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Dedication
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To the misfits.

To the ones who like their fantasies a little unusual,

their passions a little intense,

and their curiosity fully awake.

You know who you are.

Don’t pretend. Enjoy.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One
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The rain had slowed to drizzle, and Mike’s family waited by the front door, umbrellas in hand, ready to head downtown. He heard the soft patter of water against the roof and smelled the fresh scent of wet pavement.

“Mike, jacket,” his mom said, holding up a navy windbreaker. “It’s still chilly.”

He slipped the jacket over his long-sleeved tee without protest, but a small knot of unease tightened in his chest. He didn’t say anything, just followed the routine he had followed all his life.

When they stopped at the bank, Mike glanced out the window while his dad handled the deposit. His eyes caught a girl walking along the sidewalk. She must have been around his age, wearing jeans and a green crop top. The top wasn’t scandalous—it wasn’t too short—but it was sleeveless and revealed a hint of her midriff.

Mike felt a sudden flush of discomfort, a mix of irritation and envy. Why did my mom make me wear this jacket, and she seems completely fine?

He couldn’t stop looking at her as she passed, noticing the easy way she carried herself, unbothered by the chill or anyone’s expectations. A sharp pang of misery sank into him. Life always seemed to have these invisible rules he had to follow, while others moved through it freely.

A few days later, at the public sports center, Mike noticed a new face in his swimming class. The coach introduced her quickly—her name was Ava—and she slid into the lane beside him with a shy but determined smile. Mike couldn’t help but feel a quiet fascination with her presence.

After class, Mike and Ava sat on the edge of the pool, legs dangling in the cool water, letting the rhythm of the ripples fill the quiet.

“So, what do you do besides swimming?” Mike asked, leaning back on his hands.

Ava shrugged, tucking damp strands of hair behind her ear. “I go to school, obviously,” she said with a small smile, “and... that’s about it. After school, my siblings and I take the bus here. My parents work long hours, so they thought it would be better than staying home alone.”

Mike nodded, impressed by her independence. “I go to high school, drama workshop, and swimming lessons. It keeps me busy.”

“That’s a lot,” Ava said, tilting her head. “I’ve always wanted to join the swimming class, but it was extra... my dad couldn’t afford it. Until now.” She shrugged again, a little embarrassed. “I guess he finally found a way. I just didn’t want to miss it anymore.”

Mike smiled at her. “Well, I’m glad you’re here now. It’s more fun having someone to swim with.”

Ava grinned, her eyes lighting up. “Yeah... me too.”

Mike knew his dad would be arriving soon, so he grabbed his towel and headed for the showers. The hot water washed away the chlorine, leaving his skin tingling. By the time he stepped out, dressed in sport pants and a hoodie, his phone buzzed.

“Hey, Mike,” his dad’s voice came through, faint with static. “I’m running late—give me fifteen minutes, alright?”

Mike sighed, slipping the phone into his pocket. He wandered toward the soda fountain in the lobby. There, he spotted Ava. She sat casually on one of the plastic chairs, sipping from a soda can, her damp hair sticking to her shoulders. She hadn’t changed—her swimsuit was still wet, clinging to her as if she had just climbed out of the pool.

Mike hesitated, then walked over. “Hey. Still here?”

Ava nodded, glancing toward the glass doors that looked out onto the garden. “Yeah, my siblings are outside playing. I’m just sitting here to keep an eye on them.” She took another sip. “What about you?”

“My dad’s delayed. He’ll be here in about fifteen minutes,” Mike said, lowering himself onto the chair across from her. “My siblings usually come with me, but today they had some math workshop at school.”

“Oh,” Ava smiled faintly, tapping her soda can against her knee. “So, it’s just us waiting around... My mom should be here soon, too”

Mike nodded, then hesitated. “You should probably rush to the showers, though. Otherwise, she’ll scold you.”

Ava blinked at him, puzzled. “Scold me? For what?”

He gestured toward her. “You’re still soaked. My mom would never let me sit around like that—she’d tell me to dry off right away and put on sneakers, or at least sandals, so I wouldn’t catch a cold.”

Ava tilted her head, frowning slightly. “Really? That’s... weird.”

Mike furrowed his brows. “Weird?”

“Yeah,” Ava said simply. “My mom doesn’t care if I’m wet or barefoot or whatever. If I’m cold, I’ll dry off or put something on. If I’m not, then I’m fine.”

Mike stared at her, surprised. He had never thought of it that way. For him, it had always been an unshakable rule: wet meant dry immediately, cold meant cover up, bare feet meant trouble. And yet here was Ava, shrugging off what had been so deeply ingrained in his life.

For a while, Mike remained intrigued by Ava and her peculiar family dynamics. Whenever he had the chance, he tried to strike up conversations. There was something freeing in the way she talked, so casually dismissive of the little “rules” that had always governed his life.

Then, one day, she simply stopped coming. No explanation, no goodbye. Weeks turned into months, and gradually Mike thought of her less and less. His own routines filled the gaps. The overprotectiveness of his parents faded into the background too, surfacing only when he noticed someone who reminded him of that small but nagging difference between his world and others’.

It wasn’t until a gray afternoon, while bent over his desk and half-heartedly tackling homework, that something unusual caught his attention. A news article headline flashed across his screen:

“School Director Takes Firm Stance Against Crop Tops”

The article wasn’t long, but the images embedded within it held him captive. Groups of confident girls strolled through cobblestone streets, jeans hugging their legs, midriff-baring tops leaving strips of skin exposed to the biting Alpine air. They looked unbothered, even proud, as if daring the cold itself to challenge them.

Mike felt something stir inside—a knot of confusion, envy, and fascination. Soon he was scouring forums, news blogs, even stray photo galleries, hunting for more glimpses of this strange defiance: skin against cold, freedom against restraint.

The hours slipped by unnoticed, his homework forgotten. It wasn’t until the creak of footsteps echoed in the hallway that he snapped back to reality. Heart racing, he fumbled with the mouse, closing the browser just as his father stepped into the room.

“You still on the computer?” his dad asked, eyeing the darkened screen. “Your homework done?”

Mike forced a calm nod. “Almost, yeah. I’ll be done soon.”

His dad studied him for a moment, then sighed and left, muttering about time management. Mike sat frozen in place, pulse hammering, the images still lingered in his mind and for the first time he realized just how deep his fascination ran.
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Chapter Two
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The first morning of summer break, Debbie lay awake and smiling before she even opened her eyes. The house was quiet in that special way it only gets when school is over—no alarms, no hurried footsteps.

She kicked the blanket off and sat up. Yesterday’s backpack lay mouth-open under the desk, abandoned like shed skin. A calendar by the window had a messy circle around today with a fat marker note: SUMMER. She pressed her palm to it and laughed under her breath.

Down the hall, a door squeaked. Debbie pulled on a loose tee and padded to the kitchen. The tiles were cool against her feet. Sunlight spilled across the table, lit a bowl of oranges, and turned the dust in the air into glitter.

Sarah was already there, scrolling on her phone with that faraway look that made her seem older. Her hair was still wet, darkening the collar of her shirt. 

“Morning,” Debbie said, reaching for an orange.

Sarah glanced up. “Morning.”

“No school,” Debbie grinned.

Sarah’s mouth tipped toward a smile. “Feels weird.”

Debbie peeled the orange, skin coming off in bright spirals. “Why don’t we go to the forest? I’ve always wondered what secrets it holds...”

Sarah took a breath as if about to say yes, then glanced back at her screen. “I told Lila I’d meet her. Maybe tomorrow?”

The peel drooped from Debbie’s fingers, wilting like a forgotten ribbon. “Tomorrow,” she echoed, trying to keep it light.

Sarah stood, slid her phone into her bag. “I’ll be back for dinner... We should do something this week, though.” She meant it; Debbie could hear the effort in her voice. But the door still closed behind her with a final click.

Debbie leaned on the counter and ate her orange over the sink. On the fridge, a postcard was pinned with a magnet shaped like a strawberry: Alex’s cramped handwriting, all jokes about terrible campus coffee and a promise: Home for summer, underlined twice.

The landline rang just as Debbie was rinsing her orange-sticky fingers in the sink. The sound startled her—it was rare anyone called the house phone anymore. She dried her hands on a towel and picked up.

“Hello?”

“Good morning. Is this Debbie Collins?” The voice was warm, careful, slightly formal.

“Yes, this is she.”

“This is Mrs. Green, from Green’s Books.”

Debbie straightened, pressing the receiver tighter to her ear. “Oh! Hello, Mrs. Green.”

“I’m calling about your application. We had a few candidates, but I was quite impressed with the way you wrote about your love for stories. You seem to understand what books mean to people, not just what they cost. I’d like you to start tomorrow morning, nine o’clock sharp.”

For a moment, Debbie just blinked at the window. Then she said, a little too quickly, “Yes—yes, of course! I’ll be there.”

“Good. Over the summer we’ll have you full-time. It’s a quiet season—fewer customers, which means I’ll have time to train you properly. By autumn, if you’ve learned the ropes, we can discuss part-time hours during school days. How does that sound?”

“It sounds perfect,” Debbie said, meaning it.

“Excellent. Dress comfortably, but neat. Tomorrow at nine.”

She stared at her hands—still faintly smelling of orange peel—and imagined them turning pages behind the counter, organizing shelves, helping strangers find the books they didn’t know they needed.

She grabbed a notepad from the fridge and scribbled in block letters: MRS. GREEN – 9 AM. 

When the front door clicked and her parents came in from work, Debbie practically bounced into the hallway.

“Mom! Dad! Guess what?” she said, her voice spilling over with excitement.

Her parents looked up from dropping bags onto the kitchen counter. “What is it, Debbie?” her mom asked, smiling.

“Mrs. Green called! The bookstore! She wants me to start tomorrow at nine! Full time for the summer! And if I do well, I can keep working part-time during school!” Debbie’s words tumbled out so fast she nearly tripped over them.

“That’s wonderful,” her dad said, nodding, but his brow creased as he glanced around. “Where’s Sarah?”

“She said she was meeting Lila,” Debbie replied, shrugging. “She’ll be back for dinner.”

Her mom’s lips pressed into a thin line. “Without telling us first?”

Debbie held up her hands, smiling reassuringly. “I get that it’s not perfect, but maybe it was a last-minute thing. Sarah’s fine on her own. She said she’d be back before dinner, so it’s not like it’s a big deal.”

Her parents shared a glance but didn’t press the issue any further. After all, it wasn’t Debbie who had gone out without saying anything. When Sarah got back, they’d have plenty of time to scold her. Poor Sarah—she’d not only face the lecture, but her plans with Debbie to explore the forest would be put on hold. With Debbie starting a new job, the sisters wouldn’t have much time for adventures together anymore. 

* * * *
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That Saturday night, their parents were working at a late event and wouldn’t be back until after two in the morning, leaving Debbie and Sarah with a sense of freedom that felt both exciting and dangerous.

Debbie sat cross-legged on her bed, running her fingers over the cracked leather cover of a book she had found earlier that week in the second-hand section of the bookshop. The title was barely legible, embossed in faded gold letters, but the moment she opened it, she knew it was different. It was filled with diagrams, old invocations, and strange instructions. Mrs. Green, the kind, gray-haired woman who ran the shop, had smiled knowingly when Debbie lingered over it. “You can take it, dear,” she had said softly. “Just... don’t read it carelessly.”

Now, the pages smelled faintly of dust and candle smoke, as though they carried secrets from another world. Debbie whispered to herself as she read, tracing one of the simplest rituals: a calling for persuasion. It required only a candle, a bowl of water, and two voices reciting the words together.

Sarah peeked through the doorway, eyes wide. “You actually gonna do it?”

Debbie looked up, hesitating. Then she smiled faintly. “Only if you help me out. Says it works better with two.”

Minutes later, the sisters were sitting on the floor of Debbie’s room. A small white candle flickered between them. Beside it, a bowl of clear water reflected the flame in trembling ripples.

Debbie opened the book and cleared her throat. “We have to say the words together. Slowly. And we have to actually believe it will work.”

Sarah giggled nervously, tucking her hair behind her ear. “Alright... but if a ghost shows up, I’m totally blaming you.”

They joined hands, and Debbie began to read aloud. Their voices blended, awkward at first but growing steadier, as though the rhythm of the words carried them along. The room seemed to grow colder, or perhaps it was just their nerves. The candle flame bent toward them, flickering wildly, and Sarah gasped.

“Did you see that?” she whispered.

Debbie’s heart raced, though she forced herself to keep calm. “It’s just the draft,” she said quickly, but deep down she wasn’t sure. For a heartbeat, the sisters sat frozen, hands still linked, staring at the trembling light and the rippling water. Then—

Clang!

A sharp metallic sound echoed from outside the window. Both jumped, Sarah clutching Debbie’s arm. “What was that?!” she whispered, her eyes wide.

Debbie swallowed hard, her throat dry. “I—I don’t know.”

They sat perfectly still, listening to the silence. Then, from the street, came a soft meow.

Sarah exhaled all at once, then laughed nervously. “It’s just a cat! We almost died of fear... because of a cat!”

Debbie pressed her palm to her chest, feeling her racing heartbeat, then smirked. “You were the one hiding behind me.”

Sarah nudged her playfully. “Oh, come on, you were scared too.”

They both laughed, their tension dissolving. Blowing out the candle, Debbie closed the book and slid it under her pillow. “Enough magic for tonight. Let’s go to sleep before we start imagining more ghosts.”

The next morning, the sisters decided to put their ritual to the test. As their parents were getting ready to leave for work, Sarah leaned casually against the kitchen door frame. “Can Debbie and I go to the forest today?” she asked, as though it were the most ordinary request in the world.

Their dad gave a firm shake of his head. “No. Too dangerous.”

But Sarah didn’t back down. She tilted her head, her tone persuasive, almost playful. “We’ll be careful. We’ll only stay for a few minutes, I promise.”

Debbie held her breath.

Their mom paused, then sighed. “Alright. But you’ll have to share your live location with us the whole time.”

Sarah’s eyes widened, then she grinned triumphantly. “Deal.”

When the front door finally closed behind their parents, Debbie and Sarah stood in the quiet house, exchanging looks of disbelief.

“I can’t believe they said yes,” Sarah whispered, still grinning.

Debbie shook her head, pulling her hair into a ponytail. “Me neither.” She slipped on her backpack. “Honestly, I thought you were wasting your breath asking.”

Sarah sat on the couch to tie her sneakers, her voice tinged with mischief. “Maybe the ritual worked.”

Debbie rolled her eyes, though she couldn’t hide her smile. “Or maybe Mom just didn’t feel like arguing before work.”

“Still,” Sarah said, standing up and brushing off her jeans, “it feels like we got away with something.”

Debbie laughed softly, her stomach fluttering with anticipation. “Then let’s not waste it. Ready?”

Sarah nodded eagerly. “Ready.”

The forest wasn’t far—just behind the last row of houses in their neighborhood, where the asphalt ended and dirt paths began. Debbie pulled out her phone before they crossed into the trees and tapped the screen. “There. Shared our live location with Mom,” she said, tucking it back into her pocket.

Sarah smirked. “Good. Now if we get kidnapped by goblins, she’ll know exactly where to find us.”

Debbie laughed, though her voice carried a nervous edge. “Or fairies. Or spirits. You know, in old books they say every element has its own guardians—elementals. Fire has salamanders, air has sylphs, earth has gnomes, and water has undines.”

Sarah wrinkled her nose. “Undines? Sounds like a brand of shampoo.”

“You’re impossible,” Debbie said, rolling her eyes, though her tone was playful. “But just think about it. If we’re walking by a stream or a spring, and the water feels different... like it’s alive... maybe it’s because something’s watching.”

Sarah hugged herself and glanced around. The canopy overhead dimmed the light, making every shadow seem to shift with movement. “You’re trying to scare me.”

Debbie smiled faintly. “No... I’m just saying, sometimes the world is more magical than it looks.”

They kept walking, their sneakers crunching over fallen leaves and twigs. The air grew cooler, more damp, and soon they heard it: a gentle rush, like whispers carried through the undergrowth. The sound of water flowing.

Both sisters froze for a second, exchanging wide-eyed glances. A tingle of fear ran down Debbie’s arms, but it wasn’t unpleasant, it was the same thrill she had felt reading her book about the haunted forest as a child.

“Come on,” she said softly, almost reverently. “Let’s see what we find.”

The sound of rushing water grew clearer with each step, weaving through the underbrush like a beckoning voice. Debbie slowed her pace, her eyes fixed ahead as though she could already see the source hidden behind the thicket.

“Maybe we’ll find undines,” she whispered, her lips curling into a sly smile.

Sarah gave her a sidelong look and snorted. “Oh, come on. You don’t actually believe in that.”

Debbie shrugged lightly, her expression unreadable in the mottled shade of the forest. “Half joking,” she admitted. “I mean, I don’t think little water spirits are going to pop out of a creek behind our neighborhood...” She paused, brushing her fingertips over the rough bark of a tree as though it were alive, listening. “...but I’d love to feel something. To connect with the forest, with nature, with the magic that’s supposed to live in all of this.”

Sarah shivered, hugging her arms tighter around herself. “You’re making it sound spooky again.”

Debbie smiled softly. “Not spooky. Just... mysterious.”

The sisters slowed their steps, straining their ears as they moved closer to the sound of water. Every twig snap, every rustle of leaves seemed magnified in the silence between them. The creek was no longer just a gentle rush, it carried a rhythm, a strange lilt, almost as if it were speaking in a language too old to understand.

Debbie lifted a hand, signaling Sarah to stop. “Listen...” she whispered.

Both held still, breath shallow, their attention sharpened. The water’s murmur shifted, layering over itself in tones that rose and fell like voices half-buried in the current.

Sarah’s eyes widened. “Did you hear that?”

Debbie swallowed hard, her skin prickling with goosebumps. “It sounds like—”

Before she could finish, the sound deepened, the rushing water blending with what seemed unmistakably like faint, overlapping whispers. Words they couldn’t quite catch, but words, nonetheless.

Fear jolted through them both. Sarah grabbed Debbie’s wrist. “Debbie, let’s go!”

Debbie hesitated, her curiosity battling her fear—but then another rush of whispers swelled, closer, sharper. That broke her resolve.

“Run,” she said, and the two of them bolted down the path, branches whipping at their arms, their sneakers pounding the dirt. They didn’t stop until the houses of their neighborhood came into view, the sight of streetlamps and fences pulling them back into safety.

Breathless, Sarah leaned against the fence, laughing nervously. “That was not undines. That was terrifying.”

Debbie pressed her palm to her chest, as though trying to hold her racing heartbeat in check. “Maybe it was just the water echoing... or maybe...” She shook her head, half-smiling despite her fear. “Maybe the forest doesn’t like being spied on.”

When Debbie and Sarah slipped back into the house, still flushed from running, they froze at the sight of someone sitting on the couch.

Alex was there.

Their older brother, home from university for the holidays, sat slouched on the couch with his phone in hand. He looked up as soon as he saw them and narrowed his eyes. “And where exactly were you two?”

Debbie hesitated, glancing at Sarah. “We... went for a walk.”

Alex’s eyebrow arched. “In the forest?”

Sarah lifted her chin defiantly. “Yeah. And before you say anything—Mom and Dad gave us permission. We shared our location.”

Alex set his phone aside, crossing his arms. “Seriously? The forest? You two are unbelievable. Do you know how dangerous that is? Getting lost, twisting an ankle, running into some drunk men—”

“We’re not little kids anymore,” Sarah snapped back. “And nothing happened.”

Debbie stayed quiet, clutching the strap of her backpack. The memory of the murmurs near the creek still clung to her like a shadow.

Alex’s eyes narrowed as he studied them. “If nothing happened,” he said slowly, “then why do you look like you’ve just seen a ghost?”

Debbie bit her lip, glancing at Sarah. Her sister shifted uncomfortably, then blurted, “We heard something. Near the creek.”

Alex tilted his head. “Something like what?”

Sarah’s voice dropped. “It was like... murmurs. Like people whispering, but there was nobody there.”

Debbie added quietly, “It wasn’t just the water. At least... it didn’t sound like it.”

“Of course it did,” Alex countered. “That’s how sound works out there. Running water, echoing trees, your brains on edge—it all mixes together. You think you hear voices. Trust me, there’s nothing mystical about it.”

Debbie hugged herself. “But it felt real,” she murmured.

Alex softened his tone slightly, though his grin lingered. “It always feels real when you’re in the dark and your imagination is running faster than your feet. Next time, remember: physics, not magical creatures.”

Sarah groaned. “You’re impossible.”

Alex leaned back against the couch, smirking. “And you two are way too easy to spook.”

Debbie crossed her arms and lifted her chin. “I’ve read about creatures attached to the elements.”

Alex snorted before she could finish. “Oh, right. So which creature belongs to oxygen and hydrogen? Maybe what you heard was one oxygen spirit and two hydrogen spirits having a chat.”

Sarah burst out laughing, but Debbie flushed red. “I’m serious, Alex.”

“That’s the point,” he said, still grinning. “You go in there expecting something paranormal, and your brain does the trick. Your mind fills in the blanks. Creek plus wind plus nerves equals whispers. Science, not spirits.”

Sarah narrowed her eyes. “Then why don’t you go yourself? Let’s see if you don’t get scared.”

Alex shrugged, unbothered. “It wouldn’t scare me. What would scare me is ruining my sneakers with all that clay, like you two already did.”

Only then did the sisters glance down—muddy footprints stained the floor near the doorway.

Alex pointed at them with mock severity. “So, before our folks come and freak out, grab a rag and clean the mud off the floor. And while you’re at it, better wash those sneakers before they really get ruined.”

Debbie groaned while Sarah rolled her eyes, but both of them trudged toward the kitchen to fetch cleaning supplies, Alex’s laughter trailing after them.
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Chapter Three
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The rest of the summer holidays went by in a blur of long, warm afternoons. Debbie shared her little free time with her siblings—sometimes lounging on the porch with Sarah, sometimes sitting in the living room with Alex, laughing at his endless university stories. He had a way of making even the dullest classes sound like an adventure, and Sarah always listened with wide eyes, curious about what her own future might hold.

Whenever they were alone, Debbie told Sarah about the things she had been reading in the magic book Mrs. Green had lent her. At first, Sarah had been fascinated, asking questions and urging her sister to read more. But little by little, she began to smile less, tilt her head, and ask in a doubtful tone, “Do you really believe that?”

Debbie noticed. She didn’t want Sarah to lose interest or mock her the way Alex did. So she began keeping her newest discoveries to herself. Still, every time she read something new, she wished she could share it with Sarah, the way she had before skepticism had crept into her sister’s voice.

On the very last day of the summer holidays, Debbie was arranging a stack of worn paperbacks when Mrs. Green walked over to her with a smile.

“You’ve done a wonderful job this summer, Debbie,” she said, adjusting her glasses as she surveyed the neatly ordered shelves. “You’re quick to learn, reliable, and the customers like you. I was wondering—would you like to keep working here? Just part-time in the afternoons, Monday through Thursday, during the school year. And if you wish, maybe full-time again when the next school break comes around.”

Debbie froze, her hand still resting on the top of the pile. A rush of excitement surged through her. The thought of continuing, of having a place of her own to return to after school, made her heart race.

“Yes, Mrs. Green,” she said, almost too quickly. Then she smiled, more composed. “I’d love to.”

Mrs. Green nodded approvingly. “Good. I’ll talk with your parents, but I don’t think they’ll mind. You’ve earned it.”

For the next two weeks, Debbie fell into a comfortable rhythm. Between school and her part-time job at the bookstore, she managed her time with surprising ease.

Whenever she had a free moment at the shop, she tackled her homework, making sure her grades didn’t slip. But after finishing her assignments, if she still had the energy, would she pull out her notebook and the magic book Mrs. Green had lent her.

One afternoon, as Debbie was tidying a shelf of fantasy novels, her phone buzzed. A message from Mrs. Thompson, the head of the drama workshop, appeared: “Debbie! We need more actors for the school plays. Remember how talented you were back in middle school? Come join us. Your presence would make a huge difference.”

Debbie smiled, remembering the fun she had in Mrs. Thompson’s middle school drama classes, when she had dreamed of becoming a cosplayer and performing in elaborate costumes. She hadn’t thought much about acting since, but the invitation stirred a spark of excitement and creativity she hadn’t felt in a while.

“Mrs. Green... I have a request.”

Mrs. Green looked up, curiosity lighting her eyes. “Of course, dear. What is it?”

“Well,” Debbie began, fidgeting slightly, “I’ve been invited to join the school drama workshop, which meets on Tuesdays and Thursdays... but those are the days I currently work here. I really want to do both... Do you think it would be possible to reschedule my shifts?”

Mrs. Green considered for a moment, tapping a pen against the counter. “Hmm... I see. You’ve been doing excellent work, Debbie. I don’t mind adjusting your schedule. What do you propose?”

Debbie’s face brightened. “I could work Fridays and Saturdays instead. That way, I wouldn't miss any workshops, but I’d still be able to help out here.”

Mrs. Green smiled warmly. “Alright, that works. I’m glad you’re following your interests, Debbie. Just make sure you keep up with your duties here, and we’ll be fine.”

* * * *
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Mike stepped into the room, carrying his jacket and snack. The floor was already scattered with people sitting in small groups, chatting and laughing. Near the center, Meredith and Ethan were sprawled on the floor.

“Hey, Mike!” Ethan called out, waving him over.

Mike smiled and made his way to them. Meredith shifted slightly, giving him a look of welcome, but there wasn’t enough free space next to her. He ended up sitting down beside Ethan, letting out a quiet sigh.

They were joking back and forth when Mark, a tall, easygoing guy, waved at Ethan. Ethan grinned and got up, moving to sit next to Mark. The moment opened a small window—Mike could finally slide closer to Meredith. He leaned forward, ready to scoot over.

Just then, a slender girl approached, slightly shorter than him, with honey-colored hair, green eyes, and a smattering of freckles across her nose. She smiled politely. “Mind if I sit here?”

Mike glanced at Meredith, who gave a small shrug, then back at the girl. “Sure,” he said, a little reluctantly. Well... at least it’s a girl, he thought, settling in beside her.

The girl smiled at Mike. “Hi, I’m new here,” she said, her voice light and steady.

Meredith nodded. “I’m Meredith, and this is Mike.”

Mike mumbled his name, his attention slipping away as the girl introduced herself. His focus was entirely on Meredith.

Soon, Greg clapped his hands. “Alright, everyone, time to start the exercises!”

They all stood, forming a loose circle, and began walking around the room as instructed. The girl fell naturally behind Meredith, and Mike followed her. 

When they paused to stretch their feet, one of her sneakers slipped off. She frowned briefly but, having little time to fuss, quickly removed the other shoe as well and placed both neatly to the side. 

And then something strange happened. Mike shifted slightly, a faint smile tugging at his lips. Maybe it wasn’t such a bad idea that she ended up sitting next to me, he thought, a small, secret excitement sparking in his chest.

Next Thursday, Mike arrived a few minutes early, slipping quietly into the room. His first thought was to find her.

There she was, sitting in the same spot she had chosen on Tuesday. Without hesitation, he walked over and lowered himself onto the floor beside her.

She looked up, a flicker of surprise crossing her features. She had assumed Mike hadn’t been comfortable sitting next to her before, yet here he was.

“Hey,” Mike greeted first, giving her a small, casual smile. “I’m... uh... bad with names. What’s yours?”

The girl tilted her head, a hint of amusement in her green eyes. “It’s... Debbie,” she replied softly.

Mike nodded, as if this solved an ongoing puzzle. “Debbie. Got it. Nice to officially meet you.”

After Greg led the group through the warm-up exercises, stretching and moving around the room, Mrs. Thompson stepped in. Her presence immediately commanded attention.

“I’m thrilled to see all of you today,” she began, her eyes scanning the students with a mix of pride and expectation. “This year, we have two ambitious projects lined up. I expect everyone to give their very best. We’re going to challenge ourselves, push boundaries, and grow as performers.”

A ripple of excitement moved through the group. Meredith leaned slightly toward Mike, whispering, “Two projects... that’s going to be intense.”

Mike nodded, trying to appear casual.

Once Mrs. Thompson stepped back, Greg moved forward, holding a stack of scripts. “Alright, everyone, here are the scripts for the play we’ll be presenting before winter break. Take one, and let’s start getting familiar with your roles.”

Mike reached for a script, sliding it open. His eyes caught the name of his character: Harry. Thomas’s loyal friend.

Next to him, Debbie was already studying her script. Mike noticed her character’s name: Lily. She was the confidante to Mia and Thomas. He felt a small jolt of curiosity—how would she bring Lily to life?

Greg moved through the room, checking in with the students as they leafed through the pages. “Remember, Loving in Eternity is a short but powerful play, only about fifty minutes. Every gesture, every glance, every inflection matters. Take the time to understand your character before thinking about the lines.”
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