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        Chapter 1

        “Yuzuru-san. Yuzuru-san… please wake up.”

“Mm…?”

Roused by a voice as sweet and gentle as an angel’s, Yuzuru finally opened his eyes.

And there she was—just as angelic as the voice.

Yuzuru’s fiancée, Yukishiro Arisa.

“…Arisa? Is this one of the nights you’re staying over?”

“What are you mumbling about half-asleep?”

Arisa looked at him with exasperation and let out a small sigh.

“You have classes today, don’t you? Try not to fail your credits.”

“Classes… credits…—Wah!? Arisa, what time is it!?”

At her words, Yuzuru jolted upright, frantically scanning the room for a clock.

“It’s eleven-thirty. Go brush your teeth and wash your face.”

“R-right… got it!”

He rushed to the sink, brushed his teeth, splashed his face—then realised he hadn’t brought a towel.

“Sorry, Arisa. Could you grab me a tow—”

“Here you go.”

Before he knew it, she was already behind him, draping a towel over his face.

He took it and wiped himself down.

Arisa let out a quiet sigh at the sight.

“You’re in too much of a rush. You still have an hour. Calm down.”

“S-sorry… and thanks.”

“And fix your bed hair too. I’ll get your clothes and stationery ready.”

With that, Arisa left the sink.

Yuzuru checked his reflection again.

Sure enough, his hair was sticking up in places.

(I could probably just fix this with some wax…)

The thought crossed his mind—but Arisa wouldn’t approve.

So he thoroughly soaked his hair, dried it with a hairdryer, and lightly styled it with wax.

When he returned to the living room, Arisa was already waiting, holding a set of clothes in both hands.

“Sorry to keep you waiting… and thanks for getting everything ready.”

“You finally look presentable.”

Saying that, she handed him the clothes.

Yuzuru took them and immediately started taking off his tracksuit—his makeshift pyjamas.

“H-hey…! Don’t just start stripping out of nowhere!”

Arisa cried out, her cheeks faintly flushed.

Yuzuru gave a wry smile.

“It’s fine, isn’t it? We live together. It’s not like you haven’t seen what’s under my—”

“Agh!?”

He yelped.

Arisa had stomped on his foot.

“Don’t say weird things first thing in the morning!”

“It’s already basically noon—”

“So you do understand. Now hurry up and get dressed.”

“I was trying to, you know.”

Grumbling, Yuzuru stepped out of the living room, quickly changed, tossed his clothes into the laundry basket, and returned.

“How’s this?”

“Yes. Here’s your bag—your stationery is inside. Check it.”

“Yeah… looks fine. Thanks for everything.”

“You can repay me with interest. And here—this is breakfast… or rather, lunch.”

She handed him a cling-wrapped onigiri.

There was only one, but it was slightly on the larger side.

“You won’t be able to think properly if you don’t eat at least something. Finish that, then we’ll go.”

“Thanks… Mm, still as good as ever.”

Ever since high school, his fiancée’s cooking had always been delicious.

Though not unchanged.

If anything, after four and a half years together, it had only improved.

“It’s just onigiri. I doubt it tastes any different no matter who makes it…”

She said that, but her cheeks softened with a pleased smile.

That bashful reaction hadn’t changed either.

“Thanks for the meal.”

“I’m glad you liked it… Now then, shall we?”

“Yeah, let’s go.”

And so, the two of them left their flat and headed to university.



After graduating high school, Yuzuru and Arisa both successfully enrolled in university.

Now they attended the same university, the same campus—and lived in the same flat.

The only difference was their faculties.

After finishing his third, fourth, and fifth-period classes, Yuzuru headed to the campus library.

He looked for his fiancée, who should have finished her day after fourth period.

Thanks to her striking appearance, he spotted her right away.

“Sorry to keep you waiting. Been long?”

Arisa was working on something on her laptop, with a stack of books beside her.

“No, I was just finishing a report. I’ve just completed it.”

She closed her laptop and stood up.

“Shall we head back? Mind if we stop by the supermarket on the way?”

“Of course.”

They left the library and, instead of going straight home, headed to a nearby supermarket.

“Thanks for coming to get me today. It really helped.”

As they walked, Yuzuru thanked her again.

In high school, everyone shared the same schedule—but at university, it varied.

Today, Yuzuru had classes from third to fifth period, while Arisa had hers from second to fourth.

Thinking he’d be fine since his classes started later, he’d overslept—

and Arisa had gone out of her way to come get him.

“You’re welcome. …Just make sure you wake me up if I ever oversleep, alright?”

She said it with a smile.

Yuzuru nodded with a wry grin.

He simply couldn’t imagine Arisa oversleeping.

They chatted idly about their classes and recent club activities—

and before they knew it, they had arrived at the supermarket.

“What should we make today?”

“How about beef stew?”

“Sounds good.”

With the menu decided, they began placing ingredients into their basket—

beef, mushrooms, onions… and red wine.

“Hm? Arisa… you’re using that?”

Yuzuru tilted his head at the bottle of red wine she’d added.

Of course, he knew red wine was used in beef stew.

But the one she’d picked was a bit expensive for cooking.

She usually bought cheaper cooking wine.

“This one’s for drinking.”

“…You’re drinking?”

“Yes. I’ve finished my report.”

She replied cheerfully.

Both she and Yuzuru were already over twenty—adults.

There was nothing wrong with buying or drinking alcohol.

Legally, no problem at all.

And tomorrow was Saturday—no classes for either of them.

“Is that a problem?”

Sensing his reaction, Arisa tilted her head.

Yuzuru shook his head firmly.

“No, not at all… If we’re drinking, maybe we should get some cheese and prosciutto too.”

“That sounds nice. Let’s also buy what we need for tomorrow’s meals.”

They gathered everything they needed, paid, and returned to their flat.

“Well then, let’s get started. …Will you help?”

“Of course.”

And so, the two of them began preparing dinner together.


      
        Chapter 2

        “Well then, Yuzuru-san… cheers.”

“Cheers.”

They raised their wine glasses and began eating the meal they’d prepared together.

“Your beef stew really is the best.”

“You’re as good as ever at flattery.”

Arisa smiled happily at his words, then took a sip of wine.

“Beef stew really does pair nicely with wine.”

“It does. …By the way, Arisa.”

“Yes?”

“Isn’t your drinking pace a bit fast?”

Before he knew it, her glass was already empty.

Arisa seemed not to have noticed herself, bringing a hand to her mouth in surprise.

“Oh my…”

“…Are you alright?”

“I’m fiiiine.”

She nodded confidently, cheeks flushed.

Her words were already starting to slur.

Arisa had a low tolerance for alcohol.

And yet, she liked drinking.

“Here, Arisa—have some water too.”

Yuzuru poured water from a pitcher into her wine glass.

But Arisa frowned, clearly displeased.

“If I just drink water, I’ll get full on water.”

“That’s better than getting full on alcohol.”

“I’m not going to drink that much.”

She shook her head stubbornly.

Unusually uncooperative.

She was already getting drunk.

“Do you really want me to drink it?”

“Yeah, I do.”

People reacted to alcohol in different ways, but Arisa had quite the range.

Since he never knew what kind of drunk she’d turn into, Yuzuru preferred to keep things from getting out of hand.

Taking care of her could be a lot of work.

“Then… feed it to me.”

“…Alright.”

Yuzuru stood and moved beside her.

Then he took water into his mouth.

“Mm—”

He pressed his lips to hers.

Through the slight parting of her lips, he let the water flow into her mouth.

“That work?”

“Yes. …I’ll return the favour.”

Arisa took a sip of wine.

Then she leaned forward, aiming for his lips.

He had no reason to refuse—and no desire to—

so Yuzuru accepted her kiss.

A faintly bitter red wine flowed into his mouth.

“Well?”

“Yeah… it’s good.”

Yuzuru gently stroked her head.

Arisa narrowed her eyes in contentment.

For now, she seemed satisfied.

They continued eating and drinking together.

And when they’d finished about half the meal—

“…I’m getting a bit warm.”

Arisa said it like that, fanning her face in an exaggerated way.

“Can I take something off?”

Even before he could answer, she started undressing.

She removed her top, leaving herself in just a camisole.

“…I’ll take the rest off too.”

She slipped off her skirt as well, leaving only her shorts.

Then she looped her arm around his.

Deliberately pressing her ample chest against him.

“Now I’m cold after taking them off.”

“Then you should put them back on.”

Yuzuru pointed out the contradiction with a wry smile.

This was more or less how Arisa always got after drinking.

He was used to it by now, so he didn’t panic.

But for Arisa, that reaction didn’t seem very satisfying.

“Don’t be mean…”

She looked up at him with pleading eyes.

You know what I want, don’t you?

What I want you to do—

That’s what her gaze seemed to say.

Yuzuru gently pulled her closer by the shoulder.

“Ah…”

Arisa happily rested her head against his chest.

“I won’t understand unless you say it.”

As he spoke, he ran his fingers through her hair.

When his fingers brushed her ear, her body gave a small shiver.

“Don’t you want dessert?”

“I do… but where is it?”

“…Here.”

She pointed at her chest.

Yuzuru felt the urge to pounce on her right then—but held himself back.

“I don’t really get it.”

He played dumb.

Arisa puffed her lips in annoyance.

“You’re mean…”

“What do you want me to do?”

Instead of answering with words, Arisa kissed him.

“…Hold me.”


      
        Chapter 3

        “…Morning already, huh.”

Sensing the sunlight streaming in, Yuzuru woke.

It wasn’t exactly a pleasant awakening.

Probably thanks to last night’s drinking, his head felt heavy and sluggish, and his throat was dry.

On top of that, his left arm—from the elbow down—was completely numb, tingling badly.

When he turned to his left, he found his fiancée fast asleep, using that very arm as her pillow.

Her expression was peaceful, utterly defenceless—completely at ease.

And just like that, the dull fatigue weighing down his body vanished.

(She’s so cute…)

Yuzuru gazed quietly at Arisa’s sleeping face.

To be honest, the numbness in his arm was painful—but her sleeping face was more than worth it.

“…Yuzuru-san.”

Suddenly, Arisa murmured his name.

For a moment, he thought he’d woken her—but her eyes remained closed.

She was talking in her sleep.

It seemed she was facing him in her dream.

“Not there… y-you can’t…”

She mumbled softly.

Apparently, dream-Yuzuru was doing something he shouldn’t.

Though in reality, her face didn’t look like she was having a nightmare at all.

If anything, her lips were curling into a faint smile.

She seemed to be having a pleasant dream.

“Honestly… you can’t be helped…”

Yuzuru let out a quiet chuckle.

At that, Arisa’s brows twitched slightly.

“Mm…?”

Her eyes slowly fluttered open.

After blinking a few times, she stared at Yuzuru, still dazed.

“Morning, Arisa.”

“…Wah!?”

She jolted upright in surprise.

The blanket flew off her body—

and the morning sunlight illuminated her bare upper half.

“G-good morning… Yuzuru-san. Ah!”

After greeting him, she realised she was exposed and hurriedly covered herself with both arms.

Yuzuru couldn’t help but laugh at her flustered reaction.

“Morning.”

He said it again, then gently pulled her into an embrace.

Brushing aside her bangs, he pressed a kiss to her forehead.

“Good morning…”

Still covering her chest, Arisa returned the gesture with a kiss on his cheek.

“Yuzuru-san… may I take a shower first?”

“Go ahead.”

“Thank you.”

“…”

“…”

“…Aren’t you going?”

She made no move towards the bathroom, prompting Yuzuru to ask.

Arisa puffed her cheeks slightly and pointed behind him with one hand.

“Turn around, please.”

“Ah—right, sorry.”

With a wry smile, Yuzuru turned his back.

Behind him, he could feel her slipping out from under the covers.

“…By the way, Yuzuru-san.”

“Mm? What is it?”

“…Did I say anything in my sleep?”

At her question, Yuzuru turned back slightly as he answered.

“You said you couldn’t eat another bite.”

“I-is that so…”

Sounding faintly relieved, Arisa disappeared into the bathroom.

Once she was gone, Yuzuru let out a quiet laugh.



After a while, Arisa emerged from the bathroom, freshly washed.

Yuzuru took her place and cleaned himself up.

When he came out, a pleasant aroma tickled his nose.

It seemed Arisa was already preparing breakfast.

Yuzuru quickly got dressed and headed to the kitchen to help.

As expected, Arisa stood there in an apron, cooking.

She was in the middle of making miso soup.

“Arisa, I’ll help.”

“Thank you. Could you prepare the pickles?”

“Got it.”

Yuzuru opened a jar in the kitchen.

From the nukadoko, he took out cucumbers and aubergines, brushed off the rice bran, and cut them into bite-sized pieces.  Nukadoko — fermented rice bran bed used for pickling vegetables.

“Shall I defrost the rice?”

“Yes, please.”

With her approval, he took frozen white rice from the freezer and put it in the microwave.

“Could you also check the fish?”

“On it.”

Following her instructions, he opened the grill.

Inside, a slice of salmon sizzled, giving off a delicious sound.

It looked perfectly done.

“Looks good.”

“Then plate it, please. …I’m just about finished here too.”

Saying that, Arisa turned off the heat.

She took miso from the fridge and dissolved it into the pot with a ladle.

Yuzuru plated the pickles and grilled fish, and served the freshly reheated rice into bowls.

Finally, Arisa poured the finished miso soup into bowls, and together they carried everything to the table.

““Thank you for the food.””

They pressed their hands together and began to eat.

“It really hits the spot.”

Yuzuru muttered as he sipped the shijimi miso soup.  Shijimi — freshwater clams commonly used in miso soup

It was always delicious—but the day after drinking, it tasted exceptional.

“You could say I drink just to enjoy this.”

“I think that’s a bit of an exaggeration…”

Arisa said with a wry smile, taking a sip herself—

then narrowing her eyes in satisfaction.

“…I take that back.”

“See?”

And so, chatting like that, the two of them finished their breakfast together.


      
        Chapter 4

        “Since we’ve got a day off, want to go out somewhere tomorrow?”

Yuzuru said this as he handed a washed plate to Arisa.

“…Is there somewhere you want to go?”

As she took the plate from him and dried it with a cloth, Arisa asked.

Yuzuru shook his head.

“No, not really…”

“Hm.”

She seemed to pick up on something from his answer.

Noticing that, Yuzuru asked hesitantly—

“Um… you don’t want to?”

“Of course not. …May I choose where we go?”

“Of course.”

Yuzuru nodded at her question.

“Then I’ll think of something.”

Arisa smiled as she said it.



The next morning.

“It’s been a while since we went on a date—I’m looking forward to this.”

Yuzuru said cheerfully as he drove.

In the passenger seat, Arisa gave a wry smile.

“‘A while’? We went out just last week, didn’t we?”

Only about a week ago, they’d visited a nearby art museum.

At her remark, Yuzuru tried to smooth it over.

“Ah—no, I meant going somewhere farther out…”

“More like you meant driving, didn’t you?”

Arisa shot him a sceptical look.

“For someone who said they didn’t need a car… you seem to be enjoying this quite a bit.”

The car Yuzuru was driving had been given to him by his father.

Though “given” wasn’t quite accurate—

it had been more or less forced on him as a hand-me-down.

His father hadn’t done it out of pure parental affection…

but because he wanted a new car for himself.

Even if he had the money, with Yuzuru’s mother watching him, he couldn’t just go out and buy one so easily.

“I-it’d be a waste not to use it if I’ve got it, right?”

Yuzuru said, sounding defensive.

Around his home, public transport was well developed.

The roads were often congested, so trains and buses were more convenient.

And cars required maintenance and storage.

That was why he’d reluctantly accepted it—

but once he started driving, he couldn’t deny it had grown on him.

“Hm?”

“And if I don’t drive regularly, I’ll lose the habit, won’t I?”

“That’s a fair point.”

Arisa had gotten her licence around the same time as him.

She wasn’t bad at driving—but she wasn’t especially confident either.

So she appreciated that Yuzuru gave her opportunities to use a car.

“I just thought… it might be becoming more about driving than going on a date with me.”

“No way.”

Yuzuru shook his head firmly.

“It’s not that I like driving. I like driving with you. …Believe me.”

“I know. I was just teasing.”

Arisa smiled.

Yuzuru, meanwhile, felt a quiet sense of relief knowing she wasn’t actually upset.

About an hour later, they arrived at their destination.

As soon as they stepped out of the car, a distinct smell hit them.

Whether it was pleasant or not—

well, more the latter.

“This zoo is famous for its hands-on exhibits.”

Arisa said, unable to hide her excitement.

Yes—the place she’d chosen for their date was a zoo.

She’d picked it within the constraints of a day trip and a distance suitable for driving—

since it had been obvious Yuzuru wanted to go for a drive.

Today, she fully intended to touch as many animals as possible—

and, if she could, enjoy some proper fluffiness.

She didn’t say it out loud, but it was obvious from her behaviour—

and her outfit, too, chosen with getting dirty in mind: older clothes and jeans.

“Shall we head in, then?”

“Yes!”

The two of them made their way to the entrance.

Being a day off, there was already a long queue at the ticket counter.

“There are a lot of children.”

“Yeah… if anything, it seems more geared towards families.”

In other words—children.

Most zoos were designed so kids could enjoy them, but this one seemed especially targeted at families.

“Then today is just a scouting trip.”

“…A scouting trip?”

Yuzuru tilted his head at her words.

Arisa replied in a teasing tone—

“For when we have children.”

“Ah… I see.”

In other words—when we have kids, let’s come here again.

It was a long-term thought—

but not necessarily a distant future.

“Right. Then let’s enjoy it properly for that day too.”

“Yes!”

With that exchange, the two of them bought their tickets—

and entered the zoo together.


      
        Chapter 5

        The first place they headed to after entering was an area called the “hands-on plaza.”

As the name suggested, it was a place where you could interact with animals—mainly small ones.

And, as the hiragana name implied, it was primarily aimed at children.

“Looks like you can interact with chicks and guinea pigs here!”

“Chicks and guinea pigs, huh…” (Hmm… that area’s a bit hard to walk into…)

Watching from a distance as children crowded around, Yuzuru muttered to himself.

Most of them were kindergarteners to primary school kids.

There were some older children and adults too, but they mostly had the air of accompanying younger siblings or kids.

Yuzuru and Arisa, both over twenty, might stand out.

Not that anyone would actually stare at them.

“…Arisa. It’s a bit crowded—maybe we should come back later?”

He spoke to her, assuming she was beside him.

But no reply came.

“…Arisa?”

“Yuzuru-san! Hurry up and come here!”

Before he knew it, she was already inside the Fureai Hiroba, queueing with the children at the chick interaction area.

Yuzuru gave a wry smile and hurried after her.

Their turn came quickly.

Inside a large box, a cluster of chicks chirped and bustled about.

You picked one you liked, held it, and then returned it once you were done.

“Mm… hmm…”

Just moments ago, Arisa had been brimming with excitement—

but now, faced with the chicks, she looked troubled.

She’d reach out, hesitate, glance around, then look back again—repeating the same motions.

“What’s wrong, Arisa?”

“How are you supposed to hold them?”

“You’ve never done it before?”

“This is my first time. …Have you?”

“Yeah, when I was little.”

When he was young, Yuzuru had done something similar at a zoo—though not this one.

He didn’t remember it being difficult, but there were a few things to keep in mind.

“Like this… you sort of scoop them up from underneath.”

As he spoke, Yuzuru gently cupped a chick in both hands and lifted it.

He let only its legs stick out through the gaps between his hands.

That way, even if it wriggled, it wouldn’t slip out.

“I see.”

“Go on, give it a try.”

He set his chick back down and encouraged her.

Arisa, looking tense, reached out.

As if handling a fragile artefact, she carefully lifted one.

“Oh… it’s warm. And so fluffy.”

She smiled, clearly delighted.

Using her thumb skilfully, she gently stroked the chick’s head.

Meanwhile, the chick—either naturally docile or soothed by her warmth—began to doze, its eyelids fluttering.

“Arisa, it’s falling asleep.”

“Oh, you’re right. Hehe… how adorable.”

She narrowed her eyes fondly.

Both Arisa—and the chick—were almost unbearably cute.

Not capturing this would be a waste.

“Arisa—hold that smile.”

“Huh?”

Yuzuru pulled out his phone and opened the camera.

Though she looked a little surprised at first, she quickly broke into a full smile.

Mindful of the chick, he didn’t use the flash and snapped a few photos.

“Alright, Arisa… shall we move on?”

He glanced briefly at the children waiting behind them.

They probably wouldn’t be breaking any rules by staying longer—

but as adults, it felt better not to linger.

“Right. Let’s go see the guinea pigs next.”

Though reluctant, Arisa gently returned the chick to the box.

It had been asleep until that moment, but as soon as its feet touched the ground, it blinked awake.

“…That’s just like you when you wake up, Yuzuru-san.”

“I’m not that cute.”

“That’s true.”

“…Oi.”

“Just joking.”

Arisa laughed cheerfully.



“Mm… they’re cute, but…”

“Not exactly ideal for a walk.”

Yuzuru and Arisa shared a wry smile as they watched a rabbit nibbling grass in front of them.

After leaving the Fureai Hiroba, they’d decided to try one of the animal-walking activities.

Arisa had chosen a rabbit.

It wore a collar and leash, and within a designated park area inside the zoo, they were free to interact with it and take it for a walk…

“It just keeps eating and won’t move at all.”

Arisa said with a small laugh, stroking its head.

They’d imagined something like walking a dog—

but the rabbit showed no such enthusiasm.

Apparently, it wasn’t much of a fan of walks.

It had been eating grass the entire time.

That said, it wasn’t entirely relaxed either—

it could suddenly dash off at any moment, so they couldn’t let their guard down.

“Well, it’s an animal. Can’t be helped.”

Each animal had its own nature.

Expecting a rabbit to behave like a dog would be unreasonable.

“But for children, it might be a bit boring. A goat might be more fun.”

“That looked like its own kind of trouble…”

They both glanced at someone in the distance being pulled along by a goat, smiling wryly.

Aside from rabbits, goats were another option.

Generally, rabbits were considered cuter—

but goats were more active and probably more entertaining.

That said, goats were far stronger than rabbits.

In that sense, they weren’t exactly child-friendly either.

“Watching this little one is making me hungry…”

Arisa suddenly remarked.

“I doubt they’re selling rabbit meat here…”

“That’s not what I meant!”

Seeing the rabbit munching so happily had simply made her want lunch.

Yuzuru knew that perfectly well.

“If you know that, don’t tease me. …Or I’ll skip lunch, you know?”

“Sorry.”

“Well, I suppose I can forgive you.”

Though they still had time left for the activity, the two decided to return the rabbit—

and go get lunch instead.


      
        Chapter 6

        “So, Yuzuru-san… how does it taste?”

Arisa asked as Yuzuru ate a piece of karaage.  Karaage is a Japanese-style fried chicken.

After chewing, he replied—

“Just like always—delicious.”

“I’m glad to hear that.”

Arisa smiled, then reached for the tamagoyaki.

That particular omelette was noticeably misshapen, standing out among the other dishes.

“…And how’s that one?”

Yuzuru asked just as she swallowed a bite.

After all, he’d been the one who made it.

“It’s good. You cooked it properly.”

“That’s a relief.”

Yuzuru let out a quiet sigh.

It might not have looked great, but at least the taste hadn’t suffered.

“You’ve improved nicely. Well done.”

“That’s thanks to your excellent guidance.”

“Yes, I suppose so. Hehe…”

Arisa laughed at his overly grand wording.

Then she picked up an onigiri.

“Something just occurred to me…”

“What is it?”

“If it’s for children… would it be better to make these smaller? Like bite-sized?”

Children.

For a moment, Yuzuru didn’t follow—

then realised she meant their future child.

“Mm… maybe. That could be true, but…”

“…But?”

“Isn’t that a bit early to be thinking about?”

They were only in their second year of university.

Even if they got married after graduating and had children, that was still some way off.

“But it’s only about two years away, isn’t it?”

“Even if we had a child in two years, they wouldn’t be eating solid food straight away.”

“That’s true… though it still feels soon.”

“…”

If anything, Yuzuru had hoped to enjoy a bit more time alone together after getting married.

Still, he didn’t say that out loud.

There was no need to dampen her enthusiasm.

“Hmm, but…”

Arisa placed a hand on her chest—

or rather, lightly cupped it—tilting her head in thought.

She seemed to be pondering something about it.

Though only Yuzuru, after knowing her this long, could tell that much.

To anyone else, it probably just looked like she’d suddenly started groping herself in public.

“Arisa… is something bothering you? About your… chest?”

“A-ah, well…”

Her cheeks flushed faintly as she pulled her hand away and adjusted her clothes.

“Just thinking about something.”

“…What about?”

“Whether it’ll actually… you know. What do you think?”

“…That’s a bit of a question.”

Yuzuru gave a wry smile.

“…It looks like there’d be plenty.”

“…Pervert.”

“You asked!?”

As she covered her chest with both hands and glared at him, Yuzuru protested.

She was the one who brought it up—

he’d only answered honestly.

“Ahaha!”

Arisa laughed, clearly amused.

It seemed to be her idea of a joke.

“But I don’t think size really matters. Probably.”

“I know that. …And even if it doesn’t work out, there’s formula. No need to worry.”

“That’s true. I’m not worried.”

“Oh? You’re not?”

“No. I just think it’s strange… that my body could do something like that. That’s all—just conversation.”

So it was just idle chatter.

“Right,” Yuzuru nodded, inwardly relieved.

He was glad she wasn’t actually anxious.

As a man, it wasn’t something he could experience himself, so he couldn’t help but be cautious with topics like this.

“Hehe…”

“…Arisa?”

While he’d been worrying on his own, she simply smiled, amused—

then slipped her arm around his.

Her soft chest pressed against his arm.

“It’ll be your child, Yuzuru-san. I’m sure they’ll love breasts.”

“Please don’t talk about me like I’m a baby.”

“And yet you’ve been staring at mine this whole time.”

“Th-that’s…”

He faltered.

It was true—his gaze had drifted there during the conversation.

But he had his reasons.

“We were talking about them, so it’s only natural. And you started the topic.”

“Making excuses, are we?”

“I’m not—”

“It’s fine. I never said it was wrong.”

Arisa giggled.

Meanwhile, Yuzuru felt just a little annoyed at being teased.

It made him want to get back at her.

“…And what about you?”

“Eh—w-wait…”

Yuzuru slipped his arm around her back.

Normally he’d stop at her shoulder or arm—

but this time, he deliberately went further, touching her chest.

“Ah—!”

His fingers sank slightly as he pulled her closer.

A small sound escaped her lips.

“You like this, don’t you?”

He whispered near her ear.

Her ears flushed red in an instant.

“S-stop that. That’s harassment…!”

“You said it wasn’t wrong earlier.”

“That was just looking. Touching is different.”

“You were the one pressing against me first.”

“I-I wasn’t doing that on purpose…”

She insisted it wasn’t intentional.

That might’ve worked back in their school days—

but Yuzuru knew she wasn’t that innocent anymore.

“How about tonight?”

He murmured into her ear.

Arisa didn’t nod or shake her head.

Instead—

“…I’ll think about it when the time comes.”

“I see.”

Yuzuru withdrew his hand from her back.

The tension left her body as she relaxed—

and in that instant—

“Fuh—”

“Ahh!”

He blew lightly against her ear.

She jolted, letting out a small, cute cry.

“H-hey!”

“I’ll look forward to it.”

At that, Arisa turned her face away.

“…Do as you like.”


      
        Chapter 7

        Evening.

Before the sun set, Yuzuru and Arisa got into the car and began their journey home.

“Arisa, we’ll be on the motorway soon… do you want to switch drivers?”

“No, I’m fine.”

Arisa replied cheerfully.

Unlike the trip there, she was the one behind the wheel on the way back.

“If I don’t drive regularly, I’ll lose the feel for it.”

Without hesitation, she merged onto the motorway.

Then, spotting an opening, she moved into the overtaking lane.

Her speed steadily increased.

“…Drive safely, alright?”

“Just relax—you’re in good hands.”

Arisa answered confidently.

And the speed crept up even further.

“You can sleep if you want. I’ll wake you when we arrive.”

“I’m not that sleepy.”

Arisa wasn’t a bad driver.

If anything, she was quite good.

But she had a tendency to go too fast.

On regular roads, it wasn’t much of an issue—

but on motorways, especially when traffic was light, she’d accelerate beyond what Yuzuru was comfortable with.

Which made it impossible for him to relax.

He kept glancing between the surrounding traffic and the speedometer.

“…Arisa, slow down a bit.”

“Huh!? …Well, if you say so, Yuzuru-san.”

Reluctantly, she eased off the speed.

As the car gradually slowed, Yuzuru quietly let out a breath of relief.

They continued along the motorway without issue.

At this rate, they might even get home earlier than planned—

just as that thought crossed his mind.

—There is congestion ahead.

The navigation system chimed ominously.

And sure enough, as they drove on, the gaps between cars began to shrink…

“Hmm…”

“This is bad.”

They were fully caught in a traffic jam.

Thirty minutes passed—

and the car had barely moved.

“…At this point, walking might be faster.”

“Yeah… we might not get home until the middle of the night.”

After checking traffic updates on his phone, Yuzuru sighed.

Arisa frowned as well.

Few people enjoyed being stuck in traffic.

“Wouldn’t it be faster to take regular roads?”

“Hmm… probably not by much…”

Yuzuru replied while checking alternate routes.

There was still a long way to go.

“Mm… not moving like this is making me sleepy…”

Arisa yawned widely, then pulled out some chewing gum to stay alert.

Watching her, Yuzuru began to feel drowsy too.

“At the next service area…”

He was about to suggest taking a nap—

when an idea struck him.

He quickly checked his phone to see if it was feasible.

Luckily, there seemed to be several options near the next interchange.

“Arisa, your classes tomorrow… they’re in the afternoon, right?”

“Yes, that’s right. …Why?”

“Staying in the car is exhausting… so I was thinking—how about we stay somewhere for the night?”

“Stay? You mean until morning?”

“Yeah.”

By morning, the traffic would likely have cleared.

And since their classes weren’t until the afternoon, leaving in the morning would be fine.

They’d also get proper rest.

…That was only half of Yuzuru’s “idea.”

“If we’re staying somewhere… you mean a business hotel or something?”

“Are there any nearby?”

“Hmm… a business hotel would be fine, but…”

Arisa tilted her head.

Yuzuru, feeling slightly embarrassed, continued—

“…Would you want to try a love hotel?”

“A—love hotel!?”

A faint blush spread across her face.

Despite how long they’d been together, neither of them had ever been to one.

Since they lived together, there’d never really been a reason to.

“Not interested?”

“It’s not that I’m not interested…”

Still facing forward, Arisa spoke, her cheeks lightly flushed.

“But… that means… you know… doing it, doesn’t it?”

“It’s not like there’s a rule that you have to.”

“But if we’re staying there… we wouldn’t not, right?”

“If you’re not in the mood, then we don’t have to.”

For Yuzuru, the curiosity about love hotels wasn’t necessarily tied to anything else.

At his answer, Arisa looked both relieved—

and just a little disappointed.

“…In that case… let’s go. It’s good to have the experience, at least once.”

“Alright, it’s settled. …Take the next interchange.”

“Understood.”

And so, the two of them headed towards their first-ever love hotel.


      
        Chapter 8

        “We should be able to see it soon…”

“Hmm… Ah! Is that it? That castle?”

Where Arisa pointed stood a brightly lit, Western-style castle—

or rather, a building made to look like one.

It was obvious at a glance that this was their destination.

“Probably. The car park… maybe over there?”

Without any trouble, Arisa parked the car.

The two got out and headed towards the entrance.

“…Yuzuru-san, look at that.”

Partway there, Arisa leaned in close and whispered into his ear.

Following where she pointed, he saw a young woman and an older man.

There had to be at least a twenty-year age gap between them.

“That’s… what it looks like, right?”

“…It could be true love, you know.”

You couldn’t judge a relationship just by appearances.

Though, to be fair, Yuzuru was thinking the same thing she was.

Following behind the pair, Yuzuru and Arisa entered the hotel.

The two ahead showed no hesitation as they approached a machine at the front desk.

They operated it, paid, and disappeared into the lift.

“Is that the payment machine?”

“Seems like it…”

With a mix of nerves and curiosity, they approached it.

Following the instructions on the touchscreen, they selected a room.

Once payment was complete, a receipt and a slip with the room number were printed out.

“I wonder how the key works?”

“Hmm… I guess we’ll find out when we get there.”

For now, they headed to their assigned room.

The door wasn’t locked, and they entered without issue.

“It looks like you can lock it from the inside… but there’s no external key.”

“Then we probably shouldn’t leave separately.”

After checking the lock, they took a proper look around the room.

Aside from the slightly pink colour scheme, it looked like a perfectly normal hotel.

“The toilet’s clean too.”

“The bath as well. There are bath additives… and the amenities are quite nice.”

In terms of cleanliness and service, it was no different from a regular hotel.

Both of them quietly felt relieved.

…They’d been a little worried it might not be.

“You can buy drinks from the vending machine. Want anything, Arisa? …Arisa?”

No response.

Yuzuru walked over to where she stood, frozen, staring at something.

“Arisa, what’s wrong?”

“Wah!? W-what is it!?”

When he tapped her shoulder, she jumped.

Yuzuru leaned in to see what she’d been looking at.

“Huh…”

“Ah—um—th-this is…”

It was, unmistakably, an “adult toy.”

Apparently available to borrow for free.

Neither of them had ever used anything like that before.

“Personally… I think things like this in places like this might be a bit questionable hygiene-wise, so probably best not to…”

“I-I know! I was just curious!”

“…So you were curious.”

“I-is that a problem!?”

Arisa glared at him, her brows furrowed.

Though with the blush mixed into her expression, it lacked any real intimidation.

“Well, if you’re curious, we could always buy one when we get home…”

“…I-I’ll think about it.”

She turned her face away shyly as she said it.

“Anyway, Arisa—want to take a shower?”

“That sounds good. …We probably smell a bit.”

She lifted her clothes to her nose.

They had been interacting with animals just a few hours ago.

Both of them still carried a faint animal scent.

“Who’s going first?”

Yuzuru asked casually.

Arisa frowned slightly.

“…Who?”

“Would you rather go together?”

At that, she quickly shook her head.

“Either is fine. …Whichever you prefer, Yuzuru-san.”

“Then let’s go together.”

“…Are you teasing me?”

She shot him a suspicious look.

Yuzuru shrugged and began taking off his clothes.

Arisa watched him intently.

Even after he had fully undressed, she remained standing there, staring blankly.

Yuzuru glanced at her.

“Want me to undress you?”

“…Yes, please.”

“As you wish.”

Just as she asked, Yuzuru carefully removed her clothes.

Soon, neither of them wore a single thing.

“Shall we?”

“Yes…”

Gently guiding Arisa by the shoulder as she shyly covered herself, the two headed into the bathroom.



About thirty minutes later.

After washing up, they sat on the bed.

Both had towels wrapped around themselves, covering what needed to be covered.

“I’m thirsty.”

“Yeah. I’ll grab something. What do you want?”

“Since it’s before bed… mineral water, please.”

Yuzuru bought a bottle and handed it to her.

After drinking about a third, she passed it back.

“Here.”

“Thanks.”

He drank from the same bottle.

At this point, something like an indirect kiss wasn’t worth mentioning.

“Um… Yuzuru-san.”

“Hmm? What is it?”

“Um…”

As he capped the bottle, Arisa fidgeted.

Her gaze wandered aimlessly.

Then, as if forcing a distraction, she clapped her hands lightly.

“O-oh, right. Shall we watch TV?”

She picked up the remote and turned it on.

At the same moment, the screen displayed two naked bodies entangled together.

“Wah!?”

Panicking, Arisa quickly turned it off.

She gave an awkward, embarrassed smile.

“Th-that wasn’t intentional or anything…”

“Arisa.”

Yuzuru called her name, placing a hand under her chin.

“Eh—ah… mm!”

He pulled her into a forceful kiss.

Her eyes widened in surprise, but she soon gave in.

Their tongues intertwined.

“Shall we continue?”

He asked, hooking a finger under her towel.

Arisa gave a small nod.

“…Yes.”

“Then no holding back.”

Yuzuru pulled away her towel and pushed her down onto the bed.

Placing a hand on her chest, he whispered into her ear—

“Remember our promise from earlier?”

“…I don’t.”

She turned her flushed face away.

It was the look she always had when she was lying.

“Then I’ll remind you.”

“…Please do.”

Looking up at him, she answered softly.

And so, a long and sweet night began.


      
        Chapter 9

        The second Monday of January.

Arisa had returned to her family home in the Kanto prefecture.

“Well? What do you think?”

Having finished changing, Arisa asked her family.

The first to answer was Mei.

“Wow! You look absolutely beautiful!!”

At Mei’s honest reaction, Arisa couldn’t help but smile.

She was dressed in a vibrant red furisode.  Furisode — formal long-sleeved kimono worn by young unmarried women.

Yes—today was her Coming of Age ceremony.

A special day for her.

…Strictly speaking, the legal age of adulthood had been lowered to eighteen, but the ceremony itself was still, as usual, held for those turning twenty that year.

“Yeah, it suits you very well.”

Naoki nodded in satisfaction.

He wore the expression of someone who’d just finished a big task.

“You look really beautiful.”

“Is that so?”

Arisa responded plainly to Hiroto’s compliment, then turned to the only one who hadn’t spoken yet—

her stepmother, Amagi Emi.

“What do you think?”

“…It suits you.”

Emi answered with a slightly reluctant expression.

Arisa’s lips curled up faintly at that.

“Well, it was expensive, after all.”

Emi added.

At her attitude, Arisa gave a small wry smile.

“I’m glad to hear that.”



After hearing everyone’s thoughts, Arisa stepped outside.

Before long, a car pulled up in front of her house.

The door opened.

And out stepped her fiancée, dressed in traditional attire.

“Good morning, Arisa. That outfit looks wonderful on you. You’re always cute, but today you look especially beautiful.”

“Hehe… thank you.”

Praised by Yuzuru, Arisa gave the brightest smile she had all day.

“You look great too, Yuzuru-san. Very handsome.”

Yuzuru was wearing a black montsuki haori and hakama.  Montsuki haori hakama — formal traditional men’s attire bearing family crests.

Naturally, it bore the Takasegawa family crest.

“Thanks.”

He smiled happily, then turned to Naoki, who stood beside Arisa.

“Well then, Yuzuru-kun… I’m entrusting Arisa—my daughter—to you.”

“Yes. Of course.”

With that, Yuzuru took Arisa’s hand.

“Come on, get in.”

“Yes!”

Arisa got into the car.

Their destination—the ceremony venue.

The car drove off…

but instead of stopping right at the venue, it parked a short distance away.

“Let’s walk from here.”

“Sounds good.”

Escorted by Yuzuru, Arisa walked for about five minutes.

Even though it was still early, the venue was already crowded.

“Hmm… do I stand out a bit?”

Standing beside her, Yuzuru spoke with a slightly uneasy tone.

Stand out?

Arisa tilted her head.

“What do you mean? Because you’re too handsome?”

It was true—her fiancée stood out in that regard.

His blue eyes alone made him noticeable, as always.

But that was something to be proud of, not embarrassed about.

“No, I mean… everyone else is in Western clothes, right? I’m the only one in traditional wear…”

“…Oh.”

After a moment, Arisa understood.

All the men around them were wearing suits.

Among them, Yuzuru’s haori and hakama did stand out a little.

Meanwhile, all the women were in furisode.

The exact opposite situation.

If Arisa alone were wearing a dress among them, it would feel just as out of place.

“I think it’s better than standing out in a bad way.”

She glanced at people with flashy outfits and hairstyles.

They might think they looked stylish—

but honestly, they just stood out for the wrong reasons.

Compared to that, Yuzuru’s attire was traditional.

If anything, he stood out in a good way.

“But why is it that women mostly wear kimono, while men wear suits?”

“Hmm… cultural norms? Or just habit? Hard to say.”

As they chatted, Arisa suddenly spotted another man in traditional wear.

One of Yuzuru’s kind.

“Yuzuru-san, there’s someone else in traditional clothes. See? It’s not that rare.”

“That does make me feel better—…wait, isn’t that Soichiro?”

“…Oh, you’re right.”

The man turned out to be exactly who Yuzuru thought—

his friend, Satake Soichiro.

And beside him stood a beautiful woman in a vivid blue furisode—

Tachibana Ayaka.

“Huh? Yuzurun! Arisa-chan! Over here, over here!!”

It seemed they’d been spotted too.

Ayaka waved energetically, calling out to them.

((Please don’t shout like that.))

Thinking the same thing, the two hurried over.

“Long time no see, you two! How’ve you been?”

Ayaka greeted them with the enthusiasm of someone meeting after years apart.

Yuzuru and Arisa exchanged wry smiles.

“Yeah, long time no see, Ayaka-chan. It’s been… ten days?”

“For me, about two weeks.”

Yuzuru had seen her around ten days ago for New Year’s greetings.

Arisa had seen her about two weeks ago in a university lecture.

Both Ayaka and Soichiro attended the same university as them.

So it hadn’t been long at all.

“Hey, Yuzurun—you went with traditional wear too! Nice one, Soichiro-kun.”

“Right!? If you’re Japanese, it’s got to be traditional wear!”

Dressed in his own haori and hakama, Soichiro looked delighted as he sought agreement.

“Right?”

As the two of them bonded over it, Arisa suddenly spoke up—

“Isn’t that… Hijiri-san over there?”

“Oh, you’re right! Hijiriiin! Over here!!”

Ayaka called out loudly again.

The young man she called looked around in surprise—

then spotted them and jogged over.

“You’re too loud.”

That was the first thing he said, clearly embarrassed.

Ayaka simply smiled, unfazed.

“…What are you wearing?”

Yuzuru and Soichiro frowned, criticising him at once.

Caught off guard, Hijiri blinked and looked down at himself.

“Huh? …Is something wrong?”

There was nothing wrong.

He was dressed in a perfectly stylish suit.

“Why aren’t you wearing traditional clothes!?”

“Have you no pride as a Japanese man!?”

“…Did we ever agree to match?”

At his confused question, the two nodded in unison.

“No, but we’re best friends, right?”

“Then you should’ve known without being told.”

“I’m not your boyfriend.”

Hijiri replied flatly.

Then the three of them burst out laughing together.

Watching the close-knit trio, Arisa and Ayaka exchanged glances.

“If only Chiharu-chan and Tenka-chan were here too…”

“It can’t be helped… they’re in Kyoto, after all.”

Chiharu and Tenka both had their family homes in Kyoto.

So they were attending their ceremony there.

It was a shame they couldn’t all be together—

just as that thought crossed their minds, all five of their phones buzzed at once.

They checked them simultaneously.

It was a message from Chiharu.


Heeey, boyfriend! Are you watching!? Right now, Nagiri Tenka-chan is in my arms!!



Attached was a photo of the two of them together.

Chiharu wore a beaming grin, while Tenka looked slightly bashful.

Both were dressed in beautiful furisode.

“…I’m glad to see she hasn’t changed.”

Arisa said with a smile.


      
        Chapter 10

        That night, after the Coming of Age ceremony.

“Huh? Yuzurun—come to think of it, where’s Arisa-chan?”

Dressed in a gown, Ayaka asked Yuzuru.

They were at a restaurant in a hotel.

They’d come to attend a reunion.

“Arisa didn’t go to our middle school, remember?”

Though it was a reunion, it was specifically for their middle school.

The only ones who had attended the same one as Yuzuru were Ayaka and Soichiro.

“Oh… right, that’s true. I guess it just feels like she did, since we’ve all been together from high school through uni.”

Ayaka said this while holding a glass of wine.

She already seemed a bit tipsy.

“So what’s Arisa-san up to, then?”

Soichiro asked, and Yuzuru answered—

“She’s at her own middle school reunion.”

At that, Ayaka nudged him with her elbow.

“Huh? You’re okay with leaving her on her own? She’s cute and sexy—you know guys won’t leave her alone.”

“It’s just a reunion. It’ll be fine…”

Arisa herself didn’t seem particularly attached to her middle school days—

but since it was a once-in-a-lifetime thing, she’d been willing to go.

And if she wanted to go, Yuzuru wasn’t going to stop her.

“But seriously, is she alright? She’s not great with alcohol, is she?”

Soichiro asked.

Yuzuru nodded slightly.

“I told her not to drink at all.”

That had been his main concern.

If she got carried away, drank too much, and lost control…

Thinking about it still made him uneasy.

“Huh. Is that why you’ve only been drinking orange juice and oolong tea?”

“Yeah. The deal was that I’d pick her up by car.”

Arisa liked alcohol, so she hadn’t been happy about being told not to drink.

Her condition had been—

“Then you have to come pick me up.”

In other words:

If I have to hold back, so do you.

“I see… So you’re picking her up in the car you came in?”

“Yeah. Why?”

Ayaka grinned mischievously.

Yuzuru and Soichiro exchanged glances.



Around the same time—

“So, Yukishiro-san, where are you these days?”

“I’m currently at—university…”

“Oh really? What a coincidence! I’m at a university nearby—”

“I see…”

Arisa was surrounded by former male classmates.

Not exactly surrounded—

but more like they’d naturally gathered around her.

(He didn’t used to come across this flashy…)

She half-listened to one of them talking, thinking to herself.

Back then, he’d worn glasses and had an unfashionable haircut.

Now he had contacts and dyed brown hair.

(People really do change… it’s kind of interesting.)

Some girls who had been plain had become glamorous.

Some boys who had been unimpressive had grown into handsome men.

And others—once the centre of attention—had become ordinary, in a less flattering way.

Of course, some hadn’t changed much at all.

Just seeing those changes made coming worthwhile.

Though, of course, it wasn’t all positive.

(I wonder when this conversation is going to end…)

She nodded along while inwardly sighing.

Every now and then, his gaze drifted towards her chest.

Her dress was somewhat revealing, so she didn’t take particular offence.

She’d been hit on plenty since starting university.

(But… do they not notice my ring? Or are they choosing to ignore it?)

Most men noticed the ring on her left hand and backed off quickly.

At least, that had been her experience at university.

“Since we’re here, want to exchange contact details?”

“Ah, um…”

“Yukishiro-san, long time no see.”

A voice cut in from the side.

Turning, she saw a man standing there.

Not particularly handsome—

but neat and presentable.

“Hey, I was in the middle of—”

“How are things going with your fiancé?”

Ignoring the man who’d been hitting on her, he spoke directly to Arisa.

The way he said it made it sound like he knew Yuzuru.

No—he did.

At last, the name clicked in her mind.

Kobayashi Shouta.

She remembered now—there had been some kind of incident when she’d gone shopping with Yuzuru and Ayumi.

The details were fuzzy, though.

“It’s been a while. …Yes, we attend the same university. We plan to get married after graduation.”

As she said it, she raised her left hand, showing her engagement ring.

Only then did the man who’d been hitting on her realise.

His expression twisted in irritation as he left.

“Want to talk somewhere else?”

“Sure, I don’t mind.”

They moved away.

After that exchange, they’d drawn some attention, so it was good timing.

“Thank you. That helped.”

Arisa expressed her gratitude.

Shouta hadn’t interrupted thoughtlessly—

he’d read the situation and stepped in to help.

“It’s nothing worth thanking me for. I just pointed it out. Honestly, not noticing is the strange part.”

He said it with a wry smile.

From his perspective, he’d only stated the obvious—

something even a child could figure out by looking at her left hand.

“You’re the first person who actually stepped in to help, though.”

Others had noticed, but kept their distance.

Either intimidated by the situation or unwilling to get involved.

“Ah… yeah, I suppose so…”

He scratched his cheek awkwardly.

In truth, it wasn’t pure kindness.

Watching it had been embarrassing.

That man—failing to notice the ring—reminded him of his past self.

He couldn’t bear to watch.

“…So, what are you doing these days?”

“I’m at a university in Kansai…”

They exchanged updates—

where they lived, what they were doing now.

“…But it really does seem like things are going well with your fiancé.”

“Yes… I suppose they are. …Is it that obvious?”

“You look happy when you talk about him.”

At that, Arisa covered her mouth shyly.

Seeing that, Shouta let out an exaggerated sigh, placing a hand on his forehead.

“To be honest… I kind of hoped things weren’t going well.”

“…What do you mean?”

Caught off guard, Arisa tilted her head.

Shouta looked at her and said—

“I liked you.”

“…What?”

Her eyes widened in shock.

“…Really?”

She had never even considered the possibility.

Seeing her reaction, he gave a slightly complicated smile.

“Yeah… was that really so surprising?”

“I never imagined it.”

“I… see.”

“…I’m sorry.”

He waved his hand to stop her apology.

“It’s all in the past.”

He said it with a light, refreshed smile.



Around eight in the evening, the reunion came to an end.

As Arisa waited at their meeting spot…

“Hey, Yukishiro-san. Got any plans after this?”

The same guy from earlier approached her again.

Apparently, he hadn’t given up.

“I’m going home.”

Her tone made it clear—

Not with you.

“So no plans then—perfect. I was thinking of heading to an after-party. Want to come?”

He’d taken “going home” to mean “no plans.”

Arisa frowned slightly.

“Do I really have to spell it out?”

“Sorry, I have plans.”

At that, he looked displeased—

then quickly forced a smile.

“I see. Then how about I walk you part of the way? It’s not safe for a woman alone at night…”

“No, thank you.”

If anything, it’s less safe with you, she thought.

“Come on, don’t be shy—”

He reached out towards her.

“Enough—!”

Just as she raised her voice to firmly refuse—

“Arisa.”

A clear, composed voice called out.

Looking up, she saw a car pulled up nearby.

It had an older design—

but it gleamed like new, impeccably maintained.

The kind of high-end car that made others hesitate to park anywhere near it.

“I’m here to pick you up.”

“Yuzuru-san!”

Her face lit up instantly as she ran towards it.

Clack—the door unlocked.

She opened it and got in.

“You’re late!!”

“The traffic was bad…”

“No excuses.”

“Alright, alright. …Want me to make it up to you somehow?”

“Then give me a kiss.”

“Sure—when we get home.”

“Not now?”

“It’s dangerous while I’m driving…”

Chatting like that, the two of them drove off—

leaving the stunned man behind.

“…Yeah. No chance.”

Watching from nearby, Shouta—who’d been about to step in again—muttered with a wry smile.


      
        Chapter 11

        A few days after the Coming of Age ceremony—

there was a high school reunion.

Soichiro and Ayaka were there, of course, along with Hijiri, Chiharu, and Tenka.

Naturally, Yuzuru and Arisa attended as well.

The standing-style reunion at a high-end hotel progressed peacefully…

“Yuzuru-san, give me a piggyback. I can’t walk.”

“Don’t lie… you’re walking just fine.”

“Nooo, I don’t wanna—”

Arisa was completely drunk.

Yuzuru looked utterly at a loss as she whined.

Arisa had a low tolerance and got drunk easily—

but once she was drunk, it lasted.

She could get completely plastered, yet never actually pass out.

In other words—

she was a handful.

“So, where are we going for the after-party?”

That was Ayaka, clearly assuming everyone would go.

She had a high tolerance.

She’d been drinking plenty already, but still looked unsatisfied.

“That sounds great! Let’s go, let’s go!!”

Chiharu shouted, clinging to Soichiro’s shoulder.

As far as Yuzuru remembered, she hadn’t even drunk that much—

yet she was already tipsy.

Very much Arisa’s type.

“I won’t be drinking, but I’ll come along.”

That was Soichiro, supporting Chiharu.

He could drink, but didn’t like to drink much.

At the reunion, he’d only had one beer out of courtesy.

“I can’t drink, but I’ll join if that’s alright.”

That was Tenka.

She simply didn’t drink at all—hadn’t touched a drop the whole evening.

“I’m done with alcohol too… but I could still eat.”

That was Hijiri.

He could drink, but not much.

He’d had a few drinks, but already looked worn out.

He liked alcohol, which made it all the more frustrating for him.

“I’m going too! I’m coming!!”

Arisa raised one hand energetically.

As mentioned—

she was the type who drank a lot despite being weak.

“You promise you’ll take it easy?”

“I will, I will!”

She nodded rapidly.

Hardly the most reliable promise—

but as long as Yuzuru kept an eye on her, it would be fine.

More than anything, it was a reunion.

Opportunities like this would only become rarer.

“Alright, we’ll go too.”

Yuzuru told Ayaka.

Incidentally, Yuzuru had a strong tolerance.

He considered himself about on par with Ayaka—and he enjoyed drinking too.

Though with Arisa to look after—and after telling her to hold back—he couldn’t really drink much tonight.

“Somewhere with good food and plenty of soft drinks, maybe? …How about this place?”

Ayaka showed them her phone.

It looked like a well-rated izakaya.  Japanese-style pub serving food and drinks.

“I’m fine with that.”

“Me too!”

Yuzuru agreed, and Arisa followed immediately—without even looking.

After confirming everyone else was fine with it, Ayaka led the way.

They arrived in about ten minutes.

The place was clean and stylish.

“Alright, Arisa—sit properly.”

“I am sitting.”

“That’s my lap. The chair’s over here.”

“Is that not allowed?”

“It’s not.”

After some effort, Yuzuru got her to sit beside him.

Though she pouted briefly, she soon leaned happily against him.

Her soft chest pressed against his arm.

“Arisa… people are watching…”

“It’s fiiine…”

Yuzuru sighed.

Then lightly glared at Ayaka and the others, who were watching with amused grins.

“What? It’s not a show.”

“Hey, we’re not saying anything. Just thinking you two are as lovey-dovey as ever. What are you drinking?”

Ayaka handed over a menu.

Yuzuru glanced at it, then showed it to Arisa, who was rubbing her cheek against his arm.

“Here, what do you want?”

“I’ll have whatever you recommend.”

“Alright—two glasses of water for now.”

“Ehh!?”

“No ‘ehh.’ You need some water.”

“But—”

“Drink one glass, then you can order something.”

Somehow, he managed to convince her.

Before long, their drinks and appetisers arrived.

“Here, Arisa—drink this.”

“Mhm…”

She downed the water in one go.

Apparently, she’d been thirstier than she thought.

Then she looked at him again.

“Can I order alcohol now?”

“Yeah. What do you want?”

“Your recommendation. …Something alcoholic.”

“Alright, alright.”

When the next round of food arrived, Yuzuru ordered the weakest-looking drink on the menu.

Arisa looked a little dissatisfied—

but after one sip, her mood brightened immediately.

It was probably the sweetness.

“Arisa-san is as cute as ever. Makes me want to take her home.”

“She’s mine, so no.”

As Chiharu grinned, Yuzuru pulled Arisa closer protectively.

Arisa, in turn, smiled happily and said—

“I belong to Yuzuru-san.”


      
        Chapter 12

        “By the way, Arisa-san—what are you planning to do in the future?”

“Fueh?”

At Tenka’s question, Arisa responded with a blank, tipsy look.

Among the seven of them, she was the only one whose path wasn’t set.

Tenka and Chiharu, as well as Yuzuru and Ayaka, would naturally inherit their families’ businesses.

Soichiro was set to marry into Ayaka’s family, so he would join a company affiliated with the Tachibana family.

Hijiri wasn’t in line to inherit anything, but even if he eventually struck out on his own, he would likely start off at a company connected to the Ryouzenji family—just like Soichiro.

So then—what about Arisa?

“I’m going to be Yuzuru-san’s bride.”

She answered as if it were the most obvious thing in the world—

then buried her face into Yuzuru’s chest, clinging to him.

“Ah—right, sure. I meant… like, work. Are you planning to get a job? …Or be a housewife?”

Tenka asked with a wry smile.

Given Yuzuru’s future income, Arisa wouldn’t really need to work.

Focusing on housework and raising children was a perfectly valid option.

In fact, among the Takasegawa family, there were probably quite a few who would welcome that.

…There were still plenty of old-fashioned relatives who believed women should stay at home.

“Hmm… I’m not planning to be a housewife.”

Even drunk, her answer was clear.

Her resolve was firm.

“I want my own money.”

“That’s fair.”

Tenka nodded in agreement.

Money earned within a marriage belonged to both partners.

So technically, Yuzuru’s income would also be Arisa’s—

but emotionally, money you earned yourself felt easier to spend.

At least, that was how Arisa saw it.

“Then you’ll get a job? With a Takasegawa-affiliated company? Or help with your father’s business?”

If she were to work, those were the most likely options.

Either a company tied to the Takasegawa family—

or one under the Amagi family.

Though in a broader sense, they were essentially the same.

“Hmm… if it’s between those two, I’d probably go with my father’s company, but…”

“…You’re considering something else?”

Tenka tilted her head.

Joining an unrelated private company wasn’t really realistic.

The Takasegawa family had too much influence—

it would just create unnecessary complications.

Other options would be becoming a civil servant—

or starting her own business.

“I’ve been really enjoying what I’m studying… so I’m thinking I might want to go into research.”

“Oh? That’s a bit unexpected.”

Tenka looked slightly surprised—

but quickly smiled.

“Do your best.”

“Mm… well, it’s still a long way off…”

Arisa trailed off, sounding slightly uncertain.

Then, as if it were her turn, she looked at Tenka and asked—

“So, when are you and Hijiri-san getting together?”

Tenka—and Hijiri, whose name had just been dragged into it—both froze, mouths agape.

“W-what are you saying!? Out of nowhere!?”

“I have no idea what you mean!!”

After that, the after-party descended into chaos.



Afterwards, they headed to karaoke for a third round—

singing and drinking late into the night before finally parting ways.

“Come on, Arisa—stay with me…”

“Mm… I’m sleepy…”

She replied in a hoarse voice.

Between the alcohol and all the singing, her throat was completely shot.

Her unsteady steps were likely a mix of too much alcohol—

and simple exhaustion from the late hour.

“Hehe… it’s been a while since you walked me home like this.”

“Ah… yeah, it has.”

Yuzuru smiled wryly.

Normally, they lived together in an flat near their university—

but during winter break, they had both returned to their family homes.

The last time he’d walked her home like this had been back in high school.

“I’m glad Tenka-san and Chiharu-san haven’t really changed…”

“Hmm… well, I don’t know if that’s entirely a good thing…”

Yuzuru recalled Chiharu constantly trying to grope Arisa and Tenka whenever she got the chance.

“Not changed” might really mean “hasn’t grown up.”

“By the way, Arisa.”

“Mm… what is it?”

“You mentioned research earlier… are you aiming to become a university professor or something?”

Yuzuru asked.

Truth be told, what she’d said earlier was news to him too.

He’d assumed she’d join a company connected to his family.

“Something like that… is that a problem?”

“No, not at all. I just didn’t realise you liked studying that much.”

Her grades were excellent.

Her reports were always highly rated.

Still, she hadn’t seemed passionate enough to pursue an academic path.

“I do like it.”

“…I see.”

It was the first time he’d heard that.

Seeing his slightly conflicted expression, Arisa smiled.

“But more than that… I think I want to discover something on my own.”

“…Meaning?”

“I want to achieve something with my own abilities… in something I’m good at.”

“I get it.”

Yuzuru nodded.

Getting a job through his connections would be easy—

but Arisa wanted to accomplish something through her own efforts.

Right now, the field she enjoyed, was interested in, and excelled at—

was simply the path she wanted to pursue.

“Does that sound too shallow?”

“I think that’s how it is for most people.”

Because they’re good at it.

Because it seems easy.

Because they kind of like it.

Because their parents did it.

Most people’s reasons for choosing a career were that simple.

It was rarer to have some grand, dramatic motivation.

“I’m rooting for you.”

“Thank you.”

Arisa smiled warmly.


      
        Chapter 13

        A year and three months after the Coming of Age ceremony—

Yuzuru and Arisa had advanced to their fourth year of university.

That day, the two of them were studying at a family restaurant near campus.

“Phew…”

Yuzuru let out a small sigh and stretched.

Seeing that, Arisa set her pen down as well.

“Taking a break?”

“Yeah. …I was thinking of grabbing a drink—do you want anything?”

“Then, iced tea please.”

Yuzuru stood up, partly to refresh himself, and went to the drink bar.

He poured himself an iced coffee and got an iced tea for Arisa.

When he returned, she was looking at the menu.

“Thinking of ordering something?”

“Yes. I’m a bit hungry… just something light. Is there anything you’d like, Yuzuru-san? I was thinking of getting some chips.”

“Nothing in particular. …I’ll just steal some of yours.”

“Alright.”

Arisa tapped the screen and ordered chips.

Then she took a sip of her iced tea, smiling softly.

Yuzuru asked—

“How’s your studying going?”

“I think it’s going well. If it’s like previous years, I should pass without any problems. …What about you, Yuzuru-san?”

“Same here—if it follows past exams, I should be fine. …The oral exam might be the tricky part.”

“That one’s just something we’ll have to deal with when it comes…”

After graduating, both of them were aiming for graduate school.

Arisa—for her own future.

Yuzuru—not out of academic interest, but because his father had told him, “A master’s degree adds prestige.”

If all went well, they would be attending graduate school in America.

“By the way, Arisa… about the wedding.”

“Yes.”

At his words, Arisa straightened her posture.

They had already decided to get married after graduating.

That time was approaching.

“It might be a bit early to plan, but… what about holding it after I finish grad school, before I start working?”

“I think that sounds good.”

She nodded.

A wedding required a lot of preparation.

If they waited until after he started working, it might be hard to find the time—or the mental space.

From that perspective, the period after completing his master’s, but before starting work, would be ideal.

…They could also do it right after graduation during spring break—

but having the groom not yet employed wasn’t ideal.

“What about the honeymoon… as well?”

“Yeah. It’ll be harder to take time off once I’m working.”

Yuzuru nodded.

For something like a honeymoon, having enough time was important.

“What about the marriage registration? Before or after?”

“Either is fine, but… it’s probably better not to leave too much time between them.”

A wedding was also a formal announcement.

For the Takasegawa family and their associates, it signified that the heir was properly married—

that the next generation was secure.

So ideally, registration and the ceremony would happen close together.

Otherwise, people might start talking.

“Then let’s register first. …No particular reason, just how I feel.”

“Alright. Let’s do that.”

For Yuzuru—or rather, for the Takasegawa family—that was actually more convenient.

It reassured the guests.

Personally, Yuzuru didn’t care about the legal order—

as long as he could be with Arisa.

“As for the wedding itself… um, the Takasegawa family traditionally does Protestant ceremonies, right?”

“Yeah, more or less. It’s less about tradition and more about connections.”

“Connections?”

“It’s like… strengthening ties by sharing events like weddings and funerals.”

He said it with a wry smile.

Many within the Takasegawa circle identified as Protestant.

Some were devout, others had barely read the Bible—

but they all shared the same outward identity.

By sharing the same experiences and values, they built bonds beyond money or blood.

If that disappeared, things wouldn’t collapse overnight—

but it might cause unease.

And if it might, then better not to risk it.

That was what his father and grandfather had gently impressed upon him.

“I think it’s something we should really decide together, but…”

“That’s alright. When I think of weddings, I think of a white dress.”

Arisa smiled.

For her, a wedding meant a pure white wedding dress.

The traditions and obligations felt a bit stiff—

but a formal ceremony had its own charm.

It would still become a meaningful memory.

“And… we can have a second one too, right?”

She remembered hearing that Yuzuru’s parents had held three ceremonies.

And that she could have multiple as well—

with more freedom after the first.

Most people wouldn’t, due to cost—

but she could.

There was little to complain about.

“Of course. …Do you want a second one?”

“Hmm… I’m not sure yet. I might be satisfied with just one…”

The first ceremony would be led by the Takasegawa family, so her wishes might not be fully reflected.

But that didn’t mean it would be bad.

She might end up satisfied anyway.

“You don’t have to stick to a ‘second one.’ Just tell me what kind of wedding you want.”

“Hmm… well…”

She thought for a moment, then answered a bit shyly—

“Since it’s our wedding… I don’t want it to just be tiring from greeting people. I want to actually enjoy it. I want to spend a happy time with you… and our friends.”

“I see… yeah. That makes sense.”

Hearing her honest feelings, Yuzuru felt a small pang of guilt.

That wish might not come true for the first ceremony.

The Takasegawa family would likely insist on something grand.

“I don’t need multiple ceremonies. But the reception… or party—I want that to be a happy memory.”

“Got it. I’ll remember that.”

To make it truly enjoyable—

it would probably need to be just family and close friends.

No unfamiliar faces.

As Yuzuru thought that over—

“By the way, what about you, Yuzuru-san?”

Arisa asked.

“My preference?”

“Yes. It’s our wedding, after all.”

“I see… that’s true.”

Honestly, Yuzuru didn’t care much about weddings themselves.

He didn’t feel strongly about having one at all.

Even just commemorative photos would be enough.

But saying that outright felt wrong.

“Well… I do want to see you in a wedding dress. And I like the idea of a relaxed ceremony with just family.”

“That’s the same as me. Anything else?”

“…There is something, but…”

If anything—

he wanted to see her in as many different wedding dresses as possible.

A-line, princess, mermaid…

He wanted to etch every version of her into his memory.

But that wasn’t really an answer to her question.

Then, suddenly, something occurred to him.

“I’d like to see you in shiromuku as well.”  Shiromuku — traditional all-white bridal kimono worn in Shinto ceremonies

“Shiromuku?”

“Yeah… maybe a Shinto ceremony. What do you think?”

Arisa nodded eagerly.

“I’d like that too. I’m interested. …But inviting people multiple times might not be ideal.”

She smiled wryly.

Twice might be understandable—

but a third time would be pushing it.

“Maybe we don’t have to invite people. Just the ceremony… and photos. Only invite those who really want to come.”

“For just the two of us… that could be nice too.”

Then suddenly—

“Ah!”

She clapped her hands.

“What is it?”

“If it’s a shrine, Chiharu-san is there, right? We could do it at her family’s shrine—oh… but aren’t the Takasegawa and Uenishi families not on good terms?”

She trailed off, shoulders drooping.

But Yuzuru shook his head.

“No, it should be fine—as long as it’s just us.”

“Really?”

“We can frame it as a personal connection.”

If it were official family cooperation, it would be an issue.

But as individuals, it wasn’t a problem.

“But wouldn’t people object?”

“Actually, it might help improve relations. They might pretend to object, though.”

The two families didn’t get along—

but in truth, they wanted to.

“This could show our generation gets along. It might even set a good precedent. Sure, some old-timers might complain, but… long-term, better relations are obviously beneficial. Ignoring those who can’t see the bigger picture—”

He stopped himself mid-sentence, covering his mouth.

His expression tightened.

“Something wrong?”

“…Sorry. This is supposed to be our wedding, but I started talking about family politics…”

That wasn’t fair to her.

“I don’t think that’s wrong. Family matters are important too.”

“Still…”

“We’re going to be husband and wife. Not just partners—family. Thinking about the future… even for our children—it’s only natural.”

“…Thank you. That helps.”

“…But just so you know—I come first, alright? Make me your top priority.”

She said it shyly, fidgeting.

Yuzuru smiled.

“Of course. That goes without saying.”

They both laughed.

“That said, it depends on Chiharu’s situation too. Let’s put the shrine ceremony idea on hold for now.”

“Agreed. For now… let’s focus on studying.”

“Yeah… we got carried away.”

Realising their “break” had gone on far too long,

the two returned to their studies.


      
        Chapter 14

        Yuzuru and Arisa successfully enrolled in graduate school in America.

At first, the unfamiliar land, language, and culture threw them off—

but both of them adapted quickly.

Time flew by, and now only about six months remained until graduation.

They had begun working on their master’s theses.

“How’s it going for you, Arisa?”

They were in their flat near the university.

Yuzuru asked as Arisa read through a book.

“Not well at all… I’ve gone through most of the materials available at the university, but it’s not enough, so I’ll probably need to request documents from other universities.”

“I-I see…”

Hearing that, Yuzuru felt his heart start pounding.

Not from excitement—

but from the creeping anxiety that his own progress might be far too slow.

“What about you, Yuzuru-san?”

“W-well… I’ve at least narrowed down the materials I’ll be using…?”

In truth, he hadn’t even properly finished gathering sources yet.

He was still in the process of searching.

Actually reading them would come later.

“I’m hardly in a position to talk, but… make sure you graduate properly.”

“I know, I know…”

He nodded repeatedly at her warning.

Seeing that, Arisa grew slightly uneasy.

“It’s not just your thesis—your credits are fine too, right? You haven’t finished them all yet, have you?”

Arisa had already completed all her required credits, aside from those only available in the second year.

Yuzuru, however, still had a few left.

“I’ll finish them this term, so don’t worry.”

“Really? …Don’t tell me you forgot to register for a required course.”

“I’m not that careless. …You’re one to talk—you forgot to register once back in undergrad. Are you sure you’re fine?”

“Don’t make me anxious… I’ve checked ten times already.”

Even as she said that, she pulled out her phone.

Apparently, she’d grown uneasy again.

She logged into the university portal and checked her credits.

“…It’s fine. Look—see? Everything’s fine, right?”

“Hm? Arisa, this credit…”

“Eh—what? Is something wrong?”

Her face paled at his quiet muttering.

Yuzuru looked at her seriously—

“Just kidding—ow!”

Smack!

Arisa struck him sharply on the head.

“Don’t tease me.”

She puffed her cheeks and turned away.

“Sorry, sorry.”

“…If ‘sorry’ was enough, we wouldn’t need the police.”

“I’ll do anything to make it up to you.”

“…Anything?”

“Yeah, anything.”

“Then tonight…”

Her cheeks flushed slightly as she leaned in to whisper—

but before she could, Yuzuru’s phone vibrated.

A call.

“Ah—sorry. I’ll just take this.”

“Ah, okay…”

He stepped away.

Left hanging like that, Arisa felt a lingering frustration as she waited.

Yuzuru returned about fifteen minutes later.

“That took a while. Who was it?”

“Ayaka-chan. …She was asking how my thesis is going.”

Ayaka was also in graduate school—

though in the UK rather than America.

Their timelines were roughly the same.

“Oh? And how is she doing?”

“She hasn’t even decided on a topic yet.”

“…As expected of her—thinking big.”

“She’s just unplanned.”

Yuzuru shrugged lightly.

Unplanned.

The moment she heard that word, something clicked in Arisa’s mind.

“Speaking of which, Yuzuru-san—how’s the wedding coming along?”

“Eh—th-the wedding!?”

He flinched.

That reaction made Arisa pause.

“Preparations are going smoothly…”

The venue was already booked, and the date set.

Right now, they were working on the guest list—

though that was mostly being handled by Yuzuru’s father and grandfather.

Focus on your thesis.

Don’t embarrass us by failing to graduate.

He’d been given that very clear instruction.

As for his job—

that was already decided.

A well-known company in America.

Not one under the Takasegawa group.

Starting with connections alone would cause friction—and wouldn’t help him grow.

His family wanted him to gain experience first.

Arisa, meanwhile, planned to continue on to a doctoral programme.

“I was wondering if Chiharu-san had given a positive reply.”

“Oh—that. Yeah, as long as it’s on a personal basis and not as a family matter, it’s fine.”

Chiharu was in Japan, attending graduate school while also helping at her family’s shrine.

They didn’t see her often these days—

but they kept in touch regularly.

“…That? Is there something else?”

“Eh? N-no, nothing.”

“Lately, Yuzuru-san… you’ve been acting a bit secretive, haven’t you?”

He looked away, far too obviously.

“…Well, I won’t press it. Just make sure you graduate properly. It would be far too embarrassing if the groom failed, had to repeat a year, and lost his job offer before the wedding.”

“Of course.”

Hearing her echo his father and grandfather’s words,

Yuzuru nodded solemnly.


      
        Chapter 15

        Arisa progressed smoothly.

Yuzuru, barely making it in time, managed to submit his master’s thesis.

Both were accepted without issue—

and the two of them graduated.

There were about two months before Yuzuru’s job began and Arisa advanced to her next stage.

For them, it might be the last long holiday of their lives.

For their wedding—and their honeymoon—

they returned to Japan.

“I’m home.”

“Welcome back.”

As soon as Yuzuru stepped into his family home, his mother, Ayu, greeted him.

She smiled warmly.

It hadn’t been years—they had seen each other six months ago—

but she was clearly happy to see her son again.

“Huh? Where are Grandma and Ayumi?”

Normally, his grandmother and younger sister would be there too.

Ayumi was in university now and usually lived away, but she should have been back for summer break.

And his grandmother was almost always home.

Ayu answered his question.

“Your grandmother’s at the hospital. Ayumi went with her.”

“The hospital…? What—something serious!?”

“It’s just a slipped back. Nothing life-threatening.”

“Oh… good.”

Yuzuru let out a sigh of relief.

Both his grandparents were still alive, still relatively healthy, and sharp-minded—

but their age made him uneasy whenever he returned home.

“Dad’s at work, I guess. Is Grandpa here?”

“He’s in the annex.”

Yuzuru headed across the corridor to the separate building to greet his grandfather.

He checked room after room until—

“Ah, Grandpa.”

“Hmm, Yuzuru.”

In the fourth room, he finally found him.

Takasegawa Sogen—the former head of the family—

was dressed casually in a tank top and shorts.

He had earphones in and was running on a treadmill.

No need to ask if he was doing well—he clearly was.

“I’m back. …Bad timing?”

“Welcome back. …Give me one more kilometer.”

“Sure. Take your time. I’ll go change.”

“Alright.”

After greeting him, Yuzuru returned to the main house and changed into traditional clothing.

As he sipped tea prepared by a house attendant, he heard noise at the entrance.

Voices—his grandmother and sister.

They were back.

“We’re home.”

“Welcome back.”

Yuzuru greeted them.

Both widened their eyes when they saw him.

“Big brother!”

“Yuzuru!”

His younger sister Ayumi looked quite different from six months ago—

her hair was now pink.

(It was blue last time.)

She seemed to be enjoying university life thoroughly.

Supporting her was their grandmother, Chiwako.

Despite the slipped back, her complexion looked fine.

“Welcome home.”

“When did you get back?”

“Just now.”

Yuzuru took the bag Ayumi was carrying.

Chiwako removed her shoes with Ayumi’s help and stepped inside.

“How’s your back?”

“It hurts… but it’s not the first time.”

She was telling him not to worry.

“Seriously, you should’ve seen her,” Ayumi said. “She tried to bench press at her age! Tell her something, will you?”

“Bench press…?”

Yuzuru couldn’t help but smile wryly.

His grandfather on the treadmill flashed through his mind.

Apparently, gym training was trending among the elderly couple.

“Taking care of your health is good, but don’t overdo it…”

“I know. I can’t die before seeing my great-grandchild.”

At that, Yuzuru and Ayumi both looked away.



Three hours later—

Yuzuru’s father, Kazuya, returned home, and the family gathered for dinner.

All together, for the first time in a while.

“Things going well with Arisa?”

“Of course.”

Yuzuru nodded firmly.

With the wedding just around the corner, anything else would be a problem.

“But you know, Yuzuru,” Ayu added, “girls can get anxious before a wedding. Make sure you support her.”

“I know.”

He answered firmly.

Recently, his mother had been lecturing him more whenever he came home.

Probably age, he thought—somewhat rudely.

“Still… Yuzuru getting married already… You used to be so small.”

Chiwako spoke nostalgically.

Sogen nodded in agreement—

then glanced at Ayumi.

“That hair… I think you understand without me saying—”

“Yeah, yeah, I’ll dye it black. I’m not so clueless that I’d show up to my brother’s wedding with hair that outshines the bride.”

Ayumi huffed lightly, twirling her pink hair.

She was probably used to being scolded about it.

“Pfft…”

“What? What’s funny, big brother?”

“Nothing.”

Yuzuru shrugged under her glare.

Soon, Arisa would join this family circle.

Thinking that—

he felt quietly, deeply happy.


      
        Chapter 16

        The day before the wedding—

Yuzuru was visiting Arisa’s family home.

At the table sat Yuzuru and Arisa,

with Naoki Amagi and Emi Amagi seated across from them.

“Then, please sign here.”

Yuzuru said as he handed over a document.

It was the marriage registration form.

All necessary fields for both him and Arisa had already been filled in.

Yuzuru’s father had signed as a witness.

All that remained was for Arisa’s adoptive father to sign.

“I-I’ve got this…”

Despite his stern expression, Naoki’s hand trembled slightly as he wrote his name and address.

If he made a mistake, they’d have to redo the form, so the pressure was on.

(Though they had prepared spare copies just in case.)

“…There. That should do it.”

After stamping it, Naoki handed the form back.

Yuzuru checked it, then bowed deeply.

“Thank you very much. I will take your daughter’s hand in marriage.”

“…I’m entrusting her to you.”

Naoki bowed as well, his expression solemn.

“Naoki-san, Emi-san… thank you for everything.”

Arisa also bowed deeply.

Naoki nodded, looking on the verge of tears.

Emi, meanwhile, wore a somewhat complicated expression.

(…Have they made peace?)

Emi had once abused Arisa.

Though Arisa had never said it outright, Yuzuru had long suspected it.

Arisa spoke about Naoki sometimes—

but almost never about Emi.

She had been someone Arisa didn’t want to talk about.

Yet today, while there was some awkwardness, there was no hostility between them.

At least, that’s how it looked to Yuzuru.

(Well… either way is fine.)

If Arisa had sorted out her feelings, that was enough.

And if she hadn’t—

it wasn’t something he should interfere with.

This was her issue to face.

“Now then, about tomorrow’s schedule…”

After a final discussion about the wedding arrangements,

the two left the Amagi household.



After that, they went to a cemetery.

“It should be around here… ah, there it is.”

Arisa stopped in front of a grave marked:

The Yukishiro Family Grave.

“…I should have come sooner.”

She murmured, almost regretfully.

Then, as if making excuses—

“To be honest, it never felt real. When I was younger, I thought coming here would make it real… so I kept putting it off. And over time, my memories faded… Part of me even thought maybe I didn’t need to come at all… That’s pretty unfilial, isn’t it? If you hadn’t said anything, Yuzuru-san… I probably never would have come.”

“…”

Was she speaking to him—

or to the parents resting before her?

Unable to tell, Yuzuru chose to stay silent.

But the atmosphere was getting too heavy.

“Well… you came today, so that’s what matters, right? The grave is well maintained, too…”

He offered a slightly forced bit of reassurance.

In fact, despite Arisa never visiting,

the grave was in good condition.

There were even flowers—slightly wilted, but clearly recent.

Someone had been taking care of it.

“…Emi-san has been cleaning it.”

“R-really!?”

Yuzuru’s eyes widened in surprise.

Arisa gave a faint, self-deprecating smile.

“When I asked again where it was… she looked at me like, ‘Now of all times?’”

“…I see…”

Yuzuru tried to find something to say—

but couldn’t.

Then Arisa spoke, her tone brighter.

“That’s all in the past. Let’s clean it.”

“Yeah.”

They began tending to the grave.

It wasn’t very dirty, so they simply rinsed away dust and wiped the stone clean.

They replaced the old flowers with fresh ones,

lit incense,

and pressed their hands together in prayer.

(I will take your daughter as my wife…)

Yuzuru offered his silent greeting to her parents.

Then, they left the cemetery.



On the way back—

“Yuzuru-san…”

Arisa called his name softly.

“What is it?”

“…Would you come here with me once a year?”

Yuzuru nodded without hesitation.

“Of course. Your parents are my parents too. Once a year is the least we can do.”

At that, Arisa smiled.

“Thank you.”

For once, her expression looked completely at peace.


      
        Chapter 17

        The day of the wedding—

Yuzuru picked Arisa up from her house and headed straight to city hall.

They were there to submit their marriage registration.

Since everything had already been filled out, all they had to do was hand it in at the counter.

The process went smoothly.

“So… we’re officially married now.”

“…We are, but—what’s wrong?”

Yuzuru asked, noticing Arisa’s somewhat complex expression.

For a moment, he wondered if it was pre-wedding nerves.

“No, it’s just… it feels surprisingly simple.”

“Yeah, well… we’ve already been living together, after all.”

It wasn’t like their lives would suddenly change.

Of course, after this, Yuzuru would start working and Arisa would begin her doctoral studies—

but that wasn’t because of the marriage itself.

“But starting today, I’m Takasegawa Arisa… I have to make sure I don’t mess that up.”

She said it herself, smiling happily.

There was no sign of dissatisfaction or anxiety.

Yuzuru felt a bit relieved.

“Shall we head to the venue? It’s still a bit early, but…”

“Yes, better early than late.”

They made their way to the wedding hall.

Yuzuru’s parents and Arisa’s adoptive parents had already arrived,

along with a few relatives handling formal roles like mediation and ceremony coordination.

“Everything submitted without trouble?”

Yuzuru’s father, Kazuya, asked.

Yuzuru nodded.

“Of course.”

“That’s good.”

Kazuya replied with a hint of relief.

There was no real chance of something going wrong—

but as a milestone, it eased his mind.

“Good morning. …Thank you for preparing everything.”

Arisa bowed to him.

The wedding arrangements had largely been handled by Yuzuru’s father.

Neither Yuzuru nor Arisa had been deeply involved.

That was by instruction—

focus on work and studies first—

but Arisa still felt a bit apologetic.

“No, don’t worry about it. …If anything, I’m sorry for interfering so much.”

Kazuya smiled wryly.

From his perspective, he had dragged Arisa into the Takasegawa family’s circumstances,

unable to fully prioritize her wishes.

“Not at all. Starting today… I’m part of the Takasegawa family too.”

When she said that modestly,

Kazuya softened his gaze.

“Yes… you are. Thank you.”

After greetings were finished, they held a final briefing.

It was simply a confirmation of the day’s schedule.

Once that ended, preparations began.

Yuzuru changed into his groom’s attire,

and Arisa into her bridal gown.

And as always—

the bride took far longer.

Having finished early, Yuzuru began greeting guests who had already arrived.

“Big brother, Arisa-san’s ready.”

His sister—now with neatly black-dyed hair and an elegant dress—called out to him.

“I see.”

Yuzuru headed to the waiting room.

He already knew the design of her dress—they had chosen it together—

but still, his heart swelled with anticipation.

He knocked lightly.

“It’s Yuzuru. Can I come in?”

“Of course.”

With her permission, he entered.

“Well… how do I look?”

Arisa asked shyly.

“…”

She was breathtaking.

The pure white dress blended seamlessly with her pale skin,

making her flaxen hair shine all the more.

The corseted bodice accentuated her figure,

and the long skirt, flowing to the floor,

only made one imagine the beauty hidden beneath.

“Um… Yuzuru-san?”

“Ah—sorry. …I was completely captivated.”

“Honestly… you’re too good with flattery.”

She said that—

but she looked delighted.

“You look wonderful too.”

“Thank you. …Though honestly, it’s a bit embarrassing.”

Yuzuru was wearing a white tuxedo.

Black or grey had been options—

but for a wedding, he chose white.

Still, it was his first time wearing one.

He felt a bit self-conscious.

“Have some confidence. You look handsome.”

“Do I? Well… I think I’m just here to make you shine even more.”

“Honestly… you and your flattery…”

Her cheeks flushed again.

Clearly, she didn’t mind.

“You’re the star too, you know. So stand tall.”

“Of course. …Now then, may I have your hand?”

“Yes.”

Arisa placed her hand gently in his.


      
        Chapter 18

        After finishing commemorative photos and a brief rehearsal,

the two proceeded to the wedding ceremony.

First, the groom—Yuzuru—entered.

Then the bride, Arisa, walked in with her adoptive father, Naoki.

After the hymn and scripture reading,

they moved on to the vows.

“Groom, Yuzuru Takasegawa. Do you take Arisa Yukishiro, here present, to be your wife, to love, honour, and cherish, in sickness and in health, for richer or poorer?”

At the pastor’s question, Yuzuru nodded.

Careful not to let his voice shake—or stumble over his words—he answered:

“Yes, I do.”

Then the pastor turned to Arisa.

“Bride, Arisa Yukishiro. Do you take Yuzuru Takasegawa, here present, to be your husband, to love, honour, and cherish, in sickness and in health, for richer or poorer?”

“Yes, I do.”

Arisa answered softly, nodding.

Her voice trembled slightly with nerves.

Realising she was just as nervous as he was, Yuzuru felt a small sense of relief.

“Now, the exchange of rings.”

At the pastor’s cue, they proceeded.

Arisa first removed the glove from her left hand and handed it to the attendant.

Then they turned to face each other.

Yuzuru received the ring.

“Arisa, your hand.”

“Yes.”

He slid the ring onto her slender, pale finger.

It was such a simple act—

yet his hands trembled with tension.

“Now, Yuzuru.”

“Right.”

He extended his hand.

Arisa took it and placed the ring on his finger.

He felt the cool touch of the metal.

Once the exchange was complete, the pastor continued.

“Now… the kiss.”

“…”

With slightly trembling hands, Yuzuru lifted her veil.

“Arisa.”

“Yes.”

“I love you.”

“I love you too…”

She closed her eyes.

Gently, Yuzuru pressed his lips to hers.

When he pulled away,

her face was flushed red.

Reflected in her green eyes—

his face was just as red.

And with that,

the ceremony concluded successfully.



Next came the reception.

Given that this was the wedding of the Takasegawa family’s heir,

the scale was grand—

but in structure, it followed a typical reception.

Speeches were given,

the cake was cut,

congratulatory messages were read.

Midway through, Yuzuru and Arisa stepped out for a costume change.

“Arisa, are you tired?”

Once outside, Yuzuru asked.

She nodded with a faint smile.

“…A little.”

Fatigue showed on her face.

It was only natural—

so many unfamiliar faces, so many interactions.

“There’s still the rounds to greet guests… but if you’re too tired, we can skip it. I can go alone.”

Ideally, they should greet everyone.

But her condition came first.

“Thank you for your concern.”

However, Arisa straightened her posture.

“It’s only a little longer. I’ll see it through.”

Her face still showed fatigue—

but also strong determination.

“…Thank you.”

Before he could stop himself, Yuzuru pulled her into an embrace.

“Eh—w-wait…!”

She blushed, flustered.

“Y-Yuzuru-san! Someone might see… not here…”

“I’ll make it up to you later.”

“…O-okay. Thank you.”

She nodded shyly.



After changing, they returned to the reception.

They continued greeting guests,

pausing between entertainment and courses.

But while Yuzuru managed well,

Arisa’s exhaustion was becoming more apparent.

Maybe they should take another break—

just as he thought that—

“Hey there, Arisa-chan!”

Ayaka appeared,

with Chiharu and Tenka beside her.

All three had already greeted them earlier,

attending both as friends and as heirs of their respective families.

“Ayaka-san? Um, wait—”

“Come on, let’s have a girls’ moment.”

“Perfect chance, right?”

Without waiting, they whisked Arisa away.

She looked a bit troubled—

but not entirely unwilling.

“Uh… what was that?”

“They’re helping her out,” came a voice beside him.

It was Soichiro—now officially Tachibana Soichiro.

Having married into the Tachibana family, he stood there as Ayaka’s husband.

“When you’re surrounded by the future heads of the Tachibana, Uenishi… and even the Nagi family, there’s no easy escape,”

added Hijiri with a grin.

“And that means—we’re going too.”

“Wait, but if Arisa’s gone—”

“Idiot! If it’s just the groom left behind, it’ll look bad. Better we both disappear for a bit.”

Soichiro and Hijiri threw their arms around him.

Both slightly flushed—clearly tipsy.

“You guys…”

Yuzuru laughed despite himself.

Drunk friends clinging to the groom—

they were playing their part.

“Just for a bit, alright?”

“You think we’ll let you off that easy?”

“Drink more, come on!”

Urged on by his friends, Yuzuru drank—

and found himself thinking—

There really was nothing that could replace friendship.


      
        Chapter 19

        After the reception ended—

a grand after-party was held by the Takasegawa and Amagi families.

The venue was a traditional inn near the ceremony hall.

With formalities set aside, the after-party quickly turned into a lively, uninhibited affair of drinking and singing.

“…They’re still going, aren’t they?”

Fresh from the bath,

Arisa returned to their room with a wry smile.

Their assigned room was some distance from the banquet hall, yet the noise still carried.

No complaints had been made, likely because the entire floor had been reserved.

“Well, the ceremony and reception were pretty formal. People probably want to let loose. Opportunities like this don’t come often.”

Yuzuru shrugged in response.

They had only attended the after-party for thirty minutes.

After that, they slipped away to spend time alone in their room.

Though they were the guests of honour,

no one stopped them.

It was out of consideration—

that the wedding night should be theirs.

…Though, truthfully, the party didn’t need them there to continue.

“Well, at least tonight, let’s drink quietly together.”

Yuzuru said, holding up a bottle of sake he’d “borrowed” from the party—

the most expensive one available.

He poured it into Arisa’s masu.

“Thank you. Then, for you as well.”

Arisa filled his in return.

“Alright—cheers.”

“Yes, cheers.”

They clinked and drank.

The sake was smooth, easy to go down.

For Arisa, who was drinking for the first time that day,

it seemed especially delightful—she looked almost entranced.

“So, how was the wedding?”

“Hmm… I was a bit nervous. I’m just relieved it went well.”

Leaning back in her chair, legs crossed, she spoke with a faint sigh.

Her yukata had loosened slightly, revealing her pale, smooth legs.

Normally, Arisa wouldn’t behave like that unintentionally—

but the tension of the day had finally melted away.

“You handled it well, Yuzuru-san.”

“No, I was nervous too. …Especially during the ceremony.”

“Really?”

“I was worried I’d mess up my lines.”

“Ah… I understand.”

Wanting it to go perfectly—

not wanting to fail—

only made the nerves worse.

A bit of a dilemma.

“But even so… it became a wonderful memory.”

“I’m glad.”

As they continued drinking, Arisa’s cheeks grew flushed.

Despite its smoothness, the alcohol was strong.

She was quickly becoming tipsy.

“Now we’re officially husband and wife.”

She said it softly, taking his hand.

Their fingers intertwined.

She leaned closer, pressing herself against him.

“Yeah… we are.”

Yuzuru gently stroked her hair.

She closed her eyes, resting her weight against his chest.

“How many children do you want?”

She asked, gazing up at him.

“Hmm… maybe two?”

“Why two?”

“Well, there were two of us—me and Ayumi. …I think being alone might feel lonely.”

He’d argued with his sister before—

but he couldn’t imagine life without her.

There were times he would’ve felt lonely otherwise.

So he wanted his own children to have siblings.

Perhaps a selfish thought—but one he held onto.

“What about you?”

“If it’s what you want… as many as you like.”

“That’s not fair. Be more specific.”

He traced his hand along her back.

She shivered slightly, her expression softening further.

“…I want lots.”

“I see. Then… we’ll have to work hard.”

“Yes…”

She nodded, tilting her chin up slightly—

like a chick asking to be fed.

Yuzuru leaned in and kissed her.

His hand moved to her waist, loosening her obi.

Her yukata slipped away, falling onto the tatami.

In the blink of an eye, Arisa was fully exposed.

It seemed she hadn’t been wearing anything underneath.

The soft orange glow of the lantern illuminated her pale skin.

“Yuzuru-san… what should we do? Shall we make a baby?”

She asked as she helped remove his yukata.

Yuzuru lightly brushed his hand over her hip.

“I’d love that idea… but you’re still a student, aren’t you?”

He would start working next year—

but she still had her doctoral studies.

And they’d both be living in America for a while.

It would be difficult for her.

“…That’s true.”

She seemed to sober slightly, shoulders drooping—

but soon, her expression turned soft again as she traced a finger along his chest.

“Then… make tonight something we’ll never forget.”

“…Alright.”

Yuzuru nodded and lifted her into his arms.

Cradled like a princess, she looked up at him with anticipation.

He gently laid her down on the futon.

“You won’t be sleeping tonight.”

“…Be gentle with me.”

And so—

the two of them spent a long, sweet night together.


      
        Chapter 20

        One week after the wedding—

Yuzuru and Arisa visited Chiharu’s family home in Kyoto.

“Thank you for having us today.”

“We appreciate it.”

The two bowed in unison.

In response, the kimono-clad woman before them smiled elegantly.

“Oh my, no need to be so formal. Today is simply… a wedding of my daughter’s friends.”

She was none other than the current head of the Uenishi family—Chiharu’s mother.

She looked remarkably young for her age.

“But if there is ever a next occasion… I would love to attend as a grandmother.”

She laughed gracefully.

Yuzuru and Arisa merely smiled in return, neither confirming nor denying her words.

They both knew that agreeing too easily would only cause trouble later.

“Now then, I’ll leave the explanation of the ceremony to Chiharu. I shall excuse myself.”

With that, she left.

Chiharu, who had been silent until now, stepped forward.

“Alright, once again—congratulations to you both. Though, well, I’ve already said that before.”

She gave a wry smile.

Yuzuru and Arisa smiled back.

The reason they had come today was to hold a Shinto wedding ceremony—

in other words, their second wedding.

It was unusual enough to feel slightly amusing.

“This time, since it’s just the two of you acting in a personal capacity… we’ll omit parts of the ceremony. That’s alright, yes?”

They both nodded.

Unlike before, there were no guests.

Not even their parents.

One reason was consideration—

it would be unreasonable to invite people multiple times.

The other was to keep this ceremony unofficial.

Relations between the Takasegawa and Uenishi families had improved, but remained delicate.

Inviting relatives would make it a matter between families, inviting backlash.

In fact, Yuzuru’s grandfather hadn’t approved.

He only refrained from forbidding it because it was framed as a private matter between Yuzuru and Arisa.

…More to the point, he likely wouldn’t even set foot under a Uenishi torii.

Better not to invite him at all than invite him only for him to refuse.

“The ceremony will be conducted mainly by me, with my mother assisting.”

Chiharu briefly explained the flow and roles.

Notably, she made no mention of her grandmother—the former head of the Uenishi family.

The reason was obvious.

“Well, that’s about it. It’s just us, after all—let’s keep things relaxed.”

Unlike last time, right?

She added with a wink.

Yuzuru and Arisa smiled.

“Alright, we’re counting on you, Chiharu-chan.”

“Please take care of us.”

“Leave it to me. Just sit back and relax.”

She thumped her chest confidently.



After the explanation, Yuzuru and Arisa were shown to separate waiting rooms.

They changed into the outfits they had prepared beforehand.

Yuzuru finished first and waited at the photo location.

Five minutes later, Arisa arrived, led by Chiharu.

“Oh…! That suits you perfectly, Arisa. You look stunning.”

Seeing her in a shiromuku, Yuzuru couldn’t help but exclaim.

Arisa’s appearance carried a somewhat Western air—

yet the white kimono wrapped around her softly, harmonising it.

The contrast of white, red, and her flaxen hair was breathtaking.

It was a perfect blend of Japanese and Western beauty.

Just seeing this made the ceremony worthwhile.

“Thank you. You look wonderful too, Yuzuru-san. Western attire suits you, but… I think traditional wear suits you best.”

“It’s not that different from the coming-of-age ceremony, though.”

While Arisa wore a shiromuku, Yuzuru was dressed in a black montsuki haori-hakama.

It wasn’t as novel, but he carried it naturally.

“Wow, Arisa-san, you’re adorable! Won’t you become my bride instead?”

Chiharu said cheerfully.

Though it sounded like a joke, her eyes looked entirely serious.

“Don’t hit on the bride right in front of the groom.”

“Ahaha…”

Amid lighthearted banter, they proceeded with the photoshoot.

A photographer employed by the Uenishi family took their pictures.

After that, they moved on to the ceremony itself.

Though there were no invited guests—

there were tourists, which made it far from a lonely wedding.

Even being congratulated by strangers felt pleasant.

“And with that, today’s ceremony is complete. Thank you for your hard work.”

At Chiharu’s words, both Yuzuru and Arisa let out a breath.

Without guests, it hadn’t been as tense as before—

but it had still required composure.

“Thank you for today, Chiharu-chan. It was memorable.”

“It was a fascinating experience. Thank you very much.”

They expressed their gratitude.

It was thanks to Chiharu that this ceremony had been possible.

“Think nothing of it. I was paid, after all. Though…”

Chiharu grinned.

“Next time, I’d prefer to attend not as the organiser—but as a mother.”

Once again, Yuzuru and Arisa simply exchanged awkward smiles, neither agreeing nor denying.


      
        Chapter 21

        One week after their wedding—

Yuzuru and Arisa were on a plane.

“The kangaroos were so cute!”

“They were. …And delicious, too.”

“…Well, I won’t deny that.”

They were in the middle of their honeymoon.

They had started in China, then travelled through Southeast Asia, moved on to North Africa and Europe, visited South America, and then Australia.

Now, they had left Australia and were on their way to Hawaii.

After sightseeing in Hawaii, they would return to Japan.

It was a journey of about a month.

After that, they planned to rest for a while before returning to America—

where both of them would begin their new lives.

“By the way, Yuzuru-san—why Hawaii?”

“No particular reason. You’ve never been, right? …Was it a bad choice?”

“No, not at all. But Hawaii was your pick alone, and since it’s still America… I was just a little curious.”

Both of them had already lived in America and would continue to do so.

Of course, Hawaii was very different from the mainland—

but it was still America.

It wouldn’t feel entirely like a foreign country.

“That’s exactly why. …We’ve been constantly on the move, haven’t we? Since it’s the last stop, I thought we could relax at a resort.”

A month-long trip sounded long—

but travelling across so many places left little time to slow down.

The journeys themselves were long, and while everything had been enjoyable, it had also been hectic.

So for the final leg, Yuzuru wanted them to unwind.

“I see. That makes sense.”

It was logical.

And for Arisa, it was her first time in Hawaii.

She had no complaints—if anything, she was looking forward to it.

So she didn’t press further.

“I’m glad you understand.”

As Yuzuru let out a small sigh of relief—

his phone rang.

“What is it?”

“…A message from Ayaka-chan.”

He checked the sender, then quickly put his phone away—

almost as if hiding it.

“Aren’t you going to read it?”

“I want to focus on our time together right now.”

“You should reply sooner rather than later…”

Arisa looked at him suspiciously.

“More importantly, Arisa—about Hawaii.”

“Yes? What is it?”

Yuzuru leaned closer, whispering into her ear.

“Can I look forward to your swimsuit?”

Her cheeks flushed faintly.

“Honestly!”

Smack—she lightly hit his shoulder.

“…I’ve prepared one. So… you can look forward to it.”

She answered shyly.



“Wow! The ocean is so beautiful!!”

At a beach in Hawaii—

Arisa exclaimed happily.

Before them stretched a brilliant blue sea and white sand.

“It really is. And there aren’t many people… definitely worth the expensive entry fee.”

At typical tourist beaches, crowds often ruined the scenery—

but not here.

With limited access, it was also safer.

Ideally, Yuzuru would’ve preferred to have the place entirely to themselves—

not wanting others to see his bride’s skin—

but that was asking too much.

“Let’s go for a swim.”

Yuzuru said as he took off his shirt and trousers.

He already had swimwear underneath, ready to go.

Arisa was dressed similarly—a swimsuit beneath her one-piece—

so she should’ve been ready too.

But for some reason, she didn’t change.

“…Aren’t you getting ready?”

“Turn around.”

She pointed away from the sea.

Though he didn’t think it mattered, Yuzuru obeyed and turned his back.

He heard the soft sound of fabric slipping away behind him.

He had seen her body countless times—

yet in a situation like this, his heart still raced.

“Can I turn around now?”

“…Yes.”

When he turned back—

there she was.

His wife, in a black bikini.

The dark fabric contrasted beautifully with her pale skin.

(…Her first swimsuit was black too.)

He suddenly recalled their first pool date.

She had worn a black bikini then as well.

He remembered how nervous it had made him feel.

Now, he was used to seeing her—

or so he thought.

But this one had far less fabric.

Her ample chest was barely contained,

and the lower half looked like it could slip at any moment.

At this level of exposure—

his heart still couldn’t stay calm.

“Well? Did it meet your expectations?”

She spun lightly in place.

Her full, pale hips came into view—

barely covered at all.

It was essentially a thong.

“It exceeded them. You look incredible.”

At his honest answer, Arisa smiled happily.

“Would you apply some sunscreen for me?”

“Of course.”

Yuzuru nodded without hesitation.


      
        Chapter 22

        On a leisure sheet spread across the white sand—

Arisa lay face down.

The strings of her swimsuit had been untied, hanging loosely against the sheet.

Yuzuru straddled her from above.

“Ahh…”

He spread sunscreen across her pale back.

Each time his hands moved, Arisa squirmed slightly, letting out soft, sweet breaths.

“Ah… nnh… haa…”

“Hey, Arisa.”

“Hyah… w-what is it?”

She turned her head to look back at him.

As her upper body shifted slightly, the edge of her chest nearly came into view.

“Could you stop making those suggestive noises every time?”

“But your hands are… and it tickles…”

“No, you’re definitely doing it on purpose.”

At his exasperated remark, she stuck out her tongue playfully.

“You caught me?”

“I can tell the difference.”

As he said that, Yuzuru let his fingers trace lightly along her side.

In an instant, her body jolted.

“Hiu! W-wait… d-don’t…!”

This time, it clearly wasn’t acting.

She kicked her legs and tried to grab his hand to stop him.

“Yeah, that one didn’t seem fake.”

Yuzuru stopped, chuckling.

“Please don’t tease me like that…”

She puffed her cheeks in protest.

While exchanging such playful banter, they finished applying sunscreen to each other and headed for the sea.

They walked in until the water reached their chests, then swam further out.

They stopped at a depth where, when standing, the water reached Arisa’s chin.

“It’s cool and feels great.”

“It really does—ah!”

She suddenly shivered.

“What’s wrong?”

“Something just brushed against my leg… I’ll check.”

She pulled her snorkel down over her eyes, placed the tube in her mouth, and dipped her face into the water.

After several seconds, she lifted her head again.

“It’s amazing, Yuzuru-san! There are so many beautiful fish!”

Excited, she urged him on.

Yuzuru followed suit, putting on his snorkel and dipping beneath the surface.

Below them stretched a vivid coral reef, teeming with colourful fish.

The water was so clear that they could see far into the distance.

Perhaps because fishing was prohibited, the fish showed little fear.

Even when Yuzuru reached out, some swam closer instead of away.

“It really is beautiful.”

At his comment, Arisa frowned slightly.

“…Isn’t your reaction a bit underwhelming?”

Apparently, it wasn’t quite what she’d hoped for.

Yuzuru gave a wry smile.

Unlike Arisa, who was experiencing snorkelling for the first time,

he had done it before.

Naturally, the sense of wonder was less intense.

Of course, he wasn’t foolish enough to say that outright.

“That’s because there’s someone even more beautiful right here.”

At that, her cheeks turned pink.

“Honestly, stop with the flattery.”

To cover her embarrassment, she splashed water at his face.

“Oh, you’re asking for it? Take this!”

“Ah—stop it! Hey—!”

They splashed each other playfully—

until suddenly, Yuzuru noticed something.

“…Wait—Arisa, your top!”

Startled, he called out.

She tilted her head, then looked down at herself.

“Kya!”

With a small scream, she quickly covered her chest with both hands, glancing around in panic.

“W-where is it!?”

“…Isn’t that it?”

Yuzuru spotted a piece of black fabric floating on the water.

He swam over, retrieved it, and held it up.

“D-don’t look! And give it back!”

“Hey, don’t make it sound like I stole it.”

He handed it over.

She took it while still covering herself with one hand—

but didn’t immediately put it on.

“You’re not going to wear it?”

“Turn around.”

“Yes, yes.”

He obediently turned his back.

“…You can look now.”

When he turned back, she was properly dressed again.

Though, given how little the swimsuit covered, it hardly made much difference.

“Let’s head back.”

“Yeah.”

After all the excitement, they were starting to feel a bit tired.

They swam back until their feet touched the ground, then walked towards the shore.

Just as the water level dropped to around their waists—

Yuzuru suddenly gave in to a mischievous impulse.

“Arisa, how about here? Still there?”

“Kya! Where are you touching!? Pervert!!”

Smack!!

A loud sound rang out as a clear handprint appeared on Yuzuru’s back.


      
        Chapter 23

        After coming out of the sea, Yuzuru and Arisa relaxed on beach chairs, enjoying a quiet moment together.

“Hey, Arisa…”

“…”

Yuzuru called out to her as she lay beside him.

But she didn’t respond.

She wasn’t asleep, though.

As if to prove it, she turned her face away with a huff.

“I’m upset.”

That’s what she seemed to be saying.

Ever since Yuzuru had touched her backside, Arisa hadn’t spoken to him.

“Come on, forgive me. …I know I was in the wrong.”

“…Are you reflecting on it properly?”

At last, she spoke.

She had enough sense to know that ruining the mood over something like this, during their honeymoon, would be a waste.

…More importantly, she wasn’t actually that angry.

She was just teasing him.

After all, it hadn’t even been fifteen minutes since she’d started ignoring him.

“I am.”

“Hmmm… what should I do…”

She glanced at him briefly.

She could forgive him now.

But that would be a bit boring.

That was how she felt.

“Then… as an apology, give me a massage.”

“A massage!?”

Yuzuru tilted his head.

Was that really enough?

If anything, it sounded more like a reward.

“Is that a problem?”

Arisa lay face down, smirking mischievously.

“Not at all.”

Yuzuru stood, then straddled her again, carefully starting from her shoulders.

“Mm… ahh…”

Each time he applied pressure, soft breaths escaped her lips.

It was clearly pleasant—but also a bit exaggerated.

(This is… kind of tough.)

His bride was already dressed provocatively.

Touching her smooth, pale skin, kneading it, while she let out sultry sounds—

it stirred him far more than it should.

But since this was meant to be an “apology,” he couldn’t act on impulse.

He had to endure it.

“Arisa… like I said earlier, those sounds—”

“Ahh… I’m not doing it on purpose. You’re just so good at it, Yuzuru-san… I can’t help it…”

She cast him a sidelong glance.

His heart skipped.

At the same time, a mischievous thought crept in.

“But this is just a massage. No tickling or anything strange. If you do, I won’t talk to you again.”

She warned him firmly.

“Of course… I understand.”

“And if your hands feel even slightly inappropriate, I’ll assume you’re not reflecting at all.”

“…Understood.”

Suppressing his urges, Yuzuru continued steadily.

Shoulders, back, arms, waist—

he worked through her upper body before pausing.

“Anywhere else?”

“My hips, please.”

He frowned.

“Wouldn’t that be… inappropriate?”

“It would, if you make it so. Do it properly. There are pressure points there too.”

“…Right.”

He refocused on her hips.

They were already full and shapely, but the swimsuit made them look even more so.

(Pressure points… where, exactly?)

For now, he pressed just below her waist.

His fingers sank into soft flesh.

“How’s this?”

“Ah… that feels nice. Please keep going…”

He adjusted his fingers little by little, asking for feedback.

Resisting the urge to grasp or stroke, he kept to firm, careful pressure.

“Do hips really get tense?”

“Mm… somewhat… ah…”

Her voice was relaxed, pleased.

If it felt this good, then yes—there must have been tension.

(If a large chest causes strain… maybe hips do too?)

He continued, quietly musing.

“Could you do my legs too?”

“…Alright.”

He worked her thighs, calves, and the soles of her feet.

Somehow, he managed to finish without losing control.

“So… does that mean I’m forgiven?”

Feeling like he’d won a battle against his instincts, he asked—

only for her to shake her head.

“Not yet.”

“…What?”

Before he could react, she turned onto her back.

Then pointed to her neck and collarbone.

“Here too, please.”

She smiled teasingly.

The area she indicated was dangerously close to her chest.

“…Alright…”

Reluctantly, he obeyed.

So close, yet unable to touch—

it was torture.

“This is enough now, right?”

Surely this was the end.

But again, she shook her head.

This time, she pointed to the base of her thigh—

near where her swimsuit barely concealed her.

“My pelvis too, please.”

“T-that’s a bit—”

“I won’t forgive you otherwise.”

“…Fine! I’ll do it!”

He pressed along her inner thigh and pelvis.

Just a few centimetres more, and he’d cross the line—

but he didn’t.

That restraint made it all the more agonising.

“Good work.”

Finally, she signalled the end.

Yuzuru let out a deep breath, pulling his hands away.

“So… I’m forgiven now?”

He asked.

She tapped her chin thoughtfully.

“Hmmm… what do you think?”

“…Seriously?”

Seeing his despair, she giggled.

“Fufu. Well… if you understand properly, then yes.”

“Understand…?”

“That touching my body is a privilege.”

At that, Yuzuru nodded vigorously.

“O-of course! I’m very lucky!!”

“Good. Then I forgive your rudeness.”

Finally relieved, Yuzuru sat down in the sand.

But while his mind relaxed, his body had other ideas.

“Um, Arisa… can I ask one thing?”

“What is it?”

“…Tonight, would you be up for it?”

“…Honestly.”

She sighed, frowning slightly.

He quickly waved his hands in panic.

“N-no, I mean—only if you want to—”

“You’re like this the moment I forgive you.”

She shrugged, then smiled faintly.

Turning over onto her stomach again, she spoke.

“If you go through that massage one more time… I’ll consider it.”

With a teasing smile, she laid out her condition.

“Ugh…”

His face twitched.

“Don’t want to? That’s fine too…”

“N-no! I’ll do it… I’ll do it! Please let me…”

And so, shoulders slumped—

Yuzuru began the massage all over again.


      
        Chapter 24

        Feeling a sudden brightness, Yuzuru opened his eyes.

He turned his head slightly—

morning sunlight peeked through the gap in the curtains.

Checking the clock, it was eight o’clock.

“Mm…”

Looking beside him, he saw his new wife asleep, using his arm as a pillow.

She was wearing nothing but her black swimsuit.

Seeing her like that, Yuzuru recalled what had happened the night before.

Wearing a swimsuit for it was strange—

or so Arisa had insisted.

But he had persuaded her, and she’d put it on again.

They had spent time together in the bath,

and again in bed.

Despite her protests, she had clearly enjoyed it.

“Cute…”

Yuzuru gently poked her cheek.

He found her irresistibly adorable.

The fact that she was his wife felt like the greatest happiness of his life.

(Maybe a little mischief… no, better not.)

Though tempted, he remembered how she’d scolded him at the beach and held back.

Instead, he lightly shook her shoulder.

“Arisa, wake up.”

“Mm… five more minutes…”

She frowned and wriggled deeper into the covers.

It was rare to see her like this—normally so composed.

(…As long as it’s not that kind of mischief.)

With that thought, Yuzuru decided to tease her a little.

“Arisa, it’s already eight.”

“Mm…”

“You’re going to be late for school.”

“…Huh? School—!?”

She jolted upright, looking around frantically.

“I’m late!! …Huh?”

“Good morning, Arisa.”

Yuzuru greeted her with a grin.

She stared blankly for a moment, then realised she’d been tricked.

Her face flushed red.

“…Idiot!”

She dived back under the covers.

It took another fifteen minutes before she finally got up.



“About today’s plan.”

“Yes?”

“There’s somewhere I’d like to go. Is that alright?”

At breakfast, Yuzuru brought it up.

“I don’t mind… but where?”

They had decided to take it easy in Hawaii, so nothing had been planned.

Naturally, she was curious.

“Secret.”

“…Alright then.”

Understanding it was some kind of surprise, Arisa nodded obediently.

After breakfast, they got into a taxi.

Yuzuru simply gave the driver an address.

The car began heading up into the mountains.

“Um… this place is…”

At the summit—

there stood a small chapel.

Still confused, Arisa was led inside by Yuzuru.

“Alright, Arisa. See you in a bit.”

“O-okay?”

Before she could fully process things, she was guided away by a staff member.

They brought her to a large dressing room.

Wedding dresses of all kinds lined the walls.

Only then did she realise—

it was a surprise wedding.

A smile naturally spread across her face.

“Please choose whichever you like.”

“Really!?”

Encouraged, she selected her favourite dress.

Then she was led to change.

After putting it on and having her makeup done—

she stepped out to find Yuzuru waiting.

He was dressed in a grey groom’s outfit.

“I’m surprised… so this is what you had planned.”

She laughed softly.

Yuzuru grinned.

“The real surprise is still ahead.”

He linked his arm with hers,

and escorted her to the venue.

The large doors opened—

and as they stepped inside together—



Bang!!

The sound of party crackers echoed.

Startled, Arisa froze.

Yuzuru, meanwhile, was grinning.

“““Congratulations on your wedding!!!”””

Ayaka, Chiharu, Amaka, Soichiro, and Hijiri stood there, all smiling brightly.

“W-what!? Why are you all here…?”

As she stared in shock, Yuzuru was about to explain when—

“Well, you looked a bit overwhelmed at the last wedding, didn’t you?”

Ayaka cheerfully revealed everything.

How Yuzuru had consulted them.

How she’d suggested a surprise wedding.

How they’d all planned it together.

“I see… thank you. But it wasn’t that bad, you know? The last wedding was wonderful too.”

It was true—

the latter half had been exhausting.

Greeting so many unfamiliar faces wasn’t exactly enjoyable.

But it had still been a grand wedding with Yuzuru.

A cherished memory.

“…This is just for me. I wanted you to have fun.”

Yuzuru had felt a lingering guilt.

That their wedding had prioritised family matters.

That he had relied too much on her kindness.

He knew she hadn’t been unhappy—

but still, he wanted to do it again.

“Will you marry me again? This time… just the two of us.”

Arisa’s eyes widened.

Then she smiled brightly.

““Yes.””

Beneath a sky and sea shining in blue—

the two of them held their wedding once more.


      
        Chapter 25

        After finishing their honeymoon, Yuzuru and Arisa spent some final time with their families in Japan before returning to the United States.

It marked the start of their new life…

though in reality, not much had changed.

They still lived in the same flat from their graduate school days.

Arisa had entered the doctoral program at the same university, so even her campus remained the same.

The only real change was Yuzuru—

who had started working that year.

“…I’m home.”

“Welcome back, dear.”

At nine in the evening,

Arisa greeted Yuzuru at the entrance.

Dinner? A bath? Or me?

She had considered saying the usual playful line—

but stopped when she saw his face.

He looked more exhausted than she had expected.

You don’t invite someone that tired to bed—

even as a joke.

“I’ll heat up dinner, so go take a bath first.”

She said this as she took his coat.

It had been two months since their new life began.

Christmas was just around the corner.

“Thanks.”

Yuzuru replied briefly and headed straight to the bathroom.

While he soaked, Arisa prepared dinner.

Or rather—

as she had said, it was already done.

She only needed to reheat it.

“Beef stew, huh? Looks good.”

After his bath, Yuzuru spoke.

His complexion looked slightly better now.

Arisa felt a bit relieved.

“Yes. Let’s eat.”

“Yeah… thanks for the meal.”

“Let’s eat.”

They began dinner together.

They talked about their day—

what had happened at the university,

what had happened at work—

sharing things like a quiet exchange of reports.

“…I’m sorry.”

Yuzuru muttered.

Arisa paused her spoon.

“For what?”

“…I’ve been leaving all the housework to you, haven’t I? And today too—you waited for me.”

He spoke with a sigh.

Back when they were students,

they had shared the housework.

But now—

cooking, cleaning, laundry—

Arisa handled it all alone.

Because Yuzuru came home late,

she also ended up eating late.

“You can’t make someone more tired or busier do the work.”

“…But you’re busy too, right? With your studies, your research…”

“Not as much as you are right now.”

It was true—

her doctoral studies kept her busy.

But compared to Yuzuru,

she had more flexibility.

“Marriage is about supporting each other… isn’t it?”

Housework didn’t need to be split perfectly in half.

If one person was exhausted or busy,

the other simply did more.

That, to Arisa, was what real balance meant.

“…Still, it feels like I’m just leaning on you.”

“You’re working for both of us. That’s not nothing. Because of you, I can continue my studies.”

It was because of Yuzuru

that she could pursue a doctorate without worry.

Seen that way,

taking care of the house felt only natural.

“…I appreciate you saying that, but…”

“But?”

“…We’re spending less time together, aren’t we?”

“…Yeah…”

She couldn’t deny it.

Compared to before,

their time together had decreased—

because of his job.

“I’m at the university, you’re at work… our lives have changed. That’s just how it is, right?”

Even if he came home earlier,

they would still have less time than during their student days.

If anything—

they had simply had too much time together before.

“…But I do feel a little lonely. So… if you can come home earlier, I’d like that.”

She said it with a gentle smile.

Yuzuru nodded firmly.

“Yeah. I know. Right now… I’m still new, so it’s the busiest period. It should get better soon.”

“Just don’t push yourself too hard.”

She said it softly—

so he wouldn’t feel torn between work and home.

“I won’t. Thanks.”

He smiled, grateful.



That night,

they went to bed together.

Just that—

lying side by side.

A quiet night.

(…It feels a little lacking.)

Watching Yuzuru already asleep beside her,

Arisa sighed inwardly.

It was hard only seeing him in the mornings and at night—

but more than that,

she missed their sweet, intimate time together.

Something felt incomplete.

(Is this going to become normal…?)

The thought made her uneasy about the future.

(At least we’ll spend Christmas together, right? …Alright, I’ve decided.)

On Christmas,

she would spoil him—

and let herself be spoiled, too.

With that quiet resolve,

Arisa closed her eyes.


      
        Chapter 26

        December 24th.

On that day, Yuzuru came home before evening.

“I’m home, Arisa. Just like I promised, I got back early today!”

He opened the front door with an unusually cheerful voice.

But Arisa didn’t come to greet him.

“Welcome back. I’m cooking right now, so I can’t leave it unattended.”

Her voice came from the kitchen instead.

She was likely preparing something for Christmas Eve.

A faint, nostalgic scent—something like soy sauce—filled the air.

“I see. I’ll change and come help.”

After calling back loudly, Yuzuru headed to his room.

He took off his tight suit and changed into casual clothes.

(I wonder what she’s making… Japanese food?)

Thinking about the special Christmas Eve menu, he made his way to the kitchen.

“Arisa, I’ll help. What should I—”

When he arrived, he froze.

Arisa stood there in an apron.

Just an apron.

Nothing underneath.

No underwear, no swimsuit.

Only a red apron against her pale skin.

“A-Arisa…!?”

The phrase apron only flashed through his mind.

The ties swayed lightly over her well-shaped hips.

“Yuzuru.”

As he stood frozen, she slowly turned around.

Her chest, far fuller than in her high school days, bounced against the apron.

Despite her revealing state, she smiled shyly.

“Perfect timing. Could you watch the heat for me?”

“Y-yeah… sure…”

Prompted by her, Yuzuru moved to the stove.

A pot sat there, covered with foil, something simmering inside.

“What is this?”

“Simmered taro.”

His heart lifted at the answer.

He hadn’t had that in years.

“…What else are you making?”

“Pork miso soup, grilled fish, and mixed rice.”

“Sounds great.”

Not very Christmas-like—

but it was nostalgic, comforting Japanese food.

He looked forward to it.

“…By the way, Arisa.”

“Yes?”

He glanced at her as she prepared the rice.

She was still wearing nothing but that apron.

Every movement made her chest sway—

larger now than it had been before.

At times, glimpses of her skin showed through the gaps.

He knew he shouldn’t stare—

but couldn’t help himself.

“…What’s with that outfit?”

He finally asked.

“You like it, don’t you?”

She hooked a finger under the strap of her apron and tugged it slightly.

A dangerous glimpse appeared.

Yuzuru quickly looked away.

“I… can’t deny that, but…”

“Then it’s fine, right?”

Carrying a clay pot, she walked towards him.

He instinctively stepped back.

Ignoring him, she set it on the stove and lit the flame.

“I’ll prepare the fish. Could you watch this too?”

“Y-yeah…”

He nodded.

While watching the stove, his eyes kept drifting towards her.

From the side, every movement threatened to reveal too much.

He couldn’t stop noticing.

And she seemed aware—

occasionally sending him teasing glances.

“Looks like the fish is ready. How about the taro?”

She peeked into the grill as she asked.

Yuzuru stirred the pot gently.

“The liquid’s just about gone.”

She came over and looked inside.

“Let me see… yeah, that’s perfect.”

She turned off the heat,

picked up a piece with chopsticks,

and held it to his mouth.

“Say ah.”

“Ah…”

He ate it.

A gentle, comforting flavour spread in his mouth.

“How is it?”

“It’s good.”

“Then it’s done. The rice too… yes, perfect. Let’s serve.”

She turned her back to him.

Her smooth back and shapely hips filled his view.

“Arisa.”

“Eh?—Ah!”

Before he knew it,

he had wrapped his arms around her from behind.

She let out a small cry and turned.

He lifted her chin and kissed her forcefully.

Driven by impulse, he ran his hands over her body,

his tongue slipping into her mouth.

“Y-Yuzuru… w-what’s gotten into you all of a sudden?”

“With you dressed like this, what did you expect?”

She lowered her gaze, embarrassed.

It had clearly been meant to tempt him.

“Let’s eat first. The food will get cold.”

“…Just a little? I don’t think I can hold back.”

He spoke honestly.

Lately, they hadn’t had time for intimacy.

Not because he didn’t want to—

but because he’d been too exhausted.

That desire had only been building up.

“No. Dessert comes last, doesn’t it?”

“That’s true, but…”

“I’ll give you plenty to enjoy later, okay?”

She pressed her chest against him and whispered in his ear.

He tightened his embrace—then slowly let go.

“…Alright.”

“Good. You held back.”

Slipping free from his arms, she smiled.

Her tone was almost like she was gently scolding a child,

and Yuzuru couldn’t help but laugh wryly.


      
        Chapter 27

        About thirty minutes after they started eating—

Arisa was completely drunk.

“Yuzuru… I love you…”

The culprit was the sake they’d had with dinner.

“I love you too, Arisa.”

Yuzuru replied, smiling wryly as his wife—still wearing nothing but an apron—leaned heavily against him.

But Arisa puffed her cheeks in dissatisfaction.

“Do you really?”

She spoke like a sulking child.

Of course, she wasn’t truly doubting him—

she just wanted attention.

“There’s no way I don’t love you.”

As he said that, she grabbed his chest and tugged at him insistently.

“But you haven’t done anything with me lately!”

“Sorry, sorry. That’s my fault.”

As she lightly hit his chest, he apologised with a helpless smile.

It was true—

he hadn’t initiated anything.

He’d been too tired and had chosen sleep instead.

“I feel bad about it, though.”

“But you didn’t ask either, did you?”

He added that deliberately.

If she had asked, he would have said yes.

But she hadn’t—

because she’d been considerate of his exhaustion.

He knew that.

Still, this was a small bit of playful retaliation.

“I thought maybe… you didn’t love me anymore.”

“That’s not true!”

She almost shouted—

then pressed her lips against his in a deep kiss,

as if to prove it.

“I love you.”

“I love you too, Arisa.”

“Then prove it.”

She puckered her lips.

Yuzuru gently lifted her chin and kissed her again—

deeper this time.

“Arisa… can we have dessert now?”

He traced her skin as he asked.

She shook her head slightly.

“Bath first.”

Even drunk, that boundary remained firm.

“…Then dessert in the bath?”

“…Okay.”

She nodded.

With her permission, Yuzuru lifted her in his arms.

She didn’t resist—

just clung to him tightly.

“Let’s wash each other.”

“That was my plan.”

And so—

they spent time together in the bath,

and later in bed,

sharing a quiet, intimate night.



“Was the dessert good?”

Afterward,

Arisa asked while tracing his chest.

“Yeah. It was perfect.”

He kissed her forehead.

She smiled softly.

“Um… Yuzuru.”

“Yeah?”

“I know you’re always tired, but…”

She lowered her gaze slightly.

“Can we… decide to do this at least once a week? …I feel lonely.”

Her voice was soft, almost pleading.

Yuzuru blinked in surprise.

It was the first time she had clearly expressed wanting it.

“If you want it, I’d do it every day.”

He answered firmly.

Yes, he was tired—

but being wanted by his wife stirred something in him.

“Th-that would be too much for me…”

“Then how often?”

“…Maybe once every three days?”

She suggested shyly.

“Alright. Every three days.”

He paused, then added—

“Then I’ll make up for three days each time.”

“Y-you don’t have to do that much… Yuzuru?”

She looked confused.

He had already sat up.

“That just made me feel more motivated.”

He leaned over her again.

“W-wait… I think I’m already out of energy…”

She tried to protest,

but he gently held her arms and whispered—

“We’re not sleeping tonight.”

“…Ah…”

The strength left her body as she relaxed beneath him.


      
        Chapter 28

        Three years had passed since their new life in America began.

“Once again, congratulations on completing your program, Arisa.”

“Thank you very much.”

At a luxury restaurant somewhere in the U.S.,

the two were celebrating Arisa’s completion of her doctoral program.

“When you stumbled during your oral defence, I was worried about how it would turn out—but I’m really glad you passed.”

“You said that, but my face was completely pale, wasn’t it?”

Recalling that day, Yuzuru gave a wry smile.

When he had gone to pick her up at the university,

Arisa had looked utterly drained—

her face pale, eyes teary, on the verge of crying.

Anyone could tell she thought she had failed.

“Looking back, I was overreacting… just because I stumbled over my words.”

Arisa said this, slightly embarrassed.

From the examiners’ perspective, it wasn’t unusual for students to trip over their words due to nerves.

Besides, an oral defence wasn’t a job interview.

They weren’t judging communication skills—

they wanted to understand the research itself.

As long as the explanation was coherent,

there was no penalty.

“I knew you’d pass in the end.”

“…Then you should’ve said so.”

“I did try to reassure you, and you got mad.”

It’ll be fine—you worked so hard. You explained everything properly, right? Then you’ll pass.

When he had said that, Arisa had snapped,

raising her voice—“You don’t understand, Yuzuru!”

Having only completed a master’s degree,

he couldn’t fully grasp the pressures of a doctorate.

And once she said that, he had no reply.

“That’s because… you were being insensitive.”

She pouted slightly, as if placing the blame on him.

Yuzuru wanted to argue—

but this was a celebration.

There was no point in turning it into a debate.

“Anyway, now we can finally go back to Japan.”

“Yes… it’s been five years here. It feels like it took forever.”

With her doctorate complete,

they planned to return to Japan.

Yuzuru would leave his current job

and formally join a company within the Takasegawa Group,

beginning his path towards inheriting the family business.

Arisa, too, planned to work in Japan.

“So, what will you do in Japan?”

He knew she wanted to pursue academia—

but the specifics were unclear to him.

Being immersed in the business world,

he found academic career paths hard to picture.

“Well… since we’re planning for childbirth and raising a child, I’ll probably start as a non-regular researcher for a while.”

“I’m sorry that puts a burden on you.”

Pregnancy wasn’t something he could share.

And during that time, she wouldn’t be able to work fully,

making full-time positions difficult.

He felt guilty—

that his circumstances and family were affecting her career.

“Please don’t worry. It’s not like I could become an assistant professor that easily anyway. Besides, thanks to you, I don’t have to worry about income. I can take my time writing papers.”

She said it lightly.

Her plan was simple—

maintain some academic affiliation,

balance childbirth and childcare,

and continue research and writing in between.

Then, once things settled,

she would build her career more seriously.

It wasn’t the path of someone chasing rapid advancement—

but ambition had never been her priority.

“I’ll consult your mother too.”

“That’s a good idea.”

Yuzuru’s mother, Ayu, was a university professor—

someone who had lived a similar path.

Her experience would be valuable,

even if times had changed.

“By the way… where should we live?”

“…Your family home, right?”

“We could live in an flat—just the two of us, or even with a child, at least for a while.”

As the heir, Yuzuru would eventually return home—

but not immediately.

They could still live on their own for a time.

“…Really? Personally, I was thinking we should stay with your family.”

“…Oh? You were?”

Most people preferred to avoid living with in-laws.

Even if Arisa got along well with Ayu,

it still meant being careful.

And in Yuzuru’s case, even his grandmother was there.

“They can help with childcare. And there are staff members too, right?”

“…Ah, yeah. That’s true.”

Yuzuru hadn’t fully considered that.

Raising a child alone would be difficult.

With family support, it would be much easier.

“And your mother teaches at a university, right?”

“Yes…”

“Wouldn’t it be better to build a closer relationship?”

There was a practical side to her thinking too.

Yuzuru couldn’t help but be impressed.

“…Is that a problem?”

“Not at all! Everyone would be happy.”

“…You weren’t thinking about childcare, were you?”

“N-no, I was! I just thought you might not want to live with my family… and besides, you once said you wanted to live alone together for a while!”

Back when she had stayed at his family home,

she had seemed conflicted upon learning that household tasks were handled by staff.

She had wanted to cook for him herself.

“We’ve lived together long enough, haven’t we?”

She said it casually.

Back then, cooking had been a big part of her identity—

something she could offer him.

But now, things were different.

It wasn’t that she no longer wanted to care for him—

she had simply gained confidence.

There were many ways she could support him.

So relying on his family for housework and childcare didn’t bother her.

Instead, she wanted to focus on what only she could do—

to support him not as “Takasegawa Yuzuru,”

but simply as Yuzuru, her husband.

“I’ve had enough of living alone together. If you’re okay with it, I’d like us to live with my family.”

For Yuzuru, his home was where he grew up.

He wanted to raise his children there.

If Arisa agreed—

there was no reason to refuse.

“Then it’s settled.”

“Yeah. I’ll tell my parents—they’ll be thrilled.”

One month later,

they returned to Japan

and began living at the Takasegawa family home.

And two months after that—

Arisa’s pregnancy was confirmed.


      
        Chapter 29

        About three months after Arisa’s pregnancy was confirmed—

her belly had already begun to visibly swell.

It wasn’t obvious over clothing,

but once uncovered,

it was clear that a new life was there.

“We’ll probably know the baby’s gender at the next checkup… which would you prefer?”

Gently stroking her stomach, Arisa asked.

Yuzuru thought for a moment before answering.

“Either is fine. As long as the baby is born healthy, that’s all I care about.”

It was an honest answer.

He truly didn’t mind whether it was a boy or a girl.

But Arisa didn’t seem entirely satisfied.

“…You’re not interested?”

“It’s not that I’m not interested. What about you?”

“As long as the baby is healthy, that’s enough for me.”

“That’s the same answer!”

At his protest, she laughed softly.

“If I had to choose… if the first is a boy, then next time I’d want a girl. And if it’s a girl, then next time a boy.”

“Yeah… I get that.”

Raising children of different genders would bring new experiences—

though probably new worries as well.

“But you really don’t have a preference?”

“…Meaning?”

“Well… like, wouldn’t it be more convenient if it were a boy? For inheritance and things like that…”

She asked cautiously.

The Takasegawa family still had its traditional side.

Perhaps they would prefer a male heir—

that kind of expectation.

But it was unnecessary concern.

“A girl would be fine too. I mean… Ayaka’s a woman, right?”

“…Ah, that’s true.”

If the Tachibana family could thrive under a female head,

there was no reason the Takasegawa family couldn’t.

“…I’m relieved.”

She smiled, clearly reassured.

Yuzuru gently took her hand.

“No matter what, I’ll protect you.”

“I’m counting on you.”

They shared a light kiss.



About a month later—

“Ah, it just kicked!”

Arisa exclaimed happily, rubbing her stomach.

Now it was visibly large even through her clothes.

“Can I listen?”

“Of course.”

With her permission, Yuzuru placed his ear against her belly.

At first, he couldn’t tell anything.

“Here—Papa’s here,”

she said softly.

At that moment—

he felt a small thump.

It was probably coincidence,

but Yuzuru couldn’t help smiling,

as if he’d been acknowledged.

“It’s a healthy boy. Maybe a little too energetic.”

Arisa said with fond eyes.

When the doctor had told her it was a boy,

she had seemed quietly happy.

Though she had said either is fine—

deep down, she had wanted a boy.

“We should start thinking of a name soon. It’s inconvenient not having one.”

“True.”

Until now, they had said things like “baby,” “you,” or “little one.”

But calling him by name felt more right.

It was a matter of feeling.

“Does your family have any naming traditions?”

Arisa asked curiously.

Yuzuru smiled wryly.

“Well… there is a tendency to include the character ‘弓’ (yumi) in names.”

“Eh—oh! You’re right!!”

Sougen. Kazuya. Yuzuru. Ayumi.

All of them had “弓.”

“You hadn’t noticed?”

“I-I just never paid attention…”

She looked slightly embarrassed.

“There’s another common trait. Can you guess?”

“…Another one? For you and Ayumi?”

“Hint—our mother.”

“Mother… Ayu-san? Oh! You each take one kanji from her name!”

Their mother’s name was 彩由 (Ayu).

Yuzuru took “由,” and Ayumi took “彩.”

Similarly, Yuzuru’s father had taken “和” from his mother, Chiwako.

“Well, it’s just a custom. We don’t have to follow it—”

“That’s wonderful! Let’s do it too!!”

She cut him off, eyes sparkling.

If she liked the idea,

he had no objection.

“So… we take one of my kanji—‘愛,’ ‘理,’ or ‘沙’—and combine it with ‘弓,’ right?”

She crossed her arms, thinking hard.

“…理弓 (Rikyuu)?”

Like the tea master?

Yuzuru almost said it aloud.

“…Arisa, that might be a bit…”

“Don’t worry. Even I think that one’s not it.”

It didn’t feel like a modern name.

“Hmm… I can’t think of anything. Maybe they don’t go well together?”

She looked slightly dejected.

Yuzuru quickly reassured her.

“We don’t have to force the tradition. What matters is choosing something meaningful, right?”

Forcing a combination just to follow a pattern

might be worse than choosing a simple, solid name.

Besides, it wasn’t a long-standing tradition anyway—

just a few generations at most.

“You’re right. Let’s think broadly.”

And so,

the two of them spent the entire day

thinking of names.


      
        Chapter 30

        The labour lasted roughly ten hours.

Throughout it, Yuzuru held Arisa’s hand, speaking to her the entire time.

Whether it helped or not, he couldn’t say—

but both mother and child were healthy.

“Go on, you should hold him first.”

“Eh? Is that alright?”

Yuzuru blinked in surprise at Arisa’s words.

Surely, the mother—who had worked the hardest—should be the first to hold the baby.

That was what he had always thought.

“I’ve been with him this whole time.”

“I-I suppose…”

Was that really how it worked?

Yuzuru tilted his head in confusion.

Arisa smiled softly at him.

“Instead, please take it as a chance to feel like a father.”

“I don’t need to be told that.”

Though gently admonished, Yuzuru nodded repeatedly.

He wiped his damp palms against his clothes,

took a few deep breaths,

and finally accepted the baby from the nurse.

“…Mm…”

His newborn child was warm—

and a little heavier than expected.

Tiny fingers opened and closed in slow, clumsy motions.

“…Arisa.”

“Yes?”

“Thank you.”

At his sudden words of gratitude, Arisa looked surprised.

“That’s a bit out of nowhere… honestly.”

And then—

“You’re welcome.”

She smiled.

Their first son was named Manaya (愛弥).

The “愛” (mana) came from Arisa,

and “弥” (ya) from the Takasegawa family tradition of using “弓.”

The naming process wasn’t dramatic,

but it wasn’t without its complications.

“A boy with ‘愛’ in his name… are you sure about that?”

Yuzuru’s mother, Ayu, had raised the concern.

It followed the rules.

The reading wasn’t strange, the sound was elegant,

and it suited the Takasegawa family.

The meaning—to love and be loved, to grow well—was perfect.

A perfect name—

or so Yuzuru and Arisa had thought, caught up in excitement.

But her comment made them pause.

Now that they thought about it,

they had never met a man with “愛” in his name.

Would it stand out too much?

Would he get teased?

Those worries crept in.

Meanwhile, Yuzuru’s father, Kazuya, was delighted.

“Don’t worry about it. It’s a great name!” he said cheerfully.

The reason was obvious—

he shared the “弥.”

Though in truth, Yuzuru and Arisa hadn’t intended that at all—

it had just been a casual, “Oh, that matches—let’s go with it.”

But some things were better left unsaid.

Yuzuru’s grandparents, Sougen and Chiwako, simply said,

“It’s your child—choose what you like.”

—or more accurately,

“We don’t quite understand modern naming sense…”

They had their thoughts, but knew better than to push them.

If they insisted on their own preferences,

it would only feel outdated.

So they left it to the younger generation.

One in favour, two neutral, one opposed.

As Yuzuru and Arisa wavered,

it was Yuzuru’s younger sister, Ayumi, who gave the final push.

“There was a boy in my class with ‘愛’ in his name.”

Rare—but not unheard of.

That was enough.

With renewed confidence,

they named their son Manaya.

About two months after Manaya was born—

“Waaahhh!!”

He was crying loudly again today.

“Alright, alright… Manaya, is it a dirty nappy? Wet? …No? Hungry? But you just ate…”

Yuzuru picked him up and tried to soothe him,

but the crying didn’t stop.

After a while, the sliding door opened,

and Arisa—dressed in a kimono—entered the room.

“Dirty nappy? Wet?”

“Doesn’t seem like it.”

“Then it’s probably milk.”

“But he just ate…”

Still puzzled, Yuzuru handed Manaya over.

Arisa gently held him close, pressing him against her chest.

“…Ah… u…”

Almost instantly,

the crying stopped.

As if the earlier fuss had never happened.

“Looks like Manaya takes after someone—he really loves breasts.”

“That’s ridiculous…”

Surely just coincidence.

Thinking so, Yuzuru took Manaya back into his arms.

The baby blinked his eyes—

the same emerald green as Arisa’s.

And then—

“Waaahhh!!”

As if protesting—

This isn’t it!

“…!”

Feeling oddly dejected,

Yuzuru handed him back.

Wrapped in Arisa’s warmth,

Manaya once again looked content.

“I’m worried about his future.”

“Hehe, indeed. I’d rather he doesn’t grow up to demand a fiancée with a large chest.”

Arisa gently stroked Manaya’s head.

His hair, just beginning to grow in, was black—like Yuzuru’s.

“…Arisa. Please don’t tell him things like that when he’s older.”

“That depends on your behaviour, Yuzuru-san.”


      
        Chapter 31

        About five years had passed since Yuzuru and Arisa’s eldest son, Manaya, was born.

On that day, Yuzuru took his wife and children on a drive to the zoo.

He parked the wagon in the car park.

“We’re here…”

Already looking slightly worn out, Yuzuru muttered as he opened the rear door.

The next moment—

“I’m first!!”

Something shot out from the back seat like a rocket.

A beat later, his wife—Arisa—leapt out in a panic.

“Hey! Wait! That’s dangerous!!”

Just before he could dash into the road, Arisa caught their son—Takasegawa Manaya.

“But—”

Don’t run off. Don’t dash ahead. Don’t wander off alone.

Having broken all the rules he was constantly reminded of, Manaya immediately tried to make excuses.

“The zoo isn’t going anywhere. Calm down a bit. You’re the big brother now—set a good example for your sisters.”

Though she had promised herself not to nag on a day out,

Arisa gently stroked his head as she admonished him.

“Okaaay.”

“It’s ‘yes,’ isn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

(He probably doesn’t really get it…)

Thinking that to herself, Arisa firmly took hold of his hand.

Then she shot Yuzuru a sharp look as he casually got out of the car.

“You! Don’t just open the door like that!!”

“S-sorry…”

Yuzuru bowed repeatedly.

Since having children, Arisa had become more prone to scolding.

Her appearance hadn’t changed—still as beautiful and cute as ever—so even her angry face was oddly charming.

Of course, Yuzuru wasn’t foolish enough to say that out loud.

“Come on… Papa’s already sorry. Forgive him.”

“Pfft… where did you learn that?”

Arisa burst out laughing at Manaya’s unexpected mediation.

Yuzuru, meanwhile, smacked Manaya lightly on the head with a wry smile.

“Honestly… who do you think got me scolded in the first place?”

“You shouldn’t blame others.”

“…Yeah. Right.”

There was no way he could argue with his own child.

Chuckling, Yuzuru patted his son’s head,

while Arisa held her stomach, laughing.

“Papa, are you done yet?”

A disgruntled voice came from the car.

Looking over, Yuzuru saw a little girl sitting properly in her child seat, puffing her cheeks in annoyance.

With flaxen hair like Arisa’s and blue eyes like Yuzuru’s,

she looked like a doll.

“Ah, sorry, sorry. Here…”

Yuzuru hurried back and unfastened their well-behaved, quiet three-year-old daughter—Takasegawa Yuri.

“Mmm—carry me!”

“Alright, alright. Up you go!”

“Kya!”

He lifted her up and spun around.

Yuri let out a delighted squeal.

Though she seemed calm for her age,

she was actually quite the little spoiled one.

“Right then…”

Once she’d calmed down, Yuzuru handed Yuri to Arisa,

then turned his attention to the last child—still fast asleep.

Black hair, and beneath her closed eyelids, emerald eyes—

their one-year-old second daughter, Takasegawa Yusa.

Careful not to wake her, Yuzuru gently lifted her,

then placed her into the assembled stroller.

“Hurry up, hurry up!!”

“…Mm.”

“Just a little longer, alright?”

Arisa soothed the increasingly restless Manaya and Yuri,

while Yuzuru hurriedly slung their bags over his shoulder.

“Alright, shall we go?”

““Yeah!!””

Yuzuru pushed the stroller,

while Arisa held the hands of Manaya and Yuri as they set off.



Never let go of their hands.

Even if they did, never take your eyes off them.

That was what Yuzuru and Arisa had learned over five years of parenting.

Especially Manaya—

the moment you let go, he’d run off.

Look away for a second, and he’d disappear.

So far, nothing serious had happened—

he’d always come back looking perfectly fine—

but for his parents, it was nerve-wracking every time.

So they split up, each taking charge of different children as they explored the zoo.

Arisa kept a close eye on Manaya.

Yuzuru handled Yuri—who was relatively calm—and Yusa, who couldn’t run off yet.

Less than thirty minutes in—

“Hey, hurry up!!”

Manaya was already getting impatient,

urging them to move on.

“Yuri, maybe it’s time to—”

“No! I’m still looking!!”

Yuri shook her head firmly.

Though usually quiet, she had a strong will and refused to back down once she decided something.

“Shall we split up, then? Meet at the park at noon.”

“Sounds good.”

And so, they decided to move at each child’s pace.

Yuzuru watched as Arisa was practically dragged away by Manaya,

then continued with Yuri.

Unlike her brother, Yuri preferred to take her time.

She stared intently at the animals,

and even asked Yuzuru to read the information signs to her.

For Yuzuru—pushing a stroller—

this slower pace was actually a relief.

“Yuri, shall we go meet Mum now?”

“Ehh…”

She clearly wasn’t done yet.

Yuzuru wanted to prioritise her curiosity,

but there were practical concerns.

“Let’s go get lunch. If we don’t hurry, Mum and your brother might eat everything.”

Manaya probably wouldn’t eat everything—

but if kept waiting, he’d surely throw a tantrum.

And Yusa’s baby food was with Arisa.

“That’s no good!”

“Then let’s go?”

Reluctantly, Yuri nodded.

Then she spread her arms wide.

“Carry me!”

“…Carry you, huh?”

So that was the deal—

she’d cooperate, but only if carried.

Unfortunately, Yuzuru was already pushing the stroller.

“How about a piggyback instead?”

“Okay!”

Negotiations concluded.

Yuzuru crouched down,

and Yuri hopped onto his back.

“Hold on tight, alright?”

“Mm!”

And with Yuri on his back,

Yuzuru set off once more.


      
        Chapter 32

        “Here, eat your broccoli too. Not just tomatoes.”

“No!”

At Arisa’s words, Yuri shook her head stubbornly.

Beside her, Manaya happily munched away on apple slices.

The rule was simple—

if you wanted dessert, you had to eat at least one bite of vegetables.

“Look—Yusa’s eating hers, you know?”

Arisa said, glancing towards Yusa.

She was in the middle of eating her baby food.

Holding her own spoon, she was busily stirring it into a mush,

while Yuzuru, who had her on his lap, held a proper spoon.

“Yusa, say ‘ahh’.”

“Ahh.”

As Yuzuru prompted her, Yusa opened her mouth wide.

He gently fed her some broccoli that had been boiled until soft.

“Mmm!”

Yusa happily flailed her hands and feet.

She wasn’t picky at all—she enjoyed everything she ate.

“She’s not even feeding herself!”

Yuri puffed out her cheeks.

Yuzuru and Arisa exchanged wry smiles.

Yusa couldn’t feed herself properly yet,

which was why she was being helped.

They gave her a spoon for practice,

but as expected, she mostly played with it.

“Will you eat it if I feed you?”

Arisa asked with a half-smile.

Yuri’s eyes widened,

then she gave a small, embarrassed nod.

“I’ll eat…”

“Alright—ahh.”

“Ahh…”

Squeezing her eyes shut, Yuri took the broccoli into her mouth,

chewed a few times,

then swallowed.

Afterwards, she drank some water from her bottle.

“Am I better than Yusa?”

“You are, you are.”

Arisa gently stroked Yuri’s head.

Looking satisfied, Yuri then asked—

“Can I have my apple now?”

“Of course.”

Beaming, Yuri started eating her share.

Meanwhile, Manaya had been watching the whole exchange intently.

“…Do you want to be fed too, Manaya?”

“More!”

Instead of answering directly, he pointed at his lunchbox.

The apples inside were already gone.

He didn’t want to be fed—

he just wanted seconds.

“Hmm, seconds, huh…”

“Why not? He can have mine.”

Yuzuru shrugged, but Arisa hesitated.

“We’re getting ice cream later, remember? And dinner after that…”

“Then we’ll just push dinner back a bit.”

At his suggestion, Arisa nodded.

“You’re right. Okay, you can have Papa’s. Say thank you.”

“Thank you!”

“Alright—pay me back when you’re older.”

Manaya immediately opened Yuzuru’s lunchbox

and started eating whatever he liked.

He wasn’t picky overall,

but like any child, he had preferences—

meat and sweets were favourites,

vegetables… not so much.

“Leave me at least a bit, okay?”

“Okay!”

Manaya nodded—

after finishing all the fried chicken.

And just like that,

everything except the vegetables disappeared from Yuzuru’s lunchbox.



Afterwards, the family continued playing around the zoo.

The children especially loved the petting area.

They got to touch chicks, rabbits, and guinea pigs—

animals they couldn’t interact with at home.

Though as a result,

they ended up covered in fur.

“All three of them fell asleep.”

“That’s a relief… I don’t think I could handle them getting noisy in a traffic jam.”

On the drive home,

Yuzuru and Arisa spoke in hushed voices.

They were stuck in traffic—

whether from an accident or construction, they didn’t know.

Most children hated being stuck like this,

so having them all asleep was a blessing.

“…I just hope they’ll sleep tonight too.”

“Ah… well, let’s worry about that when we get home.”

Yuzuru gave a wry smile.

By the time they got back,

the children would probably be fully energised again.

“Still… this feels nostalgic.”

“…What does?”

“Remember? The first time we came here—we got stuck in traffic too.”

“Ah… yeah.”

This wasn’t their first time at this zoo.

They had come here once before—

back when they were university students.

“We even said it was a ‘practice run’ for when we’d come with kids.”

“Hehe, we did. …Didn’t help much, though.”

“Not at all. I didn’t realise it would be this exhausting.”

“Exactly. Especially the animal walking—what a disaster.”

There had been an activity where you could walk goats or rabbits.

They had tried it—

but a five-year-old and a three-year-old couldn’t manage it properly.

Both Manaya and Yuri got bored halfway through and gave up.

“Yeah… I think we can skip this place for a while.”

“Agreed. Let’s come back when Yusa’s a bit older.”

“…Won’t that just make things harder?”

“By then, Manaya and Yuri will be calmer.”

“…Probably.”

At Yuzuru’s question, Arisa averted her gaze.

Yuri, maybe—

but Manaya calming down? That was harder to imagine.

“Oh, that reminds me—back then…”

“Yes?”

“We stopped by a hotel on the way home, didn’t we?”

“What exactly are you remembering?”

Arisa burst out laughing.

“Well… it was fun.”

“I won’t deny that, but…”

“Maybe we should go again sometime?”

“Eh… but the kids…”

“We can leave them with my parents. One night would be fine.”

“…Mm, I suppose…”

Just as they were having that conversation—

“Where are you and Mum going?”

A voice came from the back seat.

Both of them stiffened.

“N-nowhere.”

“Like we’d go anywhere without you.”

“That’s a lie! You just said ‘hotel’! Where are you going? Take me too!”

“We said we’re not going…”

They scrambled to cover it up.

“…Mm… are we there yet? How much longer?”

“Waaahhh!!”

The commotion woke Yuri,

and Yusa started crying.

Their son demanded answers.

Their daughter whined about the wait.

And the youngest cried without understanding why.

The car ride home turned into complete chaos.


      
        Chapter 33

        “Manaya, any interest in an omiai?”  Arranged marriage meeting.

“Ehh!?”

One morning,

Yuzuru posed the question to his son, now fifteen and in his first year of high school.

Manaya had grown into a handsome boy—

black hair, emerald eyes.

His personality was still lively as ever,

but he’d matured—more thoughtful, more sensible.

“I’m not really interested in girls, to be honest.”

“Really? Back in middle school, you were going through them one after another.”

“‘Going through them’ makes it sound bad… I just dated them because they confessed.”

Blessed with Arisa’s good looks,

Manaya was even more popular than Yuzuru had been.

He’d had relationships—

but they never lasted.

He was the type to prioritise himself over his girlfriend.

Games, friends, his own time—

all came before dating.

And in the end, the girls would leave, saying, “This isn’t what I expected.”

“I’ve learned my lesson. It’s just a hassle.”

“What if you found a girl who wasn’t a hassle?”

“You’re persistent…”

Manaya frowned in annoyance—

when suddenly—

“Father, I’d like a tall, handsome boy.”

A beautiful girl with flaxen hair and blue eyes spoke up.

It was Yuri, their eldest daughter, now in her second year of middle school.

Calm since childhood,

she’d grown into a refined yet somewhat spoiled young lady.

Usually easygoing—

but when her selfish side appeared, she was hard to handle.

“Hmm… Yuri, I think it’s a bit early for you to have an omiai…”

“Isn’t it easier to find someone if you start early?”

“…I can’t deny that, but…”

“I want someone tall, handsome, highly educated—and who puts me first. Like a prince.”

“That’s… very specific.”

Yuzuru frowned slightly.

Truthfully, he had no intention of arranging anything for Yuri yet.

He didn’t want to give his daughter away.

He wanted to keep her close.

“But Father, didn’t you set all sorts of conditions when you were introduced to Mother? Like blonde, big chest, and yamato nadeshiko?”  Idealised traditional Japanese woman embodying grace, modesty, and refinement.

“Where did you hear that!?”

Yuzuru’s eyes widened in shock.

That was something he absolutely didn’t want his daughter knowing.

He shot a glance at Arisa.

She smiled wryly and shook her head.

“I heard it from Great-Grandfather before he passed away last year.”

“…That old man…”

Yuzuru’s grandmother had passed five years ago.

His grandfather, just last year.

They had lived long lives—

so while it was sad,

it hadn’t been unbearable.

“Please, Father? It’s fine, isn’t it?”

“…Sigh. Fine. Write your conditions down somewhere. Though I’m telling you now—I can’t promise we’ll find someone who fits them.”

“I don’t expect a prince to just be walking around.”

Even so, Yuri looked at him with shining eyes.

Unlike Manaya, her interest in romance wasn’t the issue—

it was her standards.

“Fwaaah… what are you all doing so early?”

A sleepy voice cut in.

A girl with black hair and emerald eyes shuffled into the room.

It was Yusa—their second daughter.

She wore a loosely draped yukata,

her underwear plainly visible.

“Yusa! Put on proper clothes!”

Arisa glared at her.

Always carefree,

Yusa had grown into a rather lazy girl.

A blend of Yuzuru and Arisa’s worst traits—

and recently, their biggest headache.

“It’s fine, it’s just family.”

“Even so! You don’t dress like that in front of men!”

Arisa strode over and firmly fixed her clothing.

Yusa smirked smugly.

“You may proceed.”

“Who do you think you are!?”

Smack!

Arisa tapped her on the head.

That evening—

Yuzuru called Manaya into a private room.

“About this morning—still not interested?”

“Nope.”

The immediate reply made Yuzuru chuckle.

“Come on, humour me.”

“I’m in high school. Isn’t this way too early?”

“I know. Think of it as a trial run. I don’t care who it is—as long as you eventually marry someone with common sense, I’m satisfied.”

“So it’s fine if it doesn’t work out?”

“Of course. You can back out later too. You’re still young.”

At this stage,

Yuzuru just wanted him to take an interest.

If he eventually married and had children,

that was enough.

“…Fine. Can I set conditions?”

“Go ahead.”

“Even unreasonable ones?”

“As long as they’re somewhat achievable.”

After a moment’s thought, Manaya spoke.

“I’d like someone calm… refined.”

“Like your mother?”

Manaya frowned.

“Mum’s naggy, though…”

“She wasn’t always. She used to hold back and never assert herself.”

“No way.”

The Arisa he knew now—

constantly scolding them—

was very different.

“And someone who’s not noisy.”

“You mean quiet?”

“Even quiet people can be noisy. Like Yuri. I mean someone who doesn’t interfere with my private life.”

“Hmm, I see.”

As expected, he disliked being controlled.

“Honestly… dating’s a hassle. I’d rather someone who understands that.”

“…I get it.”

It sounded less like he wanted a girlfriend—

and more like he wanted someone who didn’t demand romance at all.

“Then what about appearance?”

Yuzuru shifted the angle.

“Someone cute.”

“Well, obviously.”

“And… good figure.”

“You’ve always liked breasts, haven’t you?”

“…Did I ever say that?”

“You’d stop crying instantly when you were held against Arisa’s chest as a baby.”

Manaya frowned.

“That’s just because I was hungry… probably.”

“And anything else? Don’t tell me you want blonde hair.”

“…Nah. That’d just remind me of Mum and Yuri.”

“I see.”

“That kind of light hair isn’t my thing.”

Fair enough—

and convenient for Yuzuru.

“And… I like bigger hips.”

“Oh?”

“You know… when someone crouches in a skirt or trousers—it’s got presence. That really does it.”

“…I understand.”

Encouraged by Yuzuru’s agreement,

Manaya became more talkative.

“Not fat, though. Slim—but with thick thighs.”

“Understandable.”

“Brown hair. Bright vibe.”

“Hair length?”

“Shoulder-length, maybe.”

After finishing, Manaya cleared his throat.

“…There’s no way someone like that exists, right?”

“Not easily—but not impossible either.”

“Hmph.”

“Well, look forward to it.”

“I didn’t say I’d agree.”

“I know.”



“So—what do you think?”

“…His preferences are very specific.”

Arisa sighed as she reviewed the list.

“Well, I did make him say it.”

“That aside… big chest and wide hips—wonder where he got that from.”

She shot Yuzuru a sharp look.

He smiled wryly.

“Half of that’s you.”

“…I won’t deny I had a narrow preference myself.”

Her gaze shifted to another paper—

Yuri’s list.

She had been holding her head over it just moments ago.

“So, do you have a candidate?”

“…I might.”

“Oh? Who?”

“This girl.”

Yuzuru showed her his phone.

A photo appeared—

a familiar woman,

and beside her, a girl in a kimono.

“…It’s been a while since I’ve seen her. Is that her daughter? She’s grown… and, well, she’s certainly well-endowed.”

“I’ll refrain from commenting on that.”

Even Yuzuru had limits.

“But will it work? Didn’t they fight as children?”

“They were kids. Maybe they’ve changed.”

“…Maybe.”

Arisa wasn’t entirely convinced.

She wasn’t particularly fond of omiai to begin with—

even if her own marriage had started that way.

Yuzuru, on the other hand, was positive about it.

And this match—

would benefit the Takasegawa family.

“Worst case, we cancel it. At least let them reconnect.”

“…That’s fair. Let’s bring it up.”

“…What a hassle.”

On the day of the omiai,

Manaya muttered to himself.

He’d been talked into it—

and now he was here.

(A girlfriend… a fiancée… such a pain.)

He hated being tied down.

He didn’t even want to inherit the family—

he’d gladly leave that to his sisters.

“We met here too, didn’t we?”

“Yes. You looked completely dead inside back then.”

“I was going through a lot at the time.”

His parents were busy reminiscing,

leaving him to himself.

(Guess they hit it off right away.)

Even now, they were still lovey-dovey.

He could only imagine what they’d been like back then.

“This way, please.”

The attendant slid open the door.

Inside, the other party was already waiting.

(Huh… have I seen them before?)

A cheerful woman in a kimono sat there.

Beside her—

a girl in an elegant kimono.

Brown hair.

Cute.

And… well-proportioned.

Definitely his type.

But her expression—

was clearly annoyed.

Not someone who wanted to be here.

Seeing that face,

Manaya finally remembered.

“I’m Uenishi Koharu. …It’s not our first time meeting, is it?”

His childhood friend—

the one he’d once parted from after a fight—

greeted him.

Ten minutes later,

the two got into a massive argument,

and the omiai ended in failure.



Ten years later,

the two would become known as the most devoted couple in Japan.

And this—

was how they met.





Author’s note:

This concludes the series.

Thank you for reading.



Translator’s note:

Thank you for reading as well! This was my first full-series translation, so I hope it was enjoyable and the text flowed well.

If it was not up to your standards, then please let me know which lines were off, so I can improve in the future.

You can find my contact info on the About page, best to write me an email.


      




