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            There are lessons that cannot be taught in a lecture hall, only whispered on the skin

      

    


Summer in our sleepy town, cradled between the velvet folds of the mountains and the lazy breath of the ocean, was thick and motionless, like crystallized honey. It melted the asphalt on the roads and made the drone of the cicadas vibrate in the very air, transforming it into a dense, trembling substance. The days stretched on, each like the one before, woven from idleness, from heat, and from that peculiar, suspended state that comes after one great chapter of life has ended and before another, even more frightening and unknown, has begun.

School was far behind me. All the exams had been passed, the certificate with its neat, diligent grades lay in my desk drawer, and the graduation dress, worn only once, hung orphaned in the closet. Ahead loomed Tokyo University—a mirage, a dream, an Everest I had yet to climb. But that would begin in the autumn. For now, it was summer. A time of quiet. A time when I could allow myself not to think, not to hurry, not to fear. I told myself I was resting, gathering my strength before the decisive leap. But in my heart of hearts, in that honest and frightening place, I knew I was simply drifting in this warm, viscous syrup of time, feeling like a ship set adrift, without a map and without a destination.

It was on one of those lazy, thoughtless days that Ayako called me.

"Come to my college after lunch," she offered, her voice brief and businesslike. "I'll show you something interesting. I'll be waiting in the main corridor near the west wing."

My heart stopped, then began to beat a little faster, as it always did when Ayako was mentioned. She was my friend, my closest, almost my only one. Like an older sister. She was two years my senior, and that difference had always seemed to me an insurmountable chasm. While I had been poring over schoolbooks, she was already conquering her studies, as she put it, at the technical college, preparing to become an engineer. She lived a real, adult, student life, full of lectures, seminars, and, as I secretly imagined, some kind of incredible, breathtaking adventures she never spoke of in detail. She was a planet, rotating on her own clear and precise orbit. I was merely an asteroid, having somehow fallen into her gravitational field, and this pull was irresistible.

I dressed simply, as always. A long, loose skirt that fell almost to my knees, hiding my legs, which I considered too long and thin. And a baggy but light sweater, under which I could hide my breasts from prying eyes—the subject of my eternal awkwardness and a secret, vague pride. I knew Ayako's were small but almost perfectly shaped, and this seemed to me the height of elegance and perfection.

The walls of her old, refurbished college smelled of cleanliness and order. I walked down a long, echoing corridor, my ballet flats stepping silently on the impeccably clean linoleum. It was quiet here. The midday classes were on a break, and only a few students crossed the corridor, lost in their thoughts. The sun, piercing through the high, ceiling-to-floor windows, painted golden, trembling rectangles on the floor, in which invisible dust motes danced lazily.

I saw her from a distance. She was standing by a window, and the sunlight enveloped her figure, transforming her simple white dress into a shining, almost angelic garment. She was like a vision, a living statue of ivory. As I drew closer, she turned, and her face lit up with a smile. The same smile that always, for some reason, took my breath away. It seemed to me that she smiled at me differently than she smiled at everyone else, and even differently than I smiled back at her.

"Yukari-chan! Finally! I thought you'd gotten lost in these catacombs of ours," her voice, sweet and sensual, with a barely noticeable rasp, was music that broke the sterile silence of the corridor.

She stepped toward me, and I was submerged in her scent. A fresh, slightly tart fragrance of perfume mixed with the warm scent of her skin. I felt clumsy and enormous next to her, although our height difference wasn't so great. But she was lithe, flexible as a willow, and I was straight and awkward, like a telephone pole.

"Hello, Ayako," I murmured, feeling the blood rush to my cheeks. "You look very... beautiful."

"Nonsense," she waved it off, but I could see my compliment pleased her. "It's just an old dress. So, ready for the tour?"

"What about your seminar?" I asked, remembering she had mentioned classes. "Shouldn't you be heading there soon?"

"The seminar?" She squinted slyly, and in her large dark eyes danced the familiar mischievous sparks. "Oh, forget it! I already know that topic inside and out. A waste of time. But I have something much more interesting than listening to “professor” Yamada's tedious droning."

Before I could answer, her warm, strong palm closed around my wrist.

"Let's run!"

It was so childish, so unexpected, so Ayako. For a second, I stood in confusion, and then I yielded to her force. She pulled me along, and we raced down that endless corridor, bathed in the light of the sun and the lamps. My ballet flats slid silently across the floor, while her little heels tapped out a cheerful, staccato rhythm. Her laughter rang out, echoing off the walls, and I, against my will, smiled too.

It was an intoxicating feeling. Freedom. Flight. As if we were schoolgirls again, skipping the last, boring class to eat ice cream on the embankment. I felt the wind, rushing in from the open windows at the ends of the corridor, tousling my hair, felt her fingers, hot and imperious, squeezing my hand. Doors, posters, and engravings on the walls flew past. The world narrowed to this corridor, to this run, to her laughter. And for those few moments, I was happy. Absolutely, unconditionally happy.

She stopped as suddenly as she had started. At one of the dozens of identical doors with a number plate I didn't even have time to read. I flew forward by inertia, but she, not letting go of my hand, pulled me to her, and our bodies touched. I felt her warmth through the thin fabric of her dress, the firmness of her body. She smelled of summer.

"In here," she whispered, and new, unfamiliar notes appeared in her voice.

She pushed the door, which yielded with a soft click. Before I could process anything, she had pulled me inside and closed the door behind us.

We were in an empty, spacious auditorium. It was brighter here than in the corridor. Neat rows of desks, a clean blackboard, a teacher's lectern. The air was still, smelling of fresh polish, chalk, and wood. Nothing unusual. Just a regular classroom where classes had just ended.

"Ayako, why are we here?" I asked, utterly bewildered. My heart was still pounding from our run.

She didn't answer. Instead, releasing my hand, she walked to the door. I watched her, not understanding. Her movements were fluid, confident, like a predator cornering its prey. Ayako walked on, to a corner where mops and brushes stood in a bucket. She approached, pulled out one of the mops, and held it horizontally, like a spear. It was clear that she had planned all of this.

My bewilderment gave way to a vague, rising anxiety. What was she doing? Why did she need that stick?

Ayako returned to the door. And I, holding my breath, saw her slide the mop handle into the massive metal brackets of the door handles, blocking the door completely.

There was a dull, short, wooden thud.

That sound was a period. The period at the end of a sentence I had not yet read, but whose meaning was beginning to dawn on me with a chilling, paralyzing awareness. This was not a game. This was not a joke. This was a trap. And I was in it. With her. In this locked, sunlit, utterly empty auditorium, which had suddenly ceased to be an ordinary classroom and had become a stage. A stage for something I was afraid to even think about.

My heart, which had just calmed down after our mad dash, stumbled and stopped, then slowly, heavily, began to beat again, drumming out an anxious, broken rhythm. I stood before one of the student desks and looked at Ayako. She was still standing by the door, half-turned towards me. The light from the windows, piercing through the glass and open blinds, enveloped her figure in a soft, golden halo, turning her into a silhouette, an enigma. The smile had vanished from her face. Now it was serious, almost solemn, like a priestess before a sacred ritual. Her dark eyes no longer danced with mischievous sparks; in their depths lurked something else—something adult, knowing, that I had never noticed in her
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