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      Chapter 1: What If Your Childhood Friend Was a Mega-Popular Idol?


      I, Yotsuba Hazama, can say with confidence that my life has just peaked.


      ...Okay, I know how that sounds, but it’s not an exaggeration! Probably. Pretty sure, anyway. At the present moment, I’m sixteen years old and a genuine second-year high schooler! There’s this one, like, super old and famous play or something with a song that claims a human’s life is meant to last fifty years, and even by that standard I’m only about a third of the way through my lifetime, but I’m still very aware of how preposterously, unrealistically happy I am right now and how unlikely it is that anything could ever top it.


      I spent my whole life with solitude as my only companion until I got into high school, but then out of complete nowhere, I suddenly found two incredibly wonderful friends, right out of the gate! And then, a year after I met them...the three of us ended up in a relationship. In other words: I ended up two-timing them! It was such an outrageously moronic decision that even the most put-together and sensible person I know, Mai Koganezaki, was so flabbergasted when she found out that she shot straight past exasperation and scorn and flew into a fit of uncontrollable hysterics instead. That said, it’s not exactly a choice that was made lightly. The three of us really thought things through, carefully and seriously, before choosing to go forward with our relationship in this way.


      Yuna Momose and Rinka Aiba were both such dazzlingly incredible girls that it almost felt like them being friends with me of all people was a waste. I found myself wishing sometimes that I could be reborn as one of them, but then I’d always realize that if I became them, I’d only ever be able to see them when I happened to be around a mirror, and thought better of it...and as you can probably tell from that stupid little internal conflict of mine, I’ve always really admired both of them. Whether as my friends, or as my girlfriends, or even as total strangers, I loved them with all my heart.


      Anyway, they loved me as well, as it so happened, and the two of them both worked up the courage to ask me out! I, of course, hadn’t even begun to consider the possibility they’d feel that way about me and was totally caught off guard, but being the idiot that I and everyone around me had always known that I was, I threw caution and common sense to the wind and said yes to both of them on impulse. Considering that everything ultimately worked out perfectly for us thanks to that decision, I found myself feeling thankful toward my own idiocy for the first time in my life. Heh—score one for stupidity!


      “What’re you smirking about?”


      “Gah! Sakura?!”


      My little sister had caught me basking in the glory of my (past) accomplishment! Of course, it was an early afternoon in the middle of summer vacation, and I was in my family’s living room, sprawled out in my usual position on the couch like the slacker I am. I’d been staring at the TV in a daze, all but screaming, “Somebody, please notice me, pay attention to me,” so maybe her catching me wasn’t really a surprise at all, but still!


      “Here. I made tea, if you want some,” said Sakura.


      “Oh, yay! Thanks so much!” I said as I accepted the cup.


      “It’s not that big of a deal,” muttered Sakura as she glanced away awkwardly.


      Yup—my little sister’s as adorable as ever today!


      “What?” Sakura snapped, her lips pursed in a pouty, ever so slightly bashful frown.


      “I was just thinking you’re as cute as ever today!” I said.


      “Ugh! I mean...thanks,” said Sakura. Her frown began to fade, and she took a seat next to me, so close our shoulders were practically touching. Actually, no, not practically—they were touching. Pressed right up against each other, really. “I can move if it’s too hot for this,” she said.


      “Nah, it’s fine!” I replied. The way she’d sat down next to me herself, then gotten all worried about it barely a second later, was classic Sakura. That was just another side of her that made her as cute as a button, and I felt as privileged as ever to be her big sister!


      We were as friendly as could be now, but up until just a little while ago, Sakura had been going through a tiny bit of a rebellious phase. If she’d seen me lazing my day away back then, she would’ve just silently glared daggers at me, most likely. I mean, I have to admit, I am super unreliable and it is definitely my fault that she couldn’t find it in herself to respect me as her sister, so I can’t really blame her for how she’d behaved back then at all. And that’s not even starting on how she’d found out I was a two-timer!


      That revelation had made her more contemptuous of me than ever...or rather, you’d think it would’ve, but instead, she and my other little sister, Aoi, decided to reveal that they were straight-up in love with me! Things got a little crazy, and you certainly couldn’t call the things we went through normal by the standards of an average sibling relationship, but in the long run, Sakura, Aoi, and I had all developed a much deeper understanding of each other, and the bonds between the Hazama sisters had grown stronger than ever.


      So, yeah—I dunno if I can exactly say that things had all worked out perfectly that time around, but what I can say is that ever since then, Sakura had started hanging out around me and being physically affectionate with me as it if were perfectly natural, just like she had back when we were kids. That was a result that I could definitely be happy about!


      “How’ve your studies been going, Sakura? Making progress?” I asked.


      “Eh, it’s been okay,” said Sakura. “I figure that cramming for hours on end’ll do more harm than good, though, so I’m taking a break right now.”


      “Gotcha, gotcha! Oh—am I messing up your break by chatting like this, or something?”


      “Of course not. I came to you, didn’t I? Plus...we don’t get to be alone together like this all that often, right? I have to take advantage of that and really recharge my batteries,” Sakura bashfully but insistently muttered, then hooked her arm around mine.


      Well, okay, but “alone”? We’re not exactly—


      “Ohh, Sakura? I guess you just didn’t notice me, huh?” a third voice piped up without warning.


      “Eeek?! Aoi?!” Sakura shrieked, so surprised she leapt right up off the couch again.


      Aoi gave Sakura a sort of sulky glower as she looked up at her from the couch—specifically from my lap, which she was using as a pillow.


      “H-How long have you been there?!” Sakura gasped.


      “The whole time,” said Aoi. “Yotsuba was spacing out and watching TV, so I said, ‘Can I nap on your lap, pleeease?’ and she said, ‘Sure,’ so I did.”


      That is, in fact, exactly how it had happened. Speaking as her sister, it was entirely impossible for me to turn down a request that was that adorable. That said, I was a little surprised to see her awake—she’d looked like she was snoozing away so comfortably just moments ago, I’d assumed she was out like a light.


      “You really do only have eyes for Yotsuba, don’t you, Sakura?” teased Aoi with a smirk.


      “Ugh,” Sakura grunted. It seemed that her little sister’s teasing was her greatest weakness.


      “Too bad for you, though! I already have Yotsuba’s lap booked!” said Aoi. “And ahh, she smells so nice! Sniff sniff!”


      “H-H-Hey, Aoi?!” I shrieked, objecting before Sakura had the chance as Aoi buried her face in my thighs—pretty close to between them, really. I was suddenly glad that I’d worn pants on that day, considering that if I’d been in a skirt, she might’ve gotten an all but direct whiff of my undies. Past me gets full marks for picking out her outfit this morning!


      “A-Aoi!” Sakura finally shouted. “You lucky little—I mean, cut that out! You’re bothering her!”


      “Aww, am I bothering you, Yotsuba?” asked Aoi, turning over to look up at me with her big ole puppy-dog eyes.


      Gah! S-So cuuute! Being the youngest sister, Aoi had always been better at getting herself pampered than the rest of us, and that trait had only escalated ever since the whole telling-me-she-loved-me incident. I, meanwhile, had always doted upon her without reservation, but ever since then, I’d been even less capable of resisting her than ever. I could easily overlook a little bit of poor behavior like—


      “Hey, Yotsuba... You’d take your pants off if I asked you to, right?”


      “Hyeeek?!”


      “Yotsuba...?” Aoi repeated, stepping it up from puppy-dog eyes to “sad, abandoned puppy dog in the rain” eyes. Just one look at that expression was almost enough to make me nod on reflex without even thinking, but before I had the chance...


      “Yotsuba, please.”


      “Ah!”


      ...Sakura’s flat, to-the-point voice snapped me out of my stupor! Wh-Whoa, that was close! If Sakura hadn’t been here to save me, I might’ve actually gone and done it!


      “You too, Aoi!” Sakura continued. “Just because Yotsuba’s a moron doesn’t mean you have a right to trick her whenever you feel like it!”


      “Ugh... Okaaay,” Aoi droned.


      “Look at you, Miss Big Sister!” I commented.


      “I have to play the big sister more often than you’d think,” Sakura muttered, with a look on her face that silently added, Because you spend all your time spoiling Aoi.


      I had to admit, she wasn’t totally wrong about that. Okay, she wasn’t even a little wrong about that. My good name as a big sister has been sullied!


      “Be honest, though—you’re here because you wanted her to spoil you too, didn’t you?” said Aoi.


      “Well, of course I—” Sakura began, then gasped. “N-No, I’m not! Aoiii!”


      “Sorry if I ruined that plan! Of course, I’m not moving one way or another!”


      “Well, maybe you should!”


      “Huuuh? Why? If I did free up her lap, would you use it as a pillow next?”


      “I—I mean,” Sakura stammered, then paused and gritted her teeth. It seemed Aoi had been right on the mark.


      Of course, I would’ve let Sakura nap on my lap any time, if she’d only just asked! Ah, but then again, she might be embarrassed to let me dote on her while Aoi’s watching. Speaking as the oldest sibling, I was always in big-sister mode, so I couldn’t quite relate, but on the other hand, I would’ve been hesitant to act spoiled with our parents if my sisters were watching. I figured that probably came from a similar place.


      All right, then—unless she doesn’t seem like she’s into it, I think I’ll have to be as doting with Sakura as I can possibly manage the next time we’re alone! I’d always thought that she was too put-together and in control to want me to treat her that way, so I’d never made a real effort to do so in the past, and it seemed it was time to fix that oversight.


      “What’re you smirking for, Yotsuba?” asked Aoi.


      “Huh? Was I?!”


      “You sure were! Right, Sakura?”


      “You really were, yeah.”


      “You guys don’t let anything slip past you, do you?!” Even when they were busy verbally sparring with each other, my little sisters always spared enough attention to notice every last little expression I made.


      “Ah, Sakura, your phone’s vibrating!” I said a second later. That’s right—they weren’t the only ones who could be surprisingly sharp-eyed! Sakura had set her phone down on the nearby table, and I’d caught it buzzing out of the corner of my eye. Unlike me, Sakura and Aoi had tons of friends, so I knew I had to call her attention to it right away. After all, it’d be a disaster if she accidentally ignored a message and had one of her friendships start breaking down as a result!


      “Eh, I’m sure it’s nothing important,” Sakura muttered as she unenthusiastically glanced at her phone.


      Maybe it’s not, but if it turns out it is, you’ll be glad you checked...is what I was thinking, but I knew that the more I bothered them about that sort of thing, the more they’d start thinking of me as their nag of a big sister, so I kept it to myself. Come on, let it be something important enough that she ends up being grateful I pointed it out!


      “Hmm... Huuuuuuh?!”


      A moment after Sakura looked at her phone, she let out a crazed shriek! W-Wait, was it actually a super important message after all?!


      “Wh-What’s wrong, Sakura?!” I asked.


      “Ah! Umm, well,” Sakura mumbled. I could tell that she was really shaken up from the way her gaze darted about the room as she paused for a moment, gulped, took a few deep breaths, then finally answered. “It looks like Maki Amagi’s taking a hiatus from show business...”


      Maki...Amagi?


      “Whaaaaaat?!” Aoi shouted before I could even process what I’d heard. I wasn’t really following—in fact, I had no idea what she was talking about—but Aoi, it seemed, was on the same page as Sakura. “Maki Amagi? Like, that Maki?! From Shoo-Star?!”


      “Shoe Star”? Maki from Shoe Star...? The names felt like they were ringing a bell, but it was a very quiet one, and when I tried to search through my mental database for them, they didn’t turn up any immediate hits. That’s weird—my mental database isn’t exactly packed to begin with, so you’d think it’d be easy to search through!


      “See, Aoi? Look! The news is all over the place online!” said Sakura.


      “R-Really?! It’s not just a prank?” asked Aoi.


      “I wish it was, but they put out a press release and everything. It looks legit...”


      “No waaay!” Aoi shouted as she bolted upright and clutched at her head.


      Sakura didn’t look like she was in much better shape—she seemed dumbstruck by the sheer shock of it all. I, meanwhile, was still totally out of the loop and just kinda sat there in a daze (not that that’s anything new).


      That said, I couldn’t just marinate in my confusion forever! I was their big sister, dangit! If my little sisters were in distress, there had to be something I could do to help, no matter how foreign the subject matter was to me! “So, umm, you said something about a break from show business? Are you talking about a celebrity?” I asked, making like Holmes himself and putting together a rational deduction based off the very limited set of information I had to work with! I gave myself pretty darn decent odds that I’d hit the bull’s-eye too, and was feeling awfully proud of myself...


      “Ugggh...”


      ...until both of my sisters let out sighs of profound exasperation!


      “Do you not know who Maki is, Yotsuba?” asked Aoi.


      “Umm... Y-Yeah, of course I do!” I said. “But, umm, maybe you could give me juuust a little hint, for fun...?”


      “That’s basically the same thing as admitting that you don’t know who she is at all,” pointed out Sakura.


      Ugh... Now they were staring at me in that distinctly fed-up sort of way!


      “Actually, didn’t I tell you all about her just the other day?” said Aoi.


      “And besides, didn’t she star in that drama you were totally hooked on until it ended this past June?” added Sakura.


      Agh! I got hit by an actually/besides combo! They were clearly drifting from “fed up” into “is she for real?” territory in a hurry, but finally, my mental database pinged me with a result for Maki Amagi. “Oh, wait... Do you mean Maki Amagi the idol?” I asked.


      I don’t know what did the trick—my sisters hadn’t really given me that much new information or anything—but this time, the pieces clicked together and a very clear visual of an astonishingly pretty girl named Maki Amagi flashed through my mind. If I was remembering correctly, she’d made her debut as an idol when she was in middle school, and belonged to a group called Shooting Star. She’d been the group’s center—its most eye-catching, standout member—since pretty much the moment it was formed, and made regular appearances on music sales rankings, both in her group and as a solo performer. She’d been getting tons of roles in movies and TV dramas as an actress as well, and her fame had spread nationwide.


      Now that I think about it, I have been seeing a lot of her lately...actually, no, not lately. It feels like she’s been on TV pretty much all the time for ages. It felt like it had been years since a day had passed by without me seeing her, even. As to how I’d managed to not bring her immediately to mind after all that exposure, well...to put it simply, I’d blocked her out because I was jealous.


      I mean, come on, wouldn’t you be?! Maki Amagi was the same age as me, a second-year in high school, but she was out there shining like the sun itself, beloved by all of Japan—no, by the whole wide world! Back when I’d first learned about her, I had such a major envy episode, it left me cursing god for being just so darned unfair sometimes! Looking back on it, of course, the fact that I’d dared to compare myself to her of all people was downright arrogant. I’d been like a solitary ant trying to pick a fight with an elephant. Still, though, that distaste took root in my mind, and whether consciously or not, I’d started pointedly not paying attention whenever she turned up on TV.


      To think I used to love idols so much when I was little... I do mean little too, around kindergarten age. Come to think about it, wasn’t there another girl who also loved—


      Ding-dong!


      “Ah! Maybe it’s a delivery?” I said as the sound of our doorbell stole my attention away. My sisters were still totally distracted by their idol’s hiatus, and had changed the TV to a gossip show that was covering the topic, so I didn’t think they’d be moving anytime soon. “I’ll go get it,” I said (even though I figured they wouldn’t even hear me) and headed for the door. I made it to our entryway, laid a hand on the doorknob, and only then realized that I could’ve used our intercom to talk with whoever was outside first. It seemed a little late for that, though, so I shrugged it off and opened the door.


      “Augh!” I grunted as I took a blast of hot air to the face. It was in the midthirties Celsius—a record-breaking heat wave, apparently—and there wasn’t a cloud in the sky to blunt the brutal force of the sun’s rays as they poured down upon me. I almost shut my eyes and the door on reflex, but I managed to tough it out and turn my gaze outside...and forgot about the heat and the piercing brightness in the blink of an eye.


      “...Huh?”


      There was a girl standing on our doorstep. She was just a little bit taller than me, and looked like she was around my age, but oh boy, is that where the similarities between us stopped! She was slender and beautiful, with a figure that suggested an adultlike maturity, and her long, lovely hair shimmered in the scorching light of the sun above. Her gaze was overflowing with confidence, her nose was perfectly shapely, and an ever so slight smile graced her lips. She just shined, so brightly that I almost wondered for a moment if she was the sun itself given form.


      People can’t actually, literally shine, of course—that was just how I perceived her—but the point is, she had such an incredibly powerful aura that I couldn’t help but see her that way! It was also the sort of aura that could make a water flea given human form like me regret being born as it purged me from existence, but she spoke up before we could get to that point.


      “Yotsy?”


      “Bwuh?”


      “I knew it! It is you, Yotsy!”


      The girl’s already-blinding aura of brilliance shined still brighter as she grabbed me by the shoulders. I legitimately thought my heart was going to stop for a second from that alone, honestly. She’d captivated my attention so thoroughly I forgot to breathe. She was ten times—no, a hundred times more brilliant in person than she’d seemed on the screen of a phone or TV.


      “Yotsy? Do you not remember me after all...?” she said as a hint of worry crossed her expression.


      I’m sure the look I was giving her screamed, “Nope, sure don’t,” but at the same time, I felt a tiny hint of nostalgia begin to blossom. It was that name she was calling me—Yotsy. Nobody in my family ever called me that, but it had a certain familiar ring to it.


      “Yotsy! Wait for me, Yotsy!”


      “Hee hee, nooope! You don’t wait up when you’re playing tag!”


      A pair of childish voices rang out in my mind. One of them was most likely mine, and the other belonged to...


      “...Makimaki?”


      The girl before me gasped as the name slipped past my lips. Her eyes widened, the hints of tears began to pool in their corners...and then she beamed at me. There was something there as well—a hint of something familiar in that expression of hers.


      “W-Wait, seriously? You’re really that Makimaki?” I stammered in disbelief. It wasn’t easy to accept, but putting it into words was enough to make it feel at least a little bit real. Makimaki was a name from my youth—from an era of my life that I’d all but entirely forgotten. It was a nickname, really—my friend’s nickname.


      “So then, you...you do remember me after all!” she shouted, sounding like she’d been deeply moved by the revelation, then threw her arms around me and pulled me into a tight hug. It was a totally natural gesture between friends, but in her case, I couldn’t help but feel something a lot more special behind it. “I finally came back to meet with you! I’ve wanted to see you for so, so long!” she said as she squeezed me with all her might.


      I, however, could barely even process what she was saying. I was totally frozen in place, actually, unable to believe what was happening, but the feeling of her warmth, the tickle of her breath on the nape of my neck, the sound of her lovely voice...all of it was undeniably real. There was no doubt that she really was right here with me.


      Makimaki: the girl I’d made friends with back in kindergarten. I had completely forgotten that I’d even had a friend, and I was more or less a totally different person now than I’d been back then. She, however, had gone through an even more dramatic change.




      You mean that the Maki Amagi...the girl who my sisters—no, who the whole universe is obsessed with...was Makimaki this whole time?!




      At this point, she hardly needs any further introduction. Maki Amagi was the era’s most famous Japanese person, and a girl whose name was, at that very moment, the number one trending subject on social media. She was the woman of the hour. Everyone was searching for her, and everyone wanted to hear what she had to say about recent developments, and yet here she was. That oh so special girl, beloved by everyone far and wide, was hugging me with all her might.


      Wh-Wh-Wh...Wh-Wh...What the heck is going ooon?!


      The situation was far, far too much for me to cope with, so instead of doing that thing, I just froze up and shut down.




      I’d made it through my own two-timing. I’d gotten past my troubles with my sisters. I’d finally claimed a little slice of peace and quiet for myself, and thought that I could breathe a sigh of relief and just let things be for a little, but suddenly a new speed bump had materialized in front of me. This probably goes without saying, but oh boy, was it ever obvious that this new development would mark the beginning of a whole heap of trouble for me!


      ◇◇◇


      The mega-popular, universally beloved idol Maki Amagi’s real name was Makina Oda. Who could’ve known that her secret identity—I mean, if you can really call it that—was my very own childhood friend!


      In order to shed some light on my relationship with her, I’ll have to turn back the clock and talk about my time in kindergarten a little first. Discounting, like, right now, it wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say that my time in kindergarten was, without a doubt, the point at which my life had peaked. We didn’t have tests or athletic competitions back then. Our school events were more about having fun—going out to play tag with all our classmates, and stuff like that. Our day-to-day lives were filled with those simple little activities, and I managed to get by without exposing myself as the klutzy dolt I was. That put me on equal terms with all the other students at my kindergarten.


      We’d all play together, day in and day out...and that was where I met Makina, or rather, Makimaki. The two of us hit it off pretty much immediately. I’d established myself as the goofy group moron whose only redeeming quality was her cheerfulness, while Makimaki was a pretty quiet kid. We probably looked like a poor match, but in spite of that, I ended up considering her my best friend, and she thought the same about me.


      The biggest driving force behind our mutual friendship: idols. The two of us just loved to watch them perform on TV. The way they sang, the way they danced, the way they looked—all of it seemed so dazzling to us, and just watching them made us feel like we could somehow become special too. Sometimes we’d meet up at my place and sometimes we’d meet up at hers, but regardless of where we were, we’d end up watching music programs that our parents had recorded, our eyes sparkling with glee as we shrieked and squealed in excitement. It was always the highlight of the day for us.


      “Wow... I wish I could be like that too,” Makimaki would always end up muttering enviously as we watched. She was a quiet, reserved little girl, and I think that’s probably part of why she wanted to be more like her beloved idols. “But that’s weird, right? I could never be one of them...”


      “It’s not weird at all!” I’d say, ready at the drop of a hat to cheer her on like the moron I was. “If you ever become an idol, I’ll be your biggest fan! I’ll go to all your concerts and wave glow sticks and everything!” I’d add, squeezing her hand and staring her right in the eye, even when she did her best to anxiously break eye contact, all to prove to her just how genuine I was being. We must’ve gone through that same exact exchange dozens of times, so I think she probably knew that was how I’d react after the first couple incidents.


      “Yotsy...!” Makimaki would say with a big, childish grin. I loved her smile. It always made me smile right along with her.


      I was sure that she’d be an idol someday, and that I’d cheer her on as her biggest fan! We were both deathly serious about that promise, but of course, neither of us had any idea of what specifically it’d take to fulfill it. Instead of working toward it, we spent our days playing and laughing without a care in the world. Or at least, we did until the school year came to a close and Makimaki’s parents had to move away, taking her with them.


      Not long after Makimaki left, I started elementary school and my life entered an extended ice age. Needless to say, the frigid state of things was on account of all those tests and competitions I hadn’t had to deal with in kindergarten. No matter what I tried to do, I was totally worthless at it, and my classmates quickly got fed up with me. The laughter and jeers weren’t far behind, and I soon found myself thankful that Makimaki didn’t have to see me turn into such a failure. As time went by, I thought about her less and less, eventually even forgetting that we’d been friends in the first place...


      “You really did become an idol in the end, huh, Makimaki?” I said.


      “That’s right!” she replied. “So, you know about me?”


      “O-Of course I do! You’re famous!” I said, quickly resolving to keep secret the fact that I’d totally failed to remember her idol persona even after having her name thrown in my face just a matter of minutes ago. Actually, I forgot about her in general, period, a hundred percent...and oh, wow, do I feel guilty about it now!


      “I, uh...guess it might be kinda rude to call you Makimaki these days, huh?” I muttered. I hadn’t really meant to say it out loud—it just slipped out—but it really did feel that way to me. It just seemed wrong for someone like me to be so casual with—


      “Cut that out, Yotsy!”


      “Huh?”


      “I may be Maki Amagi these days, but that doesn’t mean I’m not your Makimaki too!”


      “My Makimaki...?” I repeated in a daze.


      “I’m really happy right now, you know? I finally got to meet my favorite person again, after all this time! I’m so glad I finally got to come see you,” Makimaki said as she took my hands between hers, clasping them together as if in prayer. The gesture looked so darn picturesque I couldn’t help but gulp.


      “N-Nah, I just meant that ‘Makimaki’ sounds like a kid’s nickname, that’s all!” I blurted out randomly. I’d gotten a weird sense that I had to make up some sort of excuse to break the flow of the exchange, or else it’d swallow me up before I knew it.
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      She was definitely Makimaki, my friend from kindergarten. That being said, I could tell that she wasn’t quite the same person she’d been back then. I mean, she’d gone all the way from kindergarten to high school in the meantime, so of course she wasn’t! And that wasn’t even starting on the unimaginable wealth of experience she must’ve amassed as she became an idol and climbed to the peak of the entertainment world. At the very least, she didn’t display any of her old shy, reserved nature—nowadays, she projected an aura of assertive maturity from the core of her being!


      “I guess I could call you, like, Makina? Or just Maki...? Maybe Makimaks?”


      “Isn’t that last one even more childish than Makimaki?”


      “Oh, right! Good point!”


      “Then again, I’ve actually had adults call me that in the past,” Makimaki droned with a faraway look in her eyes. I got the feeling that it wasn’t a nickname she’d been happy to receive. “You get that sometimes. People give you a nickname out of nowhere to try and make it feel like they’re closer to you than they actually are.”


      “H-Huh, I see,” I said.


      “Ah! W-Wait, no, I wasn’t trying to say you can’t give me a nickname!” Makimaki quickly clarified. “I’m sorry! I was just so happy to see you, I ended up saying anything that popped into my head,” she continued, her shoulders slumping with disappointment.


      Gah, what am I doing?! Umm... “Don’t worry about it! It’s totally okay, Maki!” I said.


      “Maki...?” Makimaki repeated.


      “Ah, sorry!” I shouted, backpedaling immediately.


      “No, it’s fine! I’d be happy with any name you want to call me,” said Makimaki. “But, well...”


      “Well?”


      “If I could have you call me whatever I wanted, I think I’d be happiest if you went with Makina.”


      “Just Makina? No nickname?”


      “Lots of other people call me Maki these days, so, you know,” she mumbled.


      Oh, I get it. Considering it was the name she went by when working as an idol, all sorts of people she didn’t actually know probably called her “Maki” on a regular basis. They probably made up all sorts of variants too—heck, some of them might’ve even called her Makimaki! Maki Amagi’s real name, however, had never been announced to the general public. There were almost certainly way fewer people who called her by her actual name than her stage name, which meant that to her, it would feel all the more special. “Okay...Makina it is, then!” I said.


      “Great!” said Makimaki—or rather, Maki—or rather, Makina, with a completely unreserved smile.


      “Oh, right—why’re we standing out here to talk?” I continued. “You can come inside, if you want! My little sisters might be surprised to see you, though.”


      “Your little sisters... Ah, Sakura and Aoi, right?”


      “That’s them! They were probably still tiny back when you knew them, but now they’re a couple of grown-up middle schoolers!”


      “Right, I guess they would be, wouldn’t they...?” said Makina. “But you’re right, they probably would be shocked if I just walked into their home without warning.”


      “Yeah... Yeah, that’s probably true,” I admitted. Considering how much of a ruckus they’d kicked up when they learned that Makina was taking a hiatus from her career, having the real deal stroll into their living room might make them faint on the spot.


      “And I’ll have plenty of chances to see them soon, anyway! See? Look over there!” Makina said as she stepped out onto the sidewalk and gestured off to the side. There, in front of the house that she and her family had lived in so long ago, was a huge moving truck. “I’m moving in again!”


      “You are? Oh, wow!” I said.


      “Yup! The house just happened to go on the market at the right moment,” said Makina.


      On the market? Does that mean she bought the place? No, no, it must’ve been her parents. I bet they repurchased their old home... But then again, she is one of the most popular idols out there. It wouldn’t be weird for her to have enough money to buy a house, would it? Wow...that’s incredible. It’s so incredible, I can’t even describe how incredible it is!


      “Wait,” I said as I processed the implications. “You’re moving in? So you’re going to be living in these parts again?”


      “Yup! Starting today!”


      “Oh, huh. So you’re in the middle of moving right now...”


      “Hee hee hee,” Makina giggled. “Hopefully we’ll have plenty of chances to see each other from now on! Right, Miss New Neighbor?”


      “R-Right!” I agreed. The thought of having an idol living right in my neighborhood was a little nerve-racking, but thinking of it as my old friend Makina being around again made it feel exciting instead.


      “I am really busy with all the moving stuff today, though,” Makina continued. “I actually have to get back to it pretty soon.”


      “Ah, right! Sorry for holding you up,” I said.


      “That’s not a problem at all! I mean, I wanted to spend every last second I possibly could with you,” said Makina. “I’d pick you right up and take you home with me if I could!”


      “Huh?”


      For a second, we just stared at each other.


      “Gotcha! Just kidding!” said Makina, sticking out her tongue in that playful, silly sort of way people do when they just pranked you good.


      O-Oh, okay, just a joke! I’d actually taken her so seriously for a second, my heart had skipped a beat. A nationally renowned idol’s acting ability was not to be underestimated! She had some major skills, and somebody like me (with a lower-than-average ability to judge these things) could’ve easily been conned so thoroughly, I’d have found myself wiring her my life savings before I knew it!


      “So, yeah—I have to go now, but do you have some time tomorrow?” Makina asked.


      “Tomorrow?” I repeated.


      “Like, are you free in the afternoon? Around, oh...maybe two past or so?”


      “Two past...? Oh, like two o’clock? Yeah, I should be free!”


      “Oh, good! In that case, would you mind coming over to my house then? We’re neighbors now, so I thought it’d be nice to take the chance to show you my place.”


      “Yeah, okay!” I agreed immediately. Exchanging a casual promise like that really made it feel like we’d gone back to the old days. We used to go over to each other’s houses all the time back then...


      “Hee hee hee! There’s that face,” said Makina.


      “Huh? What face? It wasn’t weird, was it?!”


      “No, no! It’s just, well...it told me that you were probably thinking the same thing I was, I guess.”


      “Oh...I was? You think so?”


      “Yeah, I do. My memories of the time we spent together back then are my greatest treasure.”
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