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The first day of my final year of school had begun. As always, I was curious to see how much the girls had changed over the summer. Spotting a few easy targets filled me with excitement as I casually adjusted my dark blond hair.

My thoughts were interrupted by my mother’s voice.

“Johnny, Amber, breakfast!”

I finished getting ready in the bathroom I shared with my sister, then headed back to my room, which was across from Amber’s. The bathroom was right next to mine. Our parents’ bedroom—with its own private bathroom—was on my side of the hallway, while the guest room was on Amber’s.

Mom kept the décor simple—light green walls and light brown furniture throughout the house—though Amber had painted her room orange and white a few years ago.

I headed downstairs for breakfast, taking the staircase next to our rooms. My sister was already at the table, sipping her tea. As usual, she was dressed in one of her eccentric, colorful outfits—pants and a separate top. Amber was tall and had a striking face like Mom’s, with brown eyes like Dad’s. Though she wasn’t particularly curvy, she had a great figure. She usually wore her long, wavy blonde hair loose.

Amber had already been in school when I was born, so she often made me feel like I had two mothers. Sometimes I found it strange that our parents indulged her whims, but she was clearly talented and passionate about what she did. She designed clothes and had attended several different design schools over the years, which explained her bold and noticeable fashion choices.

At the kitchen counter, Mom and Dad were teasing each other quietly while Dad finished scrambling the eggs. He was a tall, slightly chubby man with brown eyes and light hair. I had inherited my blue eyes from Mom, who now had reddish-brown hair and stood slightly taller than the average woman. Since she had played tennis from a young age—and still did—she was in excellent shape. She had taught me as a child, but I never enjoyed it and didn’t have much talent for it.

Mom was an incredible woman, but cooking wasn’t her strength, so Dad handled meals whenever possible. He loved good food. It was still obvious that they loved each other deeply, though thankfully, they didn’t show too much affection in front of us.

The kitchen and dining area were on one side of the stairs, while the living room was a step lower on the left. Behind the staircase, Dad had a quiet study, and near the entrance was a bathroom, along with a door leading to the garage where he kept his car. The kitchen also had a door leading to the terrace. Mom had stuck to her signature light green walls and light furniture here, just like upstairs. I liked it—it was a cozy house.

Just as the food was ready, I started shoveling it in.

“Johnny, you need to mow the lawn today. Please come home on time,” Mom said.

“Mom, today is my first day. I don’t know yet what will happen in the afternoon,” I tried to argue, though I could already tell from Dad’s amused smile that I was fighting a losing battle.

“Oh, I didn’t know there was practice today. I thought there was never practice on the first day,” she replied, a bit sarcastically.

“No, there’s no practice. It’s just... my friends and new acquaintances,” I insisted.

“Son, your girlfriends have waited for you for several weeks. They can wait until tomorrow. Please be home on time,” Mom said patiently but firmly.

“I’ll try,” I muttered under my breath.

“I think I didn’t even hear that,” Mom said without turning toward me. She considered the conversation closed and walked into the bathroom.

“At least today she didn’t pick on us,” Dad nudged Amber, grinning.

“Johnny, could you take me to school too? I need to hand out flyers for my new designs,” my sister asked.

“And how will you get home?” I asked, not particularly eager to escort her.

“Don’t worry about that. Cathy will come for me later, and we’ll go on.” Cathy was Amber’s longtime friend, though she had recently moved away, so they rarely met in person.

Slowly, everyone left home. Dad headed to his private practice, and Amber and I drove to school. Mom, an event organizer, didn’t have fixed working hours, so she stayed home today. Sometimes this made weekend family plans tricky, but we had learned to adapt.

We lived in a suburban area at the base of a large hill, where every street was higher up. Our white-walled, black-roofed house sat in the valley. We only had fences on the sides—front gates weren’t common in our neighborhood. The school was barely twenty minutes away by car.

I loved my car—a not-so-new but well-maintained dark blue, high-clearance vehicle. I had bought it a few years ago with my saved pocket money, which my parents had supplemented as a Christmas gift. As soon as we reached the school, Amber jumped out and disappeared from sight.

Our school was surrounded by greenery and located in an accessible part of the city, though not downtown. It had been recently renovated, so it was in good condition. Admission wasn’t open to everyone—academic performance mattered. Stairs led up to the main entrance, and standing at the top, I could check out all the girls as they walked in.

As expected, I spotted my friends and my best friend, Brian, at the top of the stairs. We had been friends since childhood—he’d always lived in the house across from ours. Even after his parents divorced, he stayed there with his mom. A few familiar girlfriends surrounded them, some of whom I knew quite well.

“Hey, what’s up?” I asked as I approached.

“Buddy, the girls really outdid themselves this year,” Brian said with a grin, nodding toward a few girls in short skirts. We were both single now, ready for new opportunities.

Brian was about my height, with brown hair, blue eyes, and a dimple inherited from his father. All my swimming teammates wore their hair like mine—styled hair was popular with the girls.

Two of our similarly tall swimming teammates stood next to Brian. Daryl, with his naturally tanned skin, brown hair, and larger muscles, stood out among us, while Aaron completed our group with his red hair and brown eyes. Each had a girl standing beside them—Daryl’s current girlfriend was a colorful-haired girl in a leather jacket and skirt, while Aaron’s was a short blonde with glasses, impatiently tapping her foot.

I looked around. Thanks to the warm weather, skirts and tops had indeed gotten shorter. After all, first impressions on the first day were crucial. I was used to girls smiling back when I nodded at them, so I waved at a few. Blushing and loud laughter followed my gesture. I smiled to myself—my charm was still intact.

As I did every year, I signed up to help lower-year students catch up. Some had quite attractive sisters, and studying with younger students was important for my academic performance. Over time, I had found the perfect balance between dating and avoiding awkward study sessions.

Inside the school, lockers lined both sides of the hallway, with classrooms opening opposite each other. My locker was directly across from Brian’s, so we could chat there too.

The bell rang, and we said our goodbyes before heading to class. My first subject was Biology. Since I was preparing for veterinary school, I paid close attention to this class throughout the year.

In front of the classroom door, a crowd of ten to fifteen students had gathered, all scanning the paper posted on the closed door. I pushed through my classmates to find my name. The teacher had assigned groups of three, though I couldn’t figure out the criteria. The names next to mine seemed familiar, but I didn’t recognize the guy, and the girl didn’t ring a bell at all—something like Paul and Jane.

“Excuse me,” someone tapped my shoulder. “Could you step aside for a moment?”

I turned around and was met with a striking pair of blue eyes I hadn’t seen before.

“What do you want, little girl?” I asked mischievously, leaning even more against the door.

“I want to see the notice,” she replied, standing her ground without blinking.

“In exchange for a phone number,” I grinned, waiting for the usual laughter at this question.

“I’ll gladly give you my brother’s,” she said calmly, catching me off guard. I laughed—no one had ever responded so cleverly before.

Taking advantage of my momentary distraction, the girl slipped past me to check the notice, then stepped out of the crowd.

The door opened, and everyone rushed inside at once.

I took my seat, but neither the girl with the striking eyes nor my assigned teammates had entered yet.

When I saw the tall, short-haired, stout man in his forties standing quietly at the board, I realized I had heard about this teacher before. He waited patiently for everyone to settle before speaking.

One of my teammates—the girl—arrived among the last and quietly sat in the seat farthest from me. I glanced at her and greeted her.

“Hi,” I smiled at the owner of those blue eyes.

“Hi,” she replied briefly, unpacking her bag. She showed no sign of remembering our conversation outside.

I leaned back and studied her. She wasn’t particularly tall—rather short—with long, straight, medium blonde hair tied in a ponytail. Her loose-fitting shirt and jeans covered almost everything. Her blue-and-white sneakers were new, but even I had a hard time guessing what might be beneath the layers of clothing.

My observation was interrupted by the teacher clearing his throat.

“Good morning, everyone. I’m Mr. Thomas, your Biology teacher for this year. Thank you for choosing my advanced class.”

“Sorry for being late, I was sent from the teacher’s office,” a guy interrupted. “I’m Paul Tashiro, a new student.”

“Welcome to our school. Please sit next to Mr. Simmons.”

Proudly, I smiled to myself. Even the teacher had heard of me.

“Hi, Paul Tashiro,” the guy said, extending his hand toward us.

“Hi, we’ve met before,” the girl smiled at him.

Her lips weren’t particularly full, but the way she smiled at him was captivating.

“John,” I said, extending my hand as well. “You can call me Jay.”

That explained why I hadn’t recognized them—I had only glanced at their names briefly when Brian showed me the list of new students. He was responsible for registering newcomers and organizing their tours. Brian loved meeting new people and always knew if someone was noteworthy. He hadn’t mentioned these two specifically, which I didn’t blame him for.

Paul was about my height, but his black hair and dark, half-cut eyes were completely different from my blue eyes and light hair. He wore dress pants and a shirt—far more polished than my jeans and t-shirt.

“Well, if everyone has unpacked and finished getting acquainted,” Mr. Thomas continued, “you’ll be sitting like this for at least half a year, and your end-of-year grade will be heavily influenced by your group work. Besides daily learning, each group will create a ten-minute nature film about any animal. Apart from a few small rules, you can choose any subject.”

“What are the rules?” asked a chubby girl—I think her name was Cinthia.

“Who has a dog, cat, or any pet?”

Almost everyone raised their hand, including Paul. The girl didn’t, and neither did I. We had lost Theodore, our family dog, about a year and a half ago.

“Great. Then sleeping, eating, playing, doing their business, and mating pets are excluded. I also don’t want any videos of partying, drinking college students contributing to nature. That’s about it—no more rules.”

Loud murmuring followed his announcement.

“Does video quality matter? Can we film with a mobile phone?” Paul asked.

“Yes, but the video shouldn’t look like a pirated movie. The narration must be clear and understandable. That means you’ll need to comment on the video—just like in a proper nature documentary.”

“What’s the deadline?” I asked.

“The submission deadline is the end of February. If there’s anything you don’t like about it, you’ll have time to improve it before the end of the year. After all, you chose my class because your biology grade matters.” He paused briefly. “Well, if there are no more questions, let’s start the lesson.”

I liked biology, and Mr. Thomas was a great teacher, but I wasn’t thrilled about my teammates. I hoped they wouldn’t mess up my grade just because they couldn’t take another class.

The rest of the lesson focused on ontogeny, but from a completely different perspective. Mr. Thomas explained how humans began to diverge from other living beings on Earth. We had learned the basics in previous years, but now we needed a detailed analysis of biology. By the end of the lesson, I started doubting whether one year was enough to prepare—and whether I even wanted this.

I glanced at my teammates. Paul was diligently taking notes in his notebook, while Jane barely wrote anything, only jotting down short notes in the textbook’s margins.

The bell rang, signaling the end of class. Jane quietly started packing her things, but Paul spoke up.

“Would you like to meet over the weekend to discuss our video topic? I’m free—how about you, John?”

“I’m free too, no plans yet. Little girl, how about you?” I asked, my tone laced with irony.

“I’m not free on Sunday. We’ll discuss it before the next class. I have to go—bye.” She grabbed her backpack and left the room.

“She’s right. We still have at least two more classes together this week,” Paul said before leaving as well.

I was slightly annoyed that Jane had left so abruptly—I wasn’t used to being brushed off like that.

—-
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I had three more classes before lunch, all painfully boring. I hated poetry, didn’t care for language classes, and already knew history well. My dad loved history and had always turned lessons into bedtime stories when I was little. If presented interestingly, history could feel like a story.

I had just settled into my usual seat when Jane appeared. She nodded at me before sitting in an empty chair. I motioned for her to sit behind me—sometimes I could be nice. She hesitated for a moment, then moved to the seat behind mine.

I turned back just as Shannon arrived. She looked stunning today—one of the coolest girls in school. Last year, we had something going on, but then she started dating a college guy. She dumped him over the summer.

Her fiery red hair, brown eyes, and perfect figure always turned heads. She knew exactly how to dress to be noticed, and today was no exception—she wore a short, red, low-cut dress.

She spotted me, so I waved. She sat next to me, dropped her bag, and leaned in.

“Hi, pretty boy. How was your summer? I didn’t see you—I missed you,” she said, running her finger down my arm.

“I saw you often in my dreams,” I grinned.

“Shall we meet after school?” she asked, winking.

“I’m free now,” I replied casually.

“You know my number—call me.” She stroked my arm before turning away.

I glanced around. My friends were grinning and pointing, clearly amused. Jane, on the other hand, was writing something, looking completely uninterested. She noticed my gaze and met my eyes.

“Good thing the scene is over—I almost lost my appetite.”

I was about to respond when the teacher walked in.

Ms. Klein was a tall, thin, middle-aged woman with a slightly sour demeanor. She lived alone with her cats.

“Well, this is our last year together. I hope you realize this subject is an important part of your future, so expect even more pop quizzes this year than last,” she announced. The class groaned.

“I see we have a new student. Stand up, dear, and introduce yourself,” she said, looking at Jane.

Jane stood up and smiled around the room. She always smiled when she knew people were watching—strange girl.

“Hi, I’m Jane Shepherd. I recently moved to the city.” She sat back down.

Well, she wasn’t very talkative, that was for sure.

“Thank you, Jane. I hope you like history—it’ll make the next few months easier with me.”

The lesson dragged on, and I barely paid attention. Occasionally, I glanced at Shannon, but Jane also crossed my mind. I wondered if she was still taking notes in the book, but turning around to check obviously wasn’t a good idea.

When the bell rang, I rushed to the cafeteria. The line was always ridiculously long. The serving counter started right at the entrance and stretched to the wall. Our usual table was near the cashier, so we didn’t have to balance our trays for long.

The boys were already waiting. We sat down at our usual spot.

“I hear you have a date with Shannon,” Brian said, sitting across from me. 

“Yeah, I’d be stupid not to take the chance,” I replied. “In biology, two new students are my teammates. What do you know about them? Some Paul and Jane.”

“Ah, yes. They’re both new seniors,” Brian said. “Paul is half Japanese—his father is some rich big shot. They moved here over the summer and bought the old Sigma house up on the hill. Renovated it completely. Nice, approachable guy—I think he swims too, like us.”

“And the girl?”

“I don’t know much about her. Wait,” he pulled out his phone and opened his documents. “Ah, here it is. Her mother is a widow and a home nurse. I don’t know where they live—it’s not listed here. She was nice when I showed her around on Friday, but she didn’t talk much.”

“Does it say why they need advanced biology?”

“No, nothing about that.”

“Whatever. I just hope they don’t mess up my grade.”

I glanced around the cafeteria, searching for them. Jane sat alone at a distant table by the window, reading. Others were sitting on the opposite side of the bench, but there was a noticeable gap next to her—no one was talking to her.

Paul approached with his tray, asked her something, and she nodded before he sat down. They started chatting quietly, looking comfortable with each other. I glanced over occasionally, but only out of curiosity.

The rest of my afternoon was uneventful, though Shannon made sure to sit next to me in every shared class, clearly waiting for my call. In those classes, the new girl and Paul always sat together, far from Shannon and me.

—-

[image: ]


After school, I hurried home, knowing Mom would kill me if I was late—she expected me to mow the lawn. She was just leaving when I arrived.

“Hi, son. Thank you for coming home on time and mowing the lawn.” She smiled, adjusted my shirt, then walked out the door and drove off.

I quickly got ready and mowed the lawn. I actually liked mowing—it was relaxing—but I couldn’t let my parents know that. If they knew, I’d lose my bargaining position.

Our backyard wrapped around the entire house, but aside from a few trees, Dad had kept it simple—just grass. In the summer, we often had dinner on the back terrace.

Later in the afternoon, I finished my homework and called Shannon before dinner. I lay on my bed, which was against the wall opposite my desk, so I could use my computer from there. My large wardrobe stood between the window and my bed. I didn’t have much furniture, but it was enough for me.

“Hi, kitty. How are you?” I asked when she picked up.

“Hi, pretty boy. I’ve been waiting for your call.”

“We’re planning a movie night with the guys on Saturday. Want to come?”

“Oh, I thought we’d go somewhere just the two of us,” she said. “I’d prefer that.”

“Come along—we’ll be alone after the movie, I promise.”

“I don’t know... If I’m not that important to you,” Shannon started whining.

“Come on, kitty. You’re so important that you get to meet my friends too,” I rolled my eyes.

“Well, okay. We’ll coordinate on Friday. Dream of me.”

“I will.”

I hung up. Shannon never surprised me.

Curious about Amber’s day, I headed to her room. I stopped at the door—she had a large piece of fabric spread out on the floor, cutting it with scissors.

“So, what did you accomplish today? Did you get any applicants from your flyer?”

“I did, but none of them were great. I called them all, talked to them, but either they didn’t like my designs or they had no personality. I’m still looking, though—the deadline is approaching,” she said without looking up. “I even offered payment for the trials and photoshoots, hoping it would motivate them, but so far, no one has clicked.”

“Why don’t you showcase them yourself?” I asked as she finished cutting and stood up.

“Because it would look silly if I were the only one wearing my designs. They weren’t made for my figure.”

“Well, you know best. I don’t understand this stuff,” I shrugged.

“Well, you don’t. Come on, let’s go down for dinner.”

Amber was tall and had a beautiful face like Mom, with brown eyes like Dad. She wasn’t curvy, but she had a great figure. She also played tennis regularly with Mom.

Dinner was a tradition in our house—no phones, and everyone reported on their day. Tonight, Dad started.

“I have new patients again. It’s like parents are choosing a brain picker instead of parenting,” he said. “How about you, dear?”

“Quiet, administrative day,” Mom replied. “How about you, kids?”

Our parents always listened to us in the evenings. They didn’t bore us—just shared a sentence or two out of politeness.

“Two new students became my study partners in biology,” I said.

“Who?” Mom asked, interested. She had a good network because of her job.

“The guy is half Japanese—Paul Tashiro. And the other is a girl.”

“What’s the girl’s name?” Mom continued. “Maybe I know her parents.”

“I don’t think so. As rude as she is, her parents can’t be any better,” I said, considering the topic closed.

“I see,” Dad said, exchanging a glance with Mom and Amber.

“I handed out flyers today, but all the girls are as simple and superficial as my brother’s girlfriends,” Amber chimed in.

“Hey, hey,” I protested, food hanging out of my mouth. “I object to that. Not all my girlfriends were like that.”

“Yes, son, all of them were,” Dad said calmly.

“Well, on Saturday, I’m going to the movies with one of the best girls in school. She’s definitely smarter than the others.”

“If you say so,” Amber said. “But if you find a more sensible one, recommend her to me.”

“You know what? Let’s bet that this girl will meet your standards too. I’ll bring her here before the movie on Saturday, and we’ll see.”

“Okay. If you win, I’ll do the dishes for a week. But if you lose, you will.”

“Deal.” We shook hands.

“Well, we won’t miss this either. We’ll be home Saturday afternoon—we’ll see,” Mom winked at Dad.

I didn’t know what they were planning, but this was a bad sign. Shannon was unlikely to make a different impression than my previous girlfriends.

I didn’t even know why I bet—I should have just prepared for dishwashing.

I fell asleep quickly that night, knowing that swim training would start the next day. I had loved water since childhood, and my parents had taught me to swim early on. For a while, I had considered pursuing it seriously, but now I wasn’t aiming for a sports scholarship. I wanted to be the captain of the school’s swim team, and the decision would be made tomorrow. I needed to rest.
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I woke up early—only my father was awake. He quickly packed my breakfast, and I headed off to training.

We had mandatory swim practice twice a week, both in the morning and evening. The parents had decided on this schedule last year so we wouldn’t be overloaded with late-night practices nearly every day.

The school’s swimming pool was in the building next to the gym. It had a competition-sized pool with two changing rooms, but only one side had a grandstand. The facility had been renovated along with the school, so its white walls and blue-and-white tiles looked fresh and modern.

I arrived, changed, and stepped onto the pool deck—only to realize Brian hadn’t been exaggerating. Paul was already there, preparing to swim a timed lap.

The coach signaled the warm-up, then the swim, and finally, the timed lap. Paul was fast—roughly as fast as me.

“Simmons, you’re up,” Coach Stein called.

I prepared and dove in. I swam as hard as I could—I had to win if I wanted to be captain.

Everyone completed their laps, but the coach didn’t share our times. He simply wrote them down for himself.

“Alright, boys. You know your captain graduated, so this year I’m looking for a new one. My decision won’t be based solely on speed—I’ll be considering leadership and other qualities as well. So, I suggest you all give your best effort. I won’t decide today, but after the first competition.”

Everyone started changing, but I still wanted to talk to the coach.

“Coach, a word. Last year, it was said that I’d get the captain’s position. What happened?” I tried to keep my tone calm.

“I know, Simmons—I remember. But this Tashiro kid is really good. Today, he was practically faster than you. We’ll see who values this position more and who shows stronger leadership. A few weeks, no more, and it’ll be clear.”

“Alright, I understand. I’ll do my best,” I conceded.

There was no point in arguing—he had already made up his mind. I’d simply prove that no one was better than me.

While changing, I noticed how quickly Paul had made friends. After just a few days, he had built good relationships with everyone. A conversation caught my ear.

“Are you coming to the movies on Saturday, buddy?” Daryl asked.

“Yeah, thanks for the invite—I’ll come,” Paul replied.

“Bringing someone or coming alone?” Aaron asked.

“I haven’t had much time to date, but if it’s okay, I’ll bring my sister. Just a heads-up—she’s only sixteen and off-limits to everyone.”

Loud laughter followed his statement.

“Alright, buddy, we don’t fish off the company pier anyway. We leave each other’s siblings and girlfriends alone—and make sure others do the same.”

“Maybe I’ll invite Jane too,” Paul said quietly, more to himself. I tried not to pay attention.

“Go ahead,” Brian said with a smile.

I wondered why they cared so much about who the new guy was bringing on the weekend. They were still getting to know each other. I finished dressing and left them, even forgetting to style my hair.

As I walked, I let the wind dry my hair. Girls liked it much better when it was styled, but I didn’t care today.

I thought I’d sit in the classroom before the lesson and quietly eat my sandwich, but as soon as I entered, I realized I wasn’t the first. Jane was already inside, reading.

She hadn’t put much effort into her outfit today either—probably just picked one of her nearly identical patterned shirts and paired it with her one pair of jeans.

“Hi, little girl. You got here early,” I greeted.

“Hi. Just like you. Ran out of hair gel at home?” she asked, glancing at my hair.

“What are you reading?” I ignored her jab.

“A book.” Her slightly sarcastic response made me smile, though she didn’t look up.

“What kind of book?” I pressed.

“Not your world—you wouldn’t understand. Sci-fi. Time travel.” Her eyes remained hidden behind the pages.

“And what’s it about?” I wasn’t about to let her read in peace.

“The protagonist goes back in time and meets himself to save the world.” She put the book down but didn’t close it. She thought she could shake me off with that.

“Do you believe in it? I mean, time travel?” I asked.

“I don’t know. Theoretically, as far as I know, it’s impossible—we’d have to be faster than light. But who knows what the truth is? And you?” She politely returned the question.

“I haven’t thought about it,” I admitted.

“Figured. With swimming, girls, and hair gel, there’s hardly time for that.” That was sharp, but I didn’t take it personally.

“If you could, where would you go back to?” I asked, ignoring her remarks.

She closed the book.

“I’d tell my dad not to get in the car that day. Or if he did, to do it an hour later,” she said, surprisingly calmly.

I wasn’t interested in any emotional stories, so I changed the subject.

“Have you thought about our biology video topic?”

“Yes. I have a few ideas—we could discuss them over the weekend.” She immediately returned to her smart-aleck tone from yesterday.

“Hi, guys,” Paul stepped over and dropped his bag between us.

I only then realized that time had flown by—I barely had five minutes left for my sandwich. I quickly went out and devoured it.

“Good thing you’re back,” my swimming buddy greeted me. “Would Saturday at 2 PM work for you to sit down and discuss the video?”

“Sure, I’m free in the afternoon. Where should we meet?” I asked.

“We can’t do it at my place—my dad’s throwing a big party in the evening, so it’s better if I’m gone in the afternoon,” Paul said.

“Jane?”

“Could we meet somewhere neutral, like a burger place?” she suggested.

“Not good—I’d have to run around all day because I already have plans for the evening. Come to my place. We can discuss everything calmly there,” I said.

“Alright.” They agreed, so I scribbled my address on two slips of paper and handed them over.

Just then, Mr. Thomas walked in and dove straight into the lesson material.

—
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The rest of my day passed uneventfully—until lunch, when Shannon sat down with us.

I didn’t like it when girls wanted to eat with me—it was better if they didn’t get too comfortable in the spot. But I didn’t want to shoo Shannon away, at least not before the weekend.

“Hi there, Pretty Boy. I was thinking you could take me somewhere on Friday since we won’t be alone on Saturday.”

“What would make you happy, kitten?” I asked sweetly.

“I don’t know, maybe a romantic dinner?” Shannon snuggled up to me like a kitten, her hand resting on my thigh.

“Alright, I’ll pick you up at eight on Friday night,” I said, flashing one of my signature charming smiles.

“Awesome.” She kissed my neck and then sauntered off.

“My goodness, that girl sure knows what she wants,” Brian said from across the table.

“Yeah,” I remarked dryly.

“Would you be happier if you had to work harder for it?” Brian asked. “Look around—every guy is busting his chops to impress someone, and here you are complaining because the best girls are hanging around you.”

“You’re right. I’ll enjoy what I get,” I grinned mischievously.

I glanced around, curious if every girl had guys hovering around them. My gaze landed on the new girl. She was reading, though she wasn’t alone. Paul sat across from her at the desk, surrounded by a group of girls.

It seemed half-slit eyes and wealth were attractive.

Jane wasn’t eating cake, but for some reason, Paul pushed his own toward her, which she accepted with a smile.

—-
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After lunch, before geography class, Jane was already inside, quietly reading as usual.

“Same book, little girl?” I asked, settling into my chair and turning toward her.

“Well, it’s hard to make progress when I’m interrupted at every page,” she smiled when she looked up.

She didn’t seem offended.

“I’d meet Theodore again,” I told her.

“Excuse me?” She sighed softly, gave up, and put the book away.

“If I could go back in time,” I continued, “I’d meet my dog again.”

“He’d surely be happy to see you,” she said with another smile. She was quite charming when she smiled.

“Do you have a dog?” I asked, though I already knew the answer from yesterday’s class.

“Oh, no,” she said. “With all the traveling, it didn’t fit in.”

“Traveling?” I asked, but before she could answer, a voice interrupted.

“Hey, Pretty Boy, there you are,” Shannon purred as she sat down at the desk next to me. “I hope you haven’t forgotten,” she whined while sizing up Jane.

Clearly, the two girls weren’t in the same league—but that wasn’t a compliment to Shannon.

“You can’t be forgotten,” I winked and turned back.

“I think I’ll move somewhere else before I have to throw up,” Jane muttered behind me and moved to the furthest empty desk.

“I’m looking forward to the weekend,” Shannon whispered in my ear, which my arriving buddies greeted with grins.

I didn’t turn around for the rest of class, though I was curious about what Jane was doing.

—-
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At dinner, Amber was already impatiently pestering me.

“I’m looking forward to Saturday, bro. I don’t want to wash dishes next week.”

“We’ll see,” I said.

“Did you have class with the new students today?” Dad asked, interested.

“I did,” I said briefly. “The guy swims like me, and there’s nothing wrong with him. Everyone liked him.”

“And the girl?” Amber asked.

“She just makes snide remarks to everyone,” I said.

My parents exchanged glances, but I didn’t understand why.

“Is she pretty?” Amber asked curiously.

“No,” I said shortly.

“Too bad,” Amber said. I ignored the mild sarcasm.
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Chapter 03.
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The next day, although there was no training, I couldn’t sleep and arrived earlier than the others. Even so, I wasn’t the first—Jane was already there. As usual, she didn’t pay any attention to me, buried in her book and just as stylishly indifferent as before.

“So, what kind of traveling, little girl?” I asked, grinning, waiting for her to put down her book.

“Excuse me?” She looked at me over the pages.

“The traveling that kept you from having a dog,” I reminded her.

“Yeah, right. Until a few years ago, we traveled a lot, so we didn’t get a dog.” A brief answer, but it wasn’t enough for me.

“Why did you travel?” I was genuinely interested.

“My dad’s job required it. He was an international architect.” Strangely, I didn’t see any emotion on her face.

“Any other questions?” she smiled. “Or can I continue reading?”

Her smile was definitely beautiful.

“Have you been to many countries?” I asked quickly, signaling I still had questions.

“A few.”

Behind me, Brian arrived and quietly sat down, fiddling with his phone.

“You know, if your sentences were longer, I wouldn’t ask so many questions,” I teased, making her smile.

“Do you speak multiple languages?”

“I can make myself understood in a few countries, yes,” she said.

I had a feeling this was a modest answer.

“Didn’t sleep well?” she suddenly asked, her beautiful eyes smiling mischievously.

“Why?” Her personal question surprised me—it wasn’t like her.

“Your hair didn’t turn out right, so I thought you were sleepy,” she laughed, and Brian quietly smiled.

I went to the bathroom to check my hair, but it was perfectly fine. By the time I returned, more people were in the room, and Jane had just put away her book, waiting with a cheerful smile.

“You see, Pretty Boy, if I were you, I’d let me read,” she said softly, winking.

Brian grinned, and I chuckled quietly at her teasing. Clever move.

I wanted to respond, but Shannon appeared and sat in front of me. Jane silently moved to the furthest empty desk.

Apart from biology and history, she never sat near me. That day, I only saw her at lunch—she was eating with Paul.

—-
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At dinner, Mom brought up an interesting detail.

“Son,” she said, “I met Mrs. Tashiro today. She’s an interior designer.”

“I didn’t know. Though I don’t talk much with Paul—that’s more the new girl’s habit,” I noted.

“How come?” Amber asked curiously.

“Paul doesn’t sit at our table; he always eats with Jane,” I said.

“Have you invited him to sit with you?” Dad asked.

“If he wants to, he will,” I said. “Though then the smarty-pants would probably want to join too.”

“Interesting name her parents gave her,” Dad noted with a smile, but I didn’t react.

“I’m curious about who this girl is,” Amber said seriously.

“There’s no need—you wouldn’t like her,” I said. “She doesn’t even have friends. Paul only sits with her at lunch because he did on the first day, and now it would be rude to move. That girl never talks to anyone.”

“I guess not even with you,” my sister teased.

“She’d be happy if I brought some color to her boring days, but she’s not that lucky,” I said arrogantly.

“I see,” my sister said, coughing lightly, while my parents suppressed a smile.

—
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Just like every other day that week, Jane was already in the classroom reading when I arrived the next morning. I’d gotten up early on purpose, hoping to beat her there.

Of course, I still took the time to fix my hair—I wanted to look good. Jane looked just as well-dressed today as ever: a jeans and her usual sci-fi tee.

“Hey, little girl,” I said, sitting down across from her and turning my chair around— even though today, we wouldn’t be sitting close. “How many languages do you speak?”

“Hey,” she sighed loudly from behind her book. “Is the library open at this time?” she asked, ignoring my question and starting to pack her book away.

“It opens as soon as the school opens,” I answered matter-of-factly.

“See you later, then.” She picked up her backpack and left the room.

I had no idea what that little nerd thought of herself—just walking off in the middle of a conversation. One thing was certain: I didn’t like her.

I slid back into my usual seat just as Brian arrived. “What’s wrong?” he asked, noticing my sulking.

“I don’t like the new girl,” I muttered. “She just left in the middle of a conversation.”

“How rude,” Brian said, suppressing a smile.

Her behavior stuck with me the rest of the day, even though I didn’t speak to her again and only saw her at lunch— eating with Paul, as usual.

—-
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That evening at dinner, Amber was talking about some upcoming contest, but I barely listened—the new girl’s rudeness kept swirling in my thoughts.

“How was your day, son?” Dad asked.

“The new girl is the rudest person I’ve ever met,” I blurted out.

“What did she do?” Mom asked.

“She just walked out in the middle of a conversation,” I said.

“Maybe something urgent came up,” Amber offered with a smile.

“Going to the library doesn’t sound urgent,” I muttered. “I don’t like her,” I added.

“Oh, that’s painfully obvious, son,” Dad chuckled, exchanging glances with the women.
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On Friday, I finally started to understand what the coach had been talking about. Paul was proving to be a solid training partner—competing with him constantly pushed me to improve my time, and he always encouraged me. He was acting like a true teammate.

In the locker room, I didn’t talk much to Paul, but the others did. I learned that his family had moved here at the beginning of summer, had lived in Japan for a few years before that, and had been in another city before that. No one asked about the girls or his sister, so he didn’t mention them.

“So, you’re coming with your sister tomorrow?” Brian asked.

“Partly,” Paul said. “I also invited Jane, if that’s okay with everyone.” He glanced at me, but I didn’t react.

“No problem,” Brian answered for me. “She can come.”

“Thanks,” Paul smiled, and I quietly left the locker room.

Thanks to training, I arrived early again that day, but Jane was already in the classroom.

“You read really slowly,” I remarked as I entered and saw her reading as usual.

“Because someone always keeps talking to me,” she sighed with a smile and closed the book. “I see your hair gel shipment arrived,” she noted, referring to my styled hair.

“Some spend on gel, some on nerdy books,” I retorted, though I realized I had set myself up for an easy comeback.

“Yes, some are superficial, and some are smart,” she laughed, which made her look particularly beautiful. I laughed too—her wit was sharp.

Paul and the others trickled in, and biology class began.

At lunchtime, my gaze wandered to the new students. The girls were pestering Paul, but he mostly talked with Jane. They seemed to get along well. After a while, Paul’s attention was drawn by the familiar flirty girls from last year, so Jane took out her book and started reading. Occasionally, they exchanged words over the book, and Jane blushed.

“What are you looking at?” Brian asked.

“Just the new students,” I said, averting my gaze. “Paul seems pretty cool.”

“Competition?” Aaron asked.

“For me?” I asked arrogantly. “Hardly.” I grinned. “He just looks like he swims.”

My eyes wandered back to them. Jane was reading; Paul was juggling conversations with the girls and still passed his cake to Jane, as usual.

“Do you think they’re dating?” Aaron’s girlfriend whispered.

“Who?” Daryl asked as he set his tray down.

“The new girl and the Japanese guy,” Brian said, glancing at me.

“They already had dinner at her parents’ place one evening,” Daryl added. “I heard them talking about it in the hallway today.”

Brian cautiously looked at me.

“They can do whatever they want as long as they don’t mess up my grades,” I said dryly, burying myself in my food. But for some reason, I didn’t like the thought.

“Uh-huh, I see,” Brian said quietly.

—-
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Friday evening came, and I picked up Shannon in front of her house. She didn’t live far—it was a fifteen-minute walk—but by car, we had to cross the bridge, which was a big detour.

“You look great, kitten.”

She didn’t leave much to the imagination. She wore a low-cut, short red dress, heavy makeup, and a strong perfume that hit my nose immediately.

“Where are you taking me, Pretty Boy?”

“To Tony Burgers.”

“Oh no! I thought of something much better. It wasn’t worth dressing up like this for that.” She started whining.

“Sorry, my allowance only covers this,” I replied curtly.

“You probably spend the rest on your other girls.”

Strangely enough, I was starting to get fed up—but I didn’t show it.

“I don’t have other girls. I’m a monogamous type,” I said and smirked. I’m monogamous— not that the girls need to know it’s a short-term arrangement.

“So I’m your girl?” she asked in a sultry voice.

“We’ll see,” I smiled mischievously.

I liked the place. The building was bright white with big windows, a counter facing the entrance, and red booths running along both sides. The kitchen opened behind the counter, where Tony usually worked. He was medium height, dark-haired, dark-eyed, about Amber’s age. After taking over from his father, he’d made the spot his own, always in his apron and cap. We knew each other—his sister often stopped by to see my dad. I never asked why; it wasn’t my business. Still, his family was grateful, and I always got a discount.

“Hey Jay, your booth’s free. You’ve got a gorgeous companion today,” he greeted Shannon with a cheerful smile, shaking my hand.

She squealed, covering her mouth with her hand. “Thanks, you’re so sweet!”

“Sit down, I’ll bring the menu.”

We sat down, Shannon next to me, so I put my arm around her shoulder. Since last summer, it hadn’t been much of a challenge.

Tony placed the menu card down.

The food wasn’t complicated—hot dogs and a hundred kinds of burgers. It was a casual spot for real teens. I’d been here with other girls before—here, I could afford to pay the bill.

“What are you eating?” I asked Shannon, browsing the menu.

I glanced at her and saw she was flipping through the card. Just don’t say it, I thought. And then, she spoke.

“I’ll have a salad.”

I wanted to fall on my sword.

“And you, Pretty Boy?”

“I’ll have a Tony’s Special burger and a cola.”

“Alright,” said the waiter, and he left.

“Aren’t you afraid of gaining weight? That’s pretty unhealthy.” Shannon said. 

“Sorry, I’ll pay more attention next time. But I’ve had exhausting training sessions.”

“Yes, I saw you swimming—you looked good.” With that, she leaned in and kissed me.

I had to admit—she didn’t waste time.

“Kitten, let me ask you something.” I was genuinely curious about her answer.

“Sure, Pretty Boy, anything.”

“If you could travel back in time, what would you change?”

“Have they invented time travel? I didn’t see it in the news,” she said, surprised. I tried to hide my brain’s shock and rephrased the question.

“Not yet, but if you could, what would you change?”

“Oh, I know.” She thought for a moment. “Last summer, there was a great sale at a store. They had this divine dress—you would have loved it. I hesitated too much, and by the time I decided, it wasn’t available in my size. Well, that’s what I’d change—I’d buy the dress.”

“I see. What kind of dress was it?”

From that point on, I couldn’t focus on what she was saying. The difference between her response and Jane’s was shocking. I hadn’t noticed it before, but since talking to the new girl, this realization hit hard. I nodded, throwing in combinations of “it must have been nice” and “that’s good,” while waiting for the food to arrive.

It did. The hamburger was divine—meat, bacon, mushrooms, lettuce, tomato, and two kinds of sauce. I loved it. Shannon, meanwhile, was picking at her salad.

“Is something wrong?” I asked, bored.

“Oh, no, it’s just that mayonnaise is very fattening, and I don’t want to eat all of it.”

“I see.”

From that point on, I just wanted to get through the evening. We already had another date planned for tomorrow—hopefully, that one would be better.

After dinner, I drove her home. As soon as I parked, she wasted no time, expertly unbuttoning my pants. In this area, at least, she was good. She knew exactly what to do, and how to do it, to make it satisfying for me. I didn’t stop her.

“Tomorrow, my parents won’t be here,” she said after sitting back. “They’re going away for the weekend to look at houses. Maybe you could stay over after the movie.” She didn’t beat around the bush.

“We’ll see. Now go, so you don’t get in trouble,” I said with a smile.

She kissed me, got out, and walked inside while I headed home. My parents were in the living room watching a movie. Amber came down from her room.

“So, how was it? Is the same girl coming tomorrow?”

“I’ll do the dishes if I don’t have to bring her home tomorrow,” I said, feeling drained.

“Now I’m curious,” my sister laughed.

“Hey, Mom,” I asked, “at what age do you stop eating salad?”

Mom looked up from the TV, and Dad turned down the volume.

“My son, whoever eats salad now will continue to do so later. Find someone who chooses differently,” Dad said meaningfully. It was clear he understood the true essence of my question.

“I don’t think such a person exists. I have a good eye—I would notice something like that.”

“Change your perspective,” he said, patting my shoulder before heading upstairs.

“Good night, kids,” Mom said, stepping over to give me and Amber a kiss.

“I’m already looking forward to tomorrow,” Amber winked before heading up the stairs.

I was left alone, quickly got ready, and collapsed into bed. My thoughts drifted to the new girl. She was a strange one—whatever topic I brought up, she always had a more intelligent response than any of my previous girlfriends, though sometimes she thought she was too smart.

Anyway, she was just a nerd.

I had a feeling tomorrow would be a long day.
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I tried to study and relax in the morning. Amber left home early, so during lunch, I brought up the afternoon plans to my parents.

“Mom, Dad, my study mates are coming over after lunch for the biology video.”

“Alright, son, go ahead,” Dad said. “I'm curious about the girl anyway.”

“Me too,” Mom said, smiling.

“But in the evening, can't I avoid bringing the girl in? I'll do the dishes.”

“Sorry, you made a bet with Amber. Discuss the rules with her,” Dad laughed.

I knew the evening would be super embarrassing, but after lunch, I quickly tidied up the guest room. My room would have taken more time.

At exactly two o’clock, the doorbell rang.

“Good afternoon, I’m not sure if I’m at the right place, but I came to see John Simmons.”

“Hello, dear, he lives here. Come in,” my mom said, suspiciously kind.

It was Jane. She wore her usual sci-fi T-shirt and a shredded, faded jeans. Looks like she owns two pairs. At least this one gave her a decent-looking butt—actually, quite a good one.

She introduced herself and shook hands with my parents.

“Come, sit down,” my dad gestured to the couch.

Jane sat there stiffly, clearly not used to this kind of setting. My mom placed some pastries on the table.

“Homemade pastry, try it. It’s a bit crumbly, but tasty,” Mom said kindly.

Mom loved baking, but she wasn’t good at it. The pastry wasn’t crumbly—it should have been eaten with a spoon. At least it didn’t taste too bad this time. That was something.

“My mom says if it’s crumbly, it needs a different ratio of baking powder,” Jane noted shyly.

Dad watched the girl with interest. As a psychologist, she was probably an intriguing subject.

“Who is your mother?” Dad asked.

“I don’t think you know her. She’s a nurse. We recently moved here. She takes care of Dr. Wenword,” Jane said calmly and briefly.

“Mr. Steve? He took care of our dog, Theodore,” I said, surprised.

Mr. Steve was the best vet in town. Years ago, he had agreed with Dad that I would be his intern someday, but he gave up his practice due to illness a few years ago. I had thought he had traveled somewhere after losing Theo, but I hadn’t heard he had come back.

“Yes, we live on the separate entrance floor with him, so my mom is close but we don’t disturb each other. Dr. Wenword helped me get into school,” Jane said.

“I didn’t know you lived so close. Why do you come in so early?” I asked.

“That’s when the bus runs,” Jane noted quietly, just as the front door slammed.

“No way? You’re dating my brother?” Amber stormed in and immediately blurted out the question. “Sorry—hi, I’m Amber,” she added, extending her hand.

“Hi. I doubt that. He seems a bit superficial to me. I’m Jane, just a classmate.”

Now, that was the Jane I knew. She stood up, straightened herself, and shook hands with Amber. It was clear she had returned to her usual self.

“If we didn’t have to make a video together, he probably wouldn’t even know my name,” she continued. “Honestly, I still doubt he can call me anything other than ‘little girl.’”

Amber and my parents could barely hold back their laughter, while I was filled with helpless frustration. What a pretentious, loud-mouthed nerd.

“I’d appreciate it if you didn’t act rudely in my house,” I said.

“Sorry, I was just being honest. You do call me ‘little girl,’ don’t you?” she replied in that smart-aleck tone.

I wanted to respond, but the doorbell saved her. I opened it—it was Paul.

“Hi, come in. If you all don’t mind, let’s go to the guest room.”

Paul quickly introduced himself, and we headed upstairs. I heard whispering from downstairs, but I didn’t care.

“So, what should the video be about?” Paul asked, since neither Jane nor I had said a word.

“I was thinking about birds,” he continued. “We could cover everything from nest building to hatching.”

“Not good,” Jane said. “It starts too late, and it’s hard to film in the air.”

I didn’t think I’d agree with her, but she was right.

“Fish?” I suggested. “Eggs, hunting, etc.”

“Not good. There’s no clear pond nearby where we could observe the animals from the shore,” Jane countered.

We all suggested animals, but we couldn’t come to an agreement—frogs, squirrels, everything. We had been debating for almost an hour and a half, and Shannon would be arriving soon, so I needed to prepare.

“Ants,” Jane finally said. “They’re easy to observe, you just need a good camera, and if we’re lucky, we’ll find a building anthill.”

I liked the idea, but I didn’t want to seem too enthusiastic.

“I like it,” Paul said for me.

“Alright,” I agreed, shrugging.

“Okay, then we can start looking for a location tomorrow. Whoever finds one, let us know,” Paul said. “If you don’t mind, I need to go soon. I have to get home before the movie. You’re coming too, right, Jane?” He looked at Jane, and I raised my eyebrows.

“Oh, I don’t really think I’d fit in,” she said quietly, looking at me as if she could read my mind. “I’m not on the swim team, and I don’t know anyone.”

“You know me, and my sister is coming too. If you come, she won’t be so alone,” Paul said. “You promised it on the evening at your place anyway.” He smiled at her.

“Yes, I promised—I’ll be there,” Jane smiled at Paul before they stood up and headed out.

Great. The smart-aleck was coming with us tonight.

“Sorry, Jane, but could you help me for a minute?” Amber stepped out of her room. If I didn’t know her, I’d say she had been waiting.

“Sure, how can I help?” Jane was kind to others.

“I need to sew a dress. Could you put it on while I pin it?”

Jane nodded, and Amber closed the door behind her. I escorted Paul downstairs, we quickly said goodbye, and then I went to the living room.

“How did it go?” Dad asked. “Did you find common ground?”

“Yes, we’re going to film ants,” I said. “I’m not like this girl says I am,” I started defending myself. “She’s new and doesn’t even know me.”

“It doesn’t matter, son. We love you,” Dad smiled.

I didn’t understand this—my dad’s riddles sometimes drove me crazy.

Jane was upstairs in my sister’s room for almost an hour. Shannon would be here in less than thirty minutes—I didn’t want them to meet.

The rain started pouring heavily.

“Alright, I’ll call you later,” Amber said as her door opened.

“Okay,” Jane replied. “Thank you for the pastry, Mrs. Simmons.” She immediately put on her shoes and was about to step out when my dad spoke up.

“Wait, my son will drive you home—it’s raining heavily.”

“Oh, it’s really not necessary. It’s just three blocks up, no more than ten minutes,” Jane started babbling, suddenly surprised. I could barely understand what she was saying.

“That’s enough to catch a cold. Johnny, please drive her home. My car is in the garage—don’t let her get soaked,” Dad said firmly.

“Sure, come on, little girl.”

I rarely got the chance to drive my dad’s car, so of course, I’d take anyone home if it meant getting behind the wheel.

Jane looked around but followed me to the garage. “Goodbye, see you, Amber.”

She sat next to me, and I drove out. It was really pouring like crazy.

“I was rude in front of your family. I’m sorry,” she blurted out in the silence. “Whatever I think, it’s not their business. You’re lucky—your parents are kind.”

“No problem,” I grinned. I had managed to make her retreat.

In the meantime, we almost reached her place.

“Should I pick you up for the movie tonight? If it rains like this, the bus will be slow,” I said, being more polite than she had been.

“If you don’t mind, yes. Thank you very much.”

“No, it’s no problem. I’ll come for you in two hours.”

“Alright, bye.”

She jumped out and rushed into the house in seconds.

I would have taken a few more laps with the car, but I couldn’t leave Shannon alone. I quickly got home and parked back in the garage. I was late—the kitty had arrived earlier.

“Thanks, but I already have a model,” I heard Amber’s cool response as I entered.

“I see you’ve introduced yourselves,” I noted.

“Yes, your parents already told me how much they’ve heard about me,” Shannon gushed.

If only she knew—they said that to everyone.

“That hanging dress is very nice, though it would be cuter in pink,” Shannon said about one of Amber’s dresses. It was some green thing.

“I’ll consider it, thank you,” my sister said coolly.

“Even if you’re not looking for a model, I’d be happy to help design. Many people say I have very good taste.”

“You do look very pretty today, darling,” my mom interjected before Amber could tear her head off. “Pastry?”

“No, thank you. I’m watching my figure,” Shannon said.

The whole thing was starting to get awkward, but they just wouldn’t let go. I deserved it—I had a big mouth. After Jane, this girl couldn’t come out well from the situation. I wondered how the new girl had become the standard.

Every conversation after that was strained. Shannon couldn’t contribute meaningfully to many topics, or she said something silly—just as they suspected. But at least they were kind, and I could barely wait to leave for the movie.

The time finally came. I was relieved. We said goodbye and picked up Jane.

“Are we picking up anyone else?”

“Yes, our study mate. Paul invited her, and since it’s raining, I’ll drive her.”

“Hi. Thanks for taking me,” Jane said easily. Her shirt was new, but the pants were from this afternoon.

“You’re the new girl, right?” Shannon asked.

“Yes.” The usual brevity.

“Pretty Boy, what are we going to watch?” Shannon asked, dramatically stroking my neck. “Something cute, right?”

In the rearview mirror, Jane rolled her eyes.

“I don’t know. We’ll decide there,” I said, uneasy about the whole situation.

Listening to the radio, we arrived relatively quietly, though Shannon occasionally squealed, “Oh, this song is so cute!” which irritated me by the end. I didn’t dare look in the mirror during those moments—I wasn’t curious about Jane’s reaction.

We arrived and went up to the meeting point, as agreed—waiting for each other at a group of couches in front of the movie ticket counter. Jane greeted everyone and then quietly sat at the edge of the couch. Shannon started chatting with the other girlfriends. Aaron and the short-haired girl were already there, as was Daryl with his leather-clad girlfriend.

Paul showed up next, followed by a fragile, short young girl who resembled him.

“Hi,” he waved, then stepped over to Jane. “Glad you’re here. This is my sister, Susy. Everyone, this is Susan, my sister.”

Jane stood up and smiled kindly, shaking hands with the girl. The others greeted her and then returned to their interrupted conversation. After Brian arrived with his cousin, we sat down to check out the options.

“I vote for the action movie,” Brian shouted. He had come with his cousin today, who was visiting for a few days. She was about Amber’s age—a fuller, short-haired brunette dressed in dark clothes.

“That’s good for us too,” we boys agreed unanimously.

“Oh no, we want to watch this romantic movie, right girls?” Shannon said loudly, and the girls, including Paul’s sister, started nodding—except for Jane, who just raised her eyebrows.

“So, little girl, what do you vote for?” I turned to Jane. Susy sat next to her and quietly started watching.

“Well,” Jane stood up from the couch, “since I came alone and you boys are in the minority, I offer a deal. I won’t vote for the romantic movie if you agree to the space travel sci-fi.”

“So we should vote for what you want?” I asked sarcastically.

“Yes, because it’s the lesser of two evils for you,” she said calmly.

“Well, then I vote for the romantic movie,” I said suddenly. I couldn’t let her win. “So no matter what you vote for, you’ll lose.”

“Alright, then let it be the romantic movie,” she shrugged indifferently.

“Why does the new girl decide what we watch?” Shannon asked, confused. Some of the girls were just now piecing together the essence of the conversation.

“It wasn’t her decision, kitty—it was mine,” I straightened up.

“Okay, give me the money, I’ll buy the tickets,” Brian stood up.

Before the two of us got in line, I stepped over to Jane and said, “See, little girl, you have to know how to lose,” I grinned smugly.

We bought the tickets, and I distributed them so that Shannon was on one side and Jane on the other. Brian looked at me, puzzled, but didn’t say a word.

The girls lined up for drinks, but Jane stood alone to the side—she didn’t buy anything. Susy and Paul stood together, Paul taking great care of his sister. Probably a family habit.

Paul came out of the line with two drinks and handed one to Jane.

“Susy changed her mind on the way and is drinking something else. I hope you’ll accept this.”

“Thank you,” Jane smiled and accepted the cup.

We went in, and everyone sat in their place. We had bought tickets in two rows to make it easier to talk to each other. Brian sat behind me with his cousin. Aaron and Daryl were behind Jane, each with their girlfriend. On Jane’s other side, Paul sat—his sister beside him.

The movie started, and Shannon took it very naturally that my drink was hers too. She leaned on me in the chair, stroking my neck throughout the movie. I didn’t let her do more—I wasn’t in the mood.

The movie was terrible. If I were at home, I’d switch it off after ten minutes, but here, I couldn’t. The couple on screen suffered through an on-again, off-again relationship, and we were struggling in the auditorium.

Jane must have noticed my suffering because she quietly leaned toward me. Her subtle, sweetly tart perfume hit my nose.

“I don’t know who lost, Pretty Boy,” she winked.

I shivered from head to toe—but not from Shannon’s touch.

I wanted to continue the conversation, but Jane gave no sign of it, just leaned back in her seat.

I struggled through the movie, occasionally watching Jane from the corner of my eye. It seemed like she had fallen asleep, but I wasn’t sure.

Fortunately, the movie ended.

With comments like “Jay, you’re dead next week” and similar farewells, the others left, and Jane stepped over.

“I see your date is still ongoing. Susy and Paul will take me home—I really don’t want to intrude.”

“You’re not intruding—I’ll take you home,” I started to protest, but Shannon whined and interrupted.

“Pretty Boy, we still have plans for tonight.”

“It was nice meeting you,” Jane turned to Shannon. “See you on Monday.”

She stepped over to Paul and Susy, and they left.

“Come on, let’s go too,” I said to Shannon, and we headed down to the car.

I drove her home in silence—I simply didn’t want to talk. When we arrived at her house, I stopped, and she didn’t hesitate before jumping on me. Normally, I wouldn’t have objected, but today, I just wasn’t in the mood.

“I’m home alone—come on, let’s go inside,” she said, sliding onto my lap.

“I’d rather go home today. Maybe another time.”

Even I found my own answer strange, but I just couldn’t take any more of her today.

“Fine, have it your way. But just so you know, I won’t wait around forever—you’re not that big of a prize,” she said, offended, climbing off me. I leaned over to open her door.

“Alright, Kitty, then don’t wait for me,” I said, waiting for her to get out.

“Forget it!” she nearly screamed as I drove off.

I didn’t care—the whole evening was ruined. I just wanted to go home to the peace of my room.

Well, that didn’t happen.

I got home late, but Dad was still eating in the dining room.

“How was your evening?” he asked between bites.

“Shitty,” I muttered, immediately realizing it was a mistake.

“Sit down, son. Let’s talk.”

His voice wasn’t commanding, but I knew it was better to sit down.

“What happened?”

Amber and I had a good relationship with our dad. Since we were kids, he knew how to get us to talk if something was wrong. He never used it against us and didn’t solve our problems for us. I think that’s why he’s considered a good professional.

“For the first time today, I didn’t want to sleep with a girl, another one almost humiliated me, and I watched a shitty movie that I voted for.”

“Why did you vote for a movie that wasn’t good?” he ignored my swearing.

“Because I didn’t want the new girl to win. We boys wanted an action movie, the girls wanted a sappy one. She—Jane,” I emphasized her name, “was without a guy and suggested a sci-fi, saying it was the lesser evil.”

“That sounds logical. And you voted for the sappy one so it wouldn’t be what she wanted, right?”

“Right. It made me so angry that I kicked Shannon out of the car and came home instead.”

“I understand, and I’m sorry. I’m sure you’ll have another chance with Shannon.”

“But that’s the thing!” I snapped. “I don’t care. She’s so endlessly annoying. This has never bothered me before.”

“After the movie, the new girl even had herself taken home by the new guy,” I added as an afterthought.

“Well, yes, but there have been similarly annoying ones before,” Dad laughed, ignoring the second part of my sentence. “Remember the dog expert?”

“True,” I laughed. “That was really funny.”

I once dated a girl who thought she knew everything about dogs and wanted to train Theodore. I had a good laugh.

“Laughter always helps—don’t forget that. Good night, son,” Dad patted my shoulder and headed up to his room.

He was right—I felt better.

I quickly pulled myself together and went to bed.

Dad could always cheer me up, but he didn’t offer a solution.

Though, I didn’t know what I needed either.
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I don’t usually sleep in on Sundays, but I always wait in my room until everyone else is awake—it’s a family breakfast tradition.

“This morning, I’ll clean the car,” I said during breakfast.

“Alright, but don’t forget we have a lunch reservation, and we can’t be late,” Amber reminded me.

“Oh, right.”

“Do we have to go every month?” Mom asked reluctantly.

“Sweetheart, you know I’m not a fan of superficial conversations either, but I can’t refuse the invitation. Sometimes we have to eat there,” Dad said.

We weren’t yacht club members—it was too expensive, and my parents weren’t snobs—but we had a lunch invitation one weekend each month. Dad received it for his work, and it was important for him to go occasionally for networking, even if not every month.

I quickly cleaned my car; I liked keeping it tidy. It wasn’t new or expensive, but it was mine, and I was proud of it.

For lunch, everyone dressed nicely, and we drove to the seaside end of the city. The yacht club was a converted large ship, with the restaurant on the lower level. It was modern, but they had done everything to make the decor reminiscent of an old ship—wood-effect paint, nautical paintings, wood-effect tables with velvet chairs. It was old-fashioned but elegant, perhaps that’s why not everyone in town could be a member. The food was always delicious, and the waitresses were always pretty.

“Mr. Simmons, your reserved table is ready. Please follow me,” the head waiter signaled at the entrance and led us to the table.

We hadn’t been there in the summer, and they had nicely renovated and repainted the place.

“Your order will be taken shortly,” the head waiter said before leaving.

Dad shook hands with a few people at the other tables, and we sat down. I waved to a few school acquaintances when my jaw dropped.

Jane had just arrived next to me and started speaking mechanically.

“Welcome to the yacht club restaurant,” she said, placing the menu in front of us. “While you choose, I’d be happy to bring you something to drink.”

“Hello, Jane,” Amber greeted her warmly.

I saw the surprise on her face, but her smile remained unchanged. Nothing was reflected on her expression.

“Mr., Mrs. Simmons, I’m sorry, I wasn’t paying attention,” she babbled, embarrassed.

“No problem,” Dad said reassuringly. “Please bring me a glass of red wine.”

“I’ll have orange juice,” Mom and Amber said almost simultaneously.

“I’ll have the same,” I added.

“Alright, thank you,” she said with a smile and left the table.

“Did you know?” I looked at Amber questioningly.

“Yes, she works here every Sunday. Didn’t you know?”

“No, she only talks to me about things she can show off about.”

My parents looked puzzled by my comment but didn’t ask further.

“Interesting girl,” Mom said.

Now that she was far from me, I had the chance to look her over comfortably. I had never seen her in a short skirt—or any skirt at all.

Her short dress was slightly low-cut and showed off her figure. Well, I was shocked. Feminine curves, a slim waist, and long, shapely legs. I could imagine those amazing legs wrapped around me.

“That poor girl will catch a cold like that,” Dad’s voice snapped me out of my thoughts.

“Have you decided?” Jane suddenly appeared next to me.

“Yes, I’ll have the crab, and my wife will have the fish,” Dad said. “Amber, John?”

“I’ll have the chicken. Bro?” Amber said, but I had to improvise because I hadn’t had time to look at the menu.

“The same as my dad,” I replied shortly.

“And soup from the daily special for everyone,” Dad added.

“Alright, thank you,” Jane hurried off.

Amber started talking about her latest plans and some photoshoot, but I wasn’t really paying attention. I was watching the guests and how many were staring at my classmate. Almost every guy, regardless of age, ogled her, and she was kind to everyone, smiling unwaveringly.

I felt like going over and throwing a blanket over her.

A waiter approached her, and after a few words, Jane accompanied him to another table, where she started talking to one of the lady guests, then to the waiter. It seemed like she was translating between the waiter and the lady, but I didn’t know what language.

So she wasn’t bluffing—she really could make herself understood.

When my thoughts returned to my family, I saw that Dad was alternately watching me and Jane.

“I’m your son, not one of your patients,” I remarked, and Dad gently tapped my head.

“Then you know why you got that,” he said calmly.

“I’ve been getting a lot of these lately,” I said quietly.

“You’ve been deserving them a lot lately,” he replied just as calmly.

“Good thing Jane didn’t see that,” Amber grinned.

“I don’t particularly care what she saw,” I replied to my sister.

“You’re right,” Amber said. “Jane doesn’t care about you at all.”

“In return, you could take your eyes off her,” Mom said, smiling.

“I was eyeing that brunette at the next table,” I nodded toward a slim girl nearby to cover myself.
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