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I’ve built many doorways and set out traps so that no one will be able to reach this place. That’s what the angel said.


This is a castle of darkness for the angel and I alone.


Only within this yielding gloom can I lament the misfortune that has rained down all around me, only here am I permitted to scorn and pity the ugliness, the filthiness of how I smile and pretend at being pure in the light of day.




 




And only here can I continue to be Nanase’s best friend.


















Prologue—Memories for an Introduction—I Used to Be with an Angel




He was a man who straddled heaven and earth; that’s how the diva described him.


For me, Miu had that role.


Out of all my classmates, Miu was the only one who seemed to be surrounded in pure white light. Her voice was the only one that caressed my ears like refreshing music flowing down from heaven. Each time my heart squeezed tight at the words she spoke, I thought how special Miu was, how different from anyone else.


I knew she was an angel and that she was hiding invisible wings against her back.


How else could a girl my age create such beautiful stories so lightheartedly, so freely?


Having Miu beside me, having her look at me with her teasing, kittenish eyes; say my name in her sweet, clear voice; and twine her arm through mine like it was the most natural thing in the world—for me, it was a state of grace, a miracle granted by God, and I thought life would go on like that forever.




 




But how much did I know of the truth about Miu?


What kind of girl was the real Miu?
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That serene summer afternoon in my third year of middle school, the peaceful routine Miu and I shared shattered in the worst possible way.


Miu jumped off the roof of our school, and I watched her go, helpless to act.


I retreated into my room after that, until at the end of winter, I somehow managed to drag myself from the pit my room had become with its curtains forever shut. I took my exams, I advanced to high school, and in so doing, I met Tohko Amano.


Called a book girl, loving every book in the world without exception, she was another girl who traveled freely between heaven and earth on the shining wings of imagination.













Chapter 1–Don’t Ever Forget the Snack
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Tohko beamed happily after tearing off a corner of the lined paper.

“There’s a rhythmical texture of rich red and black sugar and crushed walnuts inside a crumbly tart shell,” she murmured with a sigh, tearing the paper up into precious strips and bringing them to her lips. “Each time I bite into it, there’s a rustic sweetness that spreads over my tongue… Even though it’s pretty sweet, there’s a superb balance that keeps it from being overwhelming.”

Rrrip. Flp-flp-flp. Gulp.

The otherworldly sounds resonated softly in the cramped room, which was practically buried under mounds of books.

Tohko is a goblin who eats stories.

She would argue, “I am not a goblin—I’m just an ordinary book girl!” but the way she munched ravenously on paper with writing on it looked nothing like a legitimate high school girl.

“Did you know that a sugar tart is called a tarte sucrée? Sucre means sugar in French. The surface is lightly burned to make it crisp, but that accent is amazing, too. Today is a success! Well done, Konoha!”

Apparently the “snack” I’d written on the three prompts “a campfire,” “a reindeer,” and “a speed-eating contest” had met with Tohko’s approval.

After losing a speed-eating contest, a reindeer roams in solitude through a forest at night until he encounters his girlfriend who’s been steadfastly waiting for him at a campfire.

After writing such a treacly story, I couldn’t be happy with her praise.

Maybe it should have been more twisted…

Since I always made her whine, “Yuuuuck!” by adding in a weird ending, I did want to write the kind of sweet story Tohko liked occasionally, but…

“I’ve never heard of a tarte sucrée. It’s just a coincidence that it tastes like that. I actually meant for the girl to hit him with a flaming piece of firewood and make him into reindeer soup. My time ran out right when I got to them meeting,” I said brusquely, picking up my paper and putting my pencil away in its case.

Tohko was sitting on a fold-up chair at the window with her knees drawn up to her chest, eating her snack. But when I said that, she paled, a scrap of paper still in her mouth.

“But why would you want to pour wasabi-flavored ketchup all over this perfect sugar tart?”

Hunching her thin shoulders and shaking her long braids that hung past her hips, she acted petulant and terrified, but then her eyes suddenly crinkled like a cat basking in a sunbeam again.

“I’m glad it ended when the reindeer was happy. It was really, totally sweet and delicious.”

When she looked at me like that, something tickled deep in my heart and I felt more uncomfortable than I could say.

Okay, next time I’m definitely gonna do a messy horror story.

“Yummm! That was sooo good!”

Unaware of my plans, Tohko gulped down the very last bite, her face a picture of joy.

“I’m glad.” But next time’s gonna be a gory horror story, so…, I murmured in my heart, putting on a bright smile. But just then—

“Now I can put the club on hiatus with a clear conscience,” Tohko said offhandedly.

“What?”

“Well, I’m a third-year, right? I’ve got to focus on my exams soon.”

“You haven’t started focusing yet?!”

I gaped at her. It was December! There were only two months or so left before exams! But she’d been in the clubroom ripping up and munching on books as she expounded on them till all hours, so I’d thought she had gotten in on a recommendation somewhere. But no…

“You mean you’re actually taking exams?!”

“Of course. I’m a dedicated student,” she declared majestically, her face unflappable. Man, I’d had no idea she was this cavalier…

When she saw my shoulders slump, Tohko started talking like she was a mature young woman.

“Don’t lose heart, Konoha. I completely understand how sad you must feel that you won’t be able to see your beloved president. And I won’t be able to eat your snacks—I mean, being away from this dear, familiar clubroom pains me deeply.

“But you know, a person can’t just skip around through sweet books. Sometimes they have to read every word of Takuboku Ishikawa’s Sad Toys or A Handful of Sand.

“Yes—it’s like eating an endless salad of pickled radish and carrot slivers piled up on rice. As you taste the hardships of life in the ephemerality of the vinegar-soaked radish and the crispness of the carrots, the sweetness of the little pinch of sugar mixed in gives you courage, and you eat it taking one bite, and then another. Salad is really good for you. You should try some, Konoha.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about!”

“I’m talking about doing our best to eat a salad in the winter so we’ll have a happy spring.”

“Me eating salad isn’t going to improve your test performance. Besides, didn’t Takuboku Ishikawa die in poverty? You’re not getting rewarded. You’re gonna fail.”

“Waaah! Don’t say such awful things to a delicate student studying for exams!”

Tohko curled up into a ball, covering her ears with both hands.

“Oh, whatever…Just go home already and start studying,” I said apathetically.

Suddenly her face became more grown-up and she chortled. “Yes, thank you. I will.”

She slipped her small feet, shod only in school socks, into the slippers she had kicked off and then stood up.

Then she held three pages of essay paper out to me.

“Huh? What’s that?”

“It’s a list of provisions. You want to do something to help your beloved president, don’t you, Konoha?”

Crayon, fire station, limbo dance—essence of a piping hot fondant au chocolat.

Butterfly, Mount Fear, a surfer—essence of a fluffy, therapeutic vanilla soufflé.

Flashlight, rafflesia, English test—essence of a luxury fruit parfait.

The page was packed with words like that!

I thought she was going to advance spiritually by eating salad!

“Write one each day, okay? Gimme suuupersweet snacks. I’m really looking forward to it! Oh, and don’t worry. I’m not retiring from the club until graduation.”

She beamed and waved vigorously at me, then left the room; blankly, I watched the braided goblin go.


 



“What a selfish person!” I ranted at Akutagawa the next morning.

“Who?”

“Tohko! I never wanted to join any club at all. But then she dragged me into a creepy club like the book club and makes me write stories every day, and she expounds on books while she reads them, and now she’s talking about putting the club on hiatus out of nowhere, and while it’s out, I have to write stories ’cos she wants to read them or whatever.”

“You upset?”

“You bet I am.”

“But you’re writing them?”

Akutagawa’s eyes dropped to the notebook sitting open on my desk.

I subtly moved my hands to cover the improv story I’d started writing.

“Wh-what choice do I have? If I don’t, she’ll just throw a tantrum and say I lack respect for my president or that it was my fault she couldn’t focus on her exams. She would.”

Akutagawa’s handsome face broke into a grin.

“You’re usually so stoic, Inoue. But as soon as Tohko comes up, you start acting like a little kid.”

“What’s that supposed to mean? Tohko’s the one who acts like a child. I’m babysitting her.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Yeah!”

“Well, let’s just say that’s true. Anyway, did you get my text?”

“What?”

I quickly pulled my cell phone out of my uniform pocket.

It was a brand-new midnight-blue phone I’d just purchased a few days earlier. Until now I’d always said there was no reason for me to have one, but I had become friends with Akutagawa and started to realize it might be more convenient to have one, so my parents had gotten a family plan for me.

“Sorry, I’m not used to checking for messages. Yesterday I sent you that I picked an e-mail, right?”

When I checked my new messages, I saw there was a text from Akutagawa and also one from Maika, my little sister, for some reason. She was in elementary school, but in order to coordinate taking her to her swim classes and picking her up afterward, our parents had bought her a cell phone, too. She’d probably sent me a message because she was so happy to have it. So that was why she had scowled at me this morning over her toast slathered with tangerine jelly. Ack—I’d have to answer her later. If she started sulking over that, it would be a huge pain.

“Here’s your message. Hey, you use smilies? I never would have thought that.”

Akutagawa looked embarrassed.

“My sisters told me my messages were too formal, so I tried to do better. They’re pretty useful.”

“Oh yeah? Then I’ll get my little sister to teach me some and find some crazy ones to send you.”

“Looking forward to it.”

Just then a clump of girls from our class came over.

“Hey, Inoue! You bought a cell phone! Oh wow, it’s the latest model! Nice!”

“Will you give me your e-mail, Inoue?”

“Me, too! Please, Inoue?”

They surrounded me so suddenly that it baffled me.

Akutagawa was one thing, but why me? Girls had never been interested in me before.

“Give it to Nanase, too!”

Kotobuki was at the back of the group, but Mori dragged her forward. Kotobuki freaked out.

“Th-that’s okay! Even if he tells me his e-mail, I’d never use it.”

“Come on! Everyone’s sharing e-mails, so you have to, too!”

“Yeah. You don’t wanna get left out of the loop. Let me see your phone.”

“I…I said no.”

“Geez, you’re so obnoxious. Aaand, found it!”

Mori had shoved her hand into Kotobuki’s pocket and pulled out her cell phone.

“Hey, quit it! Give that back, Mori!”

Um…she didn’t have to go that far. Kotobuki really seemed upset.

Just then…


 



“Nanaseee! Someone to see youuu!”

 

When she saw the kind-looking man standing in the hall dressed in a casual suit, Kotobuki made a disgusted face. Then she glared at me hurriedly, looked over at him and then back at me; then she turned back to him and then to me.

“They’re calling you, Kotobuki.”

“I…I don’t need you to tell me that!” she snapped, then pressed her lips together and made a dash to the hallway.

“Oh! It’s Marmar!”

“Whoa! What does he want with Nanase, I wonder?”

Mr. Keiichi Mariya had been teaching music since last spring. He had refined features and was popular with the girls. There were also rumors that he was a little eccentric, but…

“Marmar is definitely interested in Nanase!”

“Totally. He called her ‘Nanase’ once by accident, and he’s always looking at her during class. He’s after her constantly, too. What are you gonna do about it, Inoue?”

“Huh? Wh…what am I—?”

“Nanase is suuuperpopular with boys. I mean, she’s gorgeous, and the fact that she’s always got her guard up just makes them want more. If you’re not careful, things could get bad.”

“Get bad how?”

“Argh, what are those two talking about? This is killing me.”

Mori and the others were unusually worked up. It was all gibberish to me. Beside me, Akutagawa shrugged.

Mr. Mariya had his hands pressed together in front of him—he looked like he was asking Kotobuki for a favor. But Kotobuki barely seemed to be listening and was stealing glances in my direction. She was frowning, her lips pursed. I was just thinking how much she looked like my little sister, who had glanced up at me and sulked in disappointment that morning, when Mr. Mariya suddenly looked over at me.

A perplexed look came over his face, and then he waved me over with a hand, the wrist of which was encircled by an expensive-looking watch.

Me? I asked with a glance, and he nodded with a gentle, congenial smile.

Still confused, I went out to the hall and asked, “Do you need me?”

He answered in a sweet, lighthearted voice that tickled at my ears. “Would you be willing to give me a hand with something after school, Inoue? I’d like you to organize the papers in the music room.”

“Hold on—why’re you asking Inoue?” Kotobuki wailed, aghast.

“You’ve been making eye contact with Inoue for a while now, Nanase. And you said it was too much for one person to do alone and that you wanted help.”

“I did not! And anyway, I never said I would do it.”

“Oh? Then why do your eyes keep going back to Inoue?”

“I…I…”

“You don’t mind helping, do you, Inoue?”

Drawn in by his cheerful voice and friendly smile, I surprised myself when I reflexively answered, “Uh, what? No.”

Wait—did I just agree? Oh god! Kotobuki pursed her lips and glared at me.

“Great, thanks. It would be marvelous if you could start right away after school today. There’s quite a bit to do, so I need you two to do your best.”

Mr. Mariya clapped me on the back, looking pleased with himself.


 



“This is your fault, Inoue.”

It was after school, and Kotobuki was extremely angry.

The music room in the southeast corner of the second floor was packed with tons of cardboard boxes. Our job was to sort the papers crammed in each box and put them into files.

“S-sorry…but he asked you to do it first…”

“If you hadn’t agreed, I would have said no. Geez, as if I wanted to work with you!”

Prickling with rage, she opened a box and started piling the papers in it on the floor. Mr. Mariya talked in a vibrantly cheerful voice.

“This is great. I’m so glad you could help, Nanase. You do enjoy bluntness, don’t you? It’s so charming the way that you sulk.”

“I’ve got no interest in old men! And stop calling me Nanase!”

“Oh, I’m sorry. I thought Nanase was your last name and somehow just remembered you that way.”

“My full name was written on the class roll, though!”

“Hmm, was it?”

“Grrrr!”

Kotobuki growled in irritation, whirling to turn her back on him. He drew nearer to me and whispered in amusement, “She’s adorable when she loses her temper, don’t you think? It thrills me being rejected by a girl like that; it makes me want to squeeze her tight.”

“Mr. Mariya…I’m not sure a teacher should be saying things like that.”

“A teacher is nothing but an adult man once he leaves the classroom, Inoue.”

“Then please don’t say that until after you leave the building.”

As we whispered to each other, our faces pressed close together, Kotobuki turned slooowly back around.

The very same instant, Mr. Mariya shouted gleefully, “Oh, what’s this, Nanase? Are you curious what Inoue and I are talking about? We were just observing how cute you are. Isn’t that right, Inoue?”

“Er, uh—that is—” I was trapped.

“N-no! I don’t care.”

Kotobuki quickly turned her back on us.

“Oh! Nanase, there’s a worm on your thigh.”

“Eek!”

Kotobuki jumped and shook out her skirt. Her eyes were positively brimming with tears.

“Hmmm, so you don’t like worms then. I suspected as much. I’m good at guessing where a girl’s tastes lie. In any case, it’s commonly thought that worms hibernate in the winter and stop moving around, so you needn’t worry.”

“Grrrr. Y-you molester!”

She balled up a piece of paper and hurled it at him, but Mr. Mariya dodged it easily. The ball landed right in my face.

“Ow!”

Kotobuki looked frantic, her face bright red, and she turned her back on me, muttering, “Ack—! Y-you’re such a klutz, Inoue! Why didn’t you dodge?”

Or so it seemed until she turned to glance back worriedly and then hurriedly turned around again.

“See? Isn’t she cute?”

Mr. Mariya rested a hand on my shoulder and winked.

Kotobuki…he’s toying with you, I thought.

I felt bad for her. But…Mr. Mariya was right: Kotobuki looked cute when she was angry or flustered. So that’s the kind of girl Kotobuki is. I could see now why the boys in our class made so much noise about how great Nanase Kotobuki was…


 



“Let’s take a break.”

After we’d been working away for about an hour, Mr. Mariya poured some tea into paper cups for us.

I thought it might be tea with milk, but the color and aroma were both rich and it tasted sweet. There was the light fragrance of cinnamon. Oh, and maybe there was some ginger in there, too.

“This is called chai. It’s a sweet, boiled tea with milk that’s drunk in India. What do you think?”

“It’s very good.”

It seemed like something Tohko would like. Sweet, warm, relaxing, melting away fatigue…

Mr. Mariya’s eyes crinkled as he smiled.

“I’m glad. I love serving my guests chai. Did it meet with your approval also, Nanase?”
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“…It’s good.”

“If you married me, you’d be able to drink it every day.”

“Never! That will never, ever happen!”

Kotobuki howled like a cat with its fur standing on end, but Mr. Mariya was undaunted.

“Oh yes. A friend of mine sent me some tickets to the opera. It’s a student recital, but the lead tenor is a professional making a guest appearance. Would you like to go, Nanase?”

He held the tickets up between his fingers, and Kotobuki shot a sideways glance at them, maybe a little bit interested.

“…I have some, too.”

Mr. Mariya made a surprised face.

“Oh? What a coincidence. Do you like the opera? We have something in common then. Perhaps it’s fate.”

Kotobuki quickly denied it.

“No, I—one of my friends is performing, so I bought my own ticket!”

“Oh my, one of your friends is a student at the Shirafuji Music Academy high school? I’m an alumnus there! Incidentally, is she pretty?”

“So what if she is?!”

“Oh, I just thought it would be nice for the three of us to go get Nepalese food together. Your friend is available, isn’t she?”

“Yuka has a boyfriend! Even if she didn’t, I would never introduce a lazy music teacher who puts in earplugs in order to take naps during music classes to my best friend!”

“I’m a student of Buddhism, so when I hear Christian hymns, a beanstalk grows out of my belly.”

“I’ve never heard of that before!”

“That’s because it’s not true.”

“Grrrr!”

“M-Mr. Mariya, maybe you should stop. Don’t start waving your fists around, either, Kotobuki. Okay?”

Sensing the unquiet in the air, I quickly stepped into the fray. Kotobuki suddenly flushed and lowered her hands to sweep off her skirt; then she returned to the work with obvious haste.

Through a cloud of sweet-smelling steam, Mr. Mariya smiled serenely as he watched Kotobuki’s reaction.
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“Marmar studied vocals. He studied abroad in Paris while he was in college, and he even won a competition while he was over there!”

At lunch the next day, while I ate my packed lunch with Akutagawa, Mori and her friends came purposefully over to us and started talking about Mr. Mariya.

“His parents are musicians, too, and I’ve heard that people called him a genius. Apparently he sings in a supersweet, liquid tenor. Marmar could have been as big as a pop star when he made his professional debut. Why did he become a teacher, you think? What a total waste!”

“Oh, but really, for a boyfriend you want a totally normal guy, not an older heartthrob with a past. Don’t give up, Inoue!”

“Yeah. Nanase doesn’t go for brand-name stuff, so relax and go for it.”

“Oh! Nanase’s back! Say hi to her for us, Inoue.”

Gaping, I watched Mori and the others patter off.

“Akutagawa, what just happened…?”

“Pretty sure I followed, but I can’t say. Kotobuki would never forgive me.”

Akutagawa set down his chopsticks, looking sorry.

But…oh, I thought sluggishly, still holding my lettuce and scrambled egg sandwich. Mr. Mariya had also been called a genius.


 



Classes were over for the day. After I dropped off the improv story for Tohko’s provisions in the relationship advice box that had been set up without permission in the school yard, I went to the music room, where a boy I didn’t recognize stood in front of the door.

He was about my height. He had bright, colorless hair, was thin, and wore glasses—a perfectly ordinary student with no distinguishing features.

He kept his face down and glided past me like a breeze.

Huh? Didn’t that guy have some reason for being at the music room…?

When I opened the door, I saw Mr. Mariya sitting on a fold-up chair, drinking chai. He had a finger pressed to his lip, as if he was thinking about something, and the sight of him spacing out unguardedly called to mind a certain braided book girl, and I smirked. A heavy-looking watch glinted at his wrist.

“Hmm? By yourself, Inoue? Where’s Nanase?”

“She said she had to take care of something and was going to be late.”

“Ah, good. I thought I might have tormented her a little too much yesterday, and she’d run away on me. It was a chilling thought.”

“If you realize what you’re doing, why don’t you take some responsibility?”

“Oh, but her reactions are so much fun I can’t help myself.”

He grinned at me, his eyes seeming to declare, “It’s a secret.”

Ever since the day before, Mr. Mariya had been giving me that same sort of familiar look, as if he was a kindly older brother. Whenever he did, it made my chest squirm a little.

“I heard that you won a competition abroad, and people used to call you a genius.”

“Ha-ha, it’s been said, yes.”

Mister Mariya laughed lightly.

His smile was so natural I couldn’t stop myself from asking, “Why didn’t you go professional?”

The moment it was said, a thorn shot through my heart. As I waited for his answer, I held my breath completely in earnest.

Because I had once been called a genius, too.

It was in the spring of my third year that I, an ordinary middle schooler, had been swallowed up by a gigantic wave.

At fourteen years old, I won the new author’s prize of a literary magazine that I’d entered on a whim, their youngest winner ever, and because my pen name was Miu Inoue—a girl’s name—I was crowned with the exaggerated title of a mysterious genius in the body of a masked, young female author, and I became famous throughout the country.

Now that more than two years had gone by, I was spending my days peaceably again. I’d even made friends and learned how to laugh.

How had it been for Mr. Mariya?

He’d been hailed as a genius by everyone around him and had great things expected of his future, so why had he become a teacher?

What did he think about it all now?

Through the sweet-smelling steam, Mr. Mariya’s lips bent into a soft smile.

“I wanted the time I spent at leisure with the person I loved to be more important than anything. Florid strangers, gut-​wrenching practices, intense schedules—they weren’t for me.”

His voice was clear and unwavering.

His eyes narrowed in a gentle smile like gooey, golden honey, and he raised his paper cup as if in a toast.

“So I can affirm that I have no regrets about my decision. So long as I have a cup of chai, life is wonderful, and an ordinary life beats anything else.”

His words and his voice penetrated my heart like beams of light, and like the sweet chai that gave off the aroma of cinnamon, they seeped slowly and warmly into every corner of my body, leaving a sharp excitement behind.

I couldn’t take my eyes from Mr. Mariya’s smile.

Man, that would be great.

Someday, I wanted to be able to validate my own life like he had.

I wanted to spend every day in easy normalcy while cherishing the gentleness of the ordinary.

Mr. Mariya, who I’d only thought of as a weirdo, seemed like a very broad-minded, generous person.

Finally Kotobuki appeared, out of breath.

“Hello, Nanase. You were so eager to see me that you rushed that much to get here?”

“N-no, I—”

“Oh no, is that a worm?”

“Eek!”

“Kotobuki, worms are hibernating right now.”

“Er…shut up, Inoue!”

Mr. Mariya was teasing Kotobuki the same as he had yesterday.

Kotobuki was getting red faced and angry. I was getting into the middle of things…

This kind of trivial interaction was fun, warm, and comfortable.


Hello, Konoha.

Thank you for the snacks in the mailbox.

For the essence of fresh mint jelly in “school gate,” “whale,” and “bungee jumping.”

The jelly was sweet, and it was more like a thick milk tea than mint, but it melted away on my tongue and tasted like cinnamon and ginger and tasted great. It was just like chai. The last words were jelly made gooey by the heat, dropping warmly into my belly. I felt so happy. Thank you.

I got an F on my prep class practice test, so I was a little depressed. Eating your story cheered me up, though. Write me another good one.

Tohko



Whoa! She saw right through me.

After school, I read the letter from Tohko that was in the mailbox, and my cheeks grew slowly warmer. It tasted like chai…Well, of course it did, though I hadn’t been aware of it.

And then she got an F. Are you going to be all right, Tohko?

If you upset your stomach before an exam, you’ll be in a real jam, so you should lay off the special platters of ghosts for a while.

I dropped off the new snack I’d put together during class and headed to the music room.


 



The angel brought me a fir tree.

Last night I was so depressed about my job, he probably wanted to cheer me up. My angel knows everything about me. And I can tell my angel anything.

Things I can’t even tell Nanase—ugly things, dirty things, everything.

It’s still early for Christmas, but the angel and I dug a hole in the ground and planted the fir tree. Our precious Christmas tree.

Tomorrow I promised I would decorate it with angel wings, crystal churches, gold bells, and stars, and then we would have to put up lights.

The angel doesn’t believe in God, so he says that he hates Christmas and hymns. Whenever I sing them, he covers his ears and screams for me to stop. I can’t believe in God, either, but I like Christmas. I could stare at the lights on the tree all night long. When I do, it feels very pure and holy, even though I don’t believe in God. It’s like my spirit is being sucked up into the light.

I wish I could have lived in the tree. If I had, I’m positive my ugliness would melt away into the white light.


 



I’m spending Christmas Eve this year with my boyfriend.

I’m spending Christmas with Nanase.


 



I wonder if things are going well with Nanase and Inoue? Although yesterday on the phone, she was depressed because she said, “I glared at him again” and “I said something mean again.”

Nanase is supercute and nice, so if she was just a little more proactive, I’m sure Inoue would fall for her.

When I told her I thought it would be nice to be able to go on a double date—her and Inoue and me and my boyfriend—I felt like an awful person for lying. My heart hurt, and I felt like crying. I didn’t know what to do.
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“You’re really close with Mr. Mariya, huh, Kotobuki?”

“Wh-what?! How can you say that?! Of course, I’m not.”

One hour later I was working with Kotobuki in the music room, which was warmed by the light of the sun.

Mr. Mariya had something to do in the teachers’ office and had left, so Kotobuki and I were all alone in the room. Kotobuki was next to me, rummaging through papers, and she growled, “You sure there’s nothing wrong with your eyes, Inoue?”

“Maybe. When you’re with him, you seem more talkative than usual.”

“W-well…”

She started to say something else, then turned sharply away with an “Am not” and fell silent.

She continued her work with tremendous energy in silence.

And now I remembered that there was something I wanted to ask her. How could I do it? I just had to commit and ask right now, I guess.

“Hey, Kotobuki.”

“Wh-what?!”

“Where was it that you and I met in middle school? I’ve been thinking about it, but I can’t remember.”

Well, I’d said it.

But I wanted to take this opportunity to clear things up—the things Kotobuki had rambled tearfully about at our play rehearsal for the culture fair—


 



“I’m sure you don’t remember, but it meant a lot to me.”


 



“The girl who was always with you was the author Miu Inoue, wasn’t she?!”


 



Why had Kotobuki mistaken Miu for Miu Inoue?

Why didn’t I remember meeting Kotobuki?

Maybe the reason for her unnatural stubbornness lay there…

Her head hanging down, Kotobuki was as still as a stone. She bit down on her lip and paled.

Maybe I shouldn’t have asked…

Just as I was beginning to regret it, she forced out a pained response.

“…the school emblem.”

“Huh?”

“School emblem…still doesn’t help you remember?”

“Um, you mean the school emblem that’s a patch you stick on your uniform, right?”

Kotobuki’s shoulders twitched.

“Hold on, I’m remembering right now. The emblem…​hmm…hmmm…”

My middle school’s emblem was in the shape of a maple. The color changed depending on the class year, and Kotobuki had met me in the…winter of my second year? In that case, the emblem was blue, so…

“God, just forget it.”

Her agitated voice interrupted my thoughts.

Kotobuki’s hands were balled up fiercely, and she was shaking.

“Y-you don’t need to force yourself to remember,” she said.

The air was frigid. I was bewildered.

Just then, Mr. Mariya returned.

“Sorry about that. I swiped a salty rice cake from the teachers’ office, so let’s have some tea. Oh—Nanase, what’s the matter?”

Mr. Mariya’s face closed in on hers to the point he was almost kissing her, and Kotobuki jerked away in a panic.

“I—it’s nothing!”

“Oh, were you sad that I wasn’t here?”

He laughed brightly, but she wailed, red faced, “I hate you! You pervert! No!”

She seemed slightly better, but Kotobuki didn’t meet my gaze after that.


 



When the school building was tinted an angry red by the sun, the three of us left the music room together.

“Tomorrow and the day after, I’ll be out on business, so we’ll see each other next on Thursday. I know you can handle things.”

“Okay. Bye, Mr. Mariya. Bye, Kotobuki.”

“…Bye.”

I parted ways with Mr. Mariya, who was going back to the teachers’ office, and Kotobuki, who was heading back to the library. I was just starting to walk when I thought I felt someone watching me.

A gloomy, piercing face looked in my direction, but there was no one there.

Where was it coming from?

Standing in front of the stairs, I scanned the area when overhead I heard someone clucking his tongue and whispering low, as though the moaning of the wind.

“…What a heartwarming scene.”

A shudder ran down my spine, and my skin prickled.

I turned my gaze upward and searched the stairs that circled up to the fourth floor, holding my breath, scouring them with my eyes. But there was no one there.

What…was that voice just now?

Who was it talking to? Me? Mr. Mariya? Or maybe Kotobuki?

I listened closely, but I couldn’t even hear footsteps anymore.
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I got a call from my teacher about my customers. He’s worried about me for a lot of reasons.

He is such a kind, wonderful person.

It’s been so long since we’ve been on a date; he was kind of in a bad mood. Even if I touched his hand, he wouldn’t loosen his fingers from around mine. He told me moodily to quit my job.


 



To cheer myself up, I decorated the entrance to the castle with lots of pictures.

Pictures of Nanase and me. Pictures of my angel and me. In every picture I was smiling happily, and whenever I looked at them, I could think, Wow, the girl in these pictures is so happy, and I became happy.

But the pictures with him were the only ones that made me feel like my heart was ripping in half, and I couldn’t put them up.

Instead, I put up photos of blue roses.

It was a lie of a color, a white rose that someone had dyed blue, but it was pretty.

Years ago, a blue rose was used to mean something unusual or something impossible, but now that people have succeeded in making blue roses by altering the genes, I heard that the flower’s meaning had changed as well to mean miracle or God’s blessing.

But in the pictures I’d seen of the flowers on the Internet, the rose was purplish and didn’t look like an innocent blue at all…

So, maybe a blue rose still means something unusual after all.

To myself, I whispered the line that Christine says to Raoul.

“Our love is too tragic for this world. Let us away into the sky…Perhaps there even our love may be easily realized!”


 



I only hope that Nanase’s love goes well.
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How could I make up with Kotobuki?

After class the next day, I walked down the hall stewing.

Kotobuki still seemed to be bothered by what happened yesterday, and she’d avoided me even in class.

Mori had come over to worriedly ask if Kotobuki and I had had a fight, but I couldn’t really answer. Mori seemed frustrated, too, and she said, “Well, Nanase shuts down when she gets stressed out. I dunno what happened, but don’t take it personally, okay?”

Suddenly I felt something poking into the back of my neck and I jumped up.

“Argh!”

I turned and saw a petite girl with fluffy hair hugging a dandelion-colored binder to her chest and grinning up at me. It was Takeda, the first-year.

“Hellooo, Konoha. Heh-heh-heh…I heard about Nanase.”

“Takeda!…Wh-what do you mean? What did you hear?”

“I heard you’re going on dates behind closed doors with Nanase in the music room. Not bad! Or did you choke up already?”

She prodded me in the ribs with her elbow.

“Cut it out, Takeda. Everybody’s staring. They’re not dates. We’re just helping Mr. Mariya, the music teacher. He’s always there, and anyway what do you mean ‘choke up’?”

Just then, the cell phone in my shirt pocket rang with an incoming message.

I apologized, then checked the new message. My heart skipped.

What the—? A text from Kotobuki?!

I hurried to read it.


This is Nanase.

I think it looked like I was ignoring you today. Sorry. ​​(-_-);;

Actually, I…(>_<)

Could you come to the library today? (^_-)

There’s something I really need to talk to you about. (*^_^*)



Wh-what was this?!

As I descended into panic, the smiles dancing and flashing in my brain, Takeda pointed a finger at me and said, “Ah! You’re choking.”


 



What was going on with Kotobuki?

Even though she’d started talking to me, I cut Takeda off and went to the library in a state of agitation. Kotobuki was working at the counter.

“I…Inoue—”

She looked horribly surprised, her eyes widening in panic. When I saw her face, I was so rattled it was as if my heart had taken over my entire body, and blood rushed into my head with frightening speed.

“Wh-what is it? You returning a book?” she asked.

“Well…I got your text about how there was something you wanted to talk about.”

“Huh? From who?”

“What? From you. You asked if I could come to the library.”

“What?!” she shrieked suddenly. She immediately clapped both hands over her mouth and said in a whisper, “I…didn’t send any texts like that.”

“But it came from your e-mail address a few minutes ago…”

I was confused, too. What was going on?

“No way. You must be wrong. Why would I send you—”

Kotobuki got indignant and glowered at me, when suddenly Mori and the others flocked over to the counter.

“Oh! Inoue’s here! What luck!”

“Hey, great, Nanase! Wasn’t there something important you wanted to tell him?”

“Let us handle the desk, and you can go talk over there. Go on!”

Kotobuki’s eyes turned suddenly sharp.

“Mori, were you the one who sent Inoue a text on my phone?”

The frigid tone of her voice put Mori at a loss for words.

“Uh, well…”

“A couple minutes ago, you said you forgot your phone and asked to borrow mine.”

“I—I’m sorry! You haven’t been able to talk to Inoue, so…”

Kotobuki’s cheeks flared, and her fierce cry cut through the air.

“Don’t do stupid stuff like that! I hate Inoue!”

The words stabbed into my ears, and my brain felt like it was burning.

Everyone around the counter fell silent, and Kotobuki looked at me with blank eyes. Then her face suddenly crumbled. Looking as if she was about to burst into tears, she bit down firmly on her lower lip, then rushed from the counter and ran out of the library without another word.

“Nanase! Wait!”

Mori and the others hurried after her. I wondered what to do, whether I should go, too. But—

Just then, I heard a low voice beside me.


 



“You’re…awful.”


 



I turned to look over in surprise and saw a boy wearing glasses, glaring at me with cold, piercing eyes.

I gasped.

Wasn’t he the student I’d seen outside the music room?

And that voice! It was like the voice I’d heard yesterday at the stairs!

I stiffened. He kept his eyes fixed irritably on me, gave a disgusted scoff, and went behind the counter. Then he turned his cold face down and began the work of a library aide.

I still didn’t understand how I had attracted his animosity, and I watched him with a chill.
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A last-minute job came up.

When I meet a new customer, I’m always a little afraid. Because they might grab my hair and punch me until my face swells up and leave me barefoot in a pitch-dark field.

Because the three-faced guy might smile unpleasantly and say, “Paying three times the fee ought to cover it.”

I wondered if this was what it felt like to have your skin flayed off and your limbs shredded and eaten while you’re still alive. If I screamed, my throat would be crushed. So I gritted my teeth, pressed my lips together, and simply cried, but far from losing interest, I was beaten even harder. To them, I was a nameless, inhuman pig. No, I knew other people thought the same…


 



I had a text and voice mail from Nanase. She was in total disarray about Inoue and it sounded like she was going to cry any second. Apparently her friends from class had said something. She said she wanted to see me.

I want to fly to her side right this second and listen to her troubles until dawn if I have to. I want to stroke her hair and comfort her.

I can’t stand it when Nanase cries. I feel a physical pain, and it knocks the breath out of me.

But it’s impossible right now. If I don’t go out, I’ll be late.

I texted Nanase that I would call her later.

I have to send him a text, too.

I’m not good for him. Whenever I’m with him, the filth that clings to my body corrupts his purity and nobility. Each time his clean fingers gently touch me, despair wells up in me that I’m unworthy of being loved and I want to die.

I don’t want to sully his name. I don’t want to demean him. I can’t do that! Ever!

I care for him more than I can say. I believe that for his sake I could go on bearing things even more painful than death, and so some day, I’ll have to leave him.

My love is too tragic for this world. Unless I can away into the sky, I’ll never be clean.

But I’m sorry. Let me stay with you a little longer—just a little bit longer. Let me touch your hand. Just until the recital is over.


 



I really won’t be in time now.

I’ll see you later, Nanase.
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