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      Prologue: If She’d Been There with Me


      What is true love?


      I stared absentmindedly at the tagline displayed prominently on the website I’d found myself on. It was the official home page of a TV drama that had been broadcast earlier this year, from April to June. The show had been incredibly well received to begin with, and then a certain announcement put out roughly a month ago had made it even more famous than ever by extension...apparently.


      I say “apparently” because I didn’t watch many TV dramas. I barely watched any of them at all, really. In fact, I barely watched any TV at all, period. I put the news on from time to time, but only because it usually had the time displayed somewhere on-screen, meaning I could use it as an impromptu clock. For the most part, the flat-screen TV in my living room served as something closer to a piece of interior decor than an actual appliance. That had never especially bothered me, though. It being a flat-screen meant that it didn’t gather much dust, so I could usually just ignore it.


      But enough about my TV. According to a summary I’d read, the show in question was about “a perfectly ordinary high school girl who finds herself being courted by a trio of handsome boys.” Frankly...the first thought that crossed my mind was “How exactly could someone like that be described as perfectly normal?” I appreciate that I’m not especially well equipped to judge, given how I hardly watch TV, but I still like to think that my standards of normality aren’t that far askew from those of society at large.


      But, then again...I suppose I can’t say it’s entirely preposterous, can I?


      An image of the carefree, entirely unguarded smile of a certain girl drifted through my mind’s eye, and I sighed heavily. She couldn’t possibly have been any more different from the protagonist of that show—and from the actress who’d portrayed her, Maki Amagi. She was a genuinely ordinary girl, so palpably lacking in presence that one could lose sight of her in a crowd of any size... Though to be clear, I don’t mean to portray her in an especially negative light. When viewed from a more generous perspective, one could say that she was remarkably friendly, and even decently pretty, in a subjective sort of way...


      Why, exactly, am I defending her to myself? What am I accomplishing with this?


      Anyway...what I mean to say is that I don’t think particularly poorly of her, on the whole. Anyone would end up looking like a bland, uninteresting pebble on the side of the road when compared with an idol like Maki Amagi. She, after all, had achieved almost unimaginable success at a mere sixteen years of age. Despite being only a second-year in high school, it would hardly be an exaggeration to say that she’d climbed as high in life as one could go, earning a reputation as a nationally recognized top idol.


      Most likely, that TV drama’s verisimilitude lay in the fact that Maki Amagi, a girl so special it beggared belief, was playing its protagonist. Of course, the fact that said protagonist was anything but “a perfectly normal high school girl” remained as true as ever.


      Not to mention that it seems its ending wasn’t quite so well received.


      I felt strangely guilty for making that assessment, seeing as I hadn’t watched the show myself, but a number of reviews had popped up when I ran a search on its title, and I’d learned of the mixed reception entirely by accident. Apparently, the show’s conclusion involved the protagonist being pressed to choose one of her three love interests...and ultimately deciding to choose none of them, instead setting out into the world to chase her own dreams.


      “Oh, joy. Another main character who can’t commit.”


      “The writers ran away on us just as much as she ran away from picking someone.”


      “I bet they’re just setting up for a movie, or a sequel, or something.”


      That more or less summed up the fan base’s response, on the whole, with the most common complaint being the idea that the protagonist had “run away.” I didn’t have a particularly deep understanding of that show, but still, I found a part of myself agreeing with that critique. The prevailing viewpoint in our society is that if someone approaches you with romantic intent, and if you return those feelings on some level, the appropriate thing to do is to give them a clear and sincere response. On the other hand, I also found myself viewing the situation from the exact opposite perspective—a perspective based upon the understanding that if one character were chosen, it would inevitably mean that two others were not.


      To choose something will always involve simultaneously not choosing the alternative. Those who are chosen gain all the attention, while those who aren’t chosen are left to weep themselves to sleep in the shadows.


      I find it very difficult to believe that if the show’s protagonist had chosen one of her suitors to be with, the fans of the other two characters who weren’t chosen would have had a more positive impression of its ending. In that sense, you might even say that the show’s choice to not choose anyone was all that had saved those fans from greater disappointment...


      Yet no one would ever take that logic to its extreme and say that in that case, she should’ve just chosen all of them instead.


      There was a third option on the table—or really, a third option that had never been on the table at all. If the protagonist had declared that she would just date all three of the boys who wanted to be with her, there’s no doubt in my mind that the backlash would have put all of the actual ending’s criticism to shame. When viewed through the lens of broadly accepted modern ethics, it would be completely indefensible. Anyone who sincerely argued that it was the one way to make everyone happy would be seen as a lunatic. I would see them that way as well.


      However...she had done just that. She was a witless, harmless, impossibly irritating, happy-go-lucky blockhead who burst into tears at the drop of a hat...but at the same time, she was a peer whom I just couldn’t bring myself to dislike. And she’d made that choice. It had never been on the table, but she’d left her seat and chosen it anyway.


      And in spite of that, the other two girls involved—Yuna Momose and Rinka Aiba—hadn’t abandoned her in disgust. Far from it. They’d accepted her choice, and happily. Then, as if to make matters even more unbelievable, that very same girl—a girl whose sense of ethics was so hopelessly bugged out that she’d casually made a choice that anyone with sense would instantly condemn—turned out to be someone whom Maki Amagi, the top idol beloved by one and all, was intensely attached to.


      How, exactly, was she getting away with it? How did she pull it off? I couldn’t even begin to guess. I had no idea...but at the same time, a thought crossed my mind.


      If she’d been there with me...


      In an instant, my memories of the events of two years ago forced themselves back to the surface. I remembered what others had expected from me—as well as the despair and the fury that had followed.


      If she’d been there with me...no. If she’d been me, then how might things have turned out differently?


      It was a choice that wasn’t on the table—the worst possible choice—but was taking it the key to ensuring that no one would suffer? That everyone could stay together, hand in hand, with smiles upon their faces?


      “Honestly...what am I even thinking?” I muttered, chuckling at myself as I shut off my phone.




      There was no real meaning to that fantasy of mine. Reality was unceasing and uncaring of the circumstances of those who lived in it. It would always just keep coming at us, without mercy or pause.


      I had answers of my own to find. Actions to decide upon. Choices to make. So...so many things to think about.


      But for now...I’m too tired.




      I closed my eyes as I weakly sprawled out on my bed, pulling my sheets all the way over my head. I sealed myself into my own little world, blocking out the dark of my room with a deeper darkness of my own...but even then, I still heard a voice in the depths of my mind, blaming and condemning me. No darkness was deep enough to blot that out.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: Trouble Comes Knocking


      “It’s nice to meet you all. My name is Makina Oda, and I’m pleased to be your classmate from today forward.”




      The second semester of my second year in high school had just begun—and that brand-new season was kicked off by a certain someone’s blindingly brilliant smile.




      I really do mean it when I say it was “blinding.” The girl who’d introduced herself as Makina Oda had an aura so bright, it was actually hard to look directly at her without squinting. I knew for a fact that every last person currently being bathed in said aura—which is to say, all the students of class 2-A—had immediately had a different name spring to mind the moment they saw her—that name, of course, being Maki Amagi.


      Maki Amagi was an ultra-famous super celebrity who every last citizen of Japan, from kids to elders, knew on sight. She was the leader-slash-center of an idol group called Shooting Star, and was also that group’s most popular member by a country mile, but she hadn’t stopped there. Idolhood had only been the first stop on her road to fame, which had included show-stealing performances on variety TV programs and even starring roles in TV dramas and movies. It really wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say that she was in the running for the position of top idol on a countrywide scale.


      But, all that said...the biggest story about Maki Amagi at the moment wasn’t about her many accomplishments. No, it was about the fact that, at the peak of her popularity, she’d announced that she’d be going on hiatus from her work in the entertainment industry.


      It only took a glance online to find droves of people devastated by the news, and even a total idol layman like me found myself thinking that it was kind of a shame. Some people had even speculated that the stated reason for her hiatus—a desire to focus on her schoolwork—was just a cover story for something more serious...but her transferring into my very own school, Eichou High, left that theory pretty much dead in the water. Not that her being a student here was public knowledge, of course!


      Eichou High was famous for sending the bulk of its students on to high-ranking universities, and wasn’t the sort of institution that would give a prospective student a free pass through its admission system just because they were a celebrity, apparently. I say “apparently” because I have no clue whether or not there’d been any precedent for that before now, but at the very least, there definitely wasn’t any sort of formal celebrity special-admission program.


      In this case, the school’s administration had gone out of its way to announce to the whole school—not just the class she’d transferred into—both that she’d be joining us as a transfer student starting in the second semester and that she’d passed the entrance exam with flying colors. And, to make things even clearer, the school had made every single class in every single grade level attend a thirty-minute special lecture about personal privacy and internet literacy, complete with super explicit concrete examples of what not to do.


      Anyway, to make a long story short, the idol Maki Amagi had transferred into class 2-A of Eichou High under the identity of the perfectly ordinary teenage girl Makina Oda, sending waves throughout the whole school in the process. No matter how many steps the school took to prevent trouble before it started brewing—no matter how many announcements and special lessons they gave—the fact of the matter was that an outrageously famous celebrity like her transferring into a school for the general populace was going to be a huge incident regardless. Even in a school like ours that was packed from top to bottom with honor students, people were still going to get pretty worked up over a development like that, and you really couldn’t blame them for it.


      “Ooof,” I unconsciously muttered as I watched the inevitable commotion play out before my eyes. A swarm of students had descended on the doors to class 2-A. It wasn’t just made up of second-years—there were plenty of first- and third-years mixed up in the crowd as well. I’d stepped out for just a second to go to the restroom and returned to find that the corridor outside our classroom had turned into a one-way street. Breaking through a wall of humans between you and your classroom is one heck of a challenge, let me tell you!


      A full three days had passed since she’d transferred in, but the crowds still showed no sign of thinning out. It wasn’t a huge mystery what they were all here for: They were rubberneckers hoping to catch a glimpse of Makina Oda, the perfectly ordinary schoolgirl. I hadn’t seen anyone trying to snap any sneak photos with their phones, probably thanks to that internet literacy course drilling into our heads how big a privacy violation that would be—not to mention how taking pictures without permission would make us liable for violating her likeness rights and risk bringing an actual lawsuit down on our heads... But it seemed all that wasn’t quite enough to stop people from trying to see her, at the very least. And, thanks to that, the simple act of entering and leaving our classroom had been transformed into a life-and-death struggle.


      Then again, I’m sure that this is harder on Makina than any of the rest of us.


      Makina was constantly the center of attention, and I don’t just mean at this specific moment. Even something as simple as going to the restroom, like I just had, became a huge deal when she was the one doing it. She was on hiatus from her work as an idol, and in theory she was no different from the rest of us now, but that didn’t stop the people around her from viewing her as Maki Amagi the idol regardless.


      “Hey, did you see them?”


      “Yeah! They really do look perfect together, don’t they?”


      While I was lost in my thoughts—which was code for “standing around in a daze,” really—I overheard a pair of very satisfied-sounding students as they passed by me in the corridor.


      “Right?” one of the pair said. “They seriously are such a great match. It’s crazy that we can just see the three of them, like, whenever.”


      The three of them... I thought as a sinking feeling began to settle in the pit of my stomach.


      While the attention Makina had been attracting from our fellow students hadn’t tapered off over the past three days, it had changed just a little. How so? Simply put, it wasn’t just Makina who was getting all that attention anymore. Two other members of our class had been wrapped up in the spectacle.


      “Ah!” I exclaimed as a gap opened up in the human wall before me. I nervously hunched over and did my best to squeeze through, somehow managing to make it back into the classroom...where I was met with the sight that had drawn the attention of those two students from before.


      “Thanks, Momose. I appreciate it.”


      “It’s cool! I mean, really, it was just a piece of pencil lead.”


      “Ah, Oda—while we’re on the subject of things you’re missing, you haven’t gotten your textbooks yet, have you? Here, I’ll lend you mine.”


      “Oh, you don’t have to do that, Aiba! What will you read if I’m hogging your textbooks?”


      “I’ll just look over Yuna’s shoulder. It’s fine, honestly.”


      Three girls were chatting in a corner of the classroom. One of them was the individual I’ve been talking about this whole time: Makina Oda, an unbelievably beautiful girl with an irrepressibly powerful aura of stardom that was still shining at full force, even though she was ostensibly just a normal person at the moment.


      The other two girls she was talking with, however, were no slouches in the aura department either. They were, in fact, somehow able to stand on even ground with her. Their names were Yuna Momose and Rinka Aiba, and when the two of them and Makina came together in one place, chatting and smiling away, the combined, unblemished shine that they emitted was honestly like something straight out of a cheesy soft-drink commercial.


      There were definitely plenty of people in our class who wanted to talk to Makina, but not so much as one of them was willing to step into—and potentially shatter—the perfect, priceless world that those three formed when they came together. That, of course, was on account of a concept that had taken root in our school over the past year and several months: the idea of the Sacrosanct.


      Right from the beginning of high school, Yuna and Rinka had attracted a lot of attention from the students around them, mostly thanks to their bell-curve-destroying levels of beauty. The two of them had been the best of friends since pretty much the moment they were born. In fact, the bond they shared seemed to be far deeper than something as pedestrian as friendship. What they had was more intimate than that—more like the bond between a pair of lovers. They were so perfectly on the same wavelength that they didn’t need words to understand exactly what the other was thinking.


      That’s how they’d become the Sacrosanct: a holy existence that none would ever dare to transgress upon. And, just shortly after they started going to this school, the reverence that their classmates felt toward them had grown so great that a Sacrosanct fan club was born. It was a small, localized sort of fan club, to be fair, and was only relevant in the tiny community of a single high school, but the certain something that their classmates had seen in the two of them hadn’t diminished at all since then. In fact, their captivating nature had only grown more and more brilliant as time went on.


      It made me happy to see everyone acknowledge them like that...but it also made me feel a little lonely. After all—


      “Hey, you’re in the way. Think you could get a move on?” one of the gawkers in the hallway chided.


      “Ah, right!” I yelped before dodging off to the side of the classroom.


      I would’ve liked to go back to my actual desk instead, but I had a feeling that that would’ve irritated the onlookers even more than blocking their view. After all...my seat was right next to those three. I sat just behind Yuna, behind and to the right of Rinka, and directly to the right of Makina. If the three of them formed a happy little circle, then sitting down at my desk would’ve meant barging my way right into it!


      Compared to the three of them, I was a pointless, featureless pebble on the side of the road. The people out in the hallway couldn’t possibly have had any less interest in me. That wasn’t just a theory—it was a fact. None of them were paying any attention to me whatsoever.


      If I sat down at that desk, though? That would change things in a heartbeat. The sort of nondescript pebble that your eyes glaze over when it’s on the side of the road becomes extremely attention-grabbing when it’s placed in a box of priceless jewels, after all—and not in a good way. You really couldn’t blame all the people who’d stopped by to stare at the jewels for wanting to chuck that eyesore of a pebble out of the picture.


      Anyway, that’s why my only decent option was to huddle in the corner until the hallway people saw their fill and went along on their way. Which, uhh, didn’t help much when it came to the cold stares of my classmates, who were there to see me all the time, but I’d take what I could get.


      Anyway... I thought, putting my self-analysis on hold for a moment as I took another look at the center-of-attention trio. Setting aside everything about how they were all hyper-attractive beauties, I had to admit that, at a glance, it really did look like the three of them were part of a perfectly happy, harmonious little social circle. Their conversations flowed so smoothly and naturally, you’d never think they’d only met three days ago, which probably had a lot to do with the fact that Yuna and Rinka didn’t seem intimidated or overawed by the prospect of talking to a nationally famous idol at all.


      But, all that said...I could tell. They couldn’t deceive my eyes—unfortunately! The sparks that were constantly flying between the three of them were extremely clearly visible to me!


      “Ah, Hazama!”


      One accidental glance later, I’d made eye contact with Makina and she’d instantly called out to me with a smile. In that same instant, all those gazes beaming in from the hallway turned to focus on me.


      Augh?!


      “U-Umm, err,” I stammered. “Did you need something, Oda?”


      “Actually, yes! I was hoping to ask you for another favor,” Makina said as she walked toward me, then took my hand in both of hers as if it was the most natural thing in the world to do. “My textbooks haven’t come in yet. Would you mind sharing yours with me again?”


      “Ah, uhh...”


      “You did hear me say that you could borrow mine, didn’t you?” Rinka asked from off to the side.


      “Oh, but I couldn’t! I’d never inconvenience you like that,” Makina replied.


      “Well, if that’s what you’re worried about, then sharing hers would be an inconvenience too—actually, it’d be an even bigger one,” said Yuna. “She’s not great when it comes to academics, and she’ll have a harder time focusing on our lessons if she has to share her books with you.”


      “In that case, I’d be happy to help teach her anything she doesn’t understand! This might surprise you, but I’m actually quite confident when it comes to my studies. That sounds good, doesn’t it, Hazama?”


      Yup! Those sparks sure are crackling away, all right! All three of them are smiling, so why exactly do I feel such a crazy chill running down my spine?!


      Makina, having only just transferred in, didn’t have any of her textbooks yet—and I, being the person who sat next to her, had ended up with my desk pressed up against hers to let her share my books every single lesson, all the while watched over by Yuna’s and Rinka’s ever-vigilant gazes.




      From an outside perspective, I was an unsightly pebble in a box of dazzling jewels. Viewing the situation from within the box, however...well, things really couldn’t have been more different from how they seemed. I know very, very well just how implausible the story I’m about to tell is, so I’ll do my best to lay down the cold, hard facts as calmly and objectively as I can.


      First up, regarding the Sacrosanct: The two of them weren’t actually dating each other. Both of them were actually seeing someone else...that someone being me.


      Yes, that’s right. I was dating both Yuna and Rinka. In other words, I was two-timing them!


      I knew, of course, that this wasn’t something I could proudly admit to the world at large. It had just sort of happened, honestly. One day both of them asked me out, one after the other, and I came to the sudden realization that I loved both of them to pieces...and, faced with the completely impossible decision of having to pick one over the other, I chose to do something really, really ridiculous and stupid instead.


      If I couldn’t pick one of them, I thought, I’d just pick both—and somehow, the two of them not only forgave me for that egregious crime against decency, but decided to play along with it. I wasn’t about to waste the chance they were offering me, and resolved to do my absolute best to be the girlfriend of their dreams and make sure they never regretted making that choice...and, I mean, I’ve been doing my best!


      But then—when I was in the middle of following through on that plan, right around the end of summer vacation—Makina stepped into the picture. That was when I learned that the nationally renowned idol Maki Amagi was, in fact, the childhood friend who I’d spent kindergarten with: Makina Oda! It turned out that Makina had never forgotten the time we spent together, and that she’d even become an idol specifically because she’d promised me that she would. She also remembered a certain other promise that we’d made back in the day.


      “Let’s get married!”


      When we were kids, Makina had proposed to me...and she’d never forgotten it for even a second from then until the moment she set out to find me again. Now her eyes glimmered with a steadfast determination to convince me to choose her, even though she knew for a fact that I was already in a relationship.


      I’m pretty sure she didn’t really transfer into this school so she could focus on her studies at all, actually...


      Not even I was oblivious enough to miss that, after everything that had happened. Makina’s goals and her resolve to see them through were clear—and not just to me. Yuna and Rinka had picked up on them just as easily.


      Right around the end of summer vacation, I’d ended up going out on a date with Makina. That decision, in the long term, had hurt Yuna and Rinka...and over the course of my apology to them, I’d told them how Makina had opened up about her feelings for me. Just for clarity’s sake: I’d told them that she was my childhood friend, and I’d referred to her as Makina Oda. In other words, I hadn’t told them that Makina was Maki Amagi...meaning that they’d probably only learned that part of the story the moment she transferred in and appeared before them in the flesh.


      Meanwhile, on the other side of the equation, I hadn’t told Makina about Yuna and Rinka at all. I hadn’t told her that I was dating two people either. In fact, all that I’d told her was that I was already seeing someone...and while most people would probably assume I was dating a single guy, judging by the information I’d given, I had a funny feeling that she’d already figured out the truth. Probably. All that experience she’d built up working a real job in grown-up society had most likely made her pretty sensitive to that sort of thing. It really felt like she’d sussed the whole situation out, just by watching the three of our reactions.


      I wouldn’t have been surprised at all if she’d been totally disillusioned with me the moment she figured out I was in that sort of norm-breaking, two-timing relationship...but not only had she not shown any signs of distancing herself from me, she actually seemed to be enjoying the current state of things. If anything, it felt like she was egging Yuna and Rinka on from time to time...


      B-But then again, maybe I’m just being paranoid! Maybe knowing the full story myself is making me jump at shadows and assume she’s figured the whole thing out! It’s not totally impossible!!!


      Once again, I found myself spouting mental excuses to no one in particular...but that’s super not the point right now, so let’s just move along. The point is that I’d found myself caught between the three of them—or maybe “surrounded” would be the better word—and so far, I hadn’t had any luck whatsoever figuring out just what the heck I was supposed to do about it. From a common-sense perspective, I was taken. The right thing to do would be to gently and gracefully turn down Makina’s advances...


      But then again...


      Makina wasn’t like Yuna and Rinka. She wasn’t my girlfriend...but even so, she was still my friend, and she was still a very important person to me. I could only imagine how hard climbing to the pinnacle of the idol industry was at the best of times, and knowing how introverted she’d been back in kindergarten, it was downright impossible to fathom just how tremendous of a task it had been for her in particular. And then there was everything that had happened with her parents... Anyway, what I’m getting at is that if there was anything I could do to help her, I wanted to do it. I really couldn’t help but feel that way, and I couldn’t deny it either—which is why when she grabbed my hand like this, I couldn’t bring myself to shake her off.


      “Yotsy.”


      “Ah!” I yipped. Makina had whispered right into my ear, so softly and quietly that no one else could hear her.

    

  

  
    [image: insert1]
  

  
    
      As a rule, when we were in our classroom—or, really, when we were in front of people in general—Makina made a point of calling me by my last name. That meant that the only times when she called me by my old nickname, Yotsy, were when we were alone or when she was very sure that no one would hear her whispering to me. The one little problem with that, of course, was that the way she whispered—the soft, airy tone of her voice combined with the slight tickle of her breath on my ear—gave me such crazy shivers it almost felt like my knees would give out.


      N-No! Stay standing! Endure...! If I fall over here, I’ll make Makina, Yuna, and Rinka worry, and I’ll attract even more of the bad sort of attention!!!


      “The next class is about to start. Shall we head back to our desks?” Makina suggested, following up her whisper with a full-force smile while I was already just barely managing to stay upright.


      Meanwhile, Yuna and Rinka were watching every moment of our interaction with conflicted, frustrated looks on their faces. They both knew that I didn’t want to stand out in class, so they didn’t say anything in protest, but I could tell how much willpower that was taking on their part.


      “Hee hee!” Makina quietly giggled as she glanced over at the two of them. Nothing about the laugh itself made it feel loaded with any sort of hidden meaning or motives...but for some reason, I couldn’t help but see it as the sort of laugh the villain in a story would let slip.


      Makina... Yuna, Rinka...


      None of them were letting it show on their faces, and I didn’t think that any of the fans surrounding them had caught on, but the air around them was unmistakably fraught with tension. And, of course, the culprit behind that tension was unmistakably me...


      I wanted to say something to Yuna and Rinka, but the stares of all those people out in the hallway—and, needless to say, the stares of everyone in my class too—just wouldn’t let me. Enduring the anxious pain building in my stomach was taking pretty much all of my willpower already.


      ◇◇◇


      Things had been this way nonstop for all three days since Makina transferred in. I’d been on pins and needles, racking my mind for a solution that just wasn’t coming no matter how hard I searched. Yuna and Rinka had both told me they were fine when I talked to them on the phone and chatted with them through texts, but I was pretty sure that internally, they were anything but. I mean, come on—when you looked at the whole situation from an objective viewpoint, it was, well...so purely, indefensibly pathetic it made me want to cry, honestly.


      And, at the same time, Makina looked as happy as could be. I couldn’t resent her for that. In fact, part of me was even happy to see it... All around, I felt so conflicted it was almost like there were two mes inside of me, each sprinting in a different direction.


      I know one thing for sure: Yuna, Rinka, and Makina aren’t in the wrong. They’re not the problem here. I’m the problem. It’s my indecisiveness that’s gotten us into this whole mess... Ugggh...


      “All right, everyone. It’s time for us to begin today’s homeroom.”


      Before I knew it, all of our classes had shot right on by and we’d reached the final period of the day: an extended homeroom. Our homeroom teacher, Miki—more formally known as Miss Abiko—stood behind the podium at the front of the room and wrote out today’s subject of discussion on the blackboard. That subject: our class’s offering for the upcoming cultural festival.


      “As I’m sure you’re all aware, our school’s annual cultural festival will take place toward the end of October. I would like all of you to discuss what we, class 2-A, will put forward as our submission for the festival this year,” Miki continued.


      Oh, right! Summer break’s over, which means it’s already cultural-festival-prep season, huh...?


      “Yotsy!” Makina whispered as she prodded my shoulder. Yuna’s and Rinka’s shoulders twitched in unison. “What’s the cultural festival here like? This will be my first, so I have no idea what to expect!”


      “Oh, that makes sense,” I replied. “Well, umm...”


      Considering Makina had just transferred in, she probably felt like this event had sprung up out of nowhere. I knew how anxious that sort of thing could make a person, and I really wished I could explain it to her...but the truth is, I didn’t remember much about the cultural festival at all.


      I’d spent almost all of last year’s festival prep period doing petty, insignificant chores, since that meant I’d never risk screwing something up and getting in everyone’s way. I did walk around to see the sights with Yuna and Rinka when the actual festival arrived, but that was before I’d even considered the faintest glimmer of a possibility that we’d wind up dating. In fact, I’d felt like they were doing me a favor by bringing me along, so I spent the whole festival fixated on not ruining their good time and ended up barely having any fun at all myself.


      And then, of course, there was the killing blow: the school marathon that had happened right at the start of November! I had never understood how, legally speaking, literal, straight up torture could be part of a school’s official curriculum and everyone just acted like that was normal somehow, but to make a long story short...it killed me. And by the time I was reborn anew, almost all of my memories of the cultural festival had been wiped right out of my mind!


      So, yeah—I wanted to answer Makina’s question, but first things first, I’d have to remember enough to give an answer.


      Hmm... Uhh...?


      Just as I was racking my mind...a hand suddenly shot up right in front of me.


      “Excuse me!”


      Yuna?!


      “Seeing as Oda only just joined our school, wouldn’t it be a good idea to give her an outline of what the cultural festival’s like before we start?”


      Yuna...!


      Was that ever the lifeline I needed! A perfect, beautiful, gilded, lit-up lifeline shining like a beacon in the darkness!


      Miki seemed to understand what Yuna was trying to communicate, and replied with a quick “Yes, that is a fair point.” A brief stir passed through the class as well—everyone seemed very impressed by Yuna’s thoughtfulness. Rinka flashed her a thumbs-up for good measure, which prompted another round of oohs and aahs from our classmates. Those two were the stars of the show, and we were all their audience.


      Though, speaking of stars...


      “I see. Interesting...”


      Makina muttered to herself so quietly, I didn’t think that even Rinka, who sat right in front of her, could hear it. She almost sounded like a detective right out of a mystery movie, breaking down a criminal’s motives with cold and calculating precision. One thing was for sure: While the rest of the class basked in the heartwarming atmosphere created by Yuna’s helpful maneuver, Makina was somewhere entirely different.


      That only lasted for a second, though. Before I knew it, she was wearing the same gentle, way-too-pretty smile as ever.


      “I appreciate the thought, Momose,” said Makina, “and while I certainly wouldn’t want to take time out of everyone’s opportunity to plan...would you mind giving me just a little information for reference, Miss Abiko?”


      “Of course not,” Miki replied before clearing her throat and opening up her notebook. “Eichou High School’s cultural festival occurs annually, on the final weekend of October. This year, it will take place on the twenty-sixth and the twenty-seventh. Only individuals with a direct link to the school are allowed to attend on Saturday, while members of the general public are admitted on Sunday, provided they have a ticket.”


      Those tickets, by the way, didn’t cost money or anything, but they also weren’t given out willy-nilly to just anyone. Generally speaking, most people who ended up at the cultural festival were the family and friends of current students, people who lived in the neighborhood, or middle schoolers who were considering going here for high school. The whole ticketing system felt a little awkwardly restrictive to me, but apparently, it had been installed in the hopes of discouraging trouble after a number of unfortunate incidents-turned-learning-opportunities in the past. I could see why the school wouldn’t feel any particular need to do away with it, even if it wasn’t strictly necessary anymore.


      “As for the festival’s offerings,” Miki continued, “each class and school club is expected to submit a minimum of one item to the program. Generally speaking, festival preparations are prohibited over summer break to ensure that they don’t end up eating into time better spent on our students’ studies or personal affairs. Given that, the post-summer period—which is to say, now—is when most classes decide upon and begin preparing their submission.”


      Which means that our new student, Makina, will get to participate in the whole process from start to finish...was the unstated meaning that I read into Miki’s explanation. She was in her usual cold, expressionless homeroom-teacher mode, though, and didn’t say it out loud.


      “Now then, in regards to the submissions themselves, they’re generally separated into three categories: refreshments, displays, and performances.”


      “Performances...” Makina muttered. It seemed the word had struck a chord with her, probably because of her work as an idol. Not that I thought there was any chance she’d end up performing onstage for something as minor as our cultural festival, of course.


      “Classes that opt to provide refreshments generally do so by either turning their classroom into a restaurant or setting up a stall in the courtyard. Note that cooking with open flames in the classrooms is not allowed, so students tend to either prepare food in the home ec room or only offer food that doesn’t require active cooking—which is to say, the sort of simple foods that one could prepare using only a microwave.”


      In terms of the general vibe of setups like that...I guess they were mostly maid café sorta deals? I was pretty sure I remembered there being one of those the year before. Probably. Anyway, the food always felt like the highlight of a cultural festival to me, but a ton of classes applied to do refreshments, so the competition was tough, managing one was tough, being part of the staff of one was tough...basically, they were kinda tough to execute in a lot of different ways.


      “Displays are generally set up within one’s classroom, and typically feature scholarly publications, works created by a class’s students, or goods to be put on sale—handicrafts, for instance. Some classic cultural-festival attractions that are set up in classrooms, such as haunted houses, also fall into this broad category. If I were to draw a concrete distinction...I suppose that the simplest way to do so would be to say that any in-classroom offering involving food or drink falls into the refreshments category, while most others can be considered displays.”
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