening her lips. 

“…Aya” Looking into her eyes, I felt a sense of anxiety.

It’s scary to receive a clear answer.

There are some people who believe that if their partner cheats, it’s okay as long as they can keep it completely hidden. They think that no matter how many lies are told, as long as it doesn’t get exposed, it’s just like the truth.

However, the tricky part about this is that once you suspect something, you can’t behave the same as before. You have to wait for the weed killer that can kill the sprouts of doubt to be released…

But despite my inner turmoil, Aya told me. 

“Marika, I…” 

“…Yeah”

Firmly, I nodded, trying to take it all in. 

“I liked older people.” 

“…Yeah.”

Aya seemed to breathe a small sigh as if to say “That’s all.” 

The room’s atmosphere wasn’t just tense; it was quite delicate. I covered my face.

“I didn’t know that before…” 

“I’m sorry for not telling you until now. I thought you might feel uncomfortable if you found out that I didn’t consider you my original type… I couldn’t bring myself to say it.”

Aya was speaking very seriously.

What should I do…? 

I was starting to get annoyed because it didn’t matter that much…

“So, that’s what you told Asta…” 

“Ahhh, yeah… that’s why I think you misunderstood… Ah, but you know, it’s not like I’ll go for just anyone. I like someone who has a good personality. Someone who can do things I can’t. So in that sense Marika, it’s not like you’re not at all my type either, you see…”

I actually wanted to ask Aya the opposite. Did she think that if she told me I wasn’t her type, I’d get hurt and criticize her? 

“What kind of girl is your type~?” —A topic that would talk about a billion times in girl group chats…

Right. This was how Aya was. Sincere and a bit quirky.

“Come to think of it, I liked bright, kind, and refreshing hot guys with cute smiles…” As soon as I said that, the air around us seemed to crack. 

Ehh!?

Karen-san gasped, Aya looked stunned, and even Shiori-san was at a loss for words.

“Marika-chan, you can’t say that so lightly…!” 

“Mentioning guys as an example is going to hurt Aya-chan too…” 

“Why!?”

I didn’t understand at all.

Aya mumbled, her face clouded as if she had heard an inconvenient truth. “It’s fine, really. I knew Marika-chan was like that…”

“What!? What’s the difference between Aya and me!?”

After that, I kept making a fuss for a while, but I couldn’t get a satisfactory answer. Guess I’m just an outsider anyway!

After a while, Karen-san’s words marked the end of the party. “I’m pretty drunk now too. I think it’s time to get ready for bed.”

After everyone worked to clean up, we laid out the futons.

The shameless sight of the older ladies with their screws loose was definitely bad for our education, so Aya and I ended up isolated in the next room.

Karen-san’s bedroom was amazing. The bed was big and even had a canopy. It was decorated with fairy lights, making it feel like a hotel or a princess’s room.

It was a bedroom that would make any girl’s heart flutter. 

“We’ll let you young’uns sleep here. Let the drunk senpai’s crash there in sleeping bags.” 

“Ah, yes. I’m sorry, thank you.”

I feel a bit guilty for making Karen-san prepare futons in her bedroom…

Aya borrowed some pajamas and was now wearing a nightgown. For some reason, she got a proper satin pajama set, but the size was off, so the sleeves ended up being three-quarter length. It was fine with me, though…!

It seemed like the people in the other room were still awake. I can hear them laughing from time to time.

A thin ray of light shone through the crack in the door, and Aya and I crawled into one futon.

“……”

We lay back-to-back, closing our eyes.

There were still a lot of things I wanted to talk about, but somehow the words wouldn’t come out. 

(Hey, Aya…)

I couldn’t bring myself to say it.

Yet, just feeling Aya’s warmth right next to me was comforting. Her scent surrounded me. 

…As expected, it calms me down.

As if drifting in a warm pool of reassurance, I must have fallen asleep without realizing it.

Up until a few moments ago, I’ve been having faint dreams. It felt like Aya and I were at the bar together, as an extension of our part-time job. When I woke up, the dream faded into the distance.

In the darkness, I looked around, momentarily unsure of where I was. It was Karen-san’s room. The lights were turned off, and a thick darkness hung in the air. I guess it’s really late at night.

Careful not to wake Aya, who was sleeping in the same futon, I slowly shifted my body, slipped out of the blanket, and quietly tiptoed towards the bathroom.

In the dark living room, some figures were sprawled around. It looked just like people crashing on the floor. The sight of those who were just receiving cheerful greetings at the bar counter now lying on the sofa was oddly amusing.

No matter what, we’re all human, I thought. Tomorrow, everyone’s hair will be all messed up and they’ll look terrible. But being able to show that side to each other is what being coworkers at the same bar is all about.

After quietly using the bathroom, I returned to the living room. Something I hadn’t noticed before caught my attention. I heard a faint voice, “…Hey…No, stop that…”

…Hmm?

I searched for any signs. In the corner of the room, there was a particularly large lump. No way…

Nana-san was probably the one sleeping on the sofa. When I woke up, I saw Karen-san sleeping with someone in the bedroom, so I was sure that must have been Shiori-san. If that’s the case…

Just as I suspected. The squirming figures are Towa-san and Ageha-san.

Wait, don’t tell me…

” …Nnh… Aaahn… we can’t do this here…”

I quickened my pace and returned to the bedroom.

I didn’t see anything. I didn’t see anything at all. As I repeated that to myself, I crawled back into the futon. I was rushing so I accidentally pulled the blanket.

Aya turned over and faced me. We were now facing each other. Her beautiful face was right in front of me, and after what just happened, I couldn’t help but feel a bit self-conscious.

Her eyes opened slightly, and sleepily said, “…Marika?” 

“Ah, sorry… I guess I woke you up,” I whisper, trying to make my voice quieter than the sound of rustling paper so that Karen-san and the others won’t hear.

“No, I’ve been awake even before Marika went to the bathroom.” 

“Ah, I see…”

Aya gazed into my eyes, and asked, “Is something wrong?” 

“Urm, well, you see…”

Even if I tried to look away, there was no escape. 

“Towa-san and Ageha-san, right?” 

“W-What… Does everyone know?” 

“Ageha-san’s probably the only one who hasn’t noticed. But I guess everyone else knows, including Karen-san.”

“Aren’t you guys gonna say anything?”

“At first I was surprised too, but it’s no big deal. Karen-san usually has people over.”

“Is that so…”

“Well, if the landlady is okay with it…” I thought. It’s not like they’re causing trouble or anything. 

“I’m sorry,” Aya said.

“Eh?” 

“It’s like… the people I work with are causing trouble.”

“Well, that’s not something Aya needs to apologize for.”

Trying not to let our voices carry, I pulled the futon up to cover our voices. Aya leaned her face in even closer, and my heart skipped a beat.

Aya appeared cuter and more well-mannered than usual… Maybe because she’s been mostly talking to people with strong characters.

“I talked to Karen-san about it, and she listened and was kind to me…”

“What did you guys talk about?”

“…A lot of things, like Karen-san’s stories.”

Aya didn’t press me further and smiled and replied, “I see.” 

“Yep.”

In the pitch-black room, not even the moonlight seeped in, I held Aya’s hand. Her usually cool hand felt warm and comforting.

“Aya, even though you told me properly after Valentine’s Day… I’m sorry,” I said, squeezing her hand with both of mine.

“What for?”

“Urm… After that day, you said you couldn’t rush into things, but you’d try little by little… and… I don’t know how to say this, but… well…”

Aya’s hand remained steady in my grip. “…Yeah,” she said.

“I might make mistakes again and again,” 

“Yeah”

“I really don’t want to, but… I might hurt you again.”

“…Mm”

“But, even so… I’ll keep trying. I take my feelings for you very seriously. If there are parts of me that need improvement, I’ll work on them. So, Aya, please stay by my side from now on.”

Aya looked into my eyes for a while.

She smiled with her eyes half-closed, like a drowsy cat. “That’s only natural.” 

“Aya…” 

“I’ll always be with you. I’ll always and forever love you.” 

“Yeah… Yeah!”

I kissed her lips.

Soft and sweet, it was my favorite taste.

“I’m sorry about the changing room incident.” 

“That was… I understand how you felt now Marika.” 

“Uuu, that’s right.”

I remembered how I was forced at school and hated it all the way until the end. When I put myself in her shoes, I realized how terrible my actions were.

“It must have been really exciting to be done in such a forbidden place… especially after holding back for almost ten days…” 

“No, it’s not like that!” I angrily whispered and scolded her. 

“And on top of that, you did it after abstaining for almost ten days… I thought my head was going to explode… It was the most intense experience of my life…” 

“R-really… that good…?” 

“It was incredible.”

As Aya got back to her usual self, I couldn’t help but smile at her remark, “You, pervert.”

This time, she kissed me.

It was as if my painful heart was being repaired in an instant.

Perhaps we would always be like this—misunderstanding each other somewhere, getting into fights, and making up. Going around in circles.

But because we both care about each other so much, we reflect on our actions, apologize, and make up properly. Just like how I can’t think of a future where I’m not with Aya, I want her not to think of a future without me.

It’s not about being burdensome or troublesome… It’s probably just a natural emotion. 

“But you know, Marika, I don’t really mind being hurt by you,” she said. 

“Ehhh—…?”

“Because it’s Marika who did it. That alone makes me happy.”

I wasn’t sure how to take that. 

“I don’t know what you mean… But I hate it. Even if I keep doing that, I’ll start to hate myself.”

“That so? Once in a while is okay, though?” 

“I’ll end up spoiling you again…”

I used to think Aya was short-tempered… but maybe that wasn’t the case? Was I the short-tempered one, and she the more open-minded? No, definitely not…

Yeah, but… there’re still so many things I want to talk to Aya about. For instance…

“…When we were alone, I talked to Karen-san.”

“Yeah.”

I started to talk, bit by bit. It was a conversation we had while moving in the car:





“Marika-chan, Aya-chan’s your first lover, right?”

“Yes, well…”

I figured she’d try cheering me up somehow, but Karen-san just chuckled. 

“If that’s the case, then everything you’re feeling and experiencing is new, right? I’m a little jealous.” 

“Eeeeehhhhh…?” Feeling like she was teasing me, I grumbled, “That’s not good, you know? Like, acting superior just cuz of the age difference… High schoolers hate that kind of thing, you know…” 

“I’m sorry. But don’t you get curious about how they’ll react when you take them to your favorite restaurant, just like when you first went there?” 

“That’s because you know it makes the other person happy, isn’t it?”

“Well, I get that. The taste of love is so complex that you can’t put it into words, right?”

I remember. It was the story about Karen-san losing her baby teeth and getting her adult teeth[4]. 

Karen-san made a slightly embarrassed sound, humming softly, and said, “You know, everything I’m about to say is just my own thoughts.” 

“Ah, yes.”

A mysterious introduction was given. 

“So, no matter what you ask me tomorrow, I won’t remember, and you won’t be able to determine the truth. Got it?” 

“Yes.”

As we drove, Karen-san’s lengthy monologue began. 

“I appeared in an AV for the first time right after entering college. Up until then, I had hardly been in love.”

“Ah, erm… I heard that from Shiori-san. You were a diligent student who just focused on your studies.”

“That’s right. I always thought of living righteously. But it wasn’t about what I personally thought; it was more about what society considered right. Even though there were so many things I wanted to do. Looking back, it’s quite a waste.” She gave a small sigh and continued, “So, even though others might not see it that way, I thought of it as a big step for myself. I sent documents to the agency, then we came up with ideas together, and that’s how I made my debut.” 

“Well, even from an outsider’s perspective, I think that’s a really significant step…”

I couldn’t imagine doing that myself. With someone I didn’t know. No, even if it were Aya, it would be seen by so many people. Of course, that’d be…

“Were you nervous?” 

“Actually, I didn’t think much of it,” Karen-san said. 

“Eehhh?” 

“If anything, it might have been quite pleasant. Coming out of the shell I’ve been living in all those years. I felt like the new me could do anything. Like ‘Come at me, I’m fearless,’ you know?”

Coming out of the shell, huh? For me, that wasn’t a term that came up often. I was more the type to carefully polish and thicken my armor layer by layer. This armor I’ve built became a part of my identity.

“So, urm…” I tore my gaze away from the flowing night scenery and asked Karen-san to continue, “The director for your first time was your lover, right? Is it common for actresses and directors to have relationships? Like, between actresses and directors?”

“I don’t think so,” Karen-san responded with a bitter smile. “Actually, at first, I never intended for it to happen. We met, and we weren’t that far apart in age. We became friends. Then we started going out to eat together, and at some point, things got physical…”

It happened naturally… Karen-san murmured, looking a bit embarrassed. It felt like an adult love affair.

“But you see, neither of us are exclusive with each other due to work, and isn’t pure romance impossible? I thought that once I saved up enough to start up a business, I’d dive into a different world again and forget about each other,” Karen-san continued.

“You’re saying you, ‘thought.’”

“For some reason, it didn’t turn out that way…” Karen-san paused for a moment as if looking for a reason for it.

“There were lots of girls cuter than her, and lots of beautiful ones too. I had just awakened to the pleasures of the flesh and was going through a phase of sleeping with girls left and right. Those days were so happy. I was grateful for the title ‘Former AV Actress.’” 

“Ah, I see.”

She sounds kinda like Aya… is what I thought. As expected of Aya’s mentor.

Karen-san added more information, mentioning that most of her remaining “friends with benefits” were people she had known since that time. It was information that wouldn’t be tested, or that I needed to know.

“But you know, out of all those times spent together, the one who I was most comfortable around was her. It’s strange, isn’t it?” 

“But that’s because you’ve been together for ten years…”

Ten years is a completely unknown concept to me. After all, we’ve only been dating for a year. I can’t even imagine ten years from now. 

“That’s right, looking back, it’s been ten years… But in the end, it’s the result of accumulating one day at a time,” Karen-san said. 

“That’s…”

“Resulting from each day of playing, laughing, crying, getting angry, having sex, fighting, making up… You see, there’s nothing special about each and every day, right?” 

“…But”

Still, the fact that they continued to want to be together and not break up could be seen as a miraculous thing. 

“I wonder if that’ll be possible for Aya and me too…” 

“Even if it’s not possible, I think it’s okay,” Karen-san said with a smile. 

“Ehhh? Wh-why?”

Karen-san chuckled softly. “Because it’s not the right time yet. Why not jump into a new love, and break out of your shell?” 

“A new love!” I couldn’t help but shout it out loudly. Sure, there are times we joke around, but why would Karen-san say something like that so seriously!? 

“Humans are creatures who remember the bad endings more strongly in their hearts than happy endings. Unfulfilled love is the epitome of that. So, if Marika-chan hurts Aya-chan badly enough and breaks up, her heart will always be yours, Marika-chan…” 

“I might be depressed right now, but I’m not that crazy!”

Jeez, I was really listening attentively until just now.

But I understand what Karen-san is trying to say. It’s about living with that kind of mindset, I think. Regardless of whether we can actually do it. 

“Compared to Karen-san’s life, my problems seem small,” I said. 

“Does it? I haven’t even told you the story of how I almost got stabbed by a troublesome cute girl I was fooling around with when I kept adding more and more ‘friends with benefits.’”

“Karen-san…”

“Oh, and, I haven’t mentioned the classic, there’s also the story about when the bar struggled during its first year of opening, which led me to have a mental breakdown and led to a suicide attempt.” 

“Karen-san!?”

“Ah-ah-a,” Karen-san laughed loudly. No, don’t laugh like that.

“But I’m fine now. I’m happy. All my staff are excellent, and cute girls like you help me when I’m traveling. If I said I’m not happy now, everyone would get mad at me. Plus, the bar is in the black[5].” 

“I’m glad to hear that…”

I was relieved from the bottom of my heart.

But, how should I put it… 

“After ten years, will my current feelings also become stories to laugh about…” 

“Of course, that’s true. You have to turn everything into a laughing matter.”

And while continuing to laugh, Karen-san parked the car in the parking lot. 

“A good woman is a strong woman,” she said.

I summarized the whole story and told Aya about it.

Even though it’s a story she’ll forget by tomorrow, it’s still okay since she’s not asleep yet, right?

I wanted to share this feeling with Aya too. 

“…Hey, Aya. Let’s be together even ten years from now, okay?” 

“If we do that, I want to go to a tropical island together.” 

“Yeah, I definitely want to go.” 

“…Marika, you really are…” 

“Really?” 

“My miracle.” 

“Th-That’s… a bit too dramatic… ah…”

Aya pulled me close to her and embraced me.

A kiss. And not just a simple touch, but our tongues intertwined. 

“Nn… fuah…” I let out a sigh. Aya’s tongue was melting me. It felt dangerously good.

“You can’t, Aya… This is someone else’s house…”

“Just a little, so, Marika…”

“…Nngh.”

With a hoarse voice, I nodded, and Aya slipped her hand under my costume pajamas. She caressed my stomach. Just that touch was making me almost cry out of pleasure. Or perhaps, the excitement of this situation—being in someone else’s house and trying not to make any noise—was adding to my excitement…

Nope, no… That’s perverted…

But it’s been a while since Aya did this for me…

Careful not to make any noise, her touch was more careful than usual, making it all the more frustrating.

“Aya…”

“Fufu…”

As I exhaled warm breath, Aya smiled and brought her lips closer. I extended my tongue, and we continued with the deep kiss.

Even as we kissed, Aya’s hand gradually rose higher, kneading my breasts. Wherever she touched felt warm and tingly.

“Nn… hah…”

I wanted her to touch me more forcefully, more passionately. But I know that can’t happen.

I want to do it for Aya too. But right now, I want to feel good. Amidst the natural urge to “give,” that has emerged within me, having Aya do it for me still feels like an extraordinary sensation.

In return, I express my feelings through the kiss. It feels good, it feels so good. I extend my tongue repeatedly.

The pleasure continues.

In the middle of the night, Aya and I, lying in the same futon. Aya loves me deeply, just as I love her. She does what I want, and our feelings resonate.

There’s nothing happier than this.

I can never let go of these feelings. 

“Aya.” 

“Mm.” 

“I love you.” 

“Me too.”

She pulled me closer, hugging me tightly. While I do love the feeling of being held from behind, right now I want to kiss Aya, so I lift one leg and rest it on her hip.

Aya understood my intention immediately. She parted our lips and asked, “…Do you want me to?”

Aya’s always so perceptive when it comes to erotic things.

“Yeah… a little.” 

“Can you keep your voice down?” 

“…I can.”

Because at this rate, my body will be so heated that I won’t be able to sleep…

I gaze into her eyes intently, as if fawning over her as much as I can.

Aya’s hand started to move lower. From my chest to my back, and then down to my hips, she traced them softly.

I can’t tell if she’s doing this carefully or deliberately teasing, but today, I don’t mind anymore. I wanted Aya to touch me all this time. No matter how teasing it might be, I’m okay with anything if it’s Aya doing it.

Aya’s finger traced the edge of my underwear. Just a little more, almost there.

I tightened my throat to prevent myself from screaming unexpectedly. Her hand slipped into my underwear.

At first, she gently caressed my butt.

My chest was already tingling with stimulation, yet she seemed intent on making me even more impatient.

It’s been a while since she’s done this, especially to this extent. It’s like her inner voice saying, “I’m sorry, let me make you feel good as an apology,” is being conveyed through her touch.

But even if she goes too far and I go crazy, she won’t know.

She tapped my skin lightly, sending vibrations echoing inside, towards the front. Ah, no, this alone feels so stimulating…

My body is craving it so much that even the slightest stimulation elicits a reaction. The last time we did this was when we were lying side by side, touching each other. But it’s completely different from that time…

As my anticipation grew, so did my anxiety.

No, it’s no good, someone’s sleeping on the bed nearby… I have to control my voice properly. If we were in a hotel room alone, I might have cried and screamed loudly…

Like a bridge of saliva connecting our lips, my self-control is teetering on the edge.

Her caressing my backside made my lower half feel ripe, like a fruit. With the slightest touch of her fingers, it feels like the juices are about to burst forth, it’s so intense.

Aya’s hands feel good. Really good.

Our kiss is ongoing and unending. I inhale Aya’s hot breath, exhaled my own hot breath, and between us, oxygen and carbon dioxide circulate.

It’s as if our bodies have truly become one. Even between two girls, if we wish for it, and believe in it, we can become one. I’m absolutely sure.

With a squelching sound, I sucked Aya’s tongue strongly. Do it, Aya, do it. Mess me up completely. Make me feel nothing but pleasure from it.

My plea, beyond words, seems to reach her. Aya’s hand slowly circled around to the front.

Finally, the moment I’ve been impatiently waiting for arrives…

There probably wasn’t any resistance. A finger slipped in, and my brain felt like it was being stirred, sounds bursting forth. 

“Ngh~~~~…”

I came… Already. It can’t be helped, but this fast? Don’t think I’m lewd, Aya. It’s because of you, that it’s erotic and feels good.

Aya’s tongue moved softly as if comforting me. Did it feel good? That’s great. I love you. I felt like she was telling me this.

The waves of pleasure lingered twice or three times longer than usual. And it felt even better than usual.

Finally, my breathing started to calm down. I licked Aya’s tongue, and in response, her finger moved again.

I thought I could endure it better than before. However, that lasted only a moment. In reality, my mind was wiped blank again in less than a minute.

What is this? Did my body go crazy…?

There’s absolutely no space for my own will to seep in. Everything is determined by Aya’s fingertips – do this, become like that.

Calm down, climax, calm down again, then climax once again.

I don’t know what’s happening to me anymore.

As if drifting in water, without directions, just floating. Aya gives me everything I desire. My consciousness is fading. My body is melting. It’s like being in a world of light.

Aya, my beloved Aya.

Before I knew it, I passed out.

I think it must have been a profoundly blissful sleep, perhaps something one can only experience a few times in a lifetime.

Enveloped in a pleasant warmth, wrapped in happiness, I was recalling what truly mattered.

That’s right, Aya. You know, I might have realized.

People have various paradises.

It could be a family, a school, a workplace, or even a bar.

Working at a bar, and meeting different people – my world expanded.

And so, now I understood.

My own paradise, in the end, might just be right beside you, Aya.

Being with you is the most enjoyable, where I can be my real self, the happiest time. That’s why this time, even though I caused trouble and leaned on you…

I’m sure everyone’s working hard to protect their own paradise.

If that’s the case, I want to do what I can for you, Aya. I won’t make excuses based on what kind of character I am. 

Watch me, Aya.

 

***

 

The following morning, I woke up sensing someone leaving the bedroom. I was the only one sleeping in the futon and as I got up, there was no one in the bed either. 

I headed to the living room. However, it was still dimly lit there. Moving further towards the entrance, on the other side of Karen-san and Aya, was Shiori-san, who had changed into proper attire, standing at the entrance. 

Everyone turned around.

“Ah, sorry, did I wake you up?”

“Marika.”

“Ah no… Shiori-san, are you leaving first?”

I, with my sleepy eyes, voiced what was apparent to see.

“Yeah, actually, I have to work on this holiday too,” Shiori-san chuckled. Her smile looked so charming that I wondered if I could ever achieve it in ten years.

Aya’s type is older women, huh…

But, even I…

“Shiori-san, I’m sorry for misunderstanding things with Aya.”

“Huh? Not at all! If anything it should be me apologizing. It feels like I’m still open to getting involved in a romance between high school girls’ and it’s rather embarrassing.”

“However…” I clenched my fist tightly, saying something cheeky. “That’s alright now. I’ll make Aya even more infatuated, so I won’t misunderstand anymore. So, please take care of us in that sense!”

I might not become older than Aya, but I can certainly manipulate her preferences. Just like how Aya changed my preferences.

“H-Hey… Marika, don’t say it like that…”

“It’s fine, Marika-chan, I like that spirit.”

Aya got flustered, Karen-san found it amusing, and Shiori-san, the most important one, grinned.

“Wh-what is this!?”

“Oh, it’s kind of exciting to have a high school girl consider me a rival. But just in case, I thought I’d mention it.”

Then, Shiori-san showed me a ring on her left ring finger.

…Huh!?

“Did you have that on at the bar?”

“Well, we’re serving food and drink, so I take it off. Anyway, I do have a partner. Oh, unlike the owner, I’m not into cheating.”

“Oh, I just have plenty of true loves.”

I looked back at Aya. Aya blushed shyly and looked down.

“…What do you think actually about Shiori-san, Aya?”

“It’s embarrassing to say it to her in person, but…”

Aya nodded slightly after an “Ahh, urm” and a rare expression of contemplation. Then she sighed and spoke.

“So, I respect Shiroi-san…”

“…Is that like having a favorite?”

Aya nodded slightly.

Thinking back on it, Aya’s attitude was from the start like that of a fan meeting an idol.

Hmm, having a favorite, huh… Well, it’s natural that I’d think it was out of proportion then…!

After seeing Shiroi-san off, we returned to the living room.

“I guess, I’ve been overthinking things all this time…”

“I’m sorry, Marika… From now on, I’ll work hard to express my feelings properly.”

“Yeah, let’s do our best… I also want Aya to become a fan of mine like Shiori-san.”

Aya murmured, “I’m Marika’s one and only forever,” even though she wasn’t. I pouted.

However, not just Shiroi-san, but Karen-san, and of course, Towa-san and Nana-san, who worked with me at the bar, as well as Ageha-san and Momo-san – all of them feel like adults who were living their lives beyond my understanding.

To be respected and supported by others, I must also live my life properly.

It had been ten days full of such inspiration.

After waking up the people who were still sleeping and having a light breakfast, we were about to leave.

I suddenly stopped.

“…Hm?”

The woman who had been lying on the sofa sat up gently. Stretching herself out widely, it was Towa-san.

“Mmm… Good morning~”

“Ah, good morning.”

Huh… something feels off.

“Oh, what a cute little doggie. Shake hands~”

“No, I won’t, but…”

How long are you gonna fool around in your pajamas, Towa-san? No, wait, that’s not it.

“Towa-san, were you sleeping on the sofa all the time?”

“Hmm? Yeah, why?”

“No, it doesn’t really matter, but…”

I fell silent. I glanced towards the living room. In a corner of the room, a bit away, were two shadows wrapped in blankets, like floating islands.

…Could it be that last night’s sounds weren’t from Towa-san and Ageha-san…?

“Aya.”

“Yeah?”

“I really don’t understand what it means to be an adult.”

I’ll properly live my own life. I shouldn’t let myself be influenced too much.

Amidst these dirty adults, I made another vow.





      [1] LDK = Living room, dining room, and kitchen. 

    


      [2] Whiskey class.

    


      [3] Formal traditional way of sitting from the Samurai era.

    


      [4] Started doing porn or something like that forgot.

    


      [5] Another way of saying the bar is profitable.

    

 






And so, after ten days of part-time work, Sakakibara Marika had returned to her daily life and immediately started venting her frustrations. 

“Every day is a struggle.”

Today, the wind was particularly strong, and the pollen from Okutama and Chichibu was wreaking havoc in the Tokyo metropolitan area.

According to one theory, about one out of three teenagers suffers from hay fever… But why is there no one around me who has hay fever? I’ve never been able to share the common experiences of having hay fever with anyone.

In the classroom before homeroom, I was biting down on my loneliness.

As usual, I had arranged my desk with pollen allergy countermeasures, and then Chisaki arrived. 

“Seriously, it looks like an altar or something here.” 

“I wish I had the power to create a protective barrier.” 

“Maybe you should work as a shrine maiden this year?” 

“I feel like shrines are some kinda allies to the mountains…” I sniffled and snorted miserably. My eyes were itchy.

Spring is the season of endurance. In summer, I’m careful about sweat management, and in winter, despite the cold, I want to show off my skin with determination. Only autumn is free from all that— I wish I could live in autumn, all the time.

As I searched for a country that’s all about autumn on my smartphone, Aya and Yume came over. 

“Gwed morning~~! Oh, Marika, you’re done with your part-time job, right? How was it?”

 “Mnah–!” 

“Uwah, you’re all worn out…”

I straighten my back and run my fingers through my double-knotted hair. 

“Good morning! Yume, Aya!”

I flashed them a smile as bright as the sun, earning Yume’s praise of “Uwah, what a beauty.” Perfect.

So, onto the topic of the part-time job. 

“Errr, it was something else. The customers and the older girls I worked with had such strong personalities. Even though it was only ten days, I feel like I’ve grown so much. What do you think?”

“I don’t know what to say…” 

“At the very least, your appearance hasn’t changed.” 

“Well, if you don’t have the eyes to judge the difference, you wouldn’t know, huh?” I chuckled like an adult, and Chisaki and Yume were looking at me like what’s she talking about?

Well, since we’re at school, we can’t really discuss specifics, but who knows? If I say I worked at a lesbian bar in Shinjuku, will I be called to the staff room? Sounds risky.

“Come to think of it, Aya’s been working since her first year, right?”

“Yeah.” 

“Ah yeah, for sure. Aya just seems so mature, doesn’t she?”

I agreed with Chisaki and Yume. It pissed me off completely to be taken as a stepping stone!

It’s been a while since the four of us gathered at school. With this group, I feel at ease.

While we were chatting about trivial matters, more classmates started coming into the classroom. 

“Sakakibara, mornin’~~!”

“Good morning, Natsumi-chan.” 

“Marika, good morning.” 

“Aah, Reina, good morning.”

People I’ve known since the second year, classmates from the first year, and girls whom I started conversing with once we became classmates in third year.

Of course, I’m familiar with each of them. In other words, you could say they were like regulars.

So, it’s fun. School is where I belong.

That’s what I thought.

But you know, we’re all growing, and our environment is changing too. In fact, originally, I changed my own character at school to make sure I enjoyed myself.

Becoming popular wasn’t because I thought I should. It was because it was more fun for me. Yet, at some point, I think I became obsessed with that idea. This time, by touching the broader world, I feel like I’ve realized that.

Deciding what feels like a place to belong isn’t something to be determined so easily.

That’s why I… 

“Good morning~~! Marika-chan, Chisaki-san! And…”

Yorinaga Yuzuki-chan came in energetically since the morning. Her gaze turns, but Yume and Aya start to move away from our seats.

The usual sight since we became third-years. But… 

“Wait, Aya. And you too, Yuzuki-chan.”

I stop Aya and prevent Yuzuki-chan, who’s trying to hug me even more tightly since the morning.

My voice is a bit more serious than usual, and the surroundings quiet down a bit. Yume and Chisaki were also looking at me. There’s a strange atmosphere in the air.

Air is still important. But, all of this—the air, the people around me—is for us to enjoy. Being too caught up in preserving the atmosphere, being swayed by it, is pointless.

Being bound by rules I’ve made myself is suffocating; the abstinence with Aya was already enough.

I state with a clear intention. “You know, sorry, Yuzuki-chan. I’ve decided to stop doing that kind of stuff.”

“Stuff like that?” Yuziki-chan’s face shows a touch of unease, but I don’t want to hurt her or push her away. I just want to convey. So, I’m careful with my tone and expression.

“Like, touching each other’s bodies and such.” 

“Oh, sorry, is it ticklish?” 

“No, it’s not like that.”

I put my hand over my heart like I’m commanding the air.

I declare firmly. “I’m going out with Aya.”

That’s why I don’t want to do things that might make Aya feel uncomfortable.





    
      
    


    


I said that. Yuzuki-chan, as well as Yume, Chisaki, and the classmates around, all seemed equally surprised. And Aya as well.

I lowered the hand from my chest and smiled. “That’s why, I’m sorry.”

I’m changing.

If I wish for it, I can surely change the world too.

Ever since the day I met Aya and fell in love.

Because I want to protect the precious flower that continues to bloom in my paradise.

From now on, watch over me, Aya.

I take Aya’s hand and smile. “Hey, Aya.”

The spring storm didn’t seem like it was going to let up anytime soon.

Now, the wind blowing in the classroom is the wind I’ve stirred up.

Because my place is next to Aya. As long as I’m by Aya’s side, I can be myself anywhere.

So, for that reason, now that I’ve become a third-year, overcoming a major change in character, I’ll still create the best place to belong.


That’s my goal for this year.


 






This is a story that happened just before Sakakibara Marika dropped a bombshell statement in her class.

In a cafe, three girls had gathered. 

“So, we’re starting a girls’ gathering from now on!”

Leading the charge was Yume, holding up her matcha latte cup. 

“This is the first time I’ve skipped school or classes, you know.”

Aya, with a slightly bewildered expression, sipped her hot black coffee. 

It was just before afternoon classes were about to begin. I had been doing my usual class preparations when Yume invited me, so I followed her out of a vague sense of curiosity. 

“You turned Ayaya into a delinquent…” 

“I’ve skipped school a few times.” 

“As expected of a Kitazawa girl!”

Even at Kitazawa High, known for its colorful personalities, Aya was no exception.

Despite her good test scores, which tend people to misunderstand Aya, she was far from being a model student. In fact, she lacks cooperativeness and shows no enthusiasm for school events. She can be seen as rather casual in her approach to her studies.

Nevertheless, to avoid any complaints from the teachers, Aya maintained her grades. Good grades can conceal a multitude of sins. It’s a hundred times better than being judged for one's personality.

And the last member of the trio… 

“Hi~ya! My heart’s racing! While everyone else is in class, we’re just having tea; we’re such rebels!”

Someone I had hardly spoken to before—Itou Natsumi. Aya had heard about her from Marika. She was known for her strong voice in class discussions, and for holding an influential position. So, I had been on guard for a while.

“Today, with Nattsun joining us, Ayaya and I are going to expose our relationship grievances.”

“Ehh!? Why me!?” Natsumi exclaimed.

“Just the audience, I guess…”

“I see! I should have brought some potato chips to munch on!”

Aya thought if she spread out her bags on a cafe table, she might get kicked out. Well, not just her, but a trio of them boldly wearing their uniforms on a weekday afternoon would probably draw attention as well.

“But…” Aya hesitated. She had heard from Marika about Natsumi's romantic misadventures not too long ago. According to Marika, Natsumi's love didn't work out.

So, talking about our own relationships in front of someone like Natsumi, who had experienced heartbreak, seemed somewhat insensitive to Aya.

However, Yume pointed her finger, and cried out, “That’s not it, Aya. Natsumi’s love life has nothing to do with it. Because you see, Natsumi… she absolutely loves talking about romance!” 

“…Is that so?” I asked with a questioning glance.

Natsumi nodded solemnly, and said, “I… love it… talking about romance…”

Why so emotional about it? 

“Moreover, I particularly enjoy hearing about girls who are dating other girls…” 

"That so?"

In that case, why doesn't she just come to our cafe? I thought but didn't say. Natsumi knows that both Aya and Marika are dating each other. Well, she might be a good choice as a listener. 

That being said… 

“Complaints about your lover…?”

In other words complaints about Marika’s.

Yume looked surprised. “Why do you have that ‘I don't have any complaints, but’ expression?”

“That’s right, Nattsun.”

“Right! It would’ve been dangerous! If the perfect beauty Sakakibara is a hundred out of a hundred as a girlfriend, I’d have to start calling her ‘Sakakibara-sama’ from now on!”

“Well, it’s not like I have zero complaints,” Aya replied.

Aya had spilled the beans about what bothered her the most while dating Marika.

“Her being too kind,” she finally revealed.

Yume and Natsumi slammed their faces onto the table.

“What’s with that… It’s like something out of a shoujo manga…”

“I’ve never heard… of someone saying their lover is too kind…! That’s like, a hundred percent pure love with no reservations…”

As expected, even Aya felt embarrassed now and lowered her gaze.

“But, that’s all there is to it,” Aya said.

“For example?”

“Ehh?”

With a poised gaze, Yume leaned on the table and questioned, “What do you mean by being “too kind?” Give us an example.”

“Errr.”

Natsumi was also pleading with her eyes, like “Give me a fresh new love story.”

Aya opens her mouth, sensing a strange rush, “No matter where I go or do, she takes care of me.”

“Uuu,” Yume said as she clutched her chest.

“I tend to be shy around people, but when that happens, Marika always steps forward for me, protecting me. And when I do something for Marika as a thank you, she returns the favor many times over. It’s just that if I keep getting everything, it feels like Marika’s being too kind.”

“Guhh!” Natsumi cried out while covering her face.

The two remained motionless for a while.

Aya tilted her head and then spoke again.

“And, she’s too cute. That's also a problem.”

“I’ve had enough!” Yume yelled.

“I’ve had enough! We get it! You two are madly in love!”

“Really… I could listen for another ten years…”

“Ten years is a bit much. If I had that much time, I’d want to spend it with Marika.”

“Enough already!”

Aya’s last words were clearly intentional.

“What’s with you!? You’re already the most popular girl in class, and there’s no flaw in your relationship either! There’s no way someone like you exists!”

“Having Kitazawa High School's number one beauty like Fuwa-san, I am Cinderella with glass shoes in comparison… She must really be Sakakibara-sama…”

I haven’t interacted with people outside of Marika much recently, so I don’t really get their humor. It’s like a strange environment, neither good nor bad. But seeing Marika being loved makes me happy, and I’ve even started enjoying it a little.

“I didn’t realize it, but there were so many complaints, huh?”

“My Chi-chan is cute too! But that’s not the point!” Yume growled.

“And recently at school, we’ve been treated like we don’t exist…!”

“Aaahh.”

So, that was indeed the story.

“Yeah, it feels like we’ve grown distant. Why is that?” Natsumi asked.

While Aya was still pondering how to answer, Yume explained everything, “It’s because Yorinaga Yuzuki, who recently joined our group, has been clinging to Chi-chan and Marika, so we decided to go on strike.”

“Is that what this is…”

“But isn’t it weird? Putting aside the fact that they’re dating, prioritizing someone they just met in their third year over friends they’ve had since the first year? That’s what bothered us!”

“But,” Aya interjected, earning a glare from Yume. She wasn't the type to stay silent, after all.

“It’s not like Yorinaga-san did anything wrong,” Aya continued. While Yuzuki’s sense of personal space might be a bit off, she simply liked being close to Marika and Chisaki. Aya couldn’t sense any ulterior motives.

In fact, Natsumi, who had been observing from outside the group, hadn’t even noticed.

“I think it’s a bit unreasonable to expect her not to be close to someone just because we don’t like it,” Aya argued.

"Ehhhhh!? Aya, you’re just too understanding! You said you hated it!”

“I do hate it, but…”

Certainly, there was a time when I had pressed Marika to be more honest with her feelings.

So why had things changed to what they were now? Have I given up?

“Maybe that’s it.”

“What’s that?” When Natsumi asked, Aya thought for a moment before speaking. 

“I think I’m afraid of being hated by Marika.”

It turned out to be a much weightier answer than she had anticipated.

But now that she had put it into words, it felt true.

I’ve always cherished Marika. I never thought we would be in a relationship, so I was really happy, and that feeling hasn’t changed to this day.

However, as I spent more time with Marika, I became afraid of what would happen after losing her. The thought of being mean, ruining the mood, and the possibility of something happening terrified me.

So maybe that’s why I’ve been especially understanding in front of Marika lately. I truly wanted Marika to prioritize me, just as Yume had suggested.

But...

“I can’t say it. Lately, it’s been like that.”

It might not be the healthiest thing, but I’ve never had a healthy relationship before. I didn't know what constituted a healthy one.

“I think my feelings are probably heavier than Marika’s. I don’t want to push too hard.”

As soon as I said that…

“Ayaya~~!”

“Waa.”

Yume wrapped her arms around me. I thought it was the same as what Yuzuki-san always does, but maybe Yume is putting herself on a pedestal in her own way.

“You’re so girly, Ayaya!”

“Fuwa-san… You’re really, so much in love, huh…?”

“Urm, well… I guess so…?”

Having that said again by the two of them made me even more embarrassed.

Expressing my feelings in words has never been my strong suit to begin with.

“But even though I'm saying this, I wonder if I can actually live up to it.”

I caused Marika trouble, said unreasonable things, and occasionally went a little overboard. That was just how I was.

I couldn’t become the kind of accommodating girlfriend you read about in books. 

“Well, of course not! We’re girls after all! We have our own will!”

“But you know, Fuwa-san’s words from earlier were really moving. They made my heart skip a beat!”

“Ha~! If Marika ever makes Ayaya cry, I won’t forgive her!”

“Yeah, we definitely won’t! Especially when Fuwa-san cares so much about Sakakibara!”

Although it was a bit awkward, Aya felt a bit happy with how quickly Natsumi and Yume became allies as if they were her family.

“Thank you, both of you. But I’m really okay. Marika has always been kind to me, and that makes me very happy.”

“And yet, you’re talking all lovey-dovey right after you said that!?”

“Haha, I want both of you to be happy forever! For ten, hundred, and billion years from now!”

With that, Aya decided to cherish Marika's place, and in doing so, she'd try not to interfere too much and be happy just to be treated kindly when they were together.

It wasn't a lie or an excuse. I just didn't want to ask for more.

And yet—

“—Marika.”

I called out to Marika, who was heading to the restroom, stopping her in the hallway.

Earlier, I was too shocked to say anything.

“Yeah?”

Marika turned around casually. There was no hint of agitation or confusion in her gaze.

Just a strong, determined look.

“About what happened earlier…”

Her coming out in the classroom.

“Ah, yeah,” Marika said smiling, with a hint of embarrassment, and continued, “I’m sorry I said that without talking to you first. Maybe I should have said something to you before, but, I don’t know, I felt like discussing it might make things weird between us.”

“That’s…”

If she had been consulted, Aya probably would have advised against it. It’s not like Marika needed to come out for my sake. I’m perfectly happy with how things are now, I would’ve said.

Even if I wished Marika to do it and think it would make me happy, I might not want her to say it, in the end.

Maybe Marika understood that too. So she just did it.

“…I’m happy, but.”

“Aya,” With a firm voice, Marika called out my name, “I’m not forcing it, being stubborn, or throwing a tantrum. This is because, you know, it’s for my own sake.”

“…That so?”

“I didn’t like how things were before. We finally became part of the same group as Aya, and then we were separated, trying to maintain our characters at school. But isn’t that, like, messed up in terms of priorities?”

I like Marika’s personality, but it seemed that all of her thoughts were filled with lines that gently denied Marika’s words.

So, Aya looked at Marika silently.

“Yeah, that’s why I decided to speak up. But you know what? I felt like I could do it now. It should be okay. Maybe it’s because I’ve been through so much at the bar? No idea, really. I’m just easily influenced, I guess,” Marika joked, laughing.

But as she laughed, Aya frowned slightly. “However.”

Marika's position in school would undoubtedly change drastically in the coming days, and even Aya knew that. Curiosity would surround Marika, and it would be a noisy period, at least for a while. She remembered Marika once telling her, “Isn’t there any benefit in doing such a thing?” 

Yet now...

“Just leave it to me, Marika,” Marika grinned in response, a smile like a newly grown permanent tooth on a child, strong and confident. “I’m planning to show you even more amazing things and thoroughly win you over, so this won't be enough. I’ll surprise you even more. I’m going to take my time with this, for the rest of our lives. This is just the beginning of that path, so I’ll easily overcome it.”

Looking at Marika’s smile, which somehow resembled Karen-san’s, Aya couldn’t help but feel touched. “If only this wasn’t the school…”

“If it wasn’t?” Marika replied.

With a happy smile, Aya said, “I’d want to hug you right now.”

“Then, when we get home, I’ll let you do it as much as you want.”

In the busy school hallway, they spoke of such things, and both of them shared a warm laugh. Even though they were aware of the significant challenges that lay ahead, they believed that they could overcome them together. Marika’s smile was what made Aya believe in this so strongly.


Afterword



Hello, I’m Mikami Teren.

Thank you very much for picking up Volume 5 of “Arioto,” the “Yuri Story: 

The Hundred-Day Project to Thoroughly Win Over a Girl Who Insists That Same-Sex Relationships Are Impossible.” I appreciate it.

As they enter a new school year and become high school seniors, Marika and Aya’s days continue amidst changing environments and emotions. That’s the feeling you’ll get from this story!

So, without further ado, let’s talk about Volume 5 without any spoilers.

1: New School Year

A new attempt! We’ve suddenly divided things into topics. Please take a look at the printout you received (just kidding, there's none).

Marika and the others are now high school seniors. The story began in June, so it spans ten months and 5 volumes, approximately three hundred days. It’s already three times longer than the title suggests…

Being high school seniors means it’s time to start thinking about the future. Marika and Aya are contemplating their futures, and it’s impressive!

With new students entering and class reassignments, there are various new encounters that come with progressing through the school year.

By the way, do you like spring? How is it for you? Spring is often perceived quite positively, but it seems that Marika doesn’t feel the same way. She’s at her weakest during the season that requires the most energy. Poor Marika!

2: Karen's Bar

Now, speaking of Volume 5, it revolves around Karen’s bar, “Plante à feuillage.”

“Plante à feuillage” is French for houseplant. It’s not just a name chosen because Karen loves yuri; it’s a wish to be like a houseplant where tired women can find a little peace in their daily lives.

This volume features a gathering of the many girls who work at the bar. 

They made occasional appearances from Aya’s perspective in Volume 2 and were briefly mentioned in Volume 3. Now, in this pivotal Volume 5, we get to see more of them. These unique characters have been in the setting since the doujinshi days, so I’m thrilled to depict them in this transformative period of Marika’s life.

Since they have strong personalities, I hope you find at least one of them likable.

By the way, as a side note, during this opportunity, I conducted various investigations and studied about the bar, but in the end, I didn’t use 99.9% of the materials, and they ended up in my mental library. As always, “Arioto” is Marika's first-person narrative, so we only know what Marika knows. Marika, please acquire all the wisdom in the world.

3: New Chapters

Switching gears a bit, what do you think distinguishes adults from children?

Economic independence, age, broader perspectives, emotional control—there are various opinions, and I think they are all valid.

In “Arioto,” we primarily explore the theme of “taking responsibility for one’s actions.”

Of course, Marika is still a minor, so she can’t take responsibility for everything. However, when it comes to places where Marika has decided, “This is my battlefield!” I’m sure she will find her own way of taking responsibility. That’s how she gradually becomes an adult. Marika, you’re doing great!

Now, starting with this first volume of the senior year arc, we have an original story in the commercial version. It’s a story about Marika and Aya that nobody knows (not even me).

While Marika has done something quite remarkable in the end, the real challenge may be in the next volume. So, please look forward to Volume 6!

Now, onto acknowledgments.

To Wata-sensei, thank you very much for your incredibly beautiful illustrations once again! You managed to capture a different atmosphere with the bartender outfits on the cover, yet kept the perfect, lovely, and cute feeling of Marika and Aya intact. The illustrations for the third spread are amazing. Illustrators are truly amazing!

Also, to my editor, Nekopyon-san, and everyone else who contributed to the making of this book, thank you from the bottom of my heart. I caused you some inconvenience with this one due to deadlines. I'll do my best to deliver Volume 6 as soon as possible!

And above all, I'm immensely grateful to those who picked up this book and to the bookstore staff who worked hard to sell it.

Koyaka-sensei’s “Arioto” manga adaptation is currently serialized on Manga UP! You can read about Marika and Aya in manga form. Is it okay to read about them in manga form? (Well, maybe not...) It’s the manga you’re familiar with!

Also, my other series, “Watanare,” in the same yuri genre, is now up to Volume 4. By the time this book is released, I'll probably be busy with deadlines again… A month from now, I’ll do my best!

Well then, I hope we’ll meet again somewhere! This has been Mikami Teren!

Author: Mikami Teren

Born on December 16th, a former Tokyo resident.

Frequently tweets about yuri manga impressions on Twitter.

Favorite jobs are Dark Knight and Samurai.

Don’t worry; it’s Mikami Teren’s yuri book! 

Illustrations by Wata (緜)

I’m the illustrator, and I’m honored to continue providing illustrations.

I’d love to have a drink while listening to the stories of these characters…

Please enjoy this volume filled with such feelings!
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