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      Prologue


      “Do I wanna do it with you?”


      About half a minute had passed since Runa had asked me that shocking question. It’d happened in that shop with photo sticker booths we’d gone to at the end of our Harajuku date on Valentine’s Day.


      I was petrified and freaking out on the inside.


      “Do it?” Do what? Obviously, she meant...sex.


      Wait, you’re telling me Runa might want to have sex with me?! And why’s she asking me that?! How would a virgin like me know?!


      Runa tilted her head in confusion. She seemed to be waiting for my answer.


      We were currently standing inside the booth behind its plastic cover. There were roughly three centimeters between us, meaning that was how close Runa’s miraculously cute upturned eyes were to my face. And being enveloped in her floral-or-fruity scent was enough to make me lose my calm by itself.


      The words she’d just said to me repeated endlessly inside my head. My heart was pounding hard enough it hurt. I couldn’t think straight.


      In the end, the only thing I could say was...


      “I-I dunno...”


      Runa looked a bit disheartened and averted her eyes. “Okay...”




      As I walked her home from Station A, silence hung between us. The streetlights placed here and there along this narrow residential road dimly illuminated the asphalt.


      When we’d just started dating, I’d made sure she’d be home by 6 p.m., but recently, that had been extended to 8 p.m. We were already a little past that today. She wasn’t required to be home by any specific time—that had simply been where I’d been drawing the line.


      Normally, if we wrapped up one topic in our conversation, Runa would bring up a new one right away. I glanced beside me, wondering what she was thinking, and I saw that she looked deep in thought with her eyes pointed at her feet.


      I could sense her warmth from our linked hands as always, but it felt like her heart was out of my reach. It was frustrating.


      I made up my mind. “Runa?”


      She looked over to me with a start. “Hm? What is it?”


      “Oh, uh...” I got flustered since it wasn’t like I had anything to say. “I mean...I was just wondering what you were thinking.”


      “Well...” Runa shook her head slightly, looking a bit stuck. “I was thinking more about what I said back there.”


      “Huh?”


      “At that shop...”


      What she’d said at the shop...


      “Do I wanna do it with you?”


      “Oh, right...” I said.


      What more was there to that topic...? I could tell the subject had shaken me up enough to make my face hot.


      Good thing it’s dark out here.


      “Wait, wh-what do you mean by that?” I asked in a fluster.


      Runa looked confused. “Sure, I don’t get how I feel, but I don’t get how you feel either.”


      “Huh?”


      “Like, do you really wanna do it with me...?” she asked.


      There was something gloomy about the look on Runa’s face. It made me panic a little.


      “What...? S-Sure I do.”


      I figured it was best to tell the truth here, but I was worried I’d creep her out if I sounded too enthusiastic. But as a result, you couldn’t tell what I was emphasizing by the way I’d said it.


      “So you say. You said that at that café too.”


      Was she talking about the chocolate place from earlier today? She’d made a fuss asking me about what kind of porn I liked while we had been there.


      “Still, though... You turned me down once,” Runa pointed out.


      “Huh?”


      “The day we started going out... You decided not to do it back then,” she said. It looked like she was sulking a little.


      “Well, uh, that was...” I began, disconcerted. “We’d only just started dating and I kinda wanted to treasure our relationship...”


      “I know. Even I felt a little relieved when I realized we didn’t have to have sex right away just because we were dating,” Runa said as she cast her eyes downward. “But I’ve come to love you so much... These days, when I imagine doing it with you, I’m worried if you even wanna have sex with me in the first place. I mean, wouldn’t it be pretty pointless to worry if I wanna do it or not when you don’t wanna?”


      We came to a stop, having just arrived in front of Runa’s house.


      She went on. “You’re the serious type. You don’t bring up sex even when we’re alone together. So I was wondering, like, maybe you don’t really care about all that stuff as long as our hearts are connected... Like, maybe you don’t need sex...”


      “What...?! W-Wait, uh...!” I sputtered.


      Being a guy (and one who, in fact, thought about dirty things pretty often), I’d been talking to Runa like it was a given that guys wanted to have sex. So when I’d told her I’d wait until she wanted to, my words had carried the implication that I was up for it whenever. I hadn’t talked to her about sex out of consideration for her as I knew she tended to go with whatever her boyfriends wanted to do. I didn’t want to bother her about the subject without a good reason.


      I’d never expected it to backfire in such a way. Perhaps, in Runa’s mind, I’d become something of an ascetic, someone devoid of lust. Come to think of it, this might’ve been the reason she’d been so eager to test the waters on the subject of sex today...


      “I-I do want to do it. You don’t need to worry,” I replied. Embarrassing as it was to say, I needed to clear up this misunderstanding.


      “Are you just saying that for my sake?” she asked. “Like, since I’m starting to feel like it, are you figuring that you might as well roll with it?”


      “It’s not like that...!”


      Did Runa think this way because she’d had sex with her exes out of consideration?


      “Maybe you love me as your girlfriend, but I don’t arouse you all that much because I’m a gyaru. Maybe you’d prefer a pure and proper girl like Maria after all...”


      “N-No, I wouldn’t. And why would I even confess to a girl who didn’t arouse me?” I replied, interrupting her. My feelings weren’t being conveyed correctly and it was starting to make me impatient. “I’m hornier than you think, okay?”


      I didn’t know why I had to stress this to my girlfriend while standing in front of her house at night, but seeing a persistent look of uneasiness on Runa’s face was making me feel desperate.


      “I read dirty manga and watch porn like anybody else. And when we’re not together, I keep thinking about when I’ll be able to do it with you. In fact, by now I must’ve used you about five hundred times as... Oh, never mind.”


      I hurriedly stopped myself—I was getting caught up in the moment and had been about to go into the raw details about how I spanked my monkey. I hoped she hadn’t caught on, but now, a puzzled look appeared on her face.


      “Huh? You used me five hundred times as what?”


      “Uh, well, it’s...”


      “Oh! Do you mean...?!” Runa turned as red as a tomato in an instant, seeming to have hit upon a realization. She opened and closed her mouth repeatedly. “Wait, we’ve been dating for about eight months, right? So if there’s thirty days in a month, eight times three is twenty-four, so two hundred and forty... You did that at least twice a day?!”


      I was speechless. “Huh? Um...?”


      It wasn’t like I’d had an accurate count of times in mind before I’d said that, so I’d rather she didn’t think about the specifics. Wait, she wasn’t good at math— How was she running the numbers so quickly?! She couldn’t do that normally!


      “You do it that much...? To me...?”


      She quickly turned so red that I could tell even in the dark. I’d never seen her like this before.


      “Um... Yeah...” I replied. Awkwardness came over me too, but since I’d said it myself, I couldn’t just take it back...


      What the hell am I telling her...?


      “So yeah... I always want to do it with you,” I added in desperation, trying to make myself crystal clear.


      As I stood there with a flushed face, Runa gazed back at me with an even redder one. “No way... I’m so embarrassed...!” she said quietly, as though the words were leaking from the depths of her heart.


      And then...


      “Waaah, I can’t take iiiiit!!!” Runa shouted suddenly and disappeared into her house in an instant.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1


      Later that week, I’d gone to cram school after classes at my normal school had ended.


      “I need your advice on something, Sekiya-san...” I began, out of breath, as soon as I saw him.


      “What is it this time? Everything’s settled between you and Kurose-san now, yeah?” he replied.


      As usual, we sat at a table in the cram school’s lounge located on the top floor. There was still natural light coming into the room at this time of day. Students who had yet to take their shot at college entrance exams were starting to gather here now since their normal classes were over, but I’d already made sure that Kurose-san wasn’t among them.


      “I told my girlfriend I wanted to have sex and she was like, ‘I can’t take it,’ and ran away...”


      Sekiya-san sighed, seeing me speak as I maintained a pose like Ikari Gendo. His reply was half-hearted. “It’s so nice to be in your second year of high school. You still have time to worry about stuff like that.”


      Judging by the way he acted, he’d yet to get a passing grade on any exam.


      “If she ‘can’t take it,’ then you’re shit out of luck. Just throw in the towel and break up,” he added in an offhand manner.


      “I-It wasn’t like a rejection or anything...” I hurriedly said.


      “Then what was the issue?”


      “It was like she was too shy.”


      Sekiya-san sighed at that.


      “And she ran away from me,” I added.


      “Oh yeah?”


      “When do you think we’ll be able to do it?” I asked, returning to the Gendo pose and sighing.


      “How would I know...?” Sekiya-san said. He sounded like he really didn’t care one bit.


      Looking in front of me, I saw him reclining all the way back in his chair. He was staring up at the ceiling. Once he noticed that I’d looked up at him, he stood up.


      “I can’t take this,” he said. “Can’t take you. You’re getting on my nerves too much. Get lost.”


      “Isn’t that a bit much?!”


      “Don’t you have your answer already? Her ‘I can’t take it’ means ‘I’m embarrassed,’ right? So all you gotta do is either wait until she’s not feeling that way anymore or make it so it’s no longer embarrassing for her.”


      “H-How would I do that?” I asked.


      “How would I know?! I don’t have time for this right now.”


      There seemed to be genuine irritation in his voice. He had a sharp tongue even on a normal day, but perhaps this was indicating just how dire things were with his exams. I’d assumed he had contingencies and simply hadn’t told me that he’d secured a spot at a college or two that were easy to get into, but it looked like he really hadn’t gotten into anywhere. And that meant he wouldn’t be getting in touch with his girlfriend, Yamana-san, anytime soon. I started to feel bad for talking to him about this subject.


      “Besides, you’ve been dating for, what, over half a year? Maybe almost a full year? Either way, it’s unbelievable to me that you still haven’t had sex after all this time,” Sekiya-san added, his tone now calmer. “Doesn’t being with your girlfriend make you wanna bang? Even if you’re not dating her just for sex.”


      “W-Well, it does, sure...”


      “I get it, okay? I get that it ended up like this because there’s something more important to you than sex. But I wouldn’t understand something like that, so I can’t give you any advice there.”


      As I sat there with nothing to say back to him, Sekiya-san looked at me with sincerity. “Well, since you’ve managed to hold out this long, is there really a need to get impatient now?”


      “Huh?”


      “You wanna marry her, no? All married couples stop fucking eventually anyway.”


      I blushed at the sudden appearance of that strong word.


      Sekiya-san continued, looking unconcerned. “You should see my parents. They’re the fakest married couple around. Always have been and for as long as I can remember. Dad’s been cheating like there’s no tomorrow since forever and Mom gave up on him long ago. She doesn’t leave him since she apparently doesn’t want to abandon her status as the wife of a private clinician.”


      The muscles in my face went stiff as Sekiya-san suddenly revealed his family’s circumstances.


      He went on, not looking at me. “Just a few months ago, it came to light that Dad had his hands all over a receptionist and that girl lost her job. That guy’s such an idiot. His wife’s close with an old lady working in his office—of course she’d find out if he got himself a mistress at the clinic. He even did it with a nurse before.”


      “I-I see...” I said, finally managing to say something in response.


      This was quite the story. Between his and Runa’s family circumstances, perhaps married couples cheated on each other more often than I’d thought. My parents weren’t exactly all over each other, but as far as I knew, nothing like that had transpired between them in all the years they’d been together. It made my heart pound to have people close to me talk so normally about situations I’d expect to find in a soap opera.


      “Ever since I was a kid, I respected my dad as a doctor...but I didn’t wanna be like him.”


      When I saw Sekiya-san say that with a distant look in his eye, something occurred to me. When he’d gotten into high school and became popular with girls, he’d dumped Yamana-san for a strange reason: he hadn’t wanted to two-time her. If you were to ask me, it was just a “Just don’t, then?” kind of situation...but perhaps his peculiar fastidiousness on the subject came from the way he felt toward his father.


      “What were we talking about, again? Anyway, you’re just talking about your wonderful love life like always. Go to hell,” he said.


      Despite his foul language, Sekiya-san had given me something resembling advice, so I figured he was a good person at heart.


      I sighed. “Sorry,” I said, trying to dispel the increasingly heavy mood.


      Sekiya-san frowned at me. “You’re not really sorry, are you?”


      “I am, although I might do this again...”


      “That means you’re not sorry.”


      “Good to know.”


      “You messing with me?”


      It was a little relieving to see him smile again. I couldn’t help but wish for spring to come soon, along with the day that his smile would be directed at Yamana-san.


      ***


      But I couldn’t afford to be wishing for others’ happiness all the time.


      During homeroom at the end of classes one day at the end of February, we were given career aspiration surveys.


      “As you’ve been told before, your answers on these surveys will be used to assign you to a third-year class. Please take this seriously,” said the teacher in charge of our class.


      I could hear students around me reacting.


      “Seriously...?”


      “It’s too early...”


      I looked down at the survey on my desk. Under the “higher education” and “employment” areas, there were three spots for us to write down a prioritized list of the colleges or jobs we were aiming for.


      If I put “Houo University” there, would they believe I was being serious?


      As I sat there in nervous contemplation...


      A sunny girl sitting in front of Runa turned around and said, “Hey, Runa, what’re your plans for the future?”


      “Well... I haven’t decided yet...” Runa replied, appearing to be thinking it over.


      We were walking our own paths, facing forward and aiming high, but it seemed like we were looking at a steep climb to become our ideal selves.


      ***


      On Sunday later that week, Runa and I were studying at McDonald’s near Station A. We were preparing for our final exams, which would be starting the next day.


      I had my eyes mostly pointing at my notebook, but I stole glances at Runa across the table from me. She sat there and stared down at her textbook.


      Sekiya-san had accused me of talking about my “wonderful love life,” and he’d been right—I didn’t see Runa having said that she couldn’t take it as something all that serious. I more saw it as her having seriously considered what it would be like to have sex with me and having gotten too embarrassed as a result. It was probably what had actually happened.


      Still...


      “Need help with anything?” I asked.


      Runa glanced at me for a moment. “Huh?!” She then immediately averted her eyes and her cheeks grew flushed. “N-Not really... I’m okay... Okay, maybe not...”


      “So you do?”


      “B-But if I start asking for help, I’d need help with too much stuff...”


      “Let’s go through things one by one, as long as they’re things I understand myself. Can you show me?”


      “Oh, nah, it’s okay... C’mon, I’d feel bad to distract you from your studies!” Runa said, flustered and red in the face. Her eyes wandered all over the place.


      “But we’re studying together, so might as well. What do you need help with?” I asked.


      I got up and sat next to Runa. As I did, our elbows lightly touched through our uniforms.


      “Ahh!” Runa cried out.


      She immediately pulled her arm away, along with the rest of her body. It was like she had been zapped by electricity. Runa then looked at me with a blush on her face. Her expression was as timid as that of a fawn, and her eyes looked slightly moist.


      “That was so sudden... You should warn me first...”


      “S-Sorry...” I said on impulse and moved a bit farther away.


      It had been like this ever since that day when Runa had told me she “couldn’t take it” and ran away. If I tried to take her hand, she’d cry out cutely, get all bashful, and move away from me. Simply coming close to her was enough to make her restless and turn as red as a tomato. She didn’t look me in the eye much either.


      If I thought of it as her seeing me as a member of the opposite sex more than before, it didn’t seem so bad. But honestly, I didn’t know what to do. It left me at a bit of a loss.


      With things being the way they were, I couldn’t just invite her to my room to study together like we always had. So instead, we’d come here for the first time in a while.


      As if to do something about the awkwardness of the situation, Runa reached out for an apple pie box on the table. She took the pie out and began to eat it—she’d previously left it unfinished because she’d apparently been full after the hamburger she’d had first.


      “Apple pies are good...” she began after chewing for a bit. “But I like the cake your mom always serves us.”


      “Ah, those from ‘Champs de Fleurs.’”


      When Runa came over to study for tests, my mother would often buy sweets from a local patisserie for us.


      “Our entire neighborhood probably serves cakes from that place when they have guests,” I replied. “The shop owner studied in France. He even brags about how he’s been on state TV before.”


      “It’s pretty crazy, yeah. It’s that cake shop on the way to your place, right? The really fancy one.”


      “That’s right. He said he’d go all out next time you came over...”


      Whoops. This was almost like I was urging her to come to my place to study for exams.


      As expected, Runa blushed and hung her head. We’d finally managed to have a nice conversation going, and I’d gone and ruined it. Sighing inwardly, I brought my eyes to the textbook.


      Still... How long would this go on for?


      “Her ‘I can’t take it’ means ‘I’m embarrassed,’ right? So all you gotta do is either wait until she’s not feeling that way anymore or make it so it’s no longer embarrassing for her.”


      Sekiya-san’s advice kept running through my head. He’d said to make it so it’d no longer be embarrassing for her... I wished I could. I really did... But how?


      Unlike the English grammar problem in the textbook in front of me, my kind of problem didn’t have a sample answer written anywhere. It made it all the more difficult for me to solve.


      The mood got heavy and I looked up. It was a Sunday afternoon in late February, and as far as I could see, practically all the seats here were occupied. There were multiple people at each table and the counter was nearly full too—packed with students studying for finals and people using their laptops. If I strained my ears, I could hear what sounded like foreign pop music quietly playing in the background under the moderate noise of this place.


      As I lowered my gaze a bit, Runa’s fair thighs, peeking out from under her skirt hem, entered my field of vision.


      Looking back on it, when we’d come here to study for our end-of-term tests together right after we’d started dating, I’d been too nervous to actually study. The fact that I had been sitting here with my admired Shirakawa-san shoulder to shoulder, as boyfriend and girlfriend... That alone had been enough to make my heart pound. Her scent had jumbled my thoughts. I’d wanted to look at her gorgeous profile forever... My heart hadn’t been able to calm down at all.


      In retrospect, back then, I might’ve been acting similarly to how Runa was today. Losing my composure when she came close to me, blushing, acting all weird...


      I’d wanted to get close to her but had been too nervous to do so.


      Did that mean I needed to act the way Runa had acted back then? She’d always been cheerful and energetic with me. No matter how creepy I’d ended up looking when my nervousness had gotten to me, she hadn’t minded it. Instead, she’d continued to proactively try to talk to me.


      “Gotcha!”


      Just like that, she’d given me my first kiss on that boat at that park. My head had been filled with thoughts of sharing physical intimacy with her. I must’ve been worried stiff, and she’d dissolved that nervousness.


      Of course, kissing her here was out of the question. I wasn’t such a free spirit.


      Still, that was probably the key here.


      I couldn’t afford to be confused. I needed to keep trying to talk to her, in my own way.


      After all, I’d actually wanted to get close to her back then too. But since I’d been too unused to girls and had too little confidence, I hadn’t been able to act naturally as Runa’s boyfriend.


      I couldn’t say for sure why Runa was the way she was now, but if shyness was the reason, then it probably wasn’t because she didn’t like me anymore. I must’ve been on the right track.


      “Anyway, I’ll help you with those problems,” I said, drawing closer to her again.


      Runa put herself on guard for a moment. “Oh, i-it’s okay!”


      “I want to, though. Is it this problem?” I asked, pointing at what she appeared to have been looking at.


      Runa replied with a nod, her cheeks rosy.


      “Okay, so in this one, you have to fill in the gaps...”




      There was a line written in English:




      (   ) he (   ) (   ) failed the test, she (   ) (   ) (   ) happier.




      A Japanese translation was nearby:




      If he had not failed the test, she would have been happier.




      “English has a word used when talking about conditions or possibilities. Do you know what goes in that first bracket?”


      “Hmmm... ‘If’?”


      “That’s right. So if you remember what we learned about the subjunctive mood...”


      As I explained things, Runa’s expression clouded over and she deeply hung her head.


      “Runa...?”


      When I called out to her, she looked at me. “Oh... I’m listening. Go on.”


      “O-Okay... So, we know that the ‘he’ in this sentence actually failed the test, right?”


      “Yeah...”


      “Now, this sentence suggests things that differ from what actually happened in the past, so you have to use the subjunctive past perfect...”


      I stopped there because Runa was acting undeniably strange.


      At that point, she looked up at me. “Ryuto?”


      “Yeah?”


      “Do you know if Sekiya-san managed to get accepted anywhere?”


      “Huh?”


      I was taken aback for a moment, not having expected her to ask such a thing.


      “No... I still haven’t heard anything about that,” I said. I saw a worried look starting to appear on Runa’s face, so I hurriedly added, “B-But considering how much he studies every day, I’m sure he’ll get into somewhere.”


      Runa’s expression brightened up. “Yeah, that’s gotta be it!”


      “R-Right.”


      “It’s just, when I saw this problem, I remembered Nicole and got all worried...” she said, sounding a bit downcast.


      The sight of her filled me with emotion. “You’re considerate of your friends,” I said.


      At that, Runa looked at me for a moment, but she averted her eyes right away. I kept looking at her, trying to get the conversation going again.


      A few moments ago, I’d made up my mind. Even if she was embarrassed, I’d keep trying to talk to her.


      “I really...like that...about you...” I managed to get out. While it might not have come out very smoothly, I’d tried to say it and that made me relieved.


      I looked at Runa again and found her gazing at me with a red face. However, once our eyes met, she averted hers again, hung her head, and started to fidget.


      My first thought was that this wasn’t going to work, but Runa’s cheeks stayed rosy and she kept glancing at me. She seemed less nervous compared to before, and there was happiness in her expression too.


      “Um, Ryuto...” she began, shyly but happily.


      “Hm?”


      “You wanna go shopping after finals?” she asked.


      It had been a while since Runa had spoken to me while actually looking me in the eye. I was so happy about it that I was about to agree without thinking, but I checked my mental calendar first.


      “Okay...” I said. “You mean before our school trip?”


      Once finals ended on Friday, we would have time off to recover from exams until Thursday the following week. Then, on that Friday, there would be an end-of-term ceremony and we’d get our finals results. After that, it would officially be spring break.


      We second-years had a school trip that week, starting the Monday after the ceremony. I was prepared for it, but since this was what the people in charge had decided for us, I couldn’t help but think it was a waste of a spring break.


      “Yeah,” replied Runa. “Right after finals are over. How about Sunday?”


      “Right...”


      I was about to accept, but before I could, Runa hurriedly added, “Also, Akari will be there too. Is that okay?”


      “Huh? S-Sure...but why?” I asked. I found myself at a loss from an unexpected name popping up in our conversation.


      “She asked me to go shopping with her first. Akari wants to be a stylist and is gunning for a technical school specializing in that stuff, but since she’s P-size, shopping is difficult for her. Apparently, she’s been feeling a little uncertain about what to do after graduating lately.”


      “What’s P-size?”


      “It’s the same as ‘petite.’ S-size is for slim people, but since those clothes are designed for people who are average height, S-size is too big for short girls.”


      “I-I see...”


      “Anyway, since I’m average height, she said she’d like me to try things on. She wants to feel the fun of putting together outfits with different pieces and reaffirm her dream.”


      “I get that, but then why not go as just the two of you?” I asked. “Sure, I guess I could carry things for you, but wouldn’t I just be in the way...?”


      ...of their girl talk.


      In fact, I thought it would be kinda awkward to hang out as a group of three there with Tanikita-san.


      As I thought that, Runa’s eyes started to dart around. I had no idea what this was all about.


      However, she looked relieved and lowered her voice. “Um, actually... I wanted you to invite Ijichi-kun.”


      “Icchi?” I was highly surprised by another unexpected name coming up. “You mean...like a double date? Did Tanikita-san suggest that?”


      “There’s no way she would!” Runa said. “It’ll be a surprise for her. It’s just...he’s on her mind so much. But because she rejected him before, she can’t be honest and tell him how she feels, you know? I was thinking that if they got closer now, things might go nicely between them on the school trip.”


      “Hmm...”


      Would it really go so well? Even if Tanikita-san was feeling like that, Icchi only had KEN on his mind at the moment. The matter filled me with worry, but just as I’d told Runa a moment ago, I liked how considerate she was of her friends. If there was some way I could help, I wanted to.


      “Okay. I’ll try inviting him.”


      Runa’s face lit up even further at my reply. “Hooray!” Raising her hands a bit, she hopped toward the other end of the seat, away from me. “Thanks, Ryuto— Whoa!”


      I heard something fall on the floor, but Runa picked it up in a hurry.


      It was my backpack. Since this was a table for two, I’d put my belongings on the bench. It seemed like Runa had just knocked it onto the floor.


      “Sorryyy... Oh, did this hole open just now?” she asked after she looked at my backpack. She then showed me the bottom.


      My backpack was made of cloth—canvas, specifically, which was a pretty durable material. However, textbook corners tended to rub against the bottom of the backpack, and eventually, it had ripped in one spot.


      “Ah, no. That hole’s been there since around the start of the year,” I replied, scratching my head. “It’s the only bag I really have. I walked to cram school and back with several textbooks in it every day during winter break and the weight made it wear out. I do think I should buy a better one...”


      For people with no interest in fashion like me, buying accessories was a total pain and really brought your mood down. I’d been putting off replacing my backpack since I could still use it, and this was where that had gotten me. It was embarrassing to have my girlfriend see that my backpack had a hole, and I worried that she might’ve been put off by it. Those two things left me unsure what to say.


      “Huh...” Runa seemed to be in thought.


      “Sorry. It’s lame, right?”


      My humility was met with a light shake of her head. “No, not at all. It just shows how hard you’ve been working, having to carry so many study materials around, right?”


      “Well, I guess...”


      I couldn’t tell if I’d grown fully accustomed to it, but it was true that I was carrying heavy textbooks between my place and cram school all the time.


      “I’d better follow your example, at least a little,” said Runa with a smile. She looked significantly more relaxed than before.


      I didn’t know if my approach was bearing fruit, but either way, I figured we’d keep moving forward like this, no matter how slowly.


      ***


      Two days after our finals had come to an end, it was Sunday, and Icchi and I went to Shibuya.


      Icchi frowned at the crowd at the ticket gates. “You really have changed, Kasshi... Only normies go to Shibuya, you know. So, tell me, why do I have to walk alone with another guy through such crowded streets just to get some food?” he complained.


      If I’d told Icchi up front that we were going shopping with Tanikita-san and Runa, he might’ve refused to come, and I hadn’t wanted that to happen. So, I’d instead said that there was a cheap café with great food and asked if he wanted to have lunch together. Of course, he’d suggested that we invite Nisshi as well, but I’d told him that Nisshi had said he was broke and that we should go without him. To be on the safe side, I had actually told Nisshi what was going on to make sure he’d tell the same story if Icchi asked him.


      “Yeah, well, what can I say...? Anyway, thanks for coming, Icchi. Sorry...”


      He’d find out the truth shortly, but I apologized beforehand, just in case.


      That aside...something had been bothering me way too much for a good while now.


      “Say, what’s with that getup...?” I asked.


      When I’d met up with Icchi today, his absolutely crazy outfit had made me do a double take.


      A shabby T-shirt. Pilled, gray track pants. Worn-out sneakers. Such a look just barely sufficed for a trip to the local convenience store.


      I was rather ignorant of fashion too, but even I didn’t have the courage to go to Shibuya in a tracksuit that I wore at home.


      Icchi had always been far removed from the concept of fashion, but why of all things did he have to show up in such an extreme outfit to a double date with Tanikita-san—a highly fashionable girl who aspired to become a stylist? The sight of him even made me flinch, and I was a guy.


      “Me? And what’s with you?” Icchi asked. “Are you suddenly trying to be fashionable? This is a T-shirt I always wear, you know.”


      Icchi seemed a bit angry—maybe he was hungry.


      Now that he had mentioned it, the black T-shirt he was wearing with its generic English line of “Do your best” and some strange character drawn on it did look quite familiar. Still, I seemed to remember it being not as loose on him before...


      Then, it hit me: the shirt probably looked so shabby because it didn’t fit him anymore. Now that he’d lost an extreme amount of weight, his T-shirt—which was probably at least an XL—was far too big for him.


      “Then...what about those pants? There’s no way you should leave the house in those, right?”


      “Well, with how much weight I suddenly lost, the only things that still fit are track pants. These have an elastic waistband, so I just tighten that and they won’t fall off no matter how loose they are.”


      “Oh...”
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