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    Yoo Seon-woo. When people heard that name, they each conjured their own impressions based on their perspective. Teachers in the staff room thought of his exceptional parents. Students in the classroom thought of his expensive watch, limited-edition sneakers, and the endless flow of money. Yet, everyone shared the same wish: to catch Yoo Seon-woo’s attention.



    



    People liked Yoo Seon-woo. He came from a good family, was obviously wealthy, and had a stunning appearance that drew admiration from everyone around him. To top it off, Yoo Seon-woo had a great personality. He was kind and gentle. He never raised his voice, always spoke softly, and never swore or resorted to violence. People both liked and envied someone like Yoo Seon-woo.



    



    In a community where hierarchy was so often determined, it was inevitable that a group of envious and spiteful individuals would emerge, resenting Yoo Seon-woo’s calm and amiable demeanor. Some, perceiving him as no more than a sheltered flower in a greenhouse, provoked him with petty, harsh remarks born of inferiority.



    



    ‘Is your family really that great?’



    



    ‘Are you that amazing?’



    



    The conclusion of such conflicts, however, was always the same: an enforced transfer. This decision was made on the very day Yoo Seon-woo’s influential parents visited the school—just once, squeezing time into their schedules. The school’s director and principal greeted them at the central entrance and even escorted them back to the parking lot. The winner in the situation was clear: Yoo Seon-woo.



    



    After one of his tormentors was transferred out, no one dared to antagonize Yoo Seon-woo again. They both envied and feared him, carefully watching their behavior, wary of offending him.



    



    Without raising a hand or uttering a single insult, words that most peers would casually throw around Yoo Seon-woo became the most intimidating and untouchable figure at Han-young High School.



    



    This all happened within a month of his enrollment.



    



    ***



    



    On the first day of school in his third year, Yeong-won was, as usual, the first to arrive at school. He entered Classroom 5 and turned on the lights. Looking at the neatly aligned desks, He placed his bag on the front seat near the teacher’s podium where the blackboard was clearly visible.



    



    Taking out his textbooks and a small fabric pencil case from his worn-out bag, which bore the marks of long use, he immediately began studying without hesitation. It didn’t take him a minute to fully focus.



    



    Since middle school, Yeong-won had always been the first to arrive and the last to leave school. Was it because he loved school? Because he could study best there? The reason was simple: his home environment made studying impossible.



    



    His family had slowly crumbled due to his father’s overly trusting investments. Initially cautious and investing only small amounts, his father began pouring in more and more, believing in their potential, worsening the family’s financial situation. From a two-bedroom apartment to a single-room villa, they now lived in a crumbling studio apartment in a poorly located area with bad security.



    



    The word "home" evoked the image of a single room with no boundaries between the living room, kitchen, and bedroom. His father, glued to the old TV, dreamed of winning the lottery every week, while his mother, a tutor suffering from various ailments, constantly watched Yeong-won, both proud of his and guilty for the weight of their expectations. They pinned their hopes on him, envisioning her excelling in the prestigious Korean University, teaching lucrative private lessons, and landing a high-ranking job at a major company after graduation.



    



    Yeong-won found their expectations overwhelming. Studying at home was impossible.



    



    One more year. Just one more year, and it would all be over. While he knew he would still struggle until he could fully support himself, at least he would no longer be crammed into a place where she had to study uncomfortably while suppressing everything about himself. His plan was to leave home right after graduation. Even if it was a selfish decision, he saw no other way.



    



    To achieve that, he had to study. Only by earning scholarships could he even attempt this plan. Yeong-won imagined himself a year from now, not dramatically better off, but at least free and refocused on the next question. Reality quickly faded, leaving only the comforting clarity of solving problems, the one thing that gave him a glimmer of hope for a brighter future.



    



    He was ten questions away from completing the section he had planned to finish before other students arrived when the classroom door slid open. Glancing at his watch, he noted it was still a bit early for anyone to be there. It seemed someone had come exceptionally early for the first day of the new semester. Without looking up, she vaguely noticed a pair of legs and shifted his attention back to his work. His plan was to finish the math problems before the noise started and then move on to language studies, practicing her focus even amidst distractions.



    



    “Lee Yeong-won?”



    



    His hand, poised to jot down the next equation in her notebook, paused. He was surprised, as he hadn’t expected anyone to know her well enough to call his name like this, especially since he wasn’t even in the same class as him only close friend, Kim Hyun-jin. Raising his head, he looked at the boy leaning forward against the teacher’s podium.



    



    “…Ah.”



    



    A familiar face. He knew both the face and the name. They’d never been in the same class, but they had attended the same middle school. Even if they hadn’t, it would have been impossible not to know him, as he was so famous. Yoo Seon-woo. It was unlikely anyone at this school didn’t know that face or name.



    



    “It’s really you.”



    



    “…How did you know?”



    



    “The only person who’d be at school this early is you, Yeong-won. You’re famous for it—always the first to arrive and the last to leave.”



    



    The way Yoo Seon-woo spoke, casually using Yeong-won’s name as if they were already close, made Yeong-won wonder if they had ever talked before. But nothing came to mind. They’d never had a single conversation or even the slightest interaction.



    



    “And we went to the same middle school.”



    



    As Yoo Seon-woo smiled kindly at him, Yeong-won tightened his grip on his mechanical pencil. He almost wondered if he was the one forgetting something. It seemed strange for someone to act this familiar just because they’d attended the same middle school. While Seon-woo’s friendliness felt genuine, it stirred a faint sense of wariness in him.



    



    “This is the first time we’ve been in the same class.”



    



    “…Yeah, it is.”



    



    “Is Kim Hyun-jin in this class too?”



    



    “No, Hyun-jin’s in Class 4.”



    



    “Ah, so a different class. That must be disappointing since you’re close.”



    



    Seon-woo’s words might have sounded empathetic, but his expression didn’t carry even a hint of disappointment. If anything, it felt as though he was pleased they weren’t in the same class. Staring at Seon-woo’s unreadable face, Yeong-won wondered why he even brought it up but couldn’t figure out the reason.



    



    After meeting Seon-woo’s gaze for a moment, Yeong-won lowered his head back to his workbook. He rechecked the numbers he had substituted into the equation, solved the problem, and wrote down the answer: –2. As he marked the answer in his notebook, he noticed that Seon-woo was still there, leaning against the teacher’s podium and looking down at him. Although Seon-woo leaned forward slightly, his tall frame made it so Yeong-won had to tilt his head to meet his gaze.



    



    “Do you have something else to say?”



    



    “No, not really. I just wanted to look a little longer.”



    



    “Why?”



    



    “Because I like that we’re in the same class?”



    



    What is he even saying? Watching Seon-woo smile as he said something so nonsensical, Yeong-won shook his head and looked back at his workbook. He didn’t have time to waste on trivial comments. Thanks to Seon-woo’s interruption, he had already lost five minutes, which meant he now needed to focus more than usual to catch up. Five minutes were gone, but he still had nine questions to finish.



    



    Even though he could feel Seon-woo’s gaze lingering on him, Yeong-won stayed focused on solving the problems, marking answers as he went. By the time he reached the last question, Seon-woo finally stepped away from the podium, distracted by the arrival of another student. Finishing the final question with an answer of 2, Yeong-won lifted his head and glanced at the now-empty podium, feeling a sense of relief.



    



    “…….”



    



    After putting away his math workbook, he pulled out his language workbook and flipped it open. Yoo Seon-woo had been famous since middle school for his good looks, his height, and how noticeable he was. By his second year of middle school, he was already over 180 cm tall, and by graduation, he was said to be over 185 cm. Even though they’d never interacted, his height made him impossible to miss. Whether in the cafeteria, on the playground, or in the auditorium, Yoo Seon-woo always stood out.



    



    Everyone liked him. Rumors circulated that he had rejected over a hundred confessions, received confessions from boys, and even dated a student teacher. None of these rumors harmed his reputation in fact, they only reinforced his popularity.



    



    In high school, his reputation remained untouched. Now nearly 190 cm tall, his mix of youthful energy and a calm, mature demeanor drew everyone’s attention. Even someone like Yeong-won, who was single-mindedly focused on studying, couldn’t avoid hearing the whispers of admiration around him.



    



    With his stunning looks, impressive physique, good grades, and kind personality, Yeong-won had always assumed Yoo Seon-woo was a great guy. But today’s encounter left him thinking Seon-woo was… strange. Approaching him with unwarranted familiarity, asking odd questions about his friend, and casually claiming to like being in the same class Seon-woo was a handsome, but peculiar, person.



    



    As more students trickled into the classroom, their faces mostly unfamiliar but vaguely recognizable, Yeong-won turned to look behind him. Seated at the far end of the second row was Yoo Seon-woo, holding his phone. Noticing Yeong-won’s gaze, Seon-woo glanced up, meeting his eyes, and smiled softly just like before.



    



    Unnerved, Yeong-won quickly turned back and focused on his language workbook.



    



    Yoo Seon-woo was definitely a strange guy.

  
    The homeroom teacher for the third year was an English teacher. Known for being both good at teaching and generous with self-study time, Yeong-won found himself liking the teacher. Most importantly, the teacher wasn’t overbearing and seemed to be a reasonable person with whom one could actually communicate.



    



    The first period began with the usual remarks about how important it was to spend the third year wisely. Instead of diving into the syllabus, the teacher gave advice on how to make the most of the year.



    



    While listening with one ear, Yeong-won continued working on his language workbook from earlier that morning. Eventually, the teacher’s voice faded into the background, and everything else around him became a blur as he focused on solving as many problems as possible. The sound of the bell ending the period pulled him back, and he looked up to see the teacher leaving the room after wishing everyone a good year ahead.



    



    “Lee Yeong-won!”



    



    His name echoed loudly in the classroom, making him turn toward the source. Kim Hyun-jin burst through the front door, his presence immediately breaking the tension of being surrounded by unfamiliar faces. Seeing his friend gave him a sense of relief.



    



    “Dude, I’m screwed. Guess who I’m stuck with in my class? Freaking Choi Ji-ho! That jerk walked in, and I just...damn it…I couldn’t believe it. I wanted to scream! Ugh, I’m so pissed.”



    



    “Why not patch things up?”



    



    “Patch things up? With him? No way. That guy started it, he was the one who threw the first punch!”



    



    Hyun-jin and Choi Ji-ho had been close friends through middle school until they both developed feelings for the same girl. A heated argument escalated into a physical fight, and since their first year of high school, they hadn’t spoken a word to each other. They couldn’t even pass each other in the hallway without spitting insults.



    



    “Man, I wish I were in your class instead. With you here, the teachers wouldn’t be on my case, and with Yoo Seon-woo, the whole year would’ve been a breeze. But no I’m stuck with that blockhead.”



    



    “Wait… Have you ever done anything with Yoo Seon-woo? Do you guys know each other?”



    



    “Nope. I just know of him, like everyone else.”



    



    “Well, Yoo Seon-woo seems to know you.”



    



    “Me?”



    



    “Yeah.”



    



    Hyun-jin shook his head, puzzled, insisting they had no connection. Watching him, Yeong-won tilted his head, confused. A question that hadn’t occurred to him earlier now occupied his thoughts.



    



    Then how does Yoo Seon-woo know that I’m close with Kim Hyun-jin?



    



    ‘Is Kim Hyun-jin in this class?’



    



    Seon-woo had asked with complete confidence, as though he knew the answer. He’d even said Hyun-jin’s name without hesitation.



    



    ‘Ah, so a different class. That must be disappointing since you’re close.’



    



    It was impossible to say such a thing unless he knew about their friendship. Turning back, Yeong-won glanced at Yoo Seon-woo, who was standing among a group of students, laughing and chatting with his usual warmth. His gaze lingered on Seon-woo’s profile until Seon-woo suddenly turned his head, their eyes meeting. For a brief moment, they stared at each other before Yeong-won looked away, turning back to Hyun-jin. Even after breaking eye contact, he still felt the weight of Seon-woo’s gaze on the side of his face. Uncomfortable, he rubbed his cheek absentmindedly.



    



    “Let’s hit the snack bar during the next break. I’m starving.”



    



    “Okay.”



    



    "Don’t cry just because your big brother Bread-won isn’t around. If you miss me, come by anytime."



    



    "If you don't show up, I won't go."



    



    "If I don't come, you won't either. Just focus on solving your problems."



    



    Yeong-won laughed, unable to argue since it was true. Kim Hyun-jin, pretending to be upset, grabbed Yeong-won's face playfully and squeezed it, smushing his cheeks. Familiar with this kind of behavior, Yeong-won let it slide for a moment before grabbing Hyun-jin's wrist and pulling it away.



    



    "….…"



    



    Out of reflex, Yeong-won turned his head and once again locked eyes with Yoo Seon-woo. Unlike earlier, Seon-woo wasn’t smiling gently this time. Feeling unsettled, Yeong-won was the first to look away. Kim Hyun-jin, still perched on the desk, sighed dramatically and leaned forward, gently bumping his head against the top of Yeong-won’s.



    



    "You only need to study, so it doesn’t matter who’s in your class. But what about me? This is pure hell."



    



    "Just don’t mess with Choi Ji-ho."



    



    "I won’t. Just looking at him pisses me off…what would I even mess with him for? If I so much as speak a word to that jerk this entire year, I’ll call myself Stupid Hyun-jin."



    



    Yeong-won thought there was a decent chance his friend might end up being "Stupid Hyun-jin" after all. Despite his tough words, Yeong-won knew Hyun-jin was surprisingly soft-hearted. If Choi Ji-ho were to collapse in front of him, Hyun-jin would probably carry him, not to the infirmary, but straight to the hospital.



    



    "Oh, there’s the bell. Snack bar next period!"



    



    "Yeah, go on."



    



    As Hyun-jin made his way to the neighboring classroom, he waved dramatically like someone setting off on a long journey, his exaggerated, sluggish steps drawing a laugh from Yeong-won. Smiling, Yeong-won opened his ethics workbook beneath his ethics textbook and flipped to a new page in his notebook.



    



    "….…"



    



    The question of how Yoo Seon-woo knew that he and Kim Hyun-jin were close lingered in his mind. Sure, it wasn’t hard to guess, they were always together. But Yoo Seon-woo hadn’t been in the same class as them last year, nor had there been many opportunities for him to observe their friendship. How had he known enough to bring it up?



    



    Is he just the type to pay close attention to others?



    



    The more Yeong-won thought about it, the more plausible it seemed. While he himself didn’t care about others, not everyone was like him. Maybe Seon-woo was observant, someone who could recall details from just a glance or two. Nodding slightly, Yeong-won decided to let the thought go. Whether or not Seon-woo knew wasn’t important, it wasn’t worth wasting time on.



    



    "Everyone, sit down! The bell rang. What are you doing? Sit down already!"



    



    As the ethics teacher approached the podium, Yeong-won caught a glimpse of him and then ignored the commotion behind him, keeping his focus on his workbook. The unfamiliar thoughts that had momentarily swirled in his mind faded away, leaving him feeling at ease for the first time.



    



    ***



    



    Yeong-won, who had gone to the snack bar with Hyun-jin, picked out an apple-flavored Picnic drink and a cookie filled with apple jam. Hyun-jin, chewing on a big bite of bread, looked at him with mock admiration.



    



    "You never get tired of that?"



    



    "You know me. I don’t get tired of things easily."



    



    "True. That’s why you can study so much. I get sick of studying fast."



    



    "That’s something you do because you have to."



    



    "You mean you don’t do it because you like it?"



    



    "I like it too. The results change depending on how much I put into it."



    



    In a household that was steadily falling apart, there was nothing Yeong-won could do. No matter what he tried, the red foreclosure stickers plastered on their few remaining pieces of furniture wouldn’t disappear, nor would his parents' exhausted lives improve. But studying was different. It was the one thing where his effort directly translated into results. That’s why he liked studying. Every time he saw his name at the top of the school rankings, it reassured him that his hard work wasn’t in vain. And he believed that effort would eventually take him to a better place.



    



    "Hey, it’s Yoo Seon-woo."



    



    Pulled out of his thoughts about the foreclosure notices, Yeong-won turned his head to look at Yoo Seon-woo, who was surrounded by a group of students. Wherever Seon-woo went, people always flocked around him.



    



    Wouldn’t it be exhausting to always have so many people around? Yeong-won wondered, sipping his Picnic drink as he watched Seon-woo along with the others.



    



    "….…"



    



    Just as the apple flavor filled his mouth, their eyes met again. This had to be at least the tenth time today. Yeong-won stared blankly as Seon-woo stepped away from the group and walked toward him.



    



    "Whoa, is he coming over here?"



    



    "Looks like it."



    



    As Seon-woo approached, Yeong-won’s gaze tilted upward. He had known Seon-woo was tall, but standing face-to-face made the height difference all the more apparent. As he looked up, Seon-woo’s downward gaze locked onto him.



    



    "Yeong-won, take this."



    



    His tone was soft, but his gaze and physical presence didn’t match the gentleness of his words. Yeong-won glanced at the bread Seon-woo held out, then raised his apple jam cookie as if to say he was fine.



    



    "I’m good."



    



    Seon-woo’s persistent gaze shifted to Hyun-jin. Following the direction of the gaze, Yeong-won also turned his head.



    



    "You want it?"



    



    "Huh? Me? Oh! Uh, thanks. I love bread!"



    



    Hyun-jin, stammering as he received the bread from Yoo Seon-woo, couldn’t stop grinning, clearly pleased for some reason. Meanwhile, Yeong-won, sipping what little remained of his apple juice through a thin straw, felt the situation growing unbearably awkward.



    



    "Let’s go."



    



    "Huh?"



    



    "Let’s go. To the classroom."



    



    With the same warm smile from earlier, Yoo Seon-woo walked alongside Yeong-won. Hyun-jin gave him a questioning look, clearly asking when they had become so close, but Yeong-won had no explanation. The steps that might have led to this apparent closeness were completely skipped, leaving only the impression of familiarity for others to see.



    



    "What’s going on?"



    



    "…I don’t know."



    



    As they walked back to the classroom, Hyun-jin, having finished his bread, kept glancing at Yoo Seon-woo nervously, silently signaling his confusion. But there was really nothing for Yeong-won to say. Their brief interaction that morning was hardly noteworthy, leaving him with no explanation for their apparent bond.



    



    "See you later, Kim Hyun-jin."



    



    "Huh? Oh… yeah! You too."



    



    Standing in front of Class 5, Yoo Seon-woo casually said goodbye to Hyun-jin, as if emphasizing the fact that Hyun-jin wasn’t in their class. Watching the exchange, Yeong-won nodded slightly in acknowledgment as Hyun-jin gave him a parting look and headed off.



    



    "Let’s go in."



    



    "….…"



    



    It felt like he had gone to the snack bar with Yoo Seon-woo alone. Holding the empty Picnic carton, Yeong-won entered the classroom first.



    



    "Give it to me. I’ll throw it away."



    



    "No, I’ll—"



    



    "Does it matter who throws it away?"



    



    Before Yeong-won could finish his sentence, the empty carton was already gone from his hand. With Yoo Seon-woo smiling kindly, attention from all around the classroom turned toward them. Feeling uncomfortable and out of place, Yeong-won scanned the room briefly before looking back at Seon-woo, who was still standing in front of him.



    



    "Um."



    



    "Yeah?"



    



    He wanted to say, Please stop talking to me. People keep staring because of you, and it makes me uncomfortable. But the words never left his lips. It felt too harsh to say that to someone who had done nothing wrong and was simply being friendly. Besides, it was only the first day of school.



    



    Given Yoo Seon-woo’s positive reputation and well-known friendliness toward everyone, it was likely just an act of casual familiarity. In a few days, his attention would probably shift to someone else. There was no need for Yeong-won to make himself seem overly sensitive by pointing it out.



    



    "…Thanks."



    



    "For what?"



    



    "For throwing that away."



    



    Watching Seon-woo smile silently, Yeong-won sat down at his desk. While he didn’t mind the trip to the snack bar, he couldn’t help but feel uneasy about wasting time during the break. If he’d stayed in the classroom, he might have finished a few more problems.



    



    "Yeong-won."



    



    "Huh?"



    



    Hearing his name called from above, Yeong-won looked up. Seon-woo’s tall frame cast a shadow over his face.



    



    "Next time, let’s go together. To the snack bar."



    



    "….…"



    



    "Just the two of us."



    



    As the question ‘Why?’ hovered on the tip of his tongue, Yoo Seon-woo walked away before he could voice it. Watching Seon-woo’s long strides take him across the room, Yeong-won sighed quietly.



    



    Does he approach everyone this openly, without any hesitation?



    



    Not that it was a bad or wrong thing, it just made Yeong-won a little uncomfortable. For him, having Hyun-jin as his one close friend was more than enough.

  
    It wasn’t that Yeong-won disliked making friends, but ever since his family’s financial situation had rapidly deteriorated, he found it difficult to form meaningful connections. He felt uneasy about the possibility of someone asking to visit his home, with its glaring foreclosure notices plastered on their furniture. And once he realized how crucial studying was for his future, he had thrown himself into it entirely, leaving little time to socialize.



    



    Kim Hyun-jin was the first friend he made after becoming isolated in middle school, his days filled only with studying. While Yeong-won studied, Hyun-jin would sit nearby, reading comics or playing games. Even in the poorly ventilated one-room apartment, Hyun-jin would eat three packets of ramen and then leave five more behind for later. A friend who knew all his circumstances and didn’t interrupt his studies, Hyun-jin was enough for Yeong-won. He didn’t feel the need to make new friends, unwilling to go through the time-consuming process of building trust and understanding from scratch.



    



    That’s why Yoo Seon-woo’s overt kindness made him uncomfortable. He didn’t know how to handle someone who openly extended their goodwill and stepped so quickly into his space. Moreover, the idea of an unplanned variable like Yoo Seon-woo disrupting the carefully laid plans for his future was unwelcome.



    



    "……"



    



    As he watched Seon-woo toss the empty carton into the trash bin at the back of the classroom, Yeong-won turned his attention back to the front as the door opened. It was better to look ahead than to glance back. And he found it much easier to lower his gaze than to look up.



    



    Greeting the math teacher as he entered, Yeong-won opened his workbook. When the teacher announced it would be a self-study session, his mood lifted instantly. Without hesitation, he dove into his workbook, quickly solving problems with unwavering focus. Everything was back to the way he preferred it, progressing exactly as planned, without the slightest disruption.



    



    ***



    



    Chewing on a crispy piece of pork cutlet, Yeong-won glanced at Kim Hyun-jin, who had been giving him a suspicious look for a while now. Hyun-jin wanted him to confess how he and Yoo Seon-woo had become close, but there was nothing to say.



    



    "Even if you keep staring at me like that, there’s nothing to tell. What I said earlier is everything."



    



    "No, seriously. The way he looked at me earlier, it was like he was telling me to get lost."



    



    "Why are you exaggerating? He was just saying goodbye."



    



    "No, dude. I’m not exaggerating. You know that vibe, right? Where if I asked why he looked at me like that, I’d just look like an idiot? But something definitely felt off."



    



    As he ate a bite of stir-fried potatoes and ham, Yeong-won shook his head. Hyun-jin was great, but his tendency to fixate on things and analyze them to death was, if anything, his biggest flaw.



    



    "He even tried to give you the bread while we were together. You said no, so it’s like he just gave it to me as an afterthought."



    



    "Come on, it wasn’t like that. I said I didn’t want it, so he asked you next. In order. Stop overthinking it and just finish your food. Don’t come crying later about being hungry."



    



    "Ugh… there’s something going on. The way he talks to you and the way he talks to me, it’s different. Even the way he looks at you. I feel like I’m the clueless guy who barged in between you two."



    



    Even while taking a big bite of rice, Hyun-jin kept speculating. Watching him, Yeong-won took a sip of clear soup, his gaze shifting past Hyun-jin’s shoulder to where Yoo Seon-woo sat. Maybe it was because they were now in the same class, but he seemed to notice Seon-woo far more often today than before. Every time he turned his head, Seon-woo was right there, it was odd, almost uncanny.



    



    "Do you know who Yoo Seon-woo hangs out with?"



    



    Hyun-jin, who had polished off his meal in just five spoonfuls, turned his head in the direction of Yeong-won’s gaze.



    



    "I don’t know? Doesn’t he just get along with everyone?"



    



    "That makes sense, right? We weren’t in the same class before, we weren’t close, and we didn’t see each other every day."



    



    "Yeah, so what?"



    



    "But Yoo Seon-woo knew."



    



    "Knew what?"



    



    "That you and I are close."



    



    As Yeong-won’s eyes accidentally met Yoo Seon-woo’s over Kim Hyun-jin’s shoulder again, he quickly averted his gaze. He felt like he’d locked eyes with Seon-woo more times today than he had solved problems.



    



    “Maybe he’s just one of those people who remembers every little thing.”



    



    “…Maybe.”



    



    Though the unease didn’t completely fade, Hyun-jin’s casual tone made him feel a bit better. Taking his last bite of rice and pork cutlet, Yeong-won set down his chopsticks. Glancing at the half-finished food on Yeong-won’s tray, Hyun-jin pushed his water cup closer to him.



    



    "How can you study after eating that little?"



    



    "If I eat too much, I get sleepy. Can’t concentrate either."



    



    "I could eat two full trays and still be hungry by the end of sixth period."



    



    "Maybe you’re the weird one."



    



    "Ugh, why do I eat so much and still not grow taller? I want to be as tall as Yoo Seon-woo."



    



    Taking a sip of water, Yeong-won slid his chair back. Following his lead, Hyun-jin picked up his tray, and the two of them walked toward the waste bins. As they passed by the table where Yoo Seon-woo was sitting, Yeong-won could feel his gaze again. This time, he didn’t turn to look, simply disposing of his leftovers and stepping out of the cafeteria.



    



    "What’s wrong?"



    



    "Nothing."



    



    It felt strange to admit he kept making eye contact with Yoo Seon-woo, so he swallowed the thought and followed Hyun-jin to the snack bar. Having already bought a Picnic drink and an apple jam cookie earlier, Yeong-won decided he couldn’t afford to spend more money. If he did, he might have to skip trips to the snack bar for the rest of March.



    



    "What are you getting?"



    



    "Nothing for me."



    



    "Ugh, you’re so picky."



    



    Opening the ice cream case, Hyun-jin grabbed a chocolate-flavored bar for himself and a green-grape flavored one for Yeong-won, confidently paying for both before handing it over.



    



    "I got my allowance today. This is on me."



    



    "Thanks."



    



    "Who else do you have but me?"



    



    The youngest of his family, with two much older brothers, Hyun-jin was showered with affection and had a natural knack for being playful and endearing. He often said things that others might find cheesy, but over time, Yeong-won had grown used to it, no longer cringing but simply laughing it off.



    



    Smiling, Yeong-won unwrapped the grape-flavored ice cream halfway. The frozen treat was so cold it made his fingers sting. Pulling his uniform sleeves down to cover his hands slightly, he adjusted his grip on the bar. He needed to snap the stick in half, but the ice cream was so frozen that it hurt to apply pressure.



    



    As Hyun-jin, holding his own ice cream in his mouth, reached out to help, another hand suddenly slipped in between them.



    



    Startled, Yeong-won instinctively looked at the nametag in his line of sight. Yoo Seon-woo. Shocked by the name, he looked up, only to meet Seon-woo’s downward gaze.



    



    "Here."



    



    With ease, Seon-woo broke the stick and handed the ice cream back to him. As Yeong-won stared blankly at the bar, he flinched at the sudden sensation of warmth and cold on the back of his hand. Seon-woo was holding his hand. Startled, Yeong-won reflexively pulled his hand back and hid it behind his body, realizing belatedly that his reaction might have come across as rude.



    



    "You’re not taking it?"



    



    "Huh? Oh…"



    



    But Seon-woo didn’t seem offended. He simply smiled and gently shook the ice cream toward him. Carefully, making sure not to touch Seon-woo’s hand again, Yeong-won took the ice cream.



    



    "And this."



    



    Lifting the small piece of ice cream attached to the broken stick, Seon-woo brought it close to Yeong-won’s lips. Caught off guard, Yeong-won instinctively parted his lips slightly. It wasn’t a conscious decision, it just happened. The moment he realized what he was doing, the piece of ice cream slid softly between his lips.



    



    "……."



    



    After confirming that Yeong-won had properly bitten off the cap of the ice cream tube, Yoo Seon-woo finally withdrew his hand. The taste of green grape lingered on Yeong-won’s tongue, and he hurriedly pulled the tube out of his mouth and pressed his lips together. The background noise around him seemed to flicker…now audible, now fading. It wasn’t malicious, nor was it teasing, but something about the interaction felt off.



    



    Why is he doing this to me?



    



    That single thought was all that filled his mind.



    



    "I saw the two of you together again on my way out."



    



    "Oh, do you want one too?"



    



    As Kim Hyun-jin, half-turned toward the snack bar with his wallet in hand, offered casually, Seon-woo smiled and shook his head. His words, ‘the two of you together again,’ carried an oddly negative undertone.



    



    "No, I’m good. Thanks for offering, though."



    



    "It’s nothing."



    



    Despite the gentle tone of his voice, there was something in Seon-woo’s manner that made it clear he held the upper hand in the exchange. The dynamic between the three of them felt unbalanced: one person seemed too composed, while the other seemed overly awkward. Watching their exchange, Yeong-won pulled his uniform sleeve forward to shield his hand from the icy cold of the ice cream. What had been rock-hard earlier had now begun to melt slightly, leaving the tube soft and indented.



    



    "Let’s go, Hyun-jin."



    



    Breaking the silence, Yeong-won spoke up, sensing that staying any longer would only lead to more awkward and meaningless conversation. He considered telling Seon-woo they were leaving but decided against it. There was no need. They hadn’t come here together; they had merely crossed paths. Once they separated, things would naturally return to the way they were.



    



    "Huh? Oh… yeah."



    



    Yeong-won glanced at Hyun-jin, who was fidgeting nervously, unsure of how to act around Seon-woo. He couldn’t understand why everyone seemed to defer to Seon-woo like this. Was it because of his family background? Because teachers liked him? Because he was rich? While those might be reasons to envy him, they didn’t seem like reasons to lower yourself or act overly cautious.



    



    "See you in class."



    



    Seon-woo’s kind farewell was paired with a gaze that fell momentarily on the hand holding Yeong-won’s ice cream, its knuckles peeking out from under the sleeve of his uniform. Feeling self-conscious under Seon-woo’s gaze, Yeong-won reflexively curled his fingers inward, hiding them further within his sleeve.



    



    The ice cream tube in his hand felt freezing, as if it could burn with cold, yet the gaze resting on it felt strangely hot. The contrasting sensations were unsettling, almost surreal. Without glancing back at Seon-woo, Yeong-won lowered his hand further, tucking it behind his body. Only then did Seon-woo’s gaze slowly lift and rest on his face.



    



    "Go on."



    



    It felt oddly like permission, like Seon-woo was granting him leave. There was nothing coercive about his tone, but the feeling lingered. Letting out a quiet sigh, Yeong-won finally turned to follow Hyun-jin, sneaking a glance at Seon-woo’s tall figure as he walked away. Even as he left, he kept the hand Seon-woo had stared at hidden behind his back.

  
    By the fifth period, students began to drop one by one, and by the sixth period, the class was practically wiped out. The social studies teacher who came in during the sixth period repeatedly told everyone to sit up, but most students would lift their heads only to slump back down onto their desks moments later. Eventually, the teacher, admitting defeat and declaring it was just the first day, allowed the remaining 15 minutes to be used for self-study. Relieved, Yeong-won used the time to work through his problems in peace.



    



    In the seventh period, the homeroom teacher entered the room, and the class became chaotic with the task of electing a temporary class president. While the role often led to becoming the official class president, a potential boost for one’s student record, Yeong-won didn’t feel the situation favored him. Deciding it wasn’t worth getting involved, he chose instead to spend the time solving more problems.



    



    "So, does anyone want to volunteer to be the temporary class president?"



    



    The homeroom teacher’s question brought immediate silence to the classroom. Glancing nervously at one another, the students stayed quiet, prompting the teacher to laugh out loud.



    



    "Come on, don’t just look at each other. This is your chance. You know the temporary president is most likely to become the official president, right? Anyone confident enough to volunteer? If not, does anyone want to recommend someone?"



    



    Murmurs began to rise from various corners of the classroom, with one name standing out: Yoo Seon-woo. Considering his popularity and reputation, it wasn’t surprising.



    



    "Who? Yoo Seon-woo?"



    



    The teacher’s gaze shifted to the back of the classroom, where Seon-woo was seated. Meanwhile, Yeong-won, trying to tune out the noise, focused on speed-reading an English passage. Noblesse oblige, he read, breaking it down mentally: ‘Noblesse’ refers to noble status, while ‘oblige’ means…



    



    "I’d like to recommend Lee Yeong-won."



    



    The flow of his thoughts came to an abrupt halt as his own name pierced through the murmurs. Feeling the weight of several stares, Yeong-won turned around. Yoo Seon-woo was looking straight at him.



    



    "He’s ranked number one in the school."



    



    The gaze meeting his own showed no trace of malice. Of course, it wouldn’t make sense for Seon-woo to nominate him out of ill will, but still, Yeong-won couldn’t understand why he was doing this.



    



    "Oh, that’s right! We have the school’s top-ranked student in our class." the teacher said brightly.



    



    "What do you think, Yeong-won? Want to try being the temporary class president?"



    



    Straightening his posture, Yeong-won faced the front again. The thought of taking on a leadership role was certainly bothersome, but for the sake of his student record, it might be worth considering. While it wasn’t guaranteed he would become the official class president, the possibility was no longer zero.



    



    "Yes, I’ll do it."



    



    As soon as he answered, a mix of noise and applause broke out from different parts of the room. Somewhere between jeers and cheers, the teacher reaffirmed the decision: until the official class president election, the temporary class president would be Lee Yeong-won.



    



    "Yeong-won, could you stop by the staff room after homeroom ends?"



    



    "Yes."



    



    "Alright, let’s decide on your seats now. Ideally, the seating you choose today will stay the same for the semester. Since you’re in your senior year, I’d rather avoid the chaos of constantly changing seats. I know everyone has a preference, but not everyone can sit exactly where they want. I hope you all adjust well to your new seats." the homeroom teacher announced.



    



    With that, the teacher displayed the seating chart on the whiteboard via the projector, drawing everyone's eyes to the front. Like the others, Yeong-won scanned the chart slowly, starting from the front row near the podium, searching for his name. He hoped to stay in his current spot or at least within the first three rows, but it didn’t seem like that would be the case.



    



    Groans and exclamations of delight rippled through the classroom as students found their assigned seats. When Yeong-won finally spotted his name, it was in the very back of the second column. He let out a small sigh. It wasn’t his ideal spot, but at least being in the back meant no one was behind him, and he’d still have a clear view of the board. It wasn’t the worst outcome.



    



    "Alright, if you’ve found your seat, move there now." the teacher instructed.



    



    Gathering the workbook, notebook, and pencil case spread across his desk into his arms, along with his bag in one hand, Yeong-won stood up and walked directly to his new seat at the back. When he arrived, he noticed Yoo Seon-woo sitting next to his new spot, already looking at him. Without saying a word, Yeong-won sat down.



    



    "Quite the move. From the very front to the very back."



    



    After placing his belongings on the desk and putting his bag down, Yeong-won turned to look at him. While the rest of the class was bustling to find their new seats, Seon-woo remained in the same spot, watching him.



    



    "Aren’t you moving?"



    



    "No."



    



    "Why not?"



    



    "This is my seat."



    



    It wasn’t until Seon-woo said this that Yeong-won turned back to the chart on the board. Normally, he didn’t pay attention to who he was seated with, as it didn’t matter to him. But if his seatmate was Seon-woo, that changed things. Sure enough, next to his own name, Lee Yeong-won, was written Yoo Seon-woo.



    



    "….…"



    



    Seon-woo was right. His seat remained exactly where it had been. Looking at their names side by side on the chart, Yeong-won let out another small sigh.



    



    "Do you not want to sit next to me? You sighed."



    



    "It’s not that…"



    



    "Not that?"



    



    "It’s just… surprising. You’re the only one who stayed in the same seat. I don’t care who I sit next to."



    



    "Really? Don’t you think it matters? You’ll be sitting with them for a whole semester."



    



    Resuming the English passage he’d been reading, Yeong-won replied while keeping his eyes on the page.



    



    "It’s just sitting next to someone. It doesn’t mean anything."



    



    "I like sitting next to you."



    



    The word on the page in front of him suddenly slipped from his mind, shattering into a jumble of meaningless letters. Turning his head, he met Seon-woo’s gaze. The other boy had propped his chin on one hand, watching him intently.



    



    "What?"



    



    "I said I like sitting next to you."



    



    "Why?"



    



    "Who knows? Maybe because I like you."



    



    What is he even saying? He’s always saying weird things.



    



    Shaking his head, Yeong-won dismissed the conversation, turning away as if he had no need to hear more. He quickly resumed reading the English passage, scanning it for the correct answer to a question about contradictions in the text. Marking 3 as the answer in his notebook, he moved immediately to the next question. The classroom was still filled with the noise of chairs scraping and students chattering as they settled into their new seats, but Yeong-won easily tuned it all out.



    



    After completing ten questions in a row with deep focus, he paused to check his answers. One was incorrect, specifically, the question he’d been working on when Seon-woo interrupted him with his strange comments. He’d missed the connection between the words that had been broken apart in his mind. Shaking his head again, he opened his error log and carefully noted down why he’d gotten the question wrong. If it had been up to him, he would have written because of Yoo Seon-woo as the reason.



    



    "Do you stay for self-study sessions, Yeong-won?"



    



    "Yeah."



    



    "How many periods?"



    



    "Four."



    



    "Every day?"



    



    "Yeah."



    



    Answering casually, Yeong-won flipped the page of his workbook. He didn’t understand why Seon-woo, someone he’d only started talking to today, was asking about his self-study schedule, something even Hyun-jin didn’t ask about. Still, there was no reason to hide it, so he answered truthfully.



    



    "Then I’ll do it too."



    



    "Why?"



    



    "Because you’re doing it."



    



    What?



    



    Why is the reason me?



    



    Glancing up from a passage about the Industrial Revolution, Yeong-won turned his head to stare at Seon-woo, who had shifted his entire body to face him.



    



    "If I don’t, you won’t either?"



    



    "Nope."



    



    "Why?"



    



    "Because I want to get closer to you."



    



    "Why?"



    



    "Do I need a reason? If I do, I’ll think of one."



    



    "No, it’s fine."



    



    Letting out a short sigh, Yeong-won turned his gaze back to his workbook and sat up straight. The more they talked, the stranger it became. The questions piling up in his mind had no clear answers, leaving him feeling uneasy and frustrated.



    



    It felt like encountering a question on a test that he had answered incorrectly several times before, one that always confused him at the same spot, no matter how often he reviewed it. Even though he should have memorized it by now, his thoughts always wavered, and he got it wrong. Such problems caused him immense stress, and as someone particularly sensitive to stress, these moments often led to headaches, cold hands and feet, or even cold sweats. Only when he had completely mastered such a problem, making it his own, could he finally settle his nerves and move on.



    



    How can a person be like one of those problems?



    



    A faint snap broke the quiet moment. The lead in his mechanical pencil had fractured. Brushing away the tiny shards, Yeong-won refocused on the passage about the Industrial Revolution.



    



    The feeling of being completely absorbed in the passage, as if pulled into its world, was something Yeong-won enjoyed. The surrounding noise and even the sensation of being watched all faded into a blur, leaving him fully immersed in what he was reading. This was one of the reasons he liked studying. Even when he occasionally felt Yoo Seon-woo’s gaze on him, he didn’t look up, not even once.



    



    After homeroom ended, Yeong-won went to the staff room, where his homeroom teacher greeted him with a kind and clear voice, explaining a few key announcements. Most of the information was already familiar to him, routine matters that didn’t require much attention.



    



    "I was so proud to have you in our class, Yeong-won. You wouldn’t believe how jealous the homeroom teacher next door is. And on top of that, we’ve got Seon-woo in our class too. You’ve done so well up to now, so if you just keep up your pace, I think you’ll be fine. If there’s anything you need help with, just let me know."



    



    "Yes, thank you. By the way, could I use the study hall on weekends? I know it’s mainly for dorm students, but I don’t have the conditions to study at home."



    



    "Of course! If you’re willing to come study on the weekends, we’ll definitely find a spot for you. I’ll make sure to arrange it. But since we haven’t finalized the seating arrangements yet, it might take a few weeks."



    



    "That’s okay. Thank you so much."



    



    "It must be disappointing not being in the same class as Hyun-jin this year."



    



    This teacher had taught him the year before, and they’d gotten to know each other fairly well through his role as head of the English study group. Now, as his homeroom teacher, they would inevitably grow closer as they navigated his senior year together. Thankfully, the teacher was someone who listened and tried to understand others, not someone who would judge or discriminate based on his family circumstances.



    



    "It’s fine. We’re in neighboring classes, so we still see each other often."



    



    "You must be pretty sociable, huh? It seems like you’ve already gotten close to Seon-woo too."



    



    "What?"



    



    "Yes. Seon-woo came by earlier and said he wanted to sit next to you. He said it would help him study and that he wanted to get to know you better."

  
    Now it made sense. Now he understood why Yoo Seon-woo hadn’t moved seats, leaving only him to shift over beside him. That incredible ‘coincidence’ hadn’t been a coincidence at all, it was orchestrated by Yoo Seon-woo.



    



    "…But Seon-woo is already good at studying."



    



    "Right?" the teacher replied playfully. "Maybe he just wants to do even better. If he’s aiming for the top spot, you’d better watch out, Yeong-won. He might really be after first place."



    



    Smiling faintly at the teacher’s teasing, Yeong-won bowed slightly and left the staff room. But the question lingered: Why would he go so far as to ask the teacher just to sit next to me? Is it really about studying?



    



    Though he generally paid no attention to others’ grades, he knew that Yoo Seon-woo consistently ranked in the top three. Everyone always mentioned his academics when they talked about him, sometimes second, sometimes third. Someone had even joked once that Seon-woo could take first if he wanted to but was deliberately holding back.



    



    …Could he really be trying for first?



    



    Nothing in the world came easy, least of all staying at the top. Maintaining his rank since middle school had been anything but simple for Yeong-won. It demanded relentless effort, arriving at school earlier than anyone, never missing a single self-study session, and devoting weekends, holidays, and vacations to the same disciplined routine. He had never stepped foot in a PC room, never played a single game on his phone. His life was entirely built around his studies.



    



    "Where were you? Why didn’t you check your messages?"



    



    Startled by the sudden shadow looming over him, Yeong-won took a step back. It was Kim Hyun-jin, slinging his backpack over one shoulder and squinting at him accusingly.



    



    "The teacher called me to the staff room."



    



    "For what?"



    



    "I’m the temporary class president."



    



    "Wow, you’re already settling in, bossing people around, and taking charge without me? I’m so hurt," Hyun-jin joked, feigning tears as he leaned his head against Yeong-won’s shoulder.



    



    Laughing, Yeong-won played along, patting Hyun-jin on the back as if to console him. But Hyun-jin, much taller and leaning his full weight into the act, made it hard to keep his balance. Pushed backward, on the verge of falling, Yeong-won shoved him off a little harder this time, then froze.



    



    In that moment, he locked eyes with Yoo Seon-woo standing by the back door, silently watching them with an unreadable expression. Flustered, Yeong-won quickly shoved Hyun-jin away, the harmless joke now feeling like he’d been caught doing something inappropriate.



    



    "You’re so cold." Hyun-jin whined.



    



    "Stop being gross. Go already."



    



    With a wave and a final pat on Hyun-jin’s shoulder, Yeong-won sent him off. Then he stepped into the classroom. Self-study wasn’t mandatory yet, and there wasn’t an official sign-up list, so only two students remained in the room: one was Yoo Seon-woo, and the other was a nameless classmate waiting around with a backpack. Once that classmate left, only the two of them were left in the quiet room.



    



    "….…"



    



    The situation made him uneasy. From the very first day, he’d spent far more mental energy on Yoo Seon-woo than he’d planned, leaving him with a slight headache. None of this had been part of his plans.



    



    But there was no way around it. He had to stick to his routine, completing the day’s study goals before heading home. To achieve that, he needed to solve 30 English questions before dinner, which would allow him to focus on math during the evening self-study sessions.



    



    Really, there was no reason to feel uncomfortable. All he needed to do was focus the way he had for the past five years. Worrying about a strange, unfamiliar classmate was nothing but a waste of time.



    



    Stealing a brief glance at Seon-woo, who sat quietly with a blank expression, Yeong-won went to his seat and sat down as if nothing was out of the ordinary. Studying side by side in a mostly empty classroom felt a little absurd, but it wasn’t worth dwelling on. Checking his watch, its worn strap snug around his wrist, he opened his English workbook and began reading a densely packed passage.



    



    He solved three questions based on the text, noting key words and idioms as he worked through the next section. Though the questions were deliberately tricky, understanding the context made the answers clear. Checking off another four questions, he glanced at his watch again. At this pace, he was sure he could finish everything with time to spare.



    



    "….…"



    



    As Yeong-won flipped a page in his workbook, he glanced sideways toward the quiet figure next to him. Yoo Seon-woo’s desk was empty, not a single book, not even a pen. He wasn’t sleeping or looking at him; he simply sat upright, deep in thought, with perfect posture. For the first time since that morning, Yeong-won took a long look at him.



    



    Seon-woo’s hair was immaculate, his skin flawless, unmarred by any scars or blemishes. His straight neck and perfectly squared shoulders complemented his upright posture, a position that clearly wasn’t achieved overnight but built through years of discipline.



    



    "….…"



    



    Following the line of Seon-woo’s straight back, Yeong-won let his gaze settle on his side profile again. From the moment he had leaned over the teacher’s podium earlier that morning, Yeong-won had noticed the faint scent coming from him.



    



    Is that cologne? Or a high-end fabric softener? Or… is it just his natural scent?



    



    Unconsciously, he continued observing. The light from the setting sun streaming through the window deepened the brown of Seon-woo’s eyes, giving them a rich, amber glow. Everything about him seemed polished in a way that was completely different from Yeong-won. It wasn’t something he could replicate, even if he tried. There was something inherently different about him, something fundamental.



    



    Perhaps sensing his gaze, Seon-woo, who had been looking out the window, slowly turned his head. Their eyes met. Only then did it hit Yeong-won that he’d been openly staring for far too long. Realizing how rude that was, he opened his mouth to apologize, but Seon-woo spoke first, his voice cutting through the stillness of the classroom.



    



    "Do you like Kim Hyun-jin?"



    



    "…What?"



    



    The question caught him so off guard that all he could do was repeat it, dumbfounded.



    



    Did I just hear that right?



    



    "Or does Kim Hyun-jin like you?"



    



    "What are you even talking about…"



    



    "If not, why do you two act like that?"



    



    "What do you mean by that? What have I even done with him?"



    



    "In the hallway earlier."



    



    Seon-woo fully turned his body to face him. As Seon-woo leaned slightly forward, closing the distance between them, Yeong-won instinctively pushed his chair back and stood up. He didn’t understand why Seon-woo was suddenly approaching him like this.



    



    "Wh-what are you—"



    



    "I’m showing you what you did."



    



    Seon-woo rose from his seat, striding forward purposefully. Startled, Yeong-won took a step back, then another, his body moving reflexively. There was no need to run, but his feet moved on their own as Seon-woo continued advancing. When his back hit something solid, Yeong-won froze. He turned to see that he had been backed into the closed rear door of the classroom. Reaching for the handle, he tried to open it, but Seon-woo’s hand pressed down firmly on the door, keeping it shut. The pressure was too strong for him to budge.



    



    "…Don’t—don’t do this. Are you crazy?"



    



    The words slipped out unfiltered, a sign of how flustered he was. Rarely one to use such expressions, they felt foreign even to him. As Seon-woo leaned in further, his face lowering toward his own, Yeong-won squeezed his eyes shut.



    



    Warmth and weight settled on his shoulder. Peeking one eye open, he saw Seon-woo resting his head against him, his face buried into his shoulder. Confused and caught off guard, Yeong-won tried to push him away. He already knew that someone as tall and sturdy as Seon-woo wouldn’t budge easily, but even so, he hadn’t expected no movement at all.



    



    "This is what you did."



    



    The low sound of Yoo Seon-woo’s voice resonated against his shoulder, and Yeong-won instinctively tensed, clutching Seon-woo’s arm. This wasn’t like when Kim Hyun-jin pressed his forehead against him as a joke, it felt entirely different.



    



    "What are you…"



    



    The weight on his shoulder shifted upward toward his nape. Seon-woo’s nose grazed along the pale, slender curve of his neck, brushing softly before he finally pulled away. The moment the warmth left, Yeong-won instinctively reached up to cover the spot on his neck with his hand, glaring at Seon-woo.



    



    "Your face is red." Seon-woo remarked.



    



    "…Are you seriously insane?"



    



    "Why? You did it with Kim Hyun-jin too."



    



    "Hyun-jin didn’t do it like you! He was just joking around!"



    



    Even though he hadn’t done anything wrong, the fact that he felt the need to explain this made everything feel absurd. Frustrated, he swallowed the words that had been bubbling up, words that felt too much like a justification, and shoved Seon-woo back. Unlike before, when Seon-woo hadn’t budged, this time, he stepped back easily, as if yielding on purpose.



    



    The deliberate way he moved made it obvious he was ‘letting’ himself be pushed, and that realization left Yeong-won sighing in disbelief. After maintaining an unnervingly blank expression, Seon-woo’s face now seemed more relaxed, almost playful. Looking up at him, Yeong-won met a gaze softened by a smile, the same warm, easy smile Seon-woo used in front of others.



    



    Any harsh or awkward words that had been circling in his head evaporated into nothing.



    



    Shaking his head, Yeong-won returned to his desk and dragged his chair back into place, sitting down to focus on the English passage in front of him. Behind him, Seon-woo also returned to his seat. Thankfully, there was no more lingering gaze, no further attempts to talk.



    



    Letting out a small sigh, Yeong-won closed his eyes for a moment, trying to reset his focus before reopening them to the page.



    



    As he read a line about buffer zones, a sharp heat flared along his nape. Unconsciously, his hand reached back to cover the spot where Seon-woo had brushed against him earlier. A strange warmth lingered there, as if the brief contact had left something behind.



    



    Even through his palm, he could feel a subtle heat flickering, popping like tiny kernels of popcorn. The sensation dyed his hand with warmth, fading briefly, only to flare up again.



    



    It wasn’t going away.

  
    By the time the cafeteria doors opened at six o’clock, Yeong-won still hadn’t managed to complete all 30 questions. He had to spend an additional 20 minutes catching up, and it was all because of that passage about buffer zones. He couldn’t concentrate, reading the same passage six times over. But really, what fault did the passage have? This was entirely Yoo Seon-woo’s fault.



    



    If he hadn’t seen Hyun-jin’s teasing earlier or if he had brushed it off like everyone else instead of overthinking it or if Seon-woo hadn’t suddenly approached him, buried his face in his shoulder, or brushed against his neck, none of this would have happened.



    



    It had been so long since he’d felt this distracted that the sensation was strange almost fascinating. Even when Hyun-jin sang, danced, or pulled all kinds of stunts next to him, Yeong-won could block it out and focus. That was his greatest strength. Yet here he was, unable to concentrate just because of some strange behavior from someone he barely knew. Frustrated, he shoved his English workbook into his bag and stood up. Seon-woo was still beside him, focused on solving something at his desk.



    



    He felt hungry, probably because of all the extra mental effort he’d spent. Resolving to eat dinner quickly and get back on track, he headed toward the front door.



    



    "….…"



    



    But in the hallway, his steps faltered. Though he wanted to hurry to the cafeteria, a part of him wondered if he should at least ask Seon-woo to eat together since they had been alone in the classroom. It felt wrong to leave without saying anything.



    



    This hesitation, this sudden softheartedness, it reminded him of his father. And that frustrated him. He hated that about his father, how he could never refuse anyone’s request, even when it meant taking a loss. That trait had gradually led their family to ruin, and Yeong-won had witnessed it all.



    



    Leaning against the hallway wall, he debated for a moment before shaking his head and stepping away.



    



    We’re not close enough to eat together. There’s no point in wasting time on these thoughts.



    



    "Were you waiting for me?"



    



    "Ah…"



    



    Suddenly, Seon-woo emerged through the front door, leaving Yeong-won frozen in place, now looking like someone who had indeed been waiting. He started to deny it, but explaining would take too much effort. Instead, he simply looked up and met Seon-woo’s gaze.



    



    "If you pull anything weird like earlier, I won’t let it slide."



    



    "Didn’t you say what Kim Hyun-jin did was just a joke? I was doing the same thing he did."



    



    "It’s not the same. Not even close. He didn’t…"



    



    Trap me in place like that, making it so hot and strange. He didn’t touch my neck.



    



    The words crowded his mind, but he couldn’t bring himself to say them aloud. Nobody could. Swallowing all the thoughts pressing against the back of his lips, he turned around and started walking down the hallway in silence.



    



    "What’s so different about it?"



    



    Even though he’d started walking first, Seon-woo quickly caught up with his long strides, closing the distance between them. Now they were walking side by side. Keeping his lips pressed together, Yeong-won descended the quiet stairs. A few other students were heading to dinner as well, but the halls were nearly empty.



    



    "Well? What’s so different? Did Kim Hyun-jin do something worse?"



    



    "…I want to eat alone."



    



    It was a mistake to let himself end up in the cafeteria with Yoo Seon-woo.



    



    Carrying his tray of omelet rice, miso soup, tteokbokki, chicken nuggets, salad, and pudding, Yeong-won found an empty table and sat down. Though the school itself was quiet, the cafeteria was relatively busy, likely filled with dormitory students coming for dinner. Still, it wasn’t as bustling as it was during lunch, leaving plenty of completely vacant tables.



    



    Scooping a small bite of omelet rice into his mouth, Yeong-won glanced up as Seon-woo sat across from him. The moment Seon-woo sat down, he felt several gazes settle on their table. Whether Seon-woo didn’t notice or simply didn’t care, he appeared completely unfazed.



    



    "Doesn’t trying to get along with everyone tire you out?"



    



    "Huh?"



    



    "Like now, doing all this with someone you barely know, like me."



    



    Taking another bite of omelet rice, Yeong-won began mixing his salad, coated with sesame dressing, with his chopsticks.



    



    "What exactly have I done?"



    



    For a moment, he wondered if Seon-woo was upset, but his expression showed no sign of anger. Popping a slice of apple from the salad into his mouth, Yeong-won continued.



    



    "You keep starting conversations, trying to do stuff, asking questions. Like earlier, you suggested going to the snack bar together. And you even told the teacher you wanted to sit next to me."



    



    "If you’re asking if it’s exhausting, no, it’s not. I don’t do this with everyone else."



    



    "….…"



    



    "I only do it with you, Yeong-won. I asked the teacher because I wanted to sit next to you."



    



    "…Why just me? We only went to the same middle school. We weren’t even in the same class. I don’t think we’ve ever talked before. Even Hyun-jin says he doesn’t know you. It’s weird."



    



    Seon-woo, who hadn’t touched his dinner yet, leaned back in his chair. His gaze didn’t waver as he met Yeong-won’s. Realizing that avoiding his gaze would only lead to another unresolved conversation, Yeong-won held steady.



    



    "I know you well, Yeong-won. I’ve heard a lot about you."



    



    For a moment, the air around them felt colder, heavier. The shift in atmosphere was subtle but distinct. Gone was the playful expression from before, Seon-woo’s face was now serious, devoid of any hint of humor. It struck Yeong-won how much that expression transformed him.



    



    "From who?"



    



    He braced himself for the answer, fearing it might drag up the unsavory rumors that had followed him through his first year of high school. He tensed, waiting for Seon-woo to bring up the infamous loan shark incident that had turned the school upside down.



    



    "From here and there."



    



    The response was so casual that it deflated the tension in an instant. The smile returned to Seon-woo’s face like a reflex, as if it were second nature. Picking up his chopsticks and leaning forward over the table, he continued nonchalantly.



    



    "I told you this morning, you’re famous. You’ve been the top-ranked student for two years straight. Who wouldn’t know about you? Actually, if you count middle school, that makes five years."



    



    "That’s really it?"



    



    "Yeah, that’s it. I was curious about you, and when we ended up in the same class, I was happy about it. I wanted to talk to you because I liked you. Do I really need more reasons?"



    



    "….…"



    



    As much as he wanted to believe that wasn’t the whole story, it was hard to deny the sincerity in Seon-woo’s behavior. Nothing he had done so far suggested any ill intent. He wasn’t bullying him or mocking him, he was friendly, smiling, and kind. Yet, despite this, suspicion and wariness came naturally to Yeong-won.



    



    It wasn’t Seon-woo’s fault, it was his own nature. Years of seeing his father, crushed by betrayal from those he had trusted and cared for, crying into his drink late at night, had made him instinctively recoil from unearned kindness.



    



    "Do I really need another reason?"



    



    "…No. Just eat. I need to finish eating quickly and get back to studying. Because of you… things got messy… I couldn’t focus, and I have a lot of mistakes to review. If I want to finish everything I planned today, I don’t have time."



    



    "Because of me doing what?"



    



    Yoo Seon-woo looked at him with genuine curiosity, like he truly didn’t understand. Annoyed, Yeong-won glared at him and stuffed another bite of omelet rice into his mouth, rubbing his nape absentmindedly. Just thinking about what had happened earlier made his neck feel hot all over again.



    



    "…Just eat your food."



    



    "Did you like it?"



    



    "What?"



    



    "Your neck’s red again."



    



    "….…"



    



    "And your face too."



    



    Looking at Seon-woo’s bright, smiling face, his eyes crinkling with laughter, Yeong-won felt whatever energy he had left to argue drain away. How could anyone say harsh words to someone who smiled like that? If he was honest, it was a beautiful smile, almost angelic. As silly as that sounded, it was true. For a moment, all of his emotions disappeared, leaving him staring dumbfounded at that face. Feeling self-conscious, he rubbed the back of his neck again with his fingertips.



    



    "I’m just going to eat dinner and head home, so you can study in peace."



    



    Chewing on a crispy chicken nugget, Yeong-won nodded. It was a relief to hear that Seon-woo wouldn’t be lingering around. That meant he’d have the classroom all to himself for self-study during the 2nd to 4th periods. A quiet, distraction-free space to focus was exactly what he needed. His mind was already racing through what he planned to tackle in the remaining hours.



    



    "Is that why you look so happy? I can see it all over your face."



    



    "Yeah. I’m happy."



    



    Seon-woo laughed again, but Yeong-won paid him no mind, finishing off the last chicken nugget and eating just enough to feel comfortably full.



    



    ***



    



    By 10:30 PM, Yeong-won had completed everything he’d planned for the day without a single lapse in focus. The sound of his alarm broke his concentration, signaling that it was time to pack up. His neck and back ached slightly from maintaining the same posture for hours, but the satisfaction of finishing his tasks outweighed the discomfort.



    



    Turning off the alarm, he tucked his workbook into his bag and stood, straightening the chair before slinging his bag over his shoulder. On nights like this, he often wished he could afford the monthly dormitory fee to stay on campus, but it wasn’t even an option given his family’s finances.



    



    There had been a time when he’d let that bother him, when the idea of not being able to afford something as small as a few thousand won felt suffocating. But not anymore. He had learned to let go of things he couldn’t change, knowing that lingering frustration would only hurt him in the end.



    



    Locking the classroom door behind him, he stepped into the hallway. It was eerily dark, with most of the lights already turned off, and the building felt empty. Careful not to trip, he ran his hand along the railing as he slowly descended the stairs.



    



    The chill of the March night air greeted him as he stepped out through the unlit main entrance. The crisp breeze brushed against his face, carrying a hint of lingering winter.



    



    "…I don’t want to go home."



    



    The words slipped out, as they always did when he left school at this hour. The thought of returning to that cramped one-room apartment and facing his parents’ questions about how his day went or whether he had studied hard enough made his head throb.



    



    Crossing the dimly lit schoolyard, he exhaled a long, weary sigh.

  
    "I'm home."



    



    "Ah, Yeong-won, you're back? How was school? Who's your homeroom teacher? Are they a good teacher?"



    



    "It’s the same teacher who taught English in my second year."



    



    "Do you know them well?"



    



    "Yes."



    



    "That’s good. Be polite and make a good impression. Teachers write nice things about students who are respectful. And if there's anything beneficial, they'll tell you first."



    



    After answering briefly, Yeong-won stepped inside, taking off his shoes. He glanced at his father, already asleep on one side of the room, before setting his school bag down next to the low table.



    



    "Are you hungry? Should I mix some misutgaru (traditional grain powder drink) for you?"



    



    "I'm not hungry. I’ll just go wash up."



    



    Grabbing a plain long-sleeved T-shirt, pants, and fresh underwear, he stepped into the cramped bathroom. The mirror, no matter how much it was wiped, always seemed cloudy. He took off his school uniform, though the narrow space made even that task inconvenient.



    



    The air quickly filled with the strong scent of cheap apricot soap and overly floral shampoo, the kind that was so heavily fragranced it gave him a headache. He turned on the lukewarm water from the weak showerhead and began washing himself, unfazed by the situation. The combination of scents soon saturated the tiny bathroom, almost dizzyingly so.



    



    After dressing, he stepped out with his school uniform and placed the items needing a wash into the laundry basket. Pulling a hairdryer from the drawer, he switched it on, only for the machine to make an obnoxiously loud noise and emit a burnt smell. He had to use it sparingly, worrying it might wake his father, but leaving his hair wet wasn’t an option.



    



    "Did you get along with the other kids?"



    



    "…Not really. It was just the first day."



    



    The image of Yoo Seon-woo surfaced in his mind, but he shook it off. As he double-checked his schedule and packed his bag with the necessary textbooks and workbooks, the strong mix of apricot and floral scents clung to the air.



    



    "Hyun-jin is in the other class, right?"



    



    "…Yes."



    



    "Good. Hyun-jin just distracts you from studying. He might have given up on studying, but you’re destined for success. It’s better not to associate with someone like him anymore. That’s probably why the school separated you two into different classes. High school friends might seem important now, but later, when you get into a good university, you’ll make much better connections."



    



    "…Yes."



    



    In the past, whenever his parents dismissed or criticized Hyun-jin, Yeong-won used to argue back, defending his friend. But now, he had long since given up. He had grown tired of the pointless disputes and defaulted to answering his parents with a simple "yes" or "no" to avoid unnecessary conflict.



    



    "Are you going to sleep, or are you going to study more?"



    



    The hope in his mother’s tone was clear, she wanted him to keep studying. But under their heavy and desperate expectations, studying in that suffocating environment felt unbearable. Sleeping early and waking at 5:30 a.m. to get ready for school was his best option. It was the only escape from this oppressive situation and the best way to focus on his ultimate goal: getting out.



    



    "I’ll sleep."



    



    "Already? It’s only 11:30."



    



    "…I’m tired. Goodnight."



    



    "Alright, sleep well. I’ll make toast with egg for breakfast."



    



    "Okay."



    



    With that short response, Yeong-won lay down on the farthest spot from where his parents slept. He pulled a brightly patterned blanket over his head. Even the blanket and pillow carried an overwhelming scent of detergent.



    



    "….…"



    



    Despite being used to this, there were still days when the familiarity grated on him, making everything feel alien. Today was one of those days. Knowing that nothing would change overnight no matter how much he thought about it, he forced himself to close his eyes and try to sleep.



    



    The faint scent of Yoo Seon-woo came to mind, a gentle, pleasant fragrance that had lingered earlier. Even amidst the stifling detergent smell, that subtle aroma seemed to brush against his senses.



    



    "….…"



    



    In the darkness, Yeong-won’s eyes slowly opened again.



    



    What kind of smell would people associate with me? he wondered.



    



    The strong apricot soap? The cloying floral scent? Or perhaps the unmistakably thick aroma of the cheapest fabric softener that clung to everything he owned? Thinking about those ‘cheap’ smells mixing with someone as fragrant as Yoo Seon-woo made his cheeks flush with embarrassment.



    



    What was Seon-woo thinking when he leaned so close to my neck? No matter how hard he tried to stop himself, the memory kept replaying in his mind. The warmth on his neck felt as vivid as ever, making him uncomfortably hot.



    



    Yeong-won tossed and turned in his bed. Each time he moved, the humid, cold air of the room seemed to stir up the chaotic medley of overpowering scents surrounding him. The overwhelming mixture made it hard to fall asleep.



    



    ***



    



    The next morning, all the remaining eggs in the house had gone bad, so the egg-coated toast his mother had promised was a no-go. Not that he’d been expecting much. Instead, he grabbed a piece of plain bread, the only thing edible, and headed out.



    



    The cool morning air swept through his uniform, carrying away the lingering heavy scents. Plugging in his long-corded earphones, he played an English listening exercise and walked briskly to school. If his home had one advantage, it was that he could walk to school.



    



    The walk wasn’t particularly short, but it was manageable. He didn’t mind, it was good exercise. The only challenge was the tantalizing aroma wafting from early-morning bakeries and cafés.



    



    That delicious smell made the stale, dry bread in his mouth taste even worse. Each bite seemed to stick to his throat, refusing to go down. Frustrated, he tossed the rest of the bread into a trash can and dusted his hands.



    



    I’ll just wait until the second break and grab a picnic drink and apple jam cookies to tide me over, he thought.



    



    A restless night left him feeling groggy, his eyes dry and his body sluggish. When he failed to manage his condition like this, it often led to sickness. Determined not to let that happen, Yeong-won resolved to stay focused, stick to his routine, and avoid wasting time like yesterday.



    



    Crossing the empty schoolyard, he entered through the main hall and climbed the familiar stairs to the still-unfamiliar third-year hallway. The quiet, empty building had a serene, calming effect he appreciated.



    



    Without hesitation, he entered his classroom and took his seat in the last row of the second column. The air was chilly, almost cold, but that only helped him concentrate. Pulling out his notebook, he reviewed the day’s to-do list and opened his workbook. The sight of complex problems on the page helped clear the lingering clutter in his mind. It was the perfect start to his day.



    



    The second person to arrive, as always, was Yoo Seon-woo. Immersed in his work, Yeong-won didn’t notice him until the sound of a chair being pulled out startled him. Turning his head, he saw Seon-woo setting down his bag with a smile, as if greeting him with a silent ‘Good morning.’



    



    "Did you manage to study well on your own yesterday?"



    



    "Yeah."



    



    Keeping his response short, Yeong-won returned his focus to his work. But the subtle, pleasant fragrance wafting from Seon-woo distracted him. That scent… It’s coming from him, he realized. It wasn’t a "smell," but a "fragrance"…soft, elegant, and oddly comforting. He found himself wanting to lean in closer, which embarrassed him.



    



    At the same time, he couldn’t help but think about how Seon-woo might be catching whiffs of his overpowering soap or fabric softener. The thought made his shoulders tighten. Subconsciously, he lifted his sleeve and sniffed. The scent wasn’t as strong as he’d feared, but the fabric softener’s unmistakable aroma lingered.



    



    "Did you eat breakfast?"



    



    "…No."



    



    Recalling the dry, unappealing bread he’d discarded earlier, Yeong-won shook his head.



    



    "I didn’t eat either. Want to hit the snack bar?"



    



    "I was going to…" he started but paused.



    



    After a moment’s thought, he nodded. His stomach was already growling, and waiting until the second break felt unreasonable.



    



    Following Seon-woo out of the classroom, Yeong-won deliberately trailed a step behind. Keeping a bit of distance seemed like the better choice, though his heightened awareness of his own smell made the fabric softener’s scent feel suffocating.



    



    "….…"



    



    Looking ahead at Seon-woo’s tall frame, he marveled at how someone could be that tall and well-proportioned. Is this what people feel when they see celebrities? Lost in thought, he didn’t notice Seon-woo stop abruptly until he bumped into his back and stumbled.



    



    A warm hand caught his arm, steadying him as his body swung forward into Seon-woo’s chest before retreating.



    



    "You okay?"



    



    The proximity was uncomfortably close. Feeling flustered, Yeong-won stepped back, glancing at Seon-woo’s hand, which was still gripping his own. The size difference was stark, Seon-woo’s hand nearly enveloped his. Pulling his hand away, Yeong-won instinctively hid it behind his back.



    



    "…You stopped so suddenly. I almost fell."



    



    "Sorry. I wanted to walk with you. Why were you so far behind?"



    



    "….…"



    



    "Come on, let’s go together."



    



    Without waiting for an answer, Seon-woo wrapped an arm around Yeong-won’s shoulders, pulling him close. The size difference made it easy, his arm draped over Yeong-won’s smaller frame effortlessly. The sudden weight and closeness startled him.



    



    When he looked up, Seon-woo’s head tilted downward, their gazes locking in a way that made it feel like they were pressed together. Flustered, Yeong-won shook off Seon-woo’s arm and stepped away.



    



    "Why? Don’t like it?"



    



    "…We don’t have to walk that close."



    



    "You’d just fall behind again if we didn’t."



    



    "…I won’t."



    



    "Really?"



    



    "Yeah. I’ll stay close, so let’s just… walk like this."



    



    Maintaining just enough space for a fist between them, they descended the stairs together. But each step brought a faint trace of Seon-woo’s fragrance closer, making Yeong-won glance at him unintentionally.



    



    The scent was intoxicating, lingering in his mind. His fingertips tingled, and a strange, elusive itch crept through him, making his thoughts harder to control.

  
    “The snack bar’s not open yet, is it?”



    



    “They usually start setting up earlier than you’d think.”



    



    Though Yeong-won had arrived at school early every day since the start of term, he’d never gone to the snack bar in the morning. As he descended the stairs, he tilted his head slightly to check if the lights were on. Just as Yoo Seon-woo had said, the snack bar lady was busy arranging the display.



    



    “You boys are here early! 1st place, when did you start hanging out with Seon-woo? Weren’t you always with that cheeky friend of yours?”



    



    “We ended up in the same class this year.”



    



    “And got close in just one day?”



    



    “Yes.”



    



    Watching Seon-woo smiling and chatting with the snack bar lady, Yeong-won turned his focus back to the refrigerated section. He grabbed an apple-flavored Picnic drink and a packet of apple jam cookies from the bread rack without even glancing at anything else.



    



    “That’s all you’re getting?”



    



    “Yeah.”



    



    “You were holding that yesterday too.”



    



    “You remembered?”



    



    “I don’t forget things I’ve seen once. It’s both a blessing and a curse, it means bad memories stick around a long time too.”



    



    The earnest tone in Seon-woo’s words made Yeong-won nod. For once, he could completely relate. They were alike in this way.



    



    “I’m the same.”



    



    Seon-woo, who had been examining the bread rack, turned his gaze toward him. There was something delicate about the sight, Yeong-won’s small, slender hands clutching just a drink and a single packet of cookies, his words sincere in their agreement.



    



    “It’s useful for studying, but it’s awful for everything else. I hate remembering things I wish I could forget.”



    



    The memory of strangers in polished shoes rushing into his home to slap red stickers on everything, his mother crying with a resigned expression, and his father looking pale as if on the verge of collapse, it all lingered in his mind. Those repeated scenes played on an endless loop. Yeong-won remembered every detail.



    



    “You don’t have many good memories?”



    



    “…No.”



    



    Yeong-won was blunt. He’d never been good at hiding things. Even when the truth embarrassed or wounded his pride, he couldn’t bring himself to lie or evade.



    



    “What kind of bread do you like, then?”



    



    The sudden question made him glance at the array of bread before them, taking in the variety. He liked sweet things, the kind that were almost overwhelming on the tongue.



    



    “I like sweet stuff, like condensed milk cream bread, this one with the sugar coating on top, and waffles with syrup inside.”



    



    As he spoke, Seon-woo picked up each item he mentioned, adding a can of unsweetened coffee and a Picnic drink to his collection. Then, he pulled out his wallet. When Seon-woo gestured toward the items in Yeong-won’s hands, he froze for a moment.



    



    “All of that too, please.” Seon-woo told the cashier.



    



    “No, I can pay for mine.”



    



    “I suggested we come, so I’ll cover it.”



    



    Truthfully, the gesture was a relief. What might seem like pocket change to others was money Yeong-won had to stretch carefully.



    



    “…Thanks.”



    



    Yeong-won’s quiet thanks was met with a smile from Yoo Seon-woo, who opened his can of coffee and took a sip. Holding a strawed Picnic drink, Yeong-won headed back to the classroom. Having something to drink helped ease the awkwardness of walking in relative silence.



    



    The sweetness of the drink lifted his spirits, giving him a small boost of energy. When they returned to the still-empty classroom, Yeong-won set his things on the desk, placing the food he bought in the space above his workbook.



    



    “Here, eat this too.”



    



    Seon-woo sat down beside him, placing a bag of bread and a Picnic drink on Yeong-won’s desk. Inside the bag were several of the pastries he liked.



    



    “All this? What about you?”



    



    “I’m not hungry.”



    



    “Then why’d you buy so much?”



    



    “For you. That’s why I asked earlier, what you liked.”



    



    There was no real reason behind the gesture, but it didn’t feel unwelcome. Maybe it was because everything in the bag happened to be things he liked.



    



    “Thanks.”



    



    “Didn’t think you’d be good at saying that.”



    



    “…Well, I am. It’s only fair to thank someone when they deserve it.”



    



    Yeong-won picked up the condensed milk cream bread, carefully tearing open one side of the plastic wrapper. It was something he indulged in every now and then, though it was one of the pricier snacks at the school store, so he couldn’t afford to have it often. Just the sight of it made him imagine the sweet flavor spreading across his tongue. Taking a small bite, he immediately felt his mood lift. After a second bite, he held the bread out to Seon-woo.



    



    “Try it. It’s good.”



    



    Seon-woo looked at the offered bread while sipping his coffee. Realizing something, Yeong-won turned the bread so the side he hadn’t bitten into faced Seon-woo.



    



    “I didn’t touch this part.”



    



    “I wouldn’t mind if you did.”



    



    Seon-woo gently took hold of Yeong-won’s wrist, turning the bread back to its original position, and bit into the side Yeong-won had been eating. Only then did he release his wrist, leaving Yeong-won to awkwardly turn away, unsure how to process the moment. He focused on his workbook but couldn’t stop feeling slightly flustered. Despite the strangeness of it, the sweetness of the bread still made him happy.



    



    “This bread kind of reminds me of you.”



    



    “What?”



    



    Before he could press further, Seon-woo’s voice interrupted again.



    



    “Your friend’s here.”



    



    Looking up, Yeong-won spotted Kim Hyun-jin entering the classroom with another student, striding toward the back with his usual energy.



    



    “Yeong-won! Wow, you got stuck in the back row? That’s gotta suck, you hate sitting back here.”



    



    Pulling out an empty chair in the front row, Hyun-jin plopped down. With an awkwardly robotic wave, he greeted Seon-woo.



    



    “Hi?”



    



    Watching Hyun-jin’s obviously forced interaction, Yeong-won chuckled softly.



    



    “Hi, Hyun-jin.”



    



    Seon-woo replied, his tone kind and warm as if addressing the snack bar lady earlier. His demeanor was markedly different compared to when it was just the two of them. Yeong-won couldn’t help noticing the contrast in how Seon-woo behaved around him versus others.



    



    “Wow, did you win the lottery or something? What’s with all the bread?”



    



    "Seon-woo bought it for me."



    



    "Oh, of course. Mind if I have some?"



    



    Without waiting for an answer, Hyun-jin grabbed a waffle and glanced back and forth between Yeong-won and Seon-woo. Yeong-won turned to Seon-woo, silently waiting for his response. Even though the bread was given to him, it didn’t feel right to share it without first checking with the person who had paid for it.



    



    "If you want to share, go ahead."



    



    The ambiguous reply made Yeong-won hesitate, but after a moment, he nodded at Hyun-jin, who eagerly unwrapped the waffle, opened the syrup packet, and began dipping the waffle pieces.



    



    "Ah, nothing beats sugar on an empty stomach."



    



    "Why didn’t you eat breakfast? You usually do."



    



    "Ugh, those jerks ate all the side dishes again, then had the nerve to act like it’s fine. I got so mad I just stormed out. Please, pray those idiots move into the dorms next semester. I can’t live with them anymore."



    



    After venting about his brothers and wolfing down the waffle in three bites, Hyun-jin dipped the last piece generously in syrup and held it out toward Yeong-won, knowing full well how much he loved syrupy waffles. Without hesitation, Yeong-won leaned forward and took the piece, his lips parting as though it were the most natural thing in the world.



    



    "Ah, now I feel alive. I was starving to death. Thanks for breakfast!"



    



    Hyun-jin chatted on for a while longer before heading back to his own classroom as more students began filing into the room. Yeong-won put the remaining bread and the apple jam cookie he’d bought into his desk drawer, neatly gathering the wrappers and syrup packet into the plastic bag for disposal.



    



    "Do you always eat everything that’s given to you like that?"



    



    "What?"



    



    "So... disgustingly."



    



    Yeong-won froze. Did he really hear that? He replayed the words in his mind, trying to rationalize them into something else, but there was no mistaking what Seon-woo had said.



    



    Seated upright with perfect posture, Seon-woo stared straight ahead, his expression devoid of the usual friendliness. That fleeting, detached look on his face, something Yeong-won had only seen briefly on rare occasions, made the words sting even more.



    



    "You’re one to talk. You ate something I already bit into earlier."



    



    "That was me holding back from being even more disgusting."



    



    "What are you even talking about?"



    



    A smile spread across Seon-woo’s face, but it wasn’t his usual warm one. It felt forced and hollow. Yeong-won let out a frustrated sigh, realizing something for certain: this smile was fake.



    



    "Aren’t you going to explain what you meant? I asked you a question."



    



    "People are watching, Yeong-won. Smile."



    



    After being told not to sulk, despite having every reason to, Yeong-won reluctantly turned his focus back to his desk, deciding he didn’t have the energy to deal with whatever Seon-woo was playing at.



    



    But the damage was done. The morning routine he’d carefully planned had already unraveled, and the frustration weighed heavily on him. Taking a deep breath, he forced himself to push through, determined not to let his mood derail his studies any further.



    



    "Alright, everyone, take your seats. Let’s have our temporary class president introduce himself!"



    



    The homeroom teacher’s cheerful voice snapped him out of his thoughts. Taking another deep breath, Yeong-won stood up, willing himself to suppress the lingering unease and frustration.



    



    "Attention. Bow."



    



    A soft greeting filled the room as everyone spoke in unison. Yeong-won sat back down, staring blankly at the problems he hadn’t been able to solve earlier in the morning. Normally, he would have breezed through them by plugging the numbers into formulas, but the words from earlier kept replaying in his mind, disrupting his focus.



    



    ‘Disgustingly.’



    



    Seon-woo's voice echoed incessantly in his head. For someone who had claimed to have a good memory, throwing out such cutting words felt like an intentional cruelty.



    



    “This is the application form for evening self-study. Fill it out and hand it to our temporary class president, Yeong-won, by Friday. If you don’t turn it in, I’ll assume you’re participating. If you’re opting out, you’ll need a proper reason and parental confirmation. Don’t forget to include the reason for not attending. President, make sure to collect them all by Friday lunchtime.”



    



    “…Yes.”



    



    Yeong-won replied curtly, watching the homeroom teacher leave. Opening his desk drawer, he pulled out one of the untouched pieces of bread and the apple-flavored Picnic drink. Without hesitation, he placed them on Seon-woo’s desk.



    



    “…You bought them, so do whatever you want, eat them or throw them away. And from now on, don’t talk to me.”



    



    “Why?”



    



    The audacity of Seon-woo, acting as though he didn’t know the reason, made Yeong-won scoff in disbelief. Straightening his posture, he fixed his eyes ahead, refusing to acknowledge Seon-woo further.



    



    “…I don’t want to talk to you.”



    



    Yeong-won didn’t bother hiding his feelings. In that moment, he truly disliked Seon-woo. The unsolicited kindness from yesterday had already been hard enough to process, but the abrupt shift in demeanor today, topped with those infuriating words, left him fuming.



    



    Seon-woo was a distraction, a distraction from his studies, from his routine, and from the focus he had worked so hard to cultivate. Even Hyun-jin, for all his teasing and antics, respected what studying meant to him and never disrupted him when it mattered most.

  
    "Do you want this?"



    



    Yeong-won watched as Seon-woo handed the bread and Picnic drink, which Yeong-won had returned, to Jo Yu-min sitting in front of him. He lowered his head and reread the problem that still wouldn’t sink in. Before the first-period teacher arrived, he checked off ‘4’ as the answer.



    



    "Has this class chosen a class president yet?"



    



    The social studies teacher entered and asked about the class president. The students mentioned they had a temporary president and turned to look at Yeong-won. As he glanced at the answer key and saw that the correct answer was ‘2,’ he stood up reluctantly. More than the earlier ‘dirty’ comment, getting this question wrong, a question he’d normally solve without hesitation, hit him harder.



    



    "Wow, this class must pick its class president based on grades. The temporary president is the top student, and next to them is someone else in the top rankings. Your homeroom teacher must be thrilled, what a breeze this year will be. Lucky them. Alright, let’s hear an introduction from the top student."



    



    "Attention, bow."



    



    Yeong-won's voice came out stiffly. He was so upset about missing such an obvious answer that he felt on the verge of tears. After a quick bow, he sat back down and shut his workbook, pulling out his social studies textbook.



    



    Just as Seon-woo had told the teacher he wanted to sit next to Yeong-won, the latter decided he would tell the teacher he didn’t want to sit with Seon-woo anymore. Plenty of students wanted to sit in the back, and he figured switching with someone in the front row wouldn’t be difficult. His priority was to get a seat change. Distancing himself from Seon-woo would reduce the discomfort of having him so close and help him regain his focus.



    



    It was only the second day of the new school year. If he treated this as an adjustment period and pushed through, he could still salvage things. If he started fresh now, everything could go back to normal. Letting out a small sigh, Yeong-won focused on the lesson. Even though he occasionally felt Seon-woo's gaze on him, he managed to sit through one class and then another, as the cycle of lessons and breaks continued. Through it all, Yeong-won never once looked at Seon-woo.



    



    ***



    



    Lunch was curry rice. It wasn’t a favorite of Yeong-won’s, so he was a bit disappointed. Still, he knew skipping lunch entirely would make the afternoon harder, so he forced himself to eat a few spoonfuls. For dessert, he opened the peach-flavored yogurt that came with a small plastic spoon and took a bite.



    



    "I don't like yogurt. It's sticky. You can have mine."



    



    "It's good. Sweet."



    



    "You really like sweet stuff, huh?"



    



    "Let's go. It feels stuffy in here."



    



    Grabbing the extra yogurt Hyun-jin had given him, Yeong-won left the cafeteria. He climbed the stairs and walked out to the main entrance. From there, he could see Seon-woo surrounded by a group of students near the command platform. As usual, there were plenty of people around him. His tall stature and striking appearance made him easy to spot even from a distance.



    



    "I wonder what it feels like to live as Seon-woo. Must be amazing."



    



    "Let’s go that way." replied Yeong-won, turning away from Seon-woo.



    



    "Sure."



    



    They walked to the far end of the bleachers, where they sat down. Half-eaten yogurt in hand, Yeong-won took another bite, holding the spoon in his mouth. The sunlight streamed through the awning, casting a warm glow on his toes.



    



    "If I were Seon-woo, I'd become an idol. No, scratch that, a movie star. He’s got the perfect look for it. Why doesn’t he do that kind of stuff? I heard talent scouts used to wait outside the school for him to debut. I even saw them a few times."



    



    "Are you jealous of him?"



    



    "Of course. Isn’t his life like a free pass? He has everything."



    



    Taking one last bite of the now lukewarm yogurt, Yeong-won sighed.



    



    "You're lucky, though. You’ve gotten close to Seon-woo."



    



    "We’re not close."



    



    "You’re even sitting together. And your seats are fixed for the whole semester, right?"



    



    "I’m going to ask the homeroom teacher to switch seats later."



    



    "Why?"



    



    "I don’t like Seon-woo."



    



    At Yeong-won's blunt statement, Hyun-jin exclaimed in disbelief, turning his entire body to face him. Just that morning, it seemed like things were fine, Yeong-won even ate the waffle Seon-woo had bought. Hyun-jin wondered what could have happened in such a short time to change things.



    



    “You were fine just a while ago. Like when you ate the waffle.”



    



    The mention of the waffle brought back Seon-woo's strange comment, and Yeong-won shook his head. He truly couldn’t understand the guy. He hadn’t eaten anything off the floor or trash, so why did he have to hear such a comment? Even more confusing was how Seon-woo himself had no problem eating from the same spot Yeong-won had bitten into.



    



    “I can’t figure him out. I don’t know why he acts the way he does with me.”



    



    “He seems nice to you, though.”



    



    “That’s how it looks?”



    



    “Yeah. He starts conversations, buys you food, that’s being nice.”



    



    Hyun-jin wasn’t entirely wrong. To others, it might seem like Seon-woo’s actions were just friendly gestures and that Yeong-won was overthinking it. After all, in public, Seon-woo was always careful not to do or say anything that could be misunderstood.



    



    “Still, I don’t like him. I don’t think we get along.”



    



    “See? The only person who really gets along with our bread king is me. Admit it.”



    



    “Fine, I admit it.”



    



    Playing along with Hyun-jin’s playful tone, Yeong-won tapped the unopened, now lukewarm yogurt with his finger. He debated whether to tell Hyun-jin everything that had happened but decided against it. It didn’t seem necessary.



    



    “Still, it’s better for someone like Seon-woo to be on your good side. If you get on his bad side, school life becomes impossible.”



    



    “Why?”



    



    “You don’t know? About the kids he got transferred?”



    



    “Transferred? You mean kicked out?”



    



    “Yeah, you don’t remember? It happened last year and right after we started high school. The whole school was buzzing.”



    



    Yeong-won tried to recall but came up empty. If Hyun-jin had told him before, it must not have seemed relevant at the time, so it didn’t stick in his memory.



    



    “I really don’t remember.”



    



    “Of course, you don’t. You pretend to listen but ignore half of what I say. You seriously don’t remember? What about Lee Jung-woo? That guy was sent packing because of Seon-woo.”



    



    “Oh…”



    



    Hearing the name Lee Jung-woo jogged Yeong-won’s memory. It wasn’t a good memory, most of the vivid ones weren’t.



    



    As someone who had consistently ranked first, it was natural for Yeong-won to be the freshman representative. But Lee Jung-woo, who seemed to take notice of him during the entrance ceremony, made it his mission to harass him. Every time he passed Yeong-won in the hallway, he would ask if he really deserved to be the representative based on his academics. When Yeong-won didn’t respond, Jung-woo would grab another boy nearby, pretending to hump him aggressively while laughing obnoxiously.



    



    Even though Yeong-won understood what the gesture implied, he couldn’t fathom why it was directed at him. The meaning became clear only after Jung-woo bluntly accused him of getting cozy with the teachers to earn his position.



    



    ‘No.’



    



    The mention of Lee Jung-woo stirred memories that made Yeong-won feel cold, his hands trembling as the traumatic events replayed in his mind. When a loan shark stormed into his house with threats, it was terrifying enough. But having the same man show up outside his classroom, accompanied by two thugs, had frozen him in place.



    



    The three, who looked unmistakably like gangsters, called him out into the hallway. Trembling, Yeong-won had no choice but to comply. The moment he stepped outside, they grabbed his arm and hurled a string of profanities at him, dragging him away. If not for the intervention of Kim Hyun-jin, the teachers, and a few brave classmates, Yeong-won would have been taken away that day.



    



    The aftermath left him on the hallway floor, his uniform torn and blood trickling from scrapes on his body. The incident spread across the school like wildfire. What began as rumors about a loan shark visiting the freshman classroom escalated into exaggerated claims: he was being sold to a bar, or even that they had tried to strip him in front of everyone.



    



    The worst came from Lee Jung-woo. Seizing the opportunity, he intensified his mockery. In one incident, while Yeong-won was retrieving books from his locker, Jung-woo grabbed him from behind and mimicked obscene movements, laughing. Hyun-jin had jumped to Yeong-won’s defense, getting into a physical fight with Jung-woo. But the stress became too much for Yeong-won, he fainted three times in class that month, each time being rushed to the hospital.



    



    By the end of March, just as the cherry blossoms began to bloom, Jung-woo disappeared from school. His clique also vanished for a while, and when they eventually returned, they avoided any interaction with Yeong-won.



    



    “That transfer? It was Seon-woo who got Jung-woo kicked out.”



    



    “Really?”



    



    “Technically, it was his parents. Don’t you know how famous they are?”



    



    “Yeah, their law firm.”



    



    “At least you know that much. Anyway, Seon-woo’s parents, big shots at that law firm, came to school themselves. The principal and board director ran out to the field to greet them like royalty.”



    



    “How do you know all this?”



    



    “I told you to come and see, but you said you had to study.”



    



    “Oh, right…”



    



    “Anyway, after his parents showed up, Jung-woo was expelled immediately. Remember last year? Two more students were kicked out for spreading trashy rumors about Seon-woo.”



    



    Why do lies always have to stoop so low? Yeong-won pressed his lips together, uncomfortable with Hyun-jin’s blunt choice of words. Rumors, no matter who they targeted, always left a bad taste in his mouth.



    



    “Ever since Jung-woo was gone, no one dares to mess with Seon-woo. Everyone tries to get on his good side. Look over there, see those kids acting all friendly?”



    



    Following Hyun-jin’s gaze, Yeong-won saw Seon-woo on the bleachers, surrounded by a group of six students vying for his attention.



    



    “You should just play along and pretend to get along. Whatever you do, don’t tell him you don’t like him, okay?”



    



    Too late.



    



    Yeong-won nodded silently, unwilling to admit the truth to Hyun-jin. He stood, signaling it was time to head back and continue his studies. It was the perfect excuse to leave the conversation behind.

  
    "Did you turn in your self-study application?"



    



    "Yeah, did you?"



    



    "I'm only doing it twice a week. I’ve got private tutoring on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays because of my mom. It’s with one of my brothers’ friends, and I really hate it."



    



    "Well, it’s better than getting it from your brothers."



    



    "Obviously! If I had to deal with them, I’d rather not go to college at all."



    



    Kim Hyun-jin shook his head in frustration, and Yeong-won chuckled. Hyun-jin’s mood always turned sharp when the topic of his brothers came up. Their over-the-top teasing was their way of showing affection for their youngest sibling, but Hyun-jin clearly didn’t appreciate it.



    



    Yeong-won enjoyed hearing about the antics of Hyun-jin’s three brothers. Just listening to their stories brought a smile. He couldn’t help but think about how nice it would’ve been to have older siblings like that, people to joke with and rely on. At the very least, he wouldn’t have to bear his parents' overwhelming focus all on his own.



    



    "Don’t laugh! It’s not funny."



    



    "Why not? I like your brothers."



    



    "They’re fake nice to you, that’s why! They only act all polite and charming in front of you. Ugh."



    



    Hyun-jin’s reaction made Yeong-won laugh even harder, the sound echoing as they walked toward the main entrance. Just as Hyun-jin continued venting about his brothers, Yeong-won’s laughter abruptly died.



    



    "……."



    



    He spotted Seon-woo over Hyun-jin’s shoulder. Seon-woo was looking directly at him, with an intensity that was impossible to ignore.



    



    As their gazes locked, the smile vanished from Yeong-won’s face.



    



    "Let’s go inside," Yeong-won said, his voice quieter.



    



    "Huh? What’s wrong?"



    



    "Nothing, let’s just head back in."



    



    Hyun-jin didn’t press further, but Yeong-won could still feel Seon-woo’s eyes on his back as they retreated into the building. The weight of that gaze followed him, making him want to quicken his pace.



    



    His mood, which had momentarily improved, sank again. It was clear now, he had to ask his teacher about changing seats. There was no way he could sit beside Seon-woo for an entire semester when just seeing him from afar made his heart sink.



    



    "Aren’t you going to class?"



    



    "No, I need to stop by the teachers’ office. Go ahead without me."



    



    "Alright, text me when you're done."



    



    Yeong-won nodded, watching Hyun-jin walk off before making his way to the office. Spotting his homeroom teacher seated at a desk, he approached. When his teacher saw him, they smiled warmly and gestured for him to come closer.



    



    "Yeong-won, what brings you here?"



    



    "I wanted to talk to you about something."



    



    "Sure, take a seat."



    



    “Do you want to change seats?”



    



    “Yeah, I do.”



    



    The teacher didn’t seem surprised. It was as if they had been expecting it. They didn’t even ask why Yeong-won wanted to change seats, which struck him as odd.



    



    “Did you have a fight with Seon-woo?”



    



    “What?”



    



    Yeong-won was taken aback. Why was Seon-woo’s name coming up now? He hadn’t said anything, and the teacher must have seen something earlier, but he hadn’t noticed.



    



    “Seon-woo came by earlier and said that he thinks you misunderstood what he said and that he wants to apologize and make up.”



    



    “…Seon-woo?”



    



    “Yeah. Yeong-won, I think you should talk things over with Seon-woo. He’s a good kid, just like you. I could feel that he genuinely wants to apologize. I think if you talk it through, you’ll clear up any misunderstandings.”



    



    Misunderstanding? After calling him disgusting and saying things like



    



    ‘Why do you accept everything he gives you?’ 



    



    How could that possibly be a misunderstanding? What a load of nonsense, and yet, Seon-woo had already blocked all possible avenues of discussion by making such a statement. Yeong-won was at a loss for words, staring at the teacher. He knew that there was no point in trying to explain further.



    



    Even if he said that Seon-woo had made those remarks, the teacher probably wouldn’t believe him. Or if they did, they would just tell him to try talking it over again. Like Hyun-jin said, all the teachers liked Seon-woo and didn’t want to upset him for various reasons, wanting to stay in his good graces. The teacher was no different.



    



    “Yeong-won, try talking to Seon-woo again, okay?”



    



    “…Yeah, I’ll do that.”



    



    After leaving the teacher’s office, Yeong-won walked toward the classroom. This time, as he reached the hallway outside, he saw Seon-woo surrounded by a group of about five or six people. Seon-woo was wearing his signature smile, the kind that made anyone stop what they were doing and stare. His face was so handsome that it was impossible to ignore.



    



    “…….”



    



    “…….”



    



    Yeong-won’s gaze met Seon-woo’s. It was only natural, since he had looked first. He had things he wanted to say, but he chose not to. Instead, he quickly averted his eyes and entered the classroom, heading straight for the empty seat in the back, the seat that was next to Seon-woo’s.



    



    One semester. It was still early March, and there were about four months until summer break. There was no benefit to starting conflict with a popular kid like Seon-woo, who was well-liked by everyone. It could undo all the hard work Yeong-won had put in so far. He remembered Hyun-jin’s words:



    



    "Even if Seon-woo is like that, it's better for him to help you. If you make an enemy of someone like that, you won’t be able to stay in school."



    



    Yeong-won didn’t want to either stand out or become an enemy. He just wanted to make it through his senior year as normally as possible, as just another classmate. He wasn’t sure if that would even be possible now.



    



    He shook his head, resigned to the fact that there was no way to act like nothing had happened, especially with the words Seon-woo had said still echoing in his mind. With a sigh, he sat down at his desk. Not long after, he could feel Seon-woo sitting next to him, but neither of them made a move to acknowledge the other. Yeong-won forced his attention away from the subtle pull of his nerves toward Seon-woo, sighing quietly. This semester was still so chaotic.



    



    ***



    



    The students began submitting their self-study application forms one by one. Yeongwon organized them by number and went around to collect forms from those who hadn’t submitted theirs, or noted down the numbers of those who hadn’t brought them. Three students hadn’t submitted theirs, and the last one remaining was Yoo Seon Woo. It would have been nice if he had just left it on his desk for Yeongwon, but unfortunately, it didn’t seem like he had that intention.



    



    Since Wednesday morning through to Friday morning, Yeongwon hadn’t exchanged a single word with Yoo Seon Woo since he said he didn’t want to talk to him. Yoo Seon Woo was still kind to everyone else, and whenever someone approached him to talk, he would listen attentively and respond so that no one would feel awkward.



    



    At the cafeteria, Yoo Seon Woo was always surrounded by a group of people, and the same went for the front of the store and the hallway; there were always a lot of people around him. Even though they hadn’t talked, it was oddly common for Yeongwon to run into Yoo Seon Woo here and there. Whenever their eyes met, Yeongwon would avoid looking directly at him, but he was almost relieved that he didn’t need to engage.



    



    By Thursday, Yeongwon had fully recovered his usual condition. He arrived early in the mornings, finished his assigned work, and even went beyond the day’s plans. He managed everything calmly and even during the evening self-study, he completed his tasks leisurely. Going home still wasn’t enjoyable, but he felt relieved to have returned to the image he had in mind for his senior year of high school.



    



    The biggest reason for Yeongwon’s recovery was Yoo Seon Woo’s indifference. Yoo Seon Woo avoided looking at him, didn’t ask him to go to the store, didn’t attempt to talk during self-study, and went home on his own. Thanks to that, Yeongwon was able to stick to his routine. If this continued, it seemed like the semester would go smoothly.



    



    “…Give me the self-study application.”



    



    Yeongwon didn’t want to speak first, but there was no choice. He turned slightly towards Yoo Seon Woo, who was studying, and spoke quietly.



    



    “Didn’t you bring it?”



    



    When Yeongwon asked again, Yoo Seon Woo reached into his drawer and handed him the application. The form was filled out with ‘not attending’ written on it. The reason given was private tutoring. Yeongwon felt relieved; as long as they didn’t run into each other during self-study, and this kind of interaction was limited to situations like this, there would be no conflict.



    



    Sometimes, when their eyes met, it felt a little bothersome, but that too would become familiar with time. Yeongwon arranged the application neatly, aligning it with the others. He sighed as he looked at the stack of applications. He wished that any relationship could be as easily resolved as organizing these forms.



    



    ***



    



    "On Monday, we’ll have the class president election. If you want to run, don’t miss your chance and think about what you want to say, and also think about who you want to recommend. Remember, when an opportunity comes, you have to grab it. Don’t just watch and let it slip away. This week, since there’s no mandatory self-study on Saturday, I hope you’ll study over the weekend and think about it as well."



    



    After hearing the teacher’s words, Yeongwon stood up and greeted him. Once the teacher greeted everyone and left the classroom, it became noisy. Yeongwon, who had been watching Yoo Seon Woo leave the classroom, returned to his seat and finished the problems he had been working on.



    



    Today, after finishing dinner and having ice cream with Kim Hyun Jin, Yeongwon studied hard through the fourth period. During the last two periods, Kim Hyun Jin came to class, sat in Yoo Seon Woo’s seat, and studied alongside Yeongwon.



    



    After leaving school in the dark, they parted ways at an intersection where their paths diverged. Yeongwon walked a few more steps when he suddenly noticed his pocket felt empty.



    



    “Ah…”



    



    His phone wasn’t in his pocket. He remembered borrowing a power bank from Kim Hyun Jin earlier because his phone had died, and he had left it charging in his drawer. He had forgotten it there.



    



    It wasn’t urgent, as he could go to school the next morning, but it still felt uncomfortable. After a brief hesitation, he turned around and headed back to school.

  
    Yeongwon muttered to himself, ‘I should’ve checked more carefully. Stupid. Stupid.’ He retraced his steps across the dark schoolyard, heading toward the main entrance. He had hoped the door would still be open, but it seemed the night lockup had already been done. After pulling on the completely closed door and sighing, Yeongwon walked to the door on the right. That door sometimes remained open for emergencies.



    



    "...It's locked."



    



    It seemed like today wasn't his day. Yeongwon glanced back at the schoolyard he had to cross again. He felt foolish walking the same path multiple times, so he let out a small, ironic laugh before turning his head toward the sound coming from the wall next to the door.



    



    If someone was inside the school at this hour, it was most likely the security guard or a teacher. Hoping he could slip in for just a moment, Yeongwon turned the corner toward the sound. As he got closer, the smell of cigarette smoke hit him.



    



    "......"



    



    It wasn’t the security guard or a teacher under the streetlight by the back of the school.



    



    "...Yoo Seon Woo?"



    



    "Ah..."



    



    "......"



    



    "You caught me."



    



    It was Yoo Seon Woo.



    



    Yeongwon stood frozen, staring at Yoo Seon Woo, who casually took the cigarette out of his mouth, completely unbothered. Yeongwon had never imagined seeing Yoo Seon Woo with a cigarette, but strangely, it didn't look awkward on him at all.



    



    "Is this someone you know?"



    



    Someone, who had spit on the ground and tossed the cigarette, asked Yoo Seon Woo. Surprised by the unfamiliar voice, Yeongwon flinched and took a step back. Yoo Seon Woo was still staring at him, not breaking eye contact, silently.



    



    "Same class. My partner."



    



    The voice came through the haze, and as his blurry vision cleared, their eyes met again. Yeongwon took another step back. It felt like he had seen something he wasn’t supposed to.



    



    "That guy’s weird, huh?"



    



    "Leave him. Go inside."



    



    With each step he took backward, Yeongwon could hear his sneakers scraping against the ground. The sound of sand rustling and the scraping of soles filled his ears. He took one step back, then another, before fully turning and running.



    



    A loud laugh, as if mocking me from behind, echoed, calling me an idiot. It wasn't Yoo Seon Woo's voice. Yeong-won only stopped after passing the intersection where he had broken up with Kim Hyun-jin. His breath, which had been labored and rising to his chin, was released in a burst. He felt his legs give way, and his knees buckled. Yeong-won collapsed, burying his face in his knees, trying to calm his erratic breathing. His physical strength had deteriorated more than he realized. His head spun, and his chest ached so much that he couldn't get up.



    



    "Hah..."



    



    After some time, once his breathing had calmed, Yeong-won finally rose. His body was damp with cold sweat. He wanted nothing more than to take a quick shower and fall asleep, so he took a step toward the long road still ahead.



    



    He couldn't quite remember how he made it home. All he knew was that it had been harder than usual and the house had felt much farther than it normally did. And there, Yoo Seon Woo, smoking a cigarette.



    



    "......"



    



    It was hard to believe that the same Yoo Seon Woo, admired and loved by everyone for his upright and graceful image, was also the one who had been hanging out with some rough kids and smoking a cigarette earlier. Which was the real version of him? Were both of those sides truly Yoo Seon Woo? Yeong-won shook his head, trying to clear his thoughts as he dried his hair, looking at his mother preparing for bed.



    



    "Mom."



    



    "Yes?"



    



    "They're holding the class president election on Monday... can I run?"



    



    "The class president election? Being class president is a good thing, right? It'll help you get into college."



    



    "...Yes."



    



    "But doesn't being class president in 3rd grade cost more? You know, they say being class president means you have to do a lot of work because the students are busy studying."



    



    Of course, the first thing his mother worried about was money. Yeong-won had expected it, but he still regretted bringing it up after she started talking about it.



    



    "...It won't be completely free."



    



    "Well, if they give you a bonus at work, maybe that could help cover it? Anyway, what's important is getting into a good college, so go ahead and try."



    



    "...Yes."



    



    Yeong-won answered briefly and lay down, pulling the blanket over his shoulder. Soon, the light on his desk turned off, and the room went dark. With no strength left, Yeong-won closed his eyes. He felt like his physical strength had decreased even more than last year, probably because he had been studying so much. He had always been vulnerable to stress, so a little bit of it would make him sick or dizzy, and now, with his already poor physical condition, he was even more worried.



    



    Should he do some stretching? Maybe a little exercise during lunch would help. As Yeong-won lay there, everything felt difficult, and he closed his eyes.



    



    'Caught.'



    



    As soon as he closed his eyes, he heard Yoo Seon Woo's voice in the darkness. It was a detached, emotionless voice that didn’t match the words 'caught.' It sounded the same as the gaze that had once met his.



    



    "......"



    



    What was this? It was strange. There was no cigarette smell at all, just a pleasant scent. Thoughts spiraled out of control. He was afraid that if he kept thinking like this, he would be up all night. Yeong-won forced himself to stop thinking and tried to sleep.



    



    ***



    



    On Monday, when Yeong-won faced Yoo Seon Woo again, he remained silent, just like before. The image of him smoking a cigarette and looking surprisingly good with it came to mind, but Yeong-won didn’t bring it up. He thought it wasn’t necessary to remind Yoo Seon Woo of something he wasn’t saying himself.



    



    "Alright, as we mentioned on Friday, we’ll be holding the class president election. Have you thought about it over the weekend? Is anyone planning to run before we take recommendations?"



    



    The classroom grew silent. Some students looked around, unsure of whether to step forward, while others couldn't stand the awkward atmosphere. Yeong-won thought for a moment longer. Maybe being an acting class president was a role that would suit him well.



    



    "Is no one stepping up? Well, then, shall I recommend someone? This person has been representing our class for a semester, managing class duties well, getting along with friends, and communicating well with the teacher. If you think they’re a good fit, you can recommend them."



    



    From the front of the first row, someone shouted Yoo Seon Woo's name. Hearing this, the homeroom teacher stood up and asked the student to explain why they were recommending him. The response, full of playful humor, came: ‘Because he’s handsome!’ Laughter spread through the classroom, but it wasn’t laughter that mocked his looks. Even the teacher chuckled and wrote Yoo Seon Woo’s name on the board.



    



    "Alright, the handsome Seon Woo is the first candidate. Anyone else to recommend?"



    



    The classroom fell silent again, likely because everyone thought no one could beat Yoo Seon Woo, who was the candidate. Yeong-won felt the same way. With someone like Yoo Seon Woo, who was liked by everyone and seemed flawless on the outside, who would want their name written next to his? Yeong-won quietly pulled out a workbook from his desk drawer and began flipping through the pages. It seemed better to solve one more problem.



    



    "Is there no one else? Everyone’s being so cautious. Alright, Seon Woo."



    



    Yeong-won looked up at Yoo Seon Woo, who was getting up from his seat. Yoo Seon Woo turned his head slightly and lowered his gaze to look at him.



    



    "It’s Yeong-won."



    



    "You recommended Yeong-won for the temporary class president, right? So, why did you recommend him?"



    



    "Because he did a good job as the temporary class president for a week. It’s not that he’s officially the class president yet, but taking responsibility for a task and doing it well, even when it’s only temporary, is not something just anyone can do. And I don’t think I can do as well as Yeong-won. I appreciate the recommendation, but this isn’t a place for jokes, so I’d like to be excluded."



    



    It was a straightforward recommendation, and it also completely shut down the playful atmosphere. The student who had jokingly recommended Yoo Seon Woo seemed to realize it and felt awkward. Several eyes in the now quiet classroom shifted from Yoo Seon Woo and back again, not wanting to upset the mood.



    



    "Well then, since Seon Woo has expressed his opinion, we’ll take him off the list. Yeong-won will be on the list as a candidate thanks to Seon Woo’s recommendation."



    



    Yeong-won couldn’t believe it, considering that Yoo Seon Woo hadn’t looked him in the eye or said a word for the past few days. He sat down blankly, following Yoo Seon Woo’s movement as he sat back down, then lowered his head.



    



    "Alright, anyone else you’d like to recommend?"



    



    After the teacher asked a few more times, a couple of names were mentioned. Perhaps because Seon Woo had broken the playful atmosphere, the reasons for the recommendations weren’t lighthearted either; they were rather clear and serious.



    



    "Alright, we now have three candidates. Let’s have each of them come up and explain why they want to be class president and what they would do if they become one. Yeong-won, you can go first."



    



    Yeong-won wasn’t fond of standing in front of people, but now there was no choice. He walked up to the teacher’s desk and stood, meeting many eyes in the room. Among them was Yoo Seon Woo’s gaze, which, though coming from the farthest corner, felt clearer and more direct than anyone else’s.



    



    "If I become class president, I will consistently show responsibility from start to finish. I don’t like leaving things half-done or putting off what needs to be done, even if it’s troublesome. Applying that concept to class duties, I will take responsibility for them as if they were my own. Thank you."



    



    Yeong-won bowed his head and returned to his seat, receiving applause. Standing in front of the class and being the center of attention was not a pleasant feeling. Though he managed to endure it just this once, he never wanted to experience it again.



    



    As he sat down, Yeong-won listened to the other two candidates while solving problems. After solving three questions, a neatly cut voting ballot was passed forward. Yeong-won honestly wrote his name on it and folded it carefully, placing it in the tin case the teacher was carrying.



    



    "......"



    



    He wondered if it was possible, but deep down, he knew the chances were slim. Though he had served as temporary class president for about a week, he hadn’t really gotten closer to anyone. His passive and shy personality still kept him from actively making friends. Even with Yoo Seon Woo, who had initially approached him, things had soured after just a few days. Although it wasn’t entirely his fault, he still lacked confidence in his ability to form broad relationships.



    



    "Alright, Seungmin, can you help the teacher? When I call the names, please check the number of votes next to them."



    



    Seungmin, who sat at the front, stood up and looked at the teacher. The teacher began pulling the slips of paper from the tin case, calling out names one by one.



    



    "Yeong-won. Hmm, Yeong-won. Another Yeong-won."



    



    After hearing his name three times in a row, a teasing exclamation echoed from around the room. Yeong-won became slightly embarrassed at hearing his name called out so often, and he kept fiddling with his pencil, pulling the lead in and out. Even after that, his name continued to be called out frequently.



    



    "Yeong-won got eighteen votes, so from today, he will be our class president for the semester. And Taehwa will be the vice president."



    



    It was unbelievable that he had received more than half of the votes. Apart from the seven votes split among the other candidates, all the remaining votes had been for him. It was probably thanks to Yoo Seon Woo’s recommendation. It was something he should be grateful for, but it was difficult to find the right moment to thank him. Yoo Seon Woo, who had not even glanced in his direction, made it hard for Yeong-won to approach him. Yeong-won merely mouthed a few words and sighed, then stared ahead again.

  
    The class president election ended along with the 7th period. After hearing the homeroom teacher's words of encouragement in the teachers' office, Yeong-won returned to the classroom and looked at Yoo Seon Woo's empty seat. He had planned to thank him if he was still there, but it seemed he had already left.



    



    "......"



    



    Without even giving him a chance to say anything, Yeong-won couldn’t understand why Seon Woo had recommended him. He was the model student who wanted to be liked by everyone and avoid stepping on anyone's toes. He was also the type to hang out with troublemakers from other schools and smoke, looking like a rebellious kid. It was Seon Woo who made the odd comments first, and yet, he had been avoiding Yeong-won even more. Many conflicting images of Seon Woo came to mind.



    



    “…I don’t know.”



    



    With a headache starting to throb, Yeong-won quickly shook his head. There was no point in thinking too deeply about it. Nothing would change by overthinking. He decided to let things flow as they were. His mind felt lighter when he pushed the thoughts of Seon Woo away and saw Kim Hyun-jin walking into the classroom, calling him ‘Class President’ as he entered. It seemed that Hyun-jin had already heard the news.



    



    ***



    



    Yeong-won spent five more days without speaking to Yoo Seon Woo. On the following Friday, as usual, Seon Woo left the classroom immediately after the final roll call. Yeong-won was slowly getting used to the routine of just sitting next to him and listening to the lessons. It wasn’t completely comfortable, but he felt like the semester would pass quickly if they just kept going like this.



    



    "Ah, tomorrow is my grandma’s birthday, so I have to go to Jeonju right after I get home."



    



    "When will you be back?"



    



    "I don’t know. It would be nice if I could come back tomorrow, but maybe I’ll be back on Sunday afternoon. If my brothers don’t go, it’s fine, but if they go, I really hate riding in the car with them."



    



    "Well, have a good trip."



    



    Yeong-won followed the slumped Kim Hyun-jin to the first floor, ate a quick dinner, and then headed back to the classroom. On Fridays, there were fewer students doing self-study. Maybe it was because the next day was the weekend, but most of the seniors disliked staying at school, even if they were in their final year. It was the opposite for Yeong-won, who thought of the weekend as a time to study harder. Yeong-won tilted his head back slightly to stretch his sore neck and then refocused on his studies.



    



    By the end of self-study, Yeong-won, who had stayed focused throughout and didn’t make a single mistake, packed up his bag when the self-study supervisor teacher told everyone to go home. Although he was tired, he felt good. He had maintained his concentration the whole time, and it had paid off with perfect results. If he could maintain this kind of condition every day, he would have no more wishes. On days like this, the hope for independence felt even closer.



    



    Although the result was good, he was definitely tired. His head felt heavy, and his steps had slowed down, so much so that he could have fallen asleep right there. He thought he would take a quick shower when he got home and then sleep, but despite it being Saturday, he was still planning to go to school and study. Yeong-won glanced between the main road and the alley, deep in thought.



    



    "……."



    



    Taking the main road would be a little brighter and safer, but it would take about 10 more minutes than the alley shortcut. Normally, Yeong-won would have chosen the main road without thinking, wanting to delay getting home as much as possible, but today felt different. He was eager to get home and sleep. With that thought, Yeong-won decided to walk down the dim alley.



    



    The area was a demolition zone, with many empty houses and shops, making it a place where troublemakers often gathered, but it was quiet, and if he passed through quickly, there shouldn't be any problems. Of course, sometimes people would pull on his backpack or follow him, saying strange things, but that was rare. With the single-minded desire to get through quickly, Yeong-won quickened his pace.



    



    Among the broken or damaged streetlights, the few that still worked flickered weakly, unable to light up the alley properly. The wind blew, sending sand flying and causing torn tarps to flap, which only added to his unease. Once he made it through the last narrow alley, he would be back on the main road. As Yeong-won turned the corner and entered the narrow alley, his steps came to a sudden halt.



    



    "......"



    



    Someone was there. No, several people. Three or maybe four. Although he couldn’t see clearly, there were three or four small red lights floating in the air. If they were just smoking, they might leave, but what if they didn’t? Yeong-won hesitated, gripping his backpack straps with both hands.



    



    Normally, if he had come across this situation before entering the alley, he would have either waited a bit or turned around to go back to the main road. But now that he was already in the alley and facing the red cigarette embers, he couldn’t just show that he was avoiding them. People gathered at night in places like this would often get more persistent if they saw someone trying to avoid them or run away. Yeong-won took a quiet breath and moved forward. He had no choice but to pass by them quickly.



    



    "Ah, shit! You scared me."



    



    As he got closer, someone said in a genuinely startled voice. Yeong-won flinched, turning his head to see the three figures outside a shop with broken glass. One was crouched on the ground spitting, and the person who had spoken was standing by the roadside, holding a cigarette. A sense of déjà vu struck Yeong-won. He felt like he had seen them before. Reflexively, he looked up and saw a man standing against the shop wall.



    



    Under the dim light, the man’s school uniform stood out first. The other two wore dark green jackets, but the man leaning against the wall was wearing the same uniform as Yeong-won. Yeong-won raised his head a little more and met the eyes of the man staring at him.



    



    "......."



    



    "......."



    



    A loosely undone tie, an emotionless face, lips parted as he exhaled smoke, long fingers, and eyes that dropped down to look at him without any expression.



    



    It was Yoo Seon Woo again.



    



    Yeong-won’s lips moved without a sound, staring in shock. Once again, he found himself witnessing a side of someone he never expected in a place he never imagined. His mind went blank. Unlike Yeong-won, who was startled, Yoo Seon Woo seemed completely unfazed.



    



    Yeong-won turned his head as if he hadn’t seen anything. His steps, whether from exhaustion or fear, faltered, but he managed to drag himself forward. But Yoo Seon Woo’s footsteps followed beside him, still holding his cigarette.



    



    "Yeong-won."



    



    "......"



    



    "Yeong-won, are you going to pretend you didn’t see anything again?"



    



    After a long silence, Yoo Seon Woo’s voice reached Yeong-won. He couldn’t believe it, so he turned his head again to confirm his face. It was definitely Yoo Seon Woo. The student who never showed the slightest hint of disarray at school was now disheveled and hanging out with people who didn’t seem to fit him. That much was clear.



    



    "Are you surprised?"



    



    "...Why aren't you surprised?"



    



    "I was thinking about you."



    



    "...What?"



    



    "I thought I was imagining it because I really saw you."



    



    It felt like things had returned to before he had said that strange and unpleasant thing to him. It was different from before when Yoo Seon Woo would stay silent and avoid eye contact. Yeong-won didn’t know why he was acting like this, but strangely, it made him feel a little more at ease. It seemed that he had been subconsciously worried about him the whole time.



    



    "...Do you smoke?"



    



    "Yeah. Since last year."



    



    "...You don't look like it... you really do all the bad things."



    



    Yoo Seon Woo laughed out loud at Yeong-won’s comment. His laugh mixed with the sounds of gritty sand and broken glass underfoot, echoing in the narrow, dark alley where the visibility was poor.



    



    "Bad things? You're right, but it sounds cute when you say it."



    



    "…...."



    



    "Now that you've seen me doing bad things, are you going to ask me to change seats again?"



    



    The mention of their seating arrangement made Yeong-won stop in his tracks and turn to face Yoo Seon Woo. Looking up at Yeong-won, Yoo Seon Woo reached out and gently grabbed his wrist, pulling him closer. Yeong-won tried to pull away, but when Yoo Seon Woo tugged again, his resistance weakened. Yoo Seon Woo sat on a table abandoned outside a store, holding Yeong-won’s wrist and meeting his eyes. With Yeong-won sitting down, facing each other became easier.



    



    "Let go..."



    



    "No."



    



    "...Why are you holding on?"



    



    "Because I want to."



    



    When Yoo Seon Woo said he was holding on because he wanted to, Yeong-won was at a loss for words. He looked at the hand that was tightly holding his wrist. Yoo Seon Woo’s hand was bigger, stronger than his. Though he wasn’t applying much pressure, it was clear just by looking that Yeong-won could never overpower him.



    



    "Your wrist is really thin."



    



    "..."



    



    "Your hands are small."



    



    "...You’re just big."



    



    "Is that so."



    



    Yeong-won’s wrist felt hot. Yoo Seon Woo held it loosely at first, then tightened his grip and loosened it again as if he were examining something fascinating. The sensation of his fingertips brushing over the prominent wrist bone made Yeong-won squeeze his legs together and press his feet together. It felt ticklish and strange.



    



    “…Stop it…”



    



    “Your hands are small, but they’re pretty. Your fingers are long. Even your nails.”



    



    Yoo Seon Woo now touched the nails, sending a wave of discomfort through Yeong-won. His wrist felt unbearably hot, and his nails itched. He began to feel strange and instinctively recoiled, wanting to get away. Yeong-won pulled his wrist free and covered it with his other hand, hiding it from Yoo Seon Woo’s touch. Yoo Seon Woo released his grip obediently.



    



    “How did you know I was going to ask the teacher to change seats?”



    



    “I just thought you would.”



    



    “How did you know I actually did it?”



    



    “The teacher told me. He said he talked to you, so you should work things out.”



    



    “…You could’ve just asked her to change seats. Why tell him about it? It’s just a seat…”



    



    “I want to keep sitting with you. You’ve only been sitting next to me for a few days, and you’re already talking about changing seats. And I’ll sit next to you next semester too.”



    



    Yeong-won didn’t quite understand what he meant. After a semester, they’d likely change seats, and it was true that the chances of sitting together again would be much lower than the chances of not. But still, Yoo Seon Woo’s words didn’t make sense to him.



    



    “I’m going to do it.”



    



    The smile on his face didn’t quite fit the place they were in. It was a smile that belonged to somewhere brighter, somewhere with better smells, somewhere neat and orderly. No, it wasn’t just his smile; the person Yoo Seon Woo was didn’t belong here. He didn’t fit in this dirty, musty place, and neither did the troublemakers behind him.

  
    "Yeong-won."



    



    "......"



    



    "Do you really hate me that much?"



    



    "...You said something weird. Isn't it strange to feel good after hearing something dirty?"



    



    "I'm sorry. I shouldn't have said that. It's just that I didn't like eating what Kim Hyun-jin ate."



    



    Yeong-won hadn’t expected an apology, and the sincerity in Yoo Seon Woo’s tone made him feel uncertain about how to respond. It was something he had never anticipated, and the reason felt odd, but the attitude was very clear. It didn’t feel like a joke, which made things uncomfortable and awkward.



    



    "Why do you dislike it...? Kim Hyun-jin didn’t even give it to you, and he and I have been friends since middle school, so I don’t really care about that kind of stuff."



    



    "Then eat what I’ve eaten."



    



    "What?"



    



    "Whatever I feed you."



    



    As Yoo Seon Woo raised his hand and gently pressed on Yeong-won’s chin, Yeong-won instinctively turned his head, his lips parting. Yoo Seon Woo kept laughing, seemingly finding something amusing.



    



    "Your lips are small."



    



    "......"



    



    "Do you think anything can fit in there?"



    



    Yeong-won felt the weight of the words, realizing the truth in the saying that you can’t judge people by appearances. Yoo Seon Woo was fixated on things that other people wouldn’t even notice, and it felt both strange and intriguing. Yeong-won still couldn’t understand why Yoo Seon Woo was acting this way or what kind of person he really was.



    



    Yoo Seon Woo’s hand covered Yeong-won’s wrist again. Though it seemed like a natural action between friends, the strange atmosphere made it feel different, especially since Yeong-won had never had this kind of interaction with Kim Hyun-jin. The place and mood seemed to have a big impact, and to ease the awkwardness, Yeong-won quickly thought of something to say.



    



    "Are you not doing your study session here... you said you wouldn’t because of your private lessons."



    



    "I’m upset because you don’t talk to me."



    



    The word upset stuck in Yeong-won’s ear, its sweetness making the simple words sound unusually gentle. Yoo Seon Woo’s voice had a way of making even the most ordinary things sound special. When others used words like “disgusting” or “annoying,” Yoo Seon Woo’s choice of upset felt like it fit him perfectly.



    



    "You don’t want to be with me, do you?"



    



    "...It’s not that I... hate it. It’s just... you say weird things, and it’s hard to take seriously..."



    



    "You said you didn’t want to talk to me, and you were going to change your seat... I thought if I spent more time with you, you’d hate me more. That’s why I didn’t ask."



    



    "......"



    



    Before Yeong-won could respond, he felt Yoo Seon Woo’s grip on his wrist tighten gently. The sensation was ticklish and a little sharp, making Yeong-won curl his fingers instinctively. Even his toes in his sneakers curled in response.



    



    "...What about the private lessons?"



    



    "I mostly do them on the weekends."



    



    "...If you want to do your study session, go ahead. You don’t have to skip it because of me."



    



    "Is that okay?"



    



    As Yoo Seon Woo leaned in to ask for permission, their bodies got closer. His knee gently brushed against Yeong-won’s, which made Yeong-won nod in response.



    



    "I guess I'll resubmit the form. Thanks."



    



    "......"



    



    "I want to get along with you. I’ll be more careful from now on."



    



    Yeong-won nodded again. After hearing that, there was no way he could reject him. The discomfort that had been lingering in his mind melted away without a trace.



    



    "Then we’ll do things like we used to, eat dinner together, go to the snack shop, and talk, okay?"



    



    "...Okay. But..."



    



    "But?"



    



    "…I like to focus when I'm studying. I have a plan every day, and I need to stick to it. I’m fine with having dinner and going to the snack shop, but I can't just keep talking all the time."



    



    "I understand. I get it. I won’t bother you while you're studying. If there’s anything else I should know, just tell me."



    



    "...There’s nothing."



    



    As Yeong-won shook his head, Yoo Seon Woo’s hand gently cupped his cheek. He stroked it lightly before letting go. Yeong-won, feeling the warmth of the touch, instinctively rubbed the spot his hand had just touched.



    



    "I have to go home now."



    



    "Ah, let me walk you. I’ll take you."



    



    "...You don’t have to walk me. I’m fine."



    



    "Let’s go together. It’s late, it’s dangerous."



    



    The alley they were in was definitely the most dangerous place right now, but Yeong-won didn’t want to bring it up. The relationship had improved after Yoo Seon Woo’s apology, and he didn’t want to ruin it by saying something that could push him away.



    



    Yoo Seon Woo briefly said goodbye to the other two kids in the alley and walked alongside Yeong-won. Yeong-won glanced at the kids behind them and quickly stepped closer to Yoo Seon Woo.



    



    "Which way is your home? It’s not this way, right?"



    



    "Yeah. It’s in the opposite direction."



    



    "It’s late, but you can go ahead. It’s just a short way from here, and there are streetlights up ahead, so it’s not dangerous."



    



    "I’ll still walk you. Unless you don’t want me to be with you."



    



    "It’s not that I don’t want you to... but..."



    



    "Then that’s fine."



    



    Yeong-won thought about his very old, modest apartment. It seemed better to part ways just near there. He didn’t have any intention of hiding it, but for some reason, he felt a little embarrassed about revealing his living standards all at once.



    



    "Should I carry your bag?"



    



    "Why would you carry it?"



    



    "I thought it might be heavy."



    



    Yoo Seon Woo, standing behind him, easily grabbed the strap and lifted the bag off Yeong-won's shoulders. Surprised, Yeong-won watched as the bag slipped from his arms and looked up at Yoo Seon Woo.



    



    "Give it back, I can carry it. It’s fine. I can carry it every day."



    



    Yeong-won reached out to take it, but Yoo Seon Woo didn’t give it back. Instead, he casually draped the bag over one of his own shoulders. The bag that seemed heavy and large on Yeong-won looked strangely light on him.



    



    "It’s fine, it’ll hurt your shoulder."



    



    Yoo Seon Woo’s arm then wrapped around Yeong-won’s shoulder. When his large hand enveloped his shoulder, their bodies pressed closer together. The height difference was over 10 cm, and it was clear they had different builds. With just a little effort from Yoo Seon Woo, Yeong-won was easily pulled along.



    



    "Do you go down this alley every day?"



    



    "No. Only when I’m tired. It’s faster this way. About ten minutes?"



    



    "You must be tired today."



    



    "I was really focused today, so I ended up doing more than I planned."



    



    "You didn’t think about me?"



    



    It wouldn’t be true to say he didn’t. During the times Yoo Seon Woo was around, especially when sitting next to him, Yeong-won thought about him often. Even when he had to talk to someone, or saw him laughing by accident, or when their eyes met and Yoo Seon Woo quickly looked away, those moments were filled with thoughts of him. To say he didn’t think about Yoo Seon Woo at all would be a lie.



    



    "How could I not? We’re sitting together. Even if I tried not to, I couldn’t help it. I kept thinking about you. That’s why I thought it’d be better to change seats. You’d be uncomfortable with me next to you, and I would be too..."



    



    "I wasn’t uncomfortable. I was just worried about you."



    



    "You were worried about me?"



    



    "Yeah. I thought you wouldn’t like it if I looked at you, so I’d look away whenever our eyes met."



    



    Ah, that’s why he was the first to look away. Yeong-won nodded, believing Yoo Seon Woo’s words. Yeong-won appeared naive in many things outside of studying. He trusted people’s words and understood them easily. He had never really done anything outside of studying, so he was often too straightforward. So, he just nodded along to Yoo Seon Woo’s gentle words.



    



    "I thought about you for three days."



    



    "...Then why didn’t you talk to me first?"



    



    "You wouldn’t even look at me, so I couldn’t talk to you. I know you wouldn’t, though."



    



    Was I too harsh...? Yeong-won realized that he had been focused entirely on his studies, never looking at him or giving him a chance to talk. He hadn’t left room for Yoo Seon Woo to approach. As they walked with their bodies half-pressed together, Yeong-won lost himself in thought and didn’t even notice how strange that felt.



    



    "You smell nice."



    



    Startled by the voice near his ear, Yeong-won shivered from the tickling sensation and the warmth that seeped in, instinctively shrinking his shoulders and pulling away. It wasn’t until he backed up a little and found an appropriate distance between them that he realized how closely he had been walking.



    



    "Do you wear perfume?"



    



    "No... just..."



    



    There was no way he smelled good. His soap had a strong apricot scent, and his shampoo smelled like thick flowers, so strong it could give him a headache. His school uniform smelled of an overly strong soap scent. Compared to Yoo Seon Woo, who smelled genuinely good, Yeong-won didn’t have anything that could make an impression. Feeling a little embarrassed, Yeong-won subconsciously grabbed his uniform jacket’s sleeve and tugged at it.



    



    "You... wear perfume?"



    



    "No. I don’t."



    



    But how could you smell so good? Yeong-won pulled a little further away, thinking it was probably the fabric softener scent he was picking up from him.



    



    "How do you smell so good, even though you don’t wear perfume? I thought the same thing last time... when you were following Kim Hyun-jin."



    



    "When I was following Kim Hyun-jin? Ah... behind the door."



    



    The thought that Yoo Seon Woo had already noticed the strong fabric softener smell on him, even at times he hadn’t realized, made Yeong-won’s ears burn with embarrassment.



    



    "...Why do you like it? Doesn’t it give you a headache? It did for me... Even though my mom tells me not to use it, she keeps putting it in. The washing machine’s old, so it smells bad, so she adds more to cover it up..."



    



    Even though he thought he didn’t need to explain all this, words kept slipping out, like a kind of excuse. Yeong-won’s fingers, still gripping the sleeve of his uniform, trembled with a loss of color.



    



    "Oh, so that soap smell on your uniform is from that. I actually like it too. It’s not weird."



    



    "...Isn’t that the smell you were talking about?"



    



    "No, I meant here."



    



    Yoo Seon Woo’s fingertips lightly pressed against Yeong-won’s nape. The sensation of his fingers brushing just below his ear startled Yeong-won, and he immediately covered the spot with his hand. It was the very spot where Yoo Seon Woo’s nose had brushed when he had followed Kim Hyun-jin’s playful teasing.



    



    "It smells good there. Like something I want to eat."



    



    "...Want to eat? What does that even mean?"



    



    "It’s hard to explain in one word, but... it’s like the cream filling in that bread you ate before. I told you that time. The bread really reminded me of you."



    



    The words Yoo Seon Woo had said when he took a bite of the bread Yeong-won had given him came back to his mind. Kim Hyun-jin had interrupted quickly, but Yeong-won clearly remembered what had been said.

  
    "You said you don't like sweet things... so doesn't that mean you don't like sweet smells either?"



    



    "I don't, but the one you gave me was good."



    



    Yoo Seon Woo kept making Yeong-won feel speechless. Whenever he spoke so directly, Yeong-won felt like he was becoming a fool. He just stared blankly and ended up missing the right moment to respond.



    



    "Ah... I just need to go inside there. We're almost there."



    



    "Don’t want me to walk you all the way to your door?"



    



    It wasn’t that Yeong-won didn’t want him to. There was a little embarrassment, but Yoo Seon Woo must have known that this area wasn’t a place where people of good means lived. Everyone in the neighborhood knew that. It wasn’t uncommon to hear that even the local kids didn’t mix with others who lived here.



    



    "If you don't want to, I’ll stop here."



    



    It didn’t really matter whether they stopped here or went inside. But the outside was littered with garbage and smelled bad, and the outer walls of the buildings were peeling. Yeong-won didn’t want to show Yoo Seon Woo that.



    



    "Thanks for walking me home."



    



    Even if it was just childish pride, Yeong-won didn’t want to show it now. If he and Yoo Seon Woo became real friends, someday Yoo Seon Woo would find out, but right now, it felt too awkward to call them friends or not. So, Yeong-won stood there and faced Yoo Seon Woo.



    



    "Give me my bag. Thanks for carrying it, it must’ve been heavy."



    



    "What’s the big deal with this?"



    



    Watching Yoo Seon Woo hand over the bag without complaint, Yeong-won was relieved that Yoo Seon Woo understood what he meant.



    



    "And... thanks for apologizing."



    



    "It was my fault, so what’s there to thank? It’s the right thing to do."



    



    "If you hadn’t talked to me earlier, we would’ve probably been awkward for the whole semester. It’s a thing that gets on your nerves."



    



    "If you feel that way, then I’m glad."



    



    "Take care on your way home. I’ll see you at school on Monday."



    



    The weight settled back down on Yeong-won’s shoulder as he put his bag back on. He looked up at Yoo Seon Woo and raised his hand to wave.



    



    "Are you studying at home tomorrow? You don’t have self-study duty until this week, right?"



    



    "I’m going to school. I can’t focus at home."



    



    "Ah, really? Then I’ll go too."



    



    "You’re going to study at school?"



    



    "Yeah. Let’s study together. I won’t bother you."



    



    Yeong-won nodded, appreciating the fact that it was nice to have someone to share a quick snack and chat with during breaks, and someone to have lunch and dinner with.



    



    "See you tomorrow, then."



    



    "Yeah. Go in."



    



    "You go first. I only have to go into the alley, but you still have to go far."



    



    "Alright, I’ll go. See you tomorrow."



    



    With a warm, friendly smile, similar to the one he usually gave others, Yoo Seon Woo waved his hand and turned to leave. Yeong-won stood there, watching him walk away. He wasn’t intentionally thinking about wanting to watch or miss him, but somehow, his feet wouldn’t move.



    



    When Yoo Seon Woo turned around, Yeong-won caught his breath in embarrassment. It was too dark, and they were too far apart for their eyes to meet, but he could clearly see Yoo Seon Woo waving his arm to say goodbye. With the wave reaching him from a distance, Yeong-won couldn’t help but touch his warm neck with one hand, while with the other, he shyly waved back and turned to hurry into the alley.



    



    The entrance was dirty, with trash spilling out of a poorly tied garbage bag. It was a relief that Yoo Seon Woo hadn’t come this far. Yeong-won entered the building, unlocked the door with the key, and went inside. His parents were home, so they would’ve knocked or rung the doorbell, but he preferred to enter by himself; it made him feel more at ease.



    



    When he stepped inside and took off his shoes, his parents, who seemed pleased that he had studied harder, were waiting with smiles on their faces. Yeong-won answered quietly, as usual, and, as always, took his clothes to change and headed to the bathroom.



    



    ‘Yeong-won, you smell so nice.’



    



    As he looked at the apricot-scented soap on the sink and the fancy shampoo bottle on the floor, Yoo Seon Woo's words echoed in his ears. Yeong-won turned on the water and rubbed the apricot soap between his hands to lather it, bringing it close to his nose. It didn’t smell good in the way he expected, but rather, it had an overly artificial fruit scent. Feeling a little down, Yeong-won rinsed his hands and crouched down to squeeze some shampoo out of the bottle and smelled it the same way. It was the same, a scent of artificially recreated flowers, too strong and synthetic.



    



    ‘A smell I want to eat.’



    



    How could something like this smell ‘like something you want to eat’.



    



    ‘It’s like the cream filling in that bread you ate before.’



    



    It was nothing like the sweet, soft smell of condensed milk cream bread, so Yeong-won couldn’t understand Yoo Seon Woo's words. His face fell even more as he washed his hands. If his parents had seen him rubbing away soap and shampoo like this, they would’ve scolded him for wasting it.



    



    “......”



    



    Watching the bubbles slowly disappear down the drain, Yeong-won let out a deep breath and stood up to wash himself as usual. His neck, where Yoo Seon Woo had touched, still felt hot, so he washed it several more times, but it didn’t help.



    



    After drying his hair with a trembling hairdryer, Yeong-won rubbed some unscented lotion on his face, then spread his blanket on the bed. He lay down with his back to his parents, pulling the blanket up to his nose.



    



    ‘I’m sorry. I said something harsh. I just didn’t like eating what Kim Hyun-jin was eating.’



    



    Yeong-won wondered if it was because of his obsession with cleanliness that the sight of someone else eating like that bothered him so much, but then again, seeing Yoo Seon Woo eating the bread he had eaten didn’t seem to fit that idea. Earlier, he had been so shocked by seeing Yoo Seon Woo smoking in the alley that he hadn’t fully processed everything, but now, reflecting on it, there were still many things he was curious about.



    



    No, what shocked him the most was that someone like Yoo Seon Woo, with such a perfect image, was hanging out with troublemakers and smoking. Was the image he showed at school fake? Or did he really have both sides to him? Yeong-won remembered Yoo Seon Woo with a cigarette in his mouth.



    



    Meeting someone like Yoo Seon Woo had helped resolve some things from a few days ago, but there were still unresolved questions.



    



    ‘I’ve been friends with Kim Hyun-jin since middle school, so I don’t really care about that.’



    



    ‘Then eat what I’ve eaten too.’



    



    ‘What?’



    



    ‘Whatever I feed you.’



    



    Yeong-won still didn’t understand why it had made Yoo Seon Woo so angry to eat something Kim Hyun-jin had eaten, enough to say something as harsh as ‘dirty.’ And then, the solution, telling him to eat whatever he had eaten, didn’t make sense either. Yeong-won pulled the blanket up to his chin and closed his eyes. Anyway, Yoo Seon Woo was someone he could never figure out. He seemed kind, but then sometimes wore a cold expression. He acted like he cared about everyone but could also look indifferent at times.



    



    He smoked, which didn’t match his image at all, yet he enjoyed being close to people. Yeong-won stretched out his hand under the blanket, remembering the warmth of Yoo Seon Woo’s touch on his wrist. The hand was big, long, and warm, and when it had held his wrist without letting go, his heart had tightened painfully.



    



    “......”



    



    This was strange. He felt like it would be better to stop thinking about it. Yeong-won closed his eyes and forced himself to sleep, but sleep didn’t come easily. He had been so tired when he entered the alley, thinking he’d fall asleep as soon as his head hit the pillow, but now his mind was wide awake.



    



    ‘I thought about you for three days.’



    



    Did friends say things like that? Was it because he didn’t have many friends that he didn’t understand? Why did Yoo Seon Woo’s words feel so much more ticklish, soft, and... make his heart flutter? Even when he thought about the way Kim Hyun-jin or other friends spoke, it was nothing like Yoo Seon Woo’s way of speaking.



    



    Other people often mixed in swear words and trendy expressions, sometimes making it hard to even understand what they were saying. But Yoo Seon Woo didn’t use those words. He didn’t swear, and he didn’t speak casually. That’s why the ‘dirty’ comment had been more shocking. His words weren’t light. They were the kind of words that, even when brief, felt heavy and settled down in a way that left a lasting impact.



    



    If Kim Hyun-jin had said the same thing, though Yeong-won knew Kim Hyun-jin would never say something like that, he would’ve just brushed it off as a joke, calling it disgusting or cringe-worthy. The words would have lost their meaning immediately, disappearing with a carefree attitude.



    



    But with Yoo Seon Woo’s words, there was weight, and no matter how much space Yeong-won created in his mind, those words would still slip in and settle down, making him curious about what meaning they held.



    



    “......”



    



    He was such a strange person. Strange, unknowable, and yet somehow always getting close enough that Yeong-won couldn’t help but think of him as warm. That was Yoo Seon Woo.



    



    Yeong-won tossed and turned for a long time. He could hear the steady breathing of his parents, and the distant cry of a stray cat curled up in the night. It was a while before he finally fell asleep.



    



    The reason for all that tossing and turning was, once again, Yoo Seon Woo.

  
    Yeong-won decided to sleep in a little longer on the weekend to rest and adjust his condition, so he stayed in bed until 8 a.m. While some might think that 8 a.m. was not late at all, for Yeong-won, who woke up at 5:30 a.m. every day, it was definitely a late sleep.



    



    Out of habit, he woke up once at 5:30 a.m. and then forced himself to go back to sleep. When the alarm went off at 8 a.m., he sat up.



    



    He should’ve felt refreshed after a few extra hours of sleep, but strangely, he felt even more tired. Yeong-won squeezed his eyes shut and then opened them again, staring at the empty house. His dad had probably gone out to look for a job, and his mom was likely helping at a friend's store. Yeong-won got up, tidied the blankets, and placed them neatly in the corner before heading to the bathroom.



    



    After washing up, Yeong-won quickly changed into his school uniform and opened the fridge. The only things he could eat were a few apples and some milk, but since the house felt chilly, he didn’t want anything cold and simply closed the fridge door.



    



    Packing up his study materials, including a full workbook and notebook, Yeong-won slung his bag over his shoulder and left the house. It seemed like someone had cleaned up the trash bag that had been torn in front of the building, probably his parents. They couldn’t stand things like that. Letting out a sigh, Yeong-won took his earbuds from his pocket, untangled them, and walked through the alley.



    



    “Yeong-won.”



    



    Startled by the sudden voice as he was about to put one earbud in, Yeong-won stepped back and looked up.



    



    “…What are you doing here?”



    



    It was Yoo Seon Woo. He was in the same spot where they had parted earlier, sitting on a low pile of bricks leading into the alley. Yeong-won blinked in surprise, staring at him.



    



    “I was waiting to go with you.”



    



    “Since when have you been waiting? How did you know when I was going to leave…?”



    



    “So, I came early. About six?”



    



    “You’ve been waiting since six? It’s almost nine now.”



    



    “Good thing I didn’t leave already.”



    



    Yeong-won was confused by what he meant by "good thing." He stared blankly at Yoo Seon Woo, realizing he had waited almost three hours.



    



    “I’ll call you.”



    



    “You don’t know my number.”



    



    “Ah…”



    



    “Give me your number. I’ll call you from now on.”



    



    Yeong-won nodded and took his phone out of his pocket. He was still using the phone he got in his first year of middle school, which was meant just for basic calls and texts, so it barely had any other functions. He accepted the much larger and nicer phone Yoo Seon Woo handed him and entered his own number with both hands.



    



    “…Here it is.”



    



    “I’ll call you.”



    



    “Yeah…”



    



    After hitting the call button, Yeong-won saw Yoo Seon Woo’s number appear on his old phone’s screen. As soon as the call ended, it went into his missed calls list, and Yeong-won saved the number under the name "Yoo Seon Woo."



    



    “You’re being too formal.”



    



    Yoo Seon Woo, glancing at the saved name, said with a hint of disappointment. A little flustered, Yeong-won went back into his contacts, pressed Yoo Seon Woo’s name, and hit the edit button. He erased the surname.



    



    “Is this better?”



    



    “Yeah.”



    



    Yeong-won stared at the name 'Seon Woo' for a moment. He didn’t have many names saved in his phone, but this was the first time he had saved someone’s name like this. Even Kim Hyun-jin was just saved as ‘Kim Hyun-jin.’



    



    “I saved yours too.”



    



    Yoo Seon Woo raised his phone in front of Yeong-won. Seeing that his name was saved without a surname, Yeong-won nodded.



    



    “You don’t have a picture for your contact.”



    



    “Ah... I don’t take pictures.”



    



    “You don’t have any pictures of your face?”



    



    “No…”



    



    “Why not? You’re pretty.”



    



    Yeong-won stared at Yoo Seon Woo, wondering if he had misheard the words. Seeing that Yoo Seon Woo wasn’t saying anything while looking at his phone, Yeong-won felt like he must have misheard. After all, it was hard to believe that Yoo Seon Woo would say something like that to him. Yeong-won tapped on Yoo Seon Woo's profile picture at the top of the chat. It was a picture of his school jacket with his name, "Yoo Seon Woo," embroidered on it.



    



    "Is it okay if I send a message?"



    



    "Yeah. But I don't check it much when I'm studying."



    



    "Got it. I'm not trying to bother you, just when it's necessary. Like when I want to go to school with you or when I'm alone at the snack shop and wondering if you'd like me to get you something. Or before bed, stuff like that. Is that okay?"



    



    "Yeah."



    



    After the conversation they had in the alley yesterday, where they reconciled with serious words, Yeong-won felt like they had grown a little closer. The wariness he once had toward Yoo Seon Woo had faded, and in the space left by that, his gentle nature had returned. Seeing Yeong-won nodding quietly as he answered made Yoo Seon Woo smile.



    



    "How long do you stay at school on weekends?"



    



    "Until 5 p.m. The self-study room is only open until 5 on weekends."



    



    "Then do you study at home after?"



    



    "Yeah. I’d like to study outside, but... the situation makes it hard."



    



    Yoo Seon Woo didn’t ask any more questions, and Yeong-won felt relieved. He probably figured out that Yeong-won didn’t have the best circumstances based on where he lived, so he likely didn’t want to pry. Yeong-won appreciated the considerate silence. He remembered a time when someone had bluntly asked if he was so poor that he couldn’t even afford to hang out at a café. While he had answered, the question had made him feel a little tearful, so he was grateful that he didn’t have to answer anything like that again.



    



    "Is your house far from here?"



    



    "A little. It's about a distance where taking a car is more comfortable."



    



    "Did you come by car?"



    



    "Yeah. I took a taxi."



    



    Yeong-won felt a pang of guilt knowing that Yoo Seon Woo had taken a taxi to meet him. He hadn’t asked him to come or told him to wait, but still, it made him feel bad that Yoo Seon Woo had gone through the trouble just to walk with him.



    



    "...You could've just met me at school."



    



    "Did you not want me to come?"



    



    "It’s not that I don’t want you to come, it’s just that I feel bad. You had to wait so long."



    



    "I came because I wanted to, so it’s fine."



    



    As they turned onto a wider street, the smell of freshly baked bread filled the air. Yeong-won gazed into the café for a moment before turning his head. Yoo Seon Woo gently grabbed his arm to stop him.



    



    "Did you eat breakfast?"



    



    "No..."



    



    "Then let’s grab something to eat."



    



    Yeong-won thought about how much pocket money he had left. To eat and drink something at a café like this, he would need at least 10,000 won. While he did have money, he hesitated because if he spent it all at once, he wouldn’t be able to go to the snack shop for a while. And knowing how much Yoo Seon Woo had waited for him, he felt grateful and guilty, thinking that it would be right for him to buy something for Yoo Seon Woo. So, he decided it would be worth spending that 10,000 won.



    



    For some people, it might be pocket change, but for Yeong-won, it was an amount that required time to think about and prepare himself mentally. He decided that he wouldn’t go to the snack shop for a while and nodded at Yoo Seon Woo.



    



    "Yeah, let’s do that."



    



    Smiling at Yeong-won’s approval, Yoo Seon Woo led the way into the bakery café Yeong-won had been looking at earlier. They settled by the window, where the sunlight streamed in, and as Yoo Seon Woo put down his bag, Yeong-won did the same, nervously setting his own bag on the opposite chair. His awkwardness at being in a place like this showed clearly on his face, which made him seem cute to Yoo Seon Woo.



    



    "Let’s go order together. I’ll see what’s there."



    



    "Okay."



    



    Following Yoo Seon Woo toward the display counter filled with golden, delicious-looking breads, Yeong-won’s eyes wandered from one tempting pastry to the next. Everything looked so good.



    



    "They also have a set menu that’s only available in the morning. Do you want that, or do you want to pick something separately?"



    



    Yoo Seon Woo pointed to a sign where a large picture of a set meal was displayed. The set included pancakes, sandwiches, sausages, salad, and fruit, along with a drink. Yeong-won looked at the price, which was a little over 10,000 won for the set. He nodded. He figured even if he bought two sets, he wouldn’t run out of money.



    



    "Should we go with the set? Are you getting that too?"



    



    "Yeah. Let’s get that."



    



    "I’ll buy it."



    



    "No, I’ll buy it. I was the one who wanted to eat it."



    



    "You bought me something at the snack shop before. This time, I’ll get it."



    



    "Then buy me something at the snack shop next time. I want to pay for this."



    



    Yeong-won couldn’t quite understand why Yoo Seon Woo wanted to pay. Before spending any money, he was always careful to check how much he had left, and whether what he spent would be enough to get by until the next day. He stared at Yoo Seon Woo, who was pulling out his card to pay.



    



    "Yeong-won, what do you want to drink? We have coffee, lemonade, and... oh, milk tea, and other teas."



    



    "Uh... I’ll have the milk tea. The warm one."



    



    The staff member, hearing Yeong-won’s order, asked if he wanted syrup added. Yeong-won nodded and said yes.



    



    "Two brunch sets, with an iced americano and a warm milk tea, is that correct?"



    



    "Yes."



    



    "Your order will be ready with the vibrating pager. Please pick up your food at the left pickup desk."



    



    "Thank you."



    



    As Yoo Seon Woo smiled while thanking the staff, the staff member’s eyes didn’t leave him. Not just the staff, but several other people who had come in to buy bread in the morning also took a moment to look at Yoo Seon Woo. Yeong-won, noticing their stares, looked up at him. It was something he had thought about many times, but there was no denying that Yoo Seon Woo had a face that naturally drew attention.



    



    "Let's go."



    



    "Huh? Oh... yeah."



    



    Light poured into their seats by the window. Yeong-won awkwardly sat across from Yoo Seon Woo, glancing out the window. He had walked past this place every day for two years, always thinking it looked delicious, but today was the first time he had actually stepped inside.



    



    Sometimes, he went out to eat with Kim Hyun-jin, but those were mostly noisy fast food or snack bars—simple, fast, and cheap meals. Although, it wasn’t really cheap for him. This quiet, warm, and comfortable atmosphere was a new experience.



    



    "Do you come to places like this often?"



    



    "Hm, not really. I go with my mom sometimes for brunch, but I don’t usually come alone. I’ve never come with friends. This is the first time with you."



    



    "Oh... it’s my first time too. This place opened when I started high school. I was on my way to school the first day, and they were still preparing to open. I had to pass by here every day on my way to school, and the smell was so good. I thought about wanting to eat here every time, but today is the first time I’ve actually come inside."



    



    Yeong-won spoke like he had accomplished something great, but in reality, it was just having breakfast at a bakery café like so many others. He looked excited, though, with a bright, eager expression. Yoo Seon Woo rested his chin on his hand, watching Yeong-won’s face, making sure not to miss a single detail. The early sunlight streaming through the window illuminated Yeong-won’s already pale face, making it even brighter.

  
    "Huh? That's vibrating. Give it to me, I'll go."



    



    The red light on the vibrating bell in Yoo Seon Woo’s hand lit up. As Yeong-won stood up and reached for it, Yoo Seon Woo got up, gently pressed Yeong-won’s shoulder to sit him back down, and headed toward the pickup desk. Yeong-won, once again, stared blankly at Yoo Seon Woo’s retreating back.



    



    It had been the same yesterday, and the day before, and today too, whenever he watched Yoo Seon Woo’s back, Yeong-won couldn’t shake the strange feeling. It seemed like Yoo Seon Woo might just disappear if Yeong-won closed his eyes, or that he might vanish completely when he opened them again. Sometimes, it even looked a little lonely. Yeong-won couldn’t quite understand why he thought that.



    



    When he opened his eyes after a moment, Yoo Seon Woo, who had been a distant figure, was now walking back toward him, carrying a tray with two large plates and drinks. Yeong-won marveled at the delicious-looking food being set down in front of him.



    



    "Wow... this looks so good."



    



    Two palm-sized pancakes, a sandwich, a salad topped with strawberries and yogurt, and beautifully grilled sausages, all of it looked incredibly delicious.



    



    "This is pancake syrup."



    



    "Ah..."



    



    Yeong-won took the syrup from Yoo Seon Woo and generously poured it over the pancakes. The sweet aroma filled the air, making him feel even more pleased.



    



    "I’m going to eat well. You eat a lot too."



    



    "Yeah, eat plenty."



    



    Only after hearing Yoo Seon Woo’s response did Yeong-won cut a small piece of pancake and put it in his mouth. Soaked in syrup, it was incredibly sweet, but that made it taste even better. Yeong-won tasted everything else on the plate, trying the salad, the strawberries inside, and the sausages, all of which were delicious.



    



    "Is it good, Yeong-won?"



    



    "Yeah, it’s really good. How about you? Is it good for you?"



    



    "Yeah. It’s good for me too."



    



    Yeong-won, relieved that Yoo Seon Woo also enjoyed the meal, carefully took a sip of the warm milk tea, blowing on it to cool it down. The sweetness and creaminess made him feel relaxed and content.



    



    "Do you like milk tea?"



    



    "I haven’t had it enough to say I really like it... this is only my second time. Last time I went to Kim Hyun-jin’s house... um... Kim Hyun-jin has two older brothers, and they like it, so they made some for me. It was winter, and it was really sweet and delicious. That was the first time I tried it, and now it’s the second time, and it’s good again. I think I can say I like it from now on."



    



    "Do you go to Kim Hyun-jin’s house often?"



    



    "Not often, but sometimes. When we study for exams or when I don’t want to go home on the weekends..."



    



    "Then, can’t you come meet me instead next time?"



    



    Yoo Seon Woo said something unexpected, and Yeong-won didn’t know how to respond. Every time, Yoo Seon Woo’s soft yet somewhat assertive words made Yeong-won unsure of how to react. It was difficult, awkward, and a little tense.



    



    "...Huh?"



    



    "If you don’t have a place to study, you can come to my house. My parents are only home in the early mornings, and when they’re busy, they stay at the second house near their law firm."



    



    "Ah..."



    



    Yeong-won had heard rumors that Yoo Seon Woo came from a wealthy family, but hearing about the law firm and second houses made it feel more real.



    



    "I’ll do everything you like, Yeong-won."



    



    "...Do you usually say things like that?"



    



    "What do you mean?"



    



    "I... I’ve never heard you say something like that to me..."



    



    "Me too. It’s the first time I’ve said it to you."



    



    Seeing Yoo Seon Woo smile made Yeong-won feel suddenly warm. He fanned himself with a tissue before stabbing a strawberry from the salad with his fork and putting it in his mouth. Not knowing how to handle Yoo Seon Woo's gaze, he kept flustering.



    



    "...I'll come by later. Once we get a little closer."



    



    "Yeah. We should get closer soon."



    



    Yeong-won couldn’t find the right words, even after thinking about it for a while. He took a small bite of the syrup-soaked pancake and glanced at Yoo Seon Woo, trying to read his expression. As he looked at Yoo Seon Woo’s face, the words he needed finally came to him.



    



    "Oh…! That’s right."



    



    "Yeah?"



    



    "About the class president election... thank you. I wanted to thank you, but it was a little awkward to say it all of a sudden."



    



    "It was because you did well. There’s no need to thank me."



    



    "You recommended me. It was because you recommended me that I got the position. I don’t know many people in the class... I’m not really good at being close with everyone."



    



    Yoo Seon Woo, who had put a piece of pancake in his mouth with almost no syrup on it, rested his chin in his hand, looking at Yeong-won. Yeong-won picked up a small sandwich with both hands and took a bite.



    



    "So, I’m glad. That you’re not too close with everyone."



    



    "…...."



    



    "I only want to be close to you."



    



    "…...."



    



    "I'm greedy. I don’t like sharing friends, or anything else."



    



    Yeong-won paused, wondering if it was typical to say something like that about friends. As he took another bite of his sandwich, he thought about it more. After all, when friends start getting closer to others and become distant, it does feel a bit hurtful, so it wasn’t so strange for Yoo Seon Woo to express it that way.



    



    "...But you’re close with everyone else."



    



    "I’m not close with them."



    



    "I’ve seen everyone like you, and they all gather around you and hang out with you..."



    



    "They come to me, I’ve never told them to come. I’ve never wanted to be around them."



    



    The meaning behind his words was clearer and colder than Yeong-won had expected. It was a stark contrast to the soft and warm persona that people usually saw.



    



    "I thought you were close with them. You always have people around you."



    



    "Have you ever seen me talk to them first?"



    



    Yeong-won, holding his milk tea, thought about it. He had seen other kids flocking to Yoo Seon Woo, but he didn’t recall ever seeing Yoo Seon Woo approach anyone first or gather people together.



    



    "You’re the only one I’ve ever talked to first."



    



    "......"



    



    "This is the first time I’ve said I wanted to get closer, the first time I’ve walked you here, the first time I’ve done this. So, you should think about me as much as I think about you."



    



    "...I do think about you. It’s not like I don’t."



    



    To be honest, the most he had been thinking about lately, outside of studying, was Yoo Seon Woo. Of course, not all of his thoughts were good, but even when he didn’t want to, he couldn’t help but think about him.



    



    "Please take care of me more. I’ll only do nice things for you."



    



    It was hard to respond when someone so naturally attractive, both inside and out, asked to be treated that way. His smile and his words were so sweet. Yeong-won couldn’t help but let out a small laugh as he watched Yoo Seon Woo, who so effortlessly said such teasing things.



    



    "You, being such a big guy, asking for nice things... it’s hard to picture."



    



    That was the first time Yeong-won had laughed out loud in front of Yoo Seon Woo. It was a mixture of ticklishness, softness, and a little embarrassment, but hearing those words made him feel good inside. How could he not care for someone asking for kindness when they were so charming? Yeong-won laughed again quietly. His eyes softened, and his lips, which had been pressed together before, gently parted, making a soft sound.



    



    Yoo Seon Woo’s gaze, devoid of any smile, was fixed on Yeong-won’s face. Yeong-won was smiling at him, just like he had smiled at Kim Hyun-jin. Yoo Seon Woo stared at Yeong-won’s smiling lips, then at the fork that was gently biting into his food. Their eyes met, lingering for a moment. What was he about to say? Was he going to ask why he was looking at him like that? Or was it to tell him to hurry up and eat? Or maybe something else?



    



    "......"



    



    But what came back wasn’t an answer, but another smile. Through the breaking of barriers, Yeong-won’s laughter seeped through. The light coming through the window sparkled and scattered over that laughter. Or perhaps, it wasn’t the light that was sparkling, but the laughter itself. Or maybe it was Yeong-won himself. Yoo Seon Woo smiled in a manner that matched Yeong-won’s smile, a smile that was warm and friendly.



    



    It felt like he had taken a few steps back, only to rush forward again, coming closer in an instant. It wasn’t a bad feeling. Yoo Seon Woo quietly took in the image of Yeong-won, who had softened and become more approachable in the absence of any barriers. He hid his outstretched hand beneath the table.



    



    ***



    



    The moment self-study started, Jo Yoo-min, who had been sleeping with his head on the desk, stretched out dramatically and turned around with a big yawn. Once he confirmed that Yoo Seon Woo had left the room for a while, he completely turned his body around, leaning his arms on the desk as he looked at Yeong-won. Kim Seo-jun, sitting next to him, followed his lead and turned around as well. Their eyes met just as Yeong-won finished writing the answer to the last question.



    



    "Class president, can you show me how to do problem number 9? I keep getting sleepy when I look at this one."



    



    "Number 9?"



    



    Yeong-won glanced at the problem that Jo Yu-min had handed him. It was a simple problem once you applied the right formula, but it was worded in a way that made it seem more complicated. Yeong-won grabbed his pencil and pulled his notebook closer, explaining the problem while writing down the formula and plugging in the numbers.



    



    "It’s worded like this to confuse you, but this part just means that you have to apply different formulas to the front part and the back part separately. Once you understand the problem, it should be easy. The answer is number 3."



    



    Jo Yu-min stared at Yeong-won in awe, impressed by how smoothly he had solved the problem.



    



    "Wow, that’s amazing. You just solved it right away? Can I ask you anything I don’t know from now on?"



    



    "Yeah. I’ll help you if I know the answer."



    



    "You must know everything, right? That’s how you’re number one in school."



    



    "There’s a lot I don’t know. I make mistakes too."



    



    "If you don’t know something, then what does that make me?"



    



    At Jo Yu-min’s words, he immediately headlocked Kim Seo-jun, who had been teasing him. The atmosphere grew noisy, and soon the eyes of the other students around them were drawn to the commotion.



    



    "Then, can I ask you one more thing? I’ve been really curious about this for a long time."



    



    "Yeah, what is it?"



    



    "Is it true that you were involved with that loan shark thing?"



    



    Yeong-won’s heart shattered with a sharp, painful crack at Jo Yu-min’s words. No one had ever asked him something so directly. The world seemed to go dark for a moment, as if his vision had been completely swallowed by darkness. The focus faded, and everything was black, making it impossible to see anything. He had known that the rumor still lingered about him, but being confronted with it like this made his hands tremble and cold sweat break out.



    



    "Hey, what the hell is wrong with you?"



    



    "What? I’ve been really curious since we became classmates. Was it true that the loan sharks were trying to sell you to a nightclub?"



    



    "Shut up, you crazy bastard!"



    



    Kim Seo-jun covered Jo Yu-min’s mouth with his hand. Yeong-won placed his pencil down, hiding his trembling hands beneath the table as they cooled down. ‘It’s just a rumor. It’s okay. It’s not true. I just need to say it’s not true. It’s okay.’ He repeated these thoughts in his mind, slowly easing the darkness from his vision.



    



    "...It’s not true. There was a reason they came to me, but all the rest is just nonsense."



    



    Jo Yu-min, who had been swatted away by Kim Seo-jun, flipped the bird to Kim Seo-jun’s face before turning back toward Yeong-won.



    



    "Shut up, man. The class president said it’s not true, so why are you making such a big deal out of it? Thanks for telling me, though. Oh, right, I’ve got another question. You came to school with Yoo Seon Woo earlier, right?"



    



    After bringing up such a huge topic, Jo Yoo-min changed the subject so easily, as if it were nothing. Yeong-won, now steadying his trembling hands, grabbed his pencil again. He was just relieved that it had passed over smoothly.



    



    "Yeah."



    



    "Are you two close?"



    



    "No, we went to the same middle school, but this is the first time we’ve been in the same class."



    



    "Really? I thought you two were close since you always hang out together. Yoo Seon Woo doesn’t usually hang out with anyone."



    



    At Jo Yu-min’s words, Yeong-won recalled what Yoo Seon Woo had said this morning. He had mentioned that he never approached others first and didn’t hang out with people. It seemed like that wasn’t just something he casually said.

  
    "Hey, Seo. How do you know that?"



    



    At Kim Seo-jun's question, Jo Yu-min hit Kim Seo-jun's thigh quite hard, as if avenging what had happened earlier.



    



    "I've been in the same class as Yoo Seon Woo for three years."



    



    "Doesn't that mean you should be dating? Confess already. He probably hates the guy with a loose mouth, but still."



    



    "Fuck, my ideal type is a rich person, but I'm not at the point where I’d cling to a guy yet, you know? And Yoo Seon Woo is scary as hell. I really don’t want to mess with him. He’s genuinely scary. He only smiles on the outside. If you get on his bad side, you’re screwed."



    



    "Why? He seems like a nice guy."



    



    "When things don’t go his way, his face completely changes... Ah, fuck. I’ll tell you later. I think Yoo Seon Woo’s about to come in, and it’s really scary. Anyway, be careful with the class president. Even the teachers are walking on eggshells around him. There’s a reason for that. He’s scarier than a loan shark, seriously."



    



    Jo Yu-min, giving what could be considered a warning in the most unpleasant analogy, suddenly straightened up with a gasp. Yeong-won shifted his gaze to the back door, where Yoo Seon Woo was entering. Kim Seo-jun, who had missed his timing, awkwardly smiled and sat up straight as well.



    



    "Was something going on?"



    



    "No, I was just asking about the problem..."



    



    "Oh, I see. Here, drink this."



    



    Yeong-won looked at the soda-flavored drink that Yoo Seon Woo placed on his desk. It seemed like he had specifically gotten it for him from the vending machine. Just the small can and the fact that Yoo Seon Woo was next to him made Yeong-won feel a sense of relief. With Yoo Seon Woo’s arrival, everything seemed to be wrapped up neatly.



    



    "Thanks."



    



    "Want me to open it for you?"



    



    Yeong-won nodded as he watched Yoo Seon Woo grab the can. He could open the can himself, but rather than telling Yoo Seon Woo it was fine, he thought it would be better to just nod. Honestly, after the loan shark talk, he was still trembling like a fool, and he had no strength in his hands.



    



    When the can clicked open, the faint sound of carbonation was heard. Yeong-won tilted the can to his lips and took a sip, letting the drink slide down the back of his throat. Although he didn’t usually drink soda, he liked this soft soda flavor, so he occasionally bought it.



    



    "Do you want some?"



    



    Yeong-won held the can out toward Yoo Seon Woo. Yoo Seon Woo, who had been resting his chin on his hand, moved his eyes to the can that came toward him and then grabbed Yeong-won’s wrist with his other hand, pulling it even closer.



    



    "......"



    



    The can touched Yoo Seon Woo's lips. Yeong-won slightly tilted the can to let him drink. Although Yoo Seon Woo was holding Yeong-won's wrist, it almost looked like Yeong-won was feeding him the drink.



    



    It wasn't until the can left Yoo Seon Woo’s lips that he released Yeong-won’s wrist. Feeling a bit awkward and embarrassed, Yeong-won habitually pressed his lips onto the can’s opening, as if trying to cover up his own nervousness. Yoo Seon Woo’s gaze lingered on the spot where Yeong-won had just touched the can, now resting on Yeong-won’s lips. Yeong-won didn’t seem to realize what he was doing at all.



    



    "Yeong-won."



    



    "Huh?"



    



    Yeong-won looked up from the can and at Yoo Seon Woo, who reached out and gently grasped his wrist over his school uniform.



    



    "No."



    



    Shaking his head, Yoo Seon Woo let go of Yeong-won’s wrist and uncrossed his arms, straightening his posture. Yeong-won, watching Yoo Seon Woo, placed the can to the side and started looking at the problems he had marked as uncertain.



    



    Yoo Seon Woo’s gaze remained on the can, unnoticed by Yeong-won.



    



    When self-study time ended, Yeong-won reluctantly packed his bag and received a text from his mother in the hallway. It was a message saying she wanted to talk to him and that he should come home soon. Yeong-won, curious about the reason for the message, didn’t feel particularly worried. After all, it seemed unlikely that there could be worse news than the current situation. And there wasn’t much chance that anything good had happened either, so he didn’t feel any particular emotion.



    



    [Kim Hyun-jin: Are you done with self-study?]



    



    [Kim Hyun-jin: Want to have dinner? My older brothers gave me some pocket money.]



    



    Seeing the text from Kim Hyun-jin after his mother’s message, Yeong-won typed his reply with both hands.



    



    [My mom wants to talk.]



    



    [Kim Hyun-jin: What’s going on?]



    



    [Not sure, I think I’ll find out when I get there. I don’t think I’ll make it tonight.]



    



    [Kim Hyun-jin: Okay, okay. Let’s talk later.]



    



    [Got it.]



    



    As he sent his last reply, Yeong-won felt a warm sensation near his ear. He reflexively turned his head. Yoo Seon Woo’s face suddenly came close over his shoulder.



    



    "Yeong-won. What are you doing?"



    



    Surprised by the voice near his ear and Yoo Seon Woo’s sudden presence, Yeong-won froze, unable to make a sound. Yoo Seon Woo’s face was so close that it felt as if it would touch his shoulder any moment, making the situation feel almost like an accident.



    



    "…...."



    



    "......."



    



    For a brief moment, everything seemed to stop—just a few seconds, but it felt like a long time. Yeong-won was startled by Yoo Seon Woo’s smooth gaze, his pleasant scent, and the breath that brushed against him. He quickly pulled away, feeling his heart racing and his body growing hot from the surprise.



    



    "...You scared me."



    



    "Sorry. Were you surprised? You’ve been standing there for a while, so I just did something."



    



    "......"



    



    It seemed like he had really scared Yeong-won. His heart, which had been pounding loudly, now beat even faster, making a loud noise. It felt as if he had been sprinting ten laps around the playground. Yeong-won pressed his hand over his chest, trying to calm it down.



    



    "Are you heading home now? If you’re okay with it, want to have dinner with me?"



    



    "Ah... sorry. My mom wants to talk, so she asked me to come home."



    



    "Yeah? Then go ahead and talk to her. I’ll wait for you outside."



    



    "...It might take a while..."



    



    "It’s fine. Just bring something to study when you come out. We can have dinner outside, and you said it’s hard to focus at home, right?"



    



    Yeong-won couldn’t refuse Yoo Seon Woo’s words. It wasn’t because he was being forceful, but because he genuinely knew what Yeong-won needed. Yeong-won, who found staying at home the most painful, couldn’t bring himself to refuse Yoo Seon Woo’s offer.



    



    "...Alright."



    



    "Let’s go."



    



    As they walked to Yeong-won’s house, they exchanged small talk. Mostly, Yeong-won was the one listening. He wasn’t good at starting conversations, so he would respond to what Yoo Seon Woo said with the knowledge he had, or simply nod when he didn’t know what to say.



    



    When they reached the alley where Yoo Seon Woo had dropped him off the day before, Yeong-won stopped again. Yoo Seon Woo sat down in the same spot where he had sat earlier that morning.



    



    "I’ll be back soon."



    



    "Okay."



    



    Yeong-won quickly entered the alley and unlocked the door to the apartment. His mother, sitting on the floor folding clothes, greeted him as he entered.



    



    "You're early?"



    



    "Yeah. What did you want to talk about?"



    



    He could have waited a little longer to ask, but Yoo Seon Woo was waiting outside. Yeong-won walked over to the desk, placed his bag down, and took out the workbook he didn’t plan to study today, stacking them aside. He then put in the math workbook and notebook he planned to tackle in the evening and zipped up the bag again.



    



    "Yeong-won."



    



    "Yeah?"



    



    His father, who had been busy, came over and sat down in front of him. It had been a long time since the three of them gathered to talk during daylight, and even though they were family, it felt a bit awkward.



    



    "Start talking."



    



    His mother nudged his father's arm as if he was the one who should speak first. Yeong-won looked at his father with an uneasy expression.



    



    "...I’m planning to go to Busan."



    



    "Busan? Why so suddenly...?"



    



    "One of my university juniors has a small business in Busan. He asked me to join him."



    



    "...Is it a good opportunity?"



    



    "Of course. This time, it's a real opportunity. He's a good friend of mine. He heard about our situation and called me to offer a chance. I’ve been researching it, and it looks solid. If I go, learn the business, and we work together, it’ll grow quickly, and we’ll be able to get back on our feet."



    



    His father had always spoken positively about everyone around him, even defending old friends who had swindled and run away. He had a tendency to protect people, no matter what. So Yeong-won couldn’t help but feel doubtful about his father’s junior in Busan.



    



    "What about mom? Is she going with you?"



    



    "No. I’m not going with him..."



    



    "......"



    



    "Yeong-won. Mom has quit her teaching job and found something else."



    



    The sudden revelation that his mother had quit her long-standing job and found new work left Yeong-won speechless. He sat silently, waiting for his mother to explain further. Everything was happening too suddenly.



    



    "It’s a live-in helper job..."



    



    "Mom!"



    



    "The salary is almost double what I made as a teacher."



    



    "Mom, with how sick you've been, how can you do a live-in job? Does that mean you'd be living in that house?"



    



    "The kids at that house are still young, going to kindergarten... They liked that I had experience teaching, so they thought it would be helpful if I helped with their lessons and took care of the house. I got the offer today."



    



    And what about me? The words that almost came out of his mouth seemed to dissipate into thin air. The weight of his parents’ expectations and their gaze felt suffocating. Though Yeong-won had sometimes thought it might be better to be alone rather than burdened by these expectations, hearing this news, that everyone would disappear and he would be left alone, was difficult to process.



    



    It felt as if his mother, after gathering the strength to start over, was walking the same path his father had, while his mother was taking a much harder job, becoming a live-in helper. How was he supposed to process this? How was he supposed to understand? No, they weren’t asking for his understanding. This was just a notification. His father would leave for Busan, and his mother would move into someone else’s house and become part of that family.



    



    "Your dad can’t come often since it’s hard to travel between Busan and Seoul, but I’ll be sure to come once a week. The homeowners are a young couple, and they’re very kind. They’ve even said it’s fine if I share the food they prepare with you."



    



    "Why... why are you telling me this now? You could have told me when you quit your teaching job. Dad could have told me when he got that call from his friend. Why are you telling me now, after everything’s decided? Am I just supposed to say ‘yes’ and be done with it?"



    



    "Yeong-won, this is all for you. You’re the class president now, and there will be more expenses for school, and you need to think about studying and saving for college tuition."



    



    Even though he wanted to ask why they hadn’t talked to him before making these decisions, his mother’s words left him speechless, and all his thoughts dissipated.

  
    "This is all for you."



    



    That sentence felt like it meant ‘It's all because of you.’ Yeong-won clenched his fists, trying to hold back the tears, and closed his eyes tightly before opening them again. Even though he tried to hold it in, his eyes kept growing warmer.



    



    "When is Dad leaving?"



    



    "...Tomorrow."



    



    "What about Mom?"



    



    "Mom is also leaving tomorrow evening. The couple who owns the house will both be going to work on Monday, so they decided to leave tomorrow evening."



    



    "So you really waited until the last minute to tell me?"



    



    Right. It was probably better this way. Yeong-won decided to think that way. There would be no one watching him to see whether he was studying or not, and no one to care about what time he came home or went to bed. He could study freely and without worry. Yeah, this was an opportunity. With his eyes reddened, Yeong-won kept thinking that it was a good thing.



    



    "...I understand."



    



    In the end, he said the only thing his parents wanted to hear, the only thing he could say. Yeong-won blankly stared at the worn-out floor with cracks in it. His focus blurred, and his mind felt vacant. It’s a good thing. Yeah... It’s a good thing. I wanted to be alone anyway. This is what I wanted. Yeah.



    



    "......"



    



    Without any more words, a long silence filled the room. Yeong-won, who had been absent-minded, snapped back to reality when he heard someone running up the outside stairs of the building. In the dim room, his mother and father were still sitting with their heads bowed like guilty people.



    



    It’s already dark. What are we doing? Yeong-won got up with a heavy body and turned on the living room light. The light flickered a few times before fully turning on, and when Yeong-won saw his parents sitting there weakly, he looked over at his desk and bag. The moment he saw the bag, the light in his head turned on.



    



    "...Ah."



    



    Yoo Seon Woo. The moment he remembered Yoo Seon Woo, who had said he was waiting, Yeong-won quickly checked the time. It was a little past seven, though they had left school at five. Surprised, Yeong-won quickly put on his shoes and left the house.



    



    The shock of his parents leaving tomorrow made him completely forget that Yoo Seon Woo was waiting. What should I do? Yeong-won passed by the alley in front of the building and ran to the spot where he had parted with Yoo Seon Woo. An hour and a half had passed, so he probably thought the conversation had gone on for too long and went home. He hoped he wasn’t still waiting.



    



    "...Sigh..."



    



    When Yeong-won arrived at the spot, Yoo Seon Woo was still there, just like the last time. The only difference was that the bright world had turned dark, and the old streetlight was shining on him. Yeong-won, unable to properly put on his shoes, dragged them along and approached Yoo Seon Woo.



    



    "You're here?"



    



    At Yoo Seon Woo’s first words, Yeong-won’s lips twitched. He wanted to apologize for being late, tell him he should have contacted him if he was going to be late, but there was nothing to say in this situation. However, Yoo Seon Woo’s voice didn’t carry any anger. He was still calm, as if he had waited only five minutes. Yeong-won, with his emotions tangled up, barely opened his mouth.



    



    "...Sorry."



    



    "It’s okay. But you?"



    



    "...Huh?"



    



    "Are you okay?"



    



    "...Yeah... I’m okay..."



    



    Yeong-won nodded, not even realizing his tears were falling. When he looked up, startled, Yoo Seon Woo stood up, and something fell down his cheek. Only then did Yeong-won realize he was crying like a fool.



    



    "Ah... Sorry. I'm really okay..."



    



    He wiped his tears carelessly and looked up again. The gaze looking down at him seemed to engulf his face. As their eyes met again, things that seemed okay suddenly weren’t anymore. Yeong-won closed his eyes, feeling overwhelmed by Yoo Seon Woo’s gaze.



    



    Soon, a warm, stable force wrapped around him. It felt as though his unstable, shaking emotions were tightly embraced. Yeong-won, not wanting to shake alone, shakily lifted his trembling hand and grabbed Yoo Seon Woo’s uniform sleeve.



    



    "...I was okay..."



    



    Yeong-won felt trapped in Yoo Seon Woo's arms, the voice muffled. Despite how tightly he felt trapped in Yoo Seon Woo’s strong arms, Yeong-won felt a sense of relief. He no longer felt like he would get hurt or break from wandering aimlessly or hitting something sharp. It felt like they would stay together until the shaking stopped, and for that, Yeong-won was thankful.



    



    This was the first time he had ever cried in front of someone. There were times when tears came out of helplessness, but most of the time, he could control it. He didn’t know why, but it all fell apart with Yoo Seon Woo’s simple question of ‘Are you okay?’ He hadn’t been rushed, and he had been waiting for him there for a long time, making Yeong-won feel guilty. Was it because he didn’t get angry at him for being late? While he tried to calm himself in Yoo Seon Woo’s arms, he couldn't figure it out.



    



    One of the arms that had been firmly holding Yeong-won’s back moved slowly, caressing his back. It felt both comforting and consoling. Yeong-won lifted his face from Yoo Seon Woo’s shoulder, leaning it against his cheek. His eyes and Yoo Seon Woo’s shoulder were both wet.



    



    "…...."



    



    The hand that had been rubbing his back moved up to gently grip the back of his neck, then softly ran through his hair. Yeong-won felt the warmth of the hand as it brushed through his hair and felt comforted. He slowly loosened his grip on Yoo Seon Woo’s uniform and, without realizing it, wrapped his arms around him. The scent of Yoo Seon Woo, soft and comforting, reached his nose.



    



    "Are you done crying?"



    



    "...Mmm..."



    



    The voice that came to his ear was low and gentle. Hearing it, Yeong-won felt his body relax, feeling something he hadn’t in a long time. He hadn’t leaned on anyone this much since he was much younger, when he clung to his mother after being scared by the men who barged into the house. Where was this calmness coming from?



    



    "Don’t cry anymore."



    



    The warmth that reached his ear was followed by a soft and tickling sensation, and Yeong-won’s eyes opened as he pulled away from Yoo Seon Woo’s shoulder.



    



    "Ah..."



    



    As the tears and sticky emotions that had been clouding his vision cleared, Yeong-won finally realized the situation. He realized that he was still in Yoo Seon Woo’s arms, and quickly pulled away. It was a force that seemed like it wouldn’t release, but Yoo Seon Woo also let go easily. Yeong-won stepped back a little and lowered his head.



    



    The space left by his emotional turmoil was now filled with a strong sense of embarrassment. He couldn’t look at Yoo Seon Woo. The sound of lips brushing his ear and the sensation was still vivid. Could it be that Yoo Seon Woo kissed my ear? He didn’t want to believe it, but everything felt like it was melting, starting from his fingertips.



    



    "...S-Sorry... I must've startled you."



    



    "Are you really okay now? Look."



    



    "...Huh? Yeah... I’m really okay."



    



    "Look up. Why aren’t you looking at me?"



    



    "I... I’m really okay... It’s just... it’s really... but..."



    



    Seeing Yoo Seon Woo’s hand coming toward him, Yeong-won tightly shut his eyes. The moment warmth touched his chin, his head was lifted. With Yoo Seon Woo holding his chin, Yeong-won slowly opened his eyes and looked at him under the flickering streetlight.



    



    "Do you want to hang out with me today?"



    



    "...Huh?"



    



    "You didn’t bring any study materials, did you?"



    



    "Ah..."



    



    Now that he thought about it, his shoulders felt lighter. In his rush to meet Yoo Seon Woo, he had forgotten to grab the study materials from his bag.



    



    "I’ll go back in and get them."



    



    "Don’t, just spend today with me. You’re not in the mood to study anyway."



    



    "......"



    



    The plan I had made for today flashed in my mind. I still had thirty difficult math problems to solve. I needed to organize my error notebook and find more efficient ways to shorten the time it took to solve problems. My head told me I should stick to this plan, but I didn’t want to go back home. And I wanted to hear what Yoo Seon Woo had to say. I thought that hearing him would make me feel as calm as I did earlier.



    



    "Huh? Yeong-won."



    



    Yoo Seon Woo leaned forward, tilting his head to make eye contact. I couldn’t refuse him again. He knew exactly what I needed right now, what I wanted. He knew I couldn’t refuse him.



    



    "…Yeah. Let’s do that."



    



    It was an answer that required immense courage and an even greater sacrifice. For me, this was a huge decision, a moment of rebellion.



    



    "Is it okay if we’re late?"



    



    "…Yeah."



    



    "Let’s go."



    



    Nodding, I took a step forward with Yoo Seon Woo. My sneakers, which I hadn’t tied properly, made a clicking sound. Yoo Seon Woo's gaze dropped to my feet, as if he had sensed my unsteady movements. Only then did I look down at my sneakers. The laces were untied, and one of my feet was only halfway in.



    



    "You came out like this? What if you trip?"



    



    "...I was thinking about you waiting..."



    



    "Because you were coming to me…"



    



    Yoo Seon Woo spoke softly, then bent down. Kneeling, he took my foot and gently fixed my shoe, adjusting the heel and making sure my foot was properly in. After doing the same for the other shoe, he tied the laces securely. I held my hand to my mouth, trying to stop myself from making any noise, as I watched Yoo Seon Woo tie my shoes. My ears turned even redder than the orange light from the streetlamp.



    



    "Done."



    



    "…Thank you."



    



    "No problem. You must be hungry. Let’s go eat something delicious."



    



    Why was he being so kind to me? I looked down at my neatly tied shoes. It was just like Yoo Seon Woo. The knot was always neat, without any mess, just like him. I moved my feet forward, looking at the securely tied shoes. I felt at ease, knowing that no matter where I went, they wouldn’t come undone.

  
    “What do you like, Yeong-won? You don’t only like sweet things, do you?”



    



    “I… well, I don’t really have anything special that I like. It’s the same with food and other things. When people ask what I like the most, they give one thing, but I don’t really know.”



    



    “Hm, then what don’t you like?”



    



    “I don’t like spicy food… I can’t really eat spicy things. It makes my tongue hurt and my mouth burn.”



    



    Yoo Seon Woo, who laughed at Yeong-won’s words, tilted his head and looked at him. Yeong-won, seeing the red light at the crosswalk, grabbed Yoo Seon Woo’s uniform sleeve and pulled him back a little. It was a reflex action because he was worried about crossing the street while not looking ahead, distracted by Yoo Seon Woo. Yoo Seon Woo turned his head to check the red light, and they both stopped.



    



    “I don’t like it much either. There’s no need to endure pain for no reason.”



    



    “Then what do you like? You don’t like sweet things either…”



    



    “I don’t really have anything I like especially. As long as it fills the moment, I’m fine with anything.”



    



    As the light turned green, they crossed the street, and Yeong-won began thinking about what they should eat. There wasn’t anything particularly special that he liked, but there were still things he could eat. He slowly thought about something he liked that Yoo Seon Woo might like as well.



    



    Not too sweet, not spicy, something within the range of his allowance.



    



    “Do you like pizza?”



    



    “Pizza? Yeah, I like it.”



    



    “Then, should we have that?”



    



    “Let’s do that.”



    



    Pizza for Yeong-won was a food that was only eaten once or twice a year when someone in the class bought it for everyone. He knew it was delicious, but his parents didn’t really eat pizza, so it wasn’t something they could order at home.



    



    “There are a lot of people…”



    



    The farther they got from home and into the bustling district, the more people they saw. Near his house, everything was broken down and there were only dirty, abandoned shops. But the further they got, the streets became bright, and people dressed nicely filled the streets.



    



    “Because it’s the weekend.”



    



    “Oh… it’s Saturday today.”



    



    Yeong-won hadn’t been to this busy area much. He didn’t hang out with other kids, and even when he spent time with Kim Hyun-jin, they hung out behind the school, not in the busy areas. It had been a long time since he had been in a lively, noisy place like this. People’s bright voices and laughter filled the air. Seeing the happy faces of people made Yeong-won feel a bit lighter.



    



    “They said this place is good. Should we go there?”



    



    Yeong-won nodded after seeing the pizza-themed restaurant Yoo Seon Woo pointed out. Honestly, he didn’t know where the good places were, so he was relieved that Yoo Seon Woo knew.



    



    “Welcome. Are you two together? I’ll show you to a spacious seat inside.”



    



    Yeong-won greeted the staff with a slight bow and nervously followed Yoo Seon Woo to a seat by the window. Though he had been to fast food and snack shops, this was the first time he had been to such a large restaurant where only he and Yoo Seon Woo, students, were visible. It was different from the bakery cafe they had visited in the morning.



    



    “Please take a look at the menu, and when you’re ready, just press the bell.”



    



    “Okay.”



    



    Yoo Seon Woo smiled at the employee and turned the menu so that both he and Yeong-won could see it. Yeong-won looked at the difficult pizza names written in both English and Korean, then glanced at the prices. With the money he had, it seemed he could only afford the smallest pizza size. Yeong-won, feeling awkward, clasped his hands under the table.



    



    “Should we get it as a set? It comes with a drink and a side dish.”



    



    Yeong-won couldn’t easily answer because he checked the price of the set first before looking at the composition. Seeing this, Yoo Seon Woo tilted his head and met his eyes.



    



    “Is it not good?”



    



    “…It’s not that, it’s just… I want to buy dinner, but I don’t have enough money.”



    



    “Who cares who buys it? What matters is that we eat together.”



    



    “Still… you bought breakfast for me this morning. I feel bad, and you waited for me, too. I can’t keep receiving from you like this…”



    



    “Then after this, I’ll buy you coffee.”



    



    It felt wrong just nodding along, but Yeong-won couldn’t think of a better solution. Feeling sorry and saying he would pay again didn’t magically make the money appear. He didn’t want to ruin the time they had finally spent together by hesitating.



    



    “…Okay. Thanks.”



    



    “Then I’ll order this.”



    



    “…Okay.”



    



    Yeong-won watched Yoo Seon Woo press the bell to order without hesitation. If it were him, he would have double-checked the menu names several times and still been nervous, but Yoo Seon Woo seemed very confident and relaxed.



    



    “What about you, Yeong-won?”



    



    “Huh?”



    



    “Your drink. Coke? Sprite?”



    



    “…Coke.”



    



    “Two Cokes, please.”



    



    After finishing the order, Yoo Seon Woo smiled again at the employee and then shifted his gaze back to Yeong-won. Yeong-won, unable to avoid his gaze, smiled back shyly as their eyes met.



    



    “I’ve never been to a place like this before… Have you been here often?”



    



    “Not really, just occasionally. My parents don’t like me going to places like this.”



    



    “Why?”



    



    “They think it’s beneath them.”



    



    Yeong-won, surprised by the reason, let out an ‘Ah…’ and slowly nodded. It seemed like, despite how enviable and impressive their life appeared to others, there were concerns and struggles behind the scenes.



    



    “They care most about appearances. Both of them.”



    



    “….…”



    



    “They don’t like anything that’s messy, and they don’t like living irregularly. I guess that’s how they became successful. If they could, they’d probably want to switch places with you and me.”



    



    “Why?”



    



    “Because you’re so diligent. You live by a plan, and you don’t get off track. You don’t do bad things like I do.”



    



    Yeong-won, feeling a little guilty, fiddled with the tissue on the table as he looked at Yoo Seon Woo, who was smiling while talking about bad things. He remembered being surprised to see him smoking and how things had been tense between them before. But now, he realized it wasn’t something he should have said so lightly.



    



    “Were the people I saw earlier from another school?”



    



    “Yeah. They were from middle school.”



    



    Yeong-won tried to recall if he had seen them before, but nothing came to mind. They probably didn’t have any connection with him. He stopped thinking about it and met Yoo Seon Woo’s gaze, who was still looking at him.



    



    “…The vibe didn’t really match with you. They had their ears pierced, spat, and cursed.”



    



    “Did you not like it?”



    



    “…Without you, I think I would have been scared of them.”



    



    “They’re not that scary. They’re just the kind of kids who do whatever they want, so they may seem that way on the outside.”



    



    Yeong-won chuckled softly, thinking that it didn’t make sense for Yoo Seon Woo to hang out with kids who looked delinquent at first glance. It was the same for him. Although he didn’t look delinquent on the outside, he couldn’t even afford to buy dinner, and he didn’t belong with someone as bright as Yoo Seon Woo.



    



    “Why?”



    



    “I thought you didn’t really fit with them… and I thought others might see me that way too.”



    



    The cola, filled in a large, transparent cup, was brought first and placed in front of them. Feeling awkward, Yeong-won sipped the cola slowly through the straw. After saying that, he felt embarrassed and awkward, but he was relieved to have said something that could ease the situation.



    



    “So what?”



    



    “…I was crying earlier. It really surprised me.”



    



    “I was happy to see you cry.”



    



    “…Why?”



    



    “You looked pretty even when you cried.”



    



    Yeong-won’s lips parted as the straw slipped out of his mouth. Pretty? He wondered if he had misheard. He tried to think of other words that could fit the situation but couldn’t find any, feeling flustered.



    



    “Did you cry at home too?”



    



    “…No…”



    



    “Then you cried because of me.”



    



    “…Yeah. Because you asked if I was okay…”



    



    “You said you were okay, but your tears were falling. Honestly, it surprised me.”



    



    “…….”



    



    “When I saw you cry, the first thing I thought was that you looked pretty.”



    



    Once again, the word ‘pretty’ rang clearly, and Yeong-won blushed, gesturing with his hand as if to dismiss it. Yoo Seon Woo had this uncanny ability to casually say things that made people feel surprised.



    



    “…Just say it’s weird… that’s weird…”



    



    “It’s true. You were pretty.”



    



    “…….”



    



    “What if I want to see you cry again?”



    



    Yoo Seon Woo, with his chin resting on his hand, smiled warmly, a smile that didn’t match the words he was saying.



    



    “Can I make you cry?”



    



    Yeong-won wanted to say ‘don’t joke around’ or ‘don’t tease me,’ but he couldn’t bring himself to. It didn’t feel like a joke, and it didn’t feel like teasing. Yoo Seon Woo’s words always seemed so genuine.



    



    “Oh, here it is.”



    



    The ordered pizza and side dishes arrived, and Yoo Seon Woo, sitting up straight, grabbed the fork and knife and placed them in front of Yeong-won. Yeong-won hadn’t quite figured out if Yoo Seon Woo’s words had been sincere or playful, and it had all gotten a bit muddled. He wanted to ask why he said those things, but he held back, worried that asking would make the atmosphere awkward.



    



    “Here.”



    



    Yoo Seon Woo took a large slice of pizza, with cheese stretching, and placed it on Yeong-won’s plate. Yeong-won thanked him, carefully took a bite of the hot pizza, and realized it was the best pizza he’d ever tasted. He had never eaten it much before, but this was the best pizza compared to anything else he’d had.



    



    “…It’s delicious.”



    



    “I’m glad. Eat a lot.”



    



    “Yeah, you too…”



    



    The strange tension disappeared, and the atmosphere became like any regular dinner with a friend. Yeong-won decided to take everything Yoo Seon Woo said as playful. That was the only way to handle it. It seemed like Yoo Seon Woo was the type who joked seriously.



    



    “Try this too. Ah.”



    



    A long piece of French fries came toward him. Knowing it was meant to be fed to him, Yeong-won leaned forward slightly and opened his mouth a little. The long fry slowly entered his mouth. As he bit down, Yoo Seon Woo’s hand returned to his side. The fries were crispy and savory.



    



    “This is also delicious.”



    



    By letting go of the things that were on his mind and treating them as jokes, Yeong-won felt at ease. And he was enjoying himself. It wasn’t the most daring thing in his life, but it felt liberating. Just being able to eat something delicious with no worries felt really fun.



    



    When their eyes met, Yoo Seon Woo smiled. Yeong-won smiled back. It was the first time in a long while, maybe even the first time ever, that he felt this kind of freedom.

  
    After finishing the pizza, Yeong-won walked down the street and noticed a brightly lit sign for a newly opened game city. He tilted his head and looked inside, where he could see machines lined up, each with people sitting and laughing.



    



    "Shall we go there?"



    



    "Huh? I... I'm not good at games. I've never played, so I don't even know how to do it..."



    



    "We'll learn once we go. Let's go."



    



    Yeong-won’s hand was taken by Yoo Seon Woo, who led him into the arcade, which seemed to cover a few hundred square feet. Yeong-won looked around at the people playing games and laughing. Inside was dark, free, and completely chaotic.



    



    Neon signs lit up everywhere, and the sounds of the games filled the air, with people throwing basketballs into hoops, others playing rhythm games, and some wearing glasses and riding motion-based machines. It was so loud and overwhelming that it almost made Yeong-won’s head spin.



    



    “Shall we try that? Wait a second.”



    



    Yoo Seon Woo inserted bills into the coin exchange machine next to an empty game cabinet. After putting in four 500-won coins, the screen of the game changed to the start screen. Surprised by the sudden start, Yeong-won was handed a gun-shaped controller by Yoo Seon Woo, who held the other controller and aimed it at the screen.



    



    “Just shoot until you die. When you run out of ammo, shake the controller to reload. Let’s start.”



    



    The screen changed, and zombies popped up everywhere. Yeong-won was horrified by the realistic graphics, squinting one eye and only looking at one side of the screen while frantically pressing the controller. With every click, a zombie on the screen would fall back and disappear.



    



    “They keep coming. Oh, suddenly!”



    



    Yoo Seon Woo laughed after shooting a zombie that popped up unexpectedly beside the stairs. Yeong-won, now getting used to the screen, continued to move the controller as they switched to a new area. What started out unfamiliar became smoother as they worked together.



    



    They fought off zombies that ran at them and reached the place where the hostages were being held, only to be blocked by the strongest zombie in the area. Together, they attacked and eventually defeated the final monster. As the last seemingly invincible monster fell, the ending screen appeared. Yeong-won put down the controller and high-fived Yoo Seon Woo, feeling like they had just accomplished something big together.



    



    "Was it fun?"



    



    "Yeah, it was fun."



    



    In the noisy arcade, Yeong-won spoke louder than usual so his voice could be heard. Hearing it, Yoo Seon Woo leaned in, tilting his head toward Yeong-won.



    



    “At first, it was kind of gross... but as I kept playing, it got fun. It helped me relieve some stress. So this is why people play games.”



    



    After finishing his sentence, Yeong-won turned his face toward Yoo Seon Woo, ready to ask if there was anything else fun to try. Thinking Yeong-won was done speaking, Yoo Seon Woo also turned his head, facing Yeong-won’s face.



    



    “Other things...”



    



    “Other...”



    



    Their voices met, and in that moment, their faces moved closer, almost touching. The loud sounds of the arcade instantly disappeared, and the only thing Yeong-won could hear was the ringing in his ears. He looked at Yoo Seon Woo’s face, unable to speak, feeling so close that even the smallest movement could make their lips meet.



    



    This wasn’t the first time something like this had happened. The time when Yoo Seon Woo had tilted his head onto his shoulder, Yeong-won had felt similarly close. But now, it felt even closer, brushing against his nose. His heart sank, and he found it hard to breathe.



    



    “......”



    



    “......”



    



    As Yoo Seon Woo straightened up, Yeong-won quickly lowered his head, feeling as though all the warmth had gathered in his face and was spilling onto the floor.



    



    “Let’s go try something else.”



    



    "Uh? Ah... Mmm."



    



    It was something that could happen at any time, not necessarily with Yoo Seon Woo. It was an accident that occurs when the timing is off. No, it wasn’t a big deal, so it could just be considered a minor incident.



    



    There had been a similar situation with Kim Hyun Jin. Kim Hyun Jin, who was taller than me, would often bend down too far, pretending to listen intently when we talked, and sometimes, if the timing was off, our faces would almost collide, like just now. It didn’t touch, but I remembered how both of us were shocked and quickly backed away.



    



    It wasn't awkward like this, and my heart didn’t drop like it did now. It was just a playful accident. I laughed at Kim Hyun Jin, who pretended to cry about almost losing his virginity. It was a lighthearted memory.



    



    "......"



    



    When things changed from being something trivial with another friend to involving Yoo Seon Woo, everything felt different. It wasn’t lighthearted, and it couldn’t be just a joke anymore. My heart trembled loudly, like the flashing lights of an arcade game. I couldn’t move, couldn’t speak.



    



    "Want me to win you a doll?"



    



    "A doll? Oh... can you do that? I saw Hyun Jin try it before, but it looked really hard. He spent a lot of money and still couldn't get one."



    



    "Really? I’ve never tried, but let’s see. Come over here. I’ll win one for you."



    



    Yoo Seon Woo, after looking at the machines with a lot of dolls, chose the one with the cutest ones and inserted the coin into the machine. Children who were looking at the dolls gathered around him. He grabbed my wrist and pulled me to his side as the kids crowded closer.



    



    "What should I get you?"



    



    "Umm..."



    



    "How about that peach one? It looks like you."



    



    "Do I look like that?"



    



    "It's cute."



    



    "......"



    



    "I’ll get it for you."



    



    Yoo Seon Woo moved the joystick a few times, lowering the claw over the peach-shaped doll. The doll was perfectly caught and lifted up. It moved towards the entrance, but unfortunately, it fell just before reaching it.



    



    Yoo Seon Woo calmly put more coins in and moved the joystick again. This time, the claw grabbed the peach doll perfectly and lifted it again, shaking slightly as it moved towards the entrance and finally dropped it inside. The group of kids around us clapped and cheered.



    



    "Wow... you got it on the second try?"



    



    "I didn’t know, but I think I have a talent for this."



    



    "Yeah, you’re really good."



    



    "Here, a gift for you."



    



    With a smile, Yoo Seon Woo bent down and pulled out the peach doll that had slid out from the entrance. I instinctively took it with both hands and squeezed it gently. It was the first time I had touched or held a doll since I was very little.



    



    "So cute... thank you."



    



    "What should we do next? Oh, there’s darts over there. Let’s try that."



    



    The awkwardness quickly faded, and the atmosphere became comfortable again. I blended in with Yoo Seon Woo in the crowd. Before I knew it, I was completely adapted to the bustling, chaotic environment. It wasn’t awkward anymore to speak a little louder, watch others play, or try different games with Yoo Seon Woo. I was just enjoying it.



    



    We laughed when Yoo Seon Woo made a mistake and my character died. I spent money, which I would never have dared to do otherwise, and had fun playing. My mind was free from thoughts about studying or my parents leaving tomorrow. I just kept laughing.



    



    It was Lee Yeong-won’s perfect escape.



    



    When we left the arcade, it was well past 10. After playing non-stop for two hours, I was exhausted, but I felt light and happy. I looked around at the people still out, even though it was so late. Just seeing them laughing made me feel energized.



    



    "You're tired, right? Let's have something to drink."



    



    "Yeah, let's do that."



    



    We entered a 24-hour café nearby, and Yeong-won stood at the counter. After ordering Yoo Seon Woo's iced Americano and my green grape ade, Yeong-won stood by the pickup desk, then grabbed the drinks and walked over to the window seat.



    



    He peeled the plastic off the straw and first inserted it into the Americano before putting a straw into my ade. Yeong-won smiled, took a sip of the ade, and seemed to relax. I had no energy left after playing so hard, but the sweet drink made me feel alive again.



    



    "This is the first time I'm out here, not studying at this hour. I thought I'd get in trouble for doing this... But it turns out, everyone lives like this. I guess I was the only one who didn't."



    



    Yeong-won, watching the people passing by outside the window, noticed how the café was nearly full despite the late hour, then turned to look at Yoo Seon Woo.



    



    "How do you feel?"



    



    It was a feeling that couldn’t be expressed in just one word. I had always thought that if I deviated from my plans for even a day, everything would collapse. But even after throwing away a half-day’s worth of plans, everything was still intact. That didn’t mean I felt completely carefree, though. There was still a lingering sense of unease, like a weight in my chest, wondering if this was okay. It was the anxiety that had built up from years of habits.



    



    But I was happy. For the first time, I realized that there were things outside the world I had created for studying, things that could bring joy and laughter. It felt much more enjoyable and better than I expected. It was good enough to just say it was good.



    



    "...I like it."



    



    So, without overthinking, Yeongwon simply answered that he liked it. He had no regrets.



    



    "I like it too. Because I like you."



    



    Yoo Seon Woo had a way of saying things that could easily be misunderstood. Phrases like ‘I like your mood’ could sound like ‘I like you,’ or he'd casually say someone was pretty. Yeongwon, feeling a bit shy, just drank his green grape ade faster.



    



    "...Can you stay out this late?"



    



    "Yeah. My parents aren't coming home this week."



    



    "Ah... they must be really busy."



    



    "I guess so. But it's fine with me."



    



    Having grown up with the idea that people like Yoo Seon Woo, from a good family with amazing parents, must have peaceful and harmonious homes, I realized just how wrong my assumptions had been when I saw him speak about his parents with such indifference. Maybe, just like with my parents, Yoo Seon Woo also had his own complicated relationship with his family.

  
    Yeongwon thought about his parents, who would be leaving the house tomorrow. As his mind wandered back to that, he suddenly realized that Yoo Seon Woo hadn't asked him about what had happened earlier.



    



    "...Why aren't you asking?"



    



    "About what?"



    



    "Why I cried earlier..."



    



    "If you wanted to talk about it, you would have said something. I'm fine with just comforting you. There's no real reason for me to know exactly why you cried. I wouldn’t want to make you uncomfortable over it."



    



    It was a gesture of consideration towards me. Although Yoo Seon Woo said it casually, it was clear he was being thoughtful. Yeongwon took another sip of his green grape ade, took a deep breath, and looked at Yoo Seon Woo.



    



    "...My parents are leaving the house tomorrow."



    



    "......"



    



    "My dad is going to Busan to work with someone he knows... and my mom is quitting her job and found a new one, but it's something she can't do while living here, so she has to leave tomorrow."



    



    "I see."



    



    "Yeah... they're leaving tomorrow, and they told me today. They had already prepared everything. To be honest, it felt burdensome living with them. You know... after you came close to my house earlier... that neighborhood is not a great place."



    



    I hadn’t intended to talk about this, and there was no need to, but once I started, I couldn’t stop. Maybe it was just something I wanted to say without any particular reason. Yeongwon gently tapped the grapes at the bottom of his cup with the straw and continued speaking flatly.



    



    "We live in a one-room apartment, but calling it a one-room doesn’t really fit… it's just a small room. So I can't study well at home. It always feels like everyone is watching me... and they actually are. So, I often thought it would be better if I lived alone. It’s happening now, but... I don't know why I don’t feel happy about it."



    



    "......"



    



    "My mom said she’s doing it for me. It’s all because of me. She’s leaving, and it’s also because of me, so I didn’t know what to say."



    



    "You’re here with me now because you’re staying alone. Think of it like this: when one thing disappears, something else appears. I may not be able to replace your parents, but it’ll still be good."



    



    "......"



    



    "You probably won’t even miss your parents. You didn’t earlier."



    



    Ironically, Yoo Seon Woo was right. It was because I heard my parents’ bombshell announcement that I could be here with him now. If I hadn’t impulsively pushed myself into this, I’d probably be somewhere solving problems alone or holed up at home.



    



    I wondered if it was true that when one thing disappears, something else fills the space. To someone like me, who has lost something but never had anything fill that emptiness, it sounded uncertain and vague. But still, I wanted to believe Yoo Seon Woo’s words. I wanted to lean on them.



    



    "Not every bad thing always leads to the worst outcome."



    



    "......"



    



    "So don't cry over it. I mean, I’m happy about it, but..."



    



    Seeing his smile, strangely, I felt at ease. It seemed like such a trivial thing. Something that happens often, something that could be easily shrugged off. I nodded in response to his solid reassurance.



    



    Even though it was almost midnight, the downtown area was still full of people. There were so many people out at this hour. I absorbed the cheerful expressions and clear voices of those walking by, even as I made my way home. Spending just a few hours with these energetic people had drained my body, but my mind remained clear.



    



    "Are you going to walk me home again?"



    



    "Yeah."



    



    "You don't have to. You must be tired too."



    



    "I have good stamina. This isn’t tiring."



    



    "Do you like exercising?"



    



    "Yeah. I like doing stuff that gets me so out of breath I feel like I'm about to die."



    



    "I don’t really like sweating... so I guess that means I don’t have much stamina."



    



    "Yeah, you definitely seem like someone who doesn't like it."



    



    Yoo Seon Woo raised his arm and gently ruffled Yeongwon's hair before casually resting his arm around his shoulders. Yeongwon, holding the soft peach-shaped doll in both hands, absentmindedly fiddled with it.



    



    “…Hey, Yoo Seon Woo.”



    



    Just saying his name made Yeongwon's ears burn. Did other people feel the same way, with their hearts racing when they called out Yoo Seon Woo's name? As he took slow steps, his eyes met Yoo Seon Woo’s.



    



    "Thank you for today. It was so... fun. I used to think that going out when the others were hanging out wouldn't be any fun, but I was wrong. Just walking around without thinking about studying was fun. Even though it was crowded and noisy, it was nice."



    



    "I had fun too. Because I was with you."



    



    "…How do you say those things so... so well?"



    



    "Because I really enjoyed being with you."



    



    Yoo Seon Woo, playfully tousling Yeongwon’s hair with his fingers, placed his arm back around Yeongwon's shoulder and gently brushed his chin and cheek with his hand. Yeongwon flinched, feeling tickled by the touch, and let out a soft laugh. The sound of his laughter echoed through the darkness as it ran to meet the coming dawn.



    



    "I haven’t felt this good in years... I’m so happy. I don’t feel suffocated, I feel free. Everything is fine now."



    



    "I'm glad you're feeling better."



    



    As they walked, they found themselves in front of the alley leading to the villa. Yeongwon hesitated for a moment, then looked up at Yoo Seon Woo.



    



    "Want to walk a little further?"



    



    "To your place?"



    



    "…Yeah. If you’re okay with it."



    



    "I’m fine."



    



    Yeongwon gathered his courage and walked into the alley. Soon, they were standing in front of the villa, and Yeongwon turned to face Yoo Seon Woo.



    



    "...This is it. My place."



    



    "Which number?"



    



    "102."



    



    Looking into the dark interior, Yoo Seon Woo took Yeongwon's hand and led him inside. After confirming the apartment number 102, which was next to a wall covered with various flyers, he looked at Yeongwon.



    



    "So this is where you live."



    



    "...Thanks for walking me here, even though it’s late. Be careful on your way back."



    



    The villa was eerily quiet, as if no one lived there. The sound of the wind blowing in from outside lingered for a moment before fading, and the stillness made every slight movement feel louder than it was. Even whispering felt like it would echo through the entire place.



    



    "Can I hug you?"



    



    "...Huh?"



    



    "Like earlier."



    



    "......"



    



    "If you don't want to, you can push me away."



    



    In front of the door to apartment 102, where the sensor was broken and the lights wouldn’t turn on, Yeongwon found himself face to face with Yoo Seon Woo, who was leaning closer. Yoo Seon Woo’s arms tightly wrapped around his body, pulling him in. His waist was drawn in, and their bodies were pressed completely together. Yeongwon didn’t know what to do, his eyes blinking rapidly, his lips resting against Yoo Seon Woo's shoulder. The sound of his heart pounding felt overwhelmingly loud.



    



    "Hey… Yoo Seon Woo..."



    



    As Yeongwon called his name, their bodies seemed to fit together even more tightly. The hand that gripped the back of Yoo Seon Woo’s neck tightened, and Yeongwon couldn’t move an inch in his embrace. With a weak push on Yoo Seon Woo's shoulders, Yeongwon gently attempted to break free. It seemed that the words "If you don’t want to, push me away" weren’t just a formality, as Yoo Seon Woo shifted his body slightly back at the slight pressure.



    



    "Don’t want to?"



    



    It wasn’t that he didn’t want to. Yeongwon couldn’t say for sure that it felt entirely good, but it was clear that it wasn’t something he disliked. He gently moved his hands from Yoo Seon Woo’s shoulders to the jacket of his uniform.



    



    "...If you hug too tightly… it hurts."



    



    "......"



    



    "...Just a little softer..."



    



    Yeongwon couldn’t quite understand what he was saying. His lips parted and words came out, but he couldn’t control them. As Yoo Seon Woo pulled him into another tight embrace, Yeongwon buried his face in his shoulder. It felt both tense and comforting, even though his parents were inside the house. He felt an odd mix of nervousness and warmth, but he didn’t dislike it. As his hands had been gripping Yoo Seon Woo's uniform, he released them and instead gently wrapped his arms around his waist.



    



    Every place Yoo Seon Woo touched seemed to echo with the pounding of Yeongwon's heart, making it sound as loud as if it were everywhere. The frantic beating didn’t subside even after a long time.



    



    Maybe it was because of the comfort he had received from Yoo Seon Woo before that Yeongwon didn’t feel any rejection or discomfort when they touched again. The sense of calm that settled into him was so natural, it almost felt like he could fall asleep right there. Yeongwon stayed silent, resting on Yoo Seon Woo's shoulder, not moving until Yoo Seon Woo finally pulled away.



    



    "I should go now."



    



    "Mm, take care."



    



    Yoo Seon Woo stopped Yeongwon as he was about to step out of the villa, shaking his head with a small smile in the dark. It was a signal not to follow. Yeongwon nodded, then waved goodbye. Yoo Seon Woo gently ruffled his hair before leaving.



    



    Standing there, Yeongwon quickly opened the door with the key in his pocket and went inside, moving quietly to his parents’ room. He opened the window and, through the sound of the creaking hinges, he saw Yoo Seon Woo’s figure disappearing into the distance. Yeongwon remained there, watching until the figure was completely gone.



    



    "......"



    



    Once he couldn’t see him anymore, Yeongwon quietly closed the window and changed out of his school uniform in the dark. After washing with the warm water from the shower, he didn’t have time to dry his hair and simply towel-dried it enough to prevent water from dripping. Then, he climbed into bed.



    



    His body was tired, but his mind was completely alert. The sounds of the busy street and the chaotic lights of the arcade still lingered in his mind, vivid as ever. The initial excitement that he hadn’t felt in a long time kept him wide awake. He remembered playing games with Yoo Seon Woo, eating pizza, winning the soft peach doll, and having that expensive green grape ade at the café, things he would normally never have dared to do. The memories were so clear they almost made him dizzy. Today, when everything he thought was routine had been completely upended, was something he knew he would never forget. Tomorrow, he would return to his usual self and focus on the things that mattered, but this day, this freedom, the laughter, and most of all… Yoo Seon Woo, would stay with him.



    



    ‘Can I hug you?’



    



    Yeongwon pulled the peach-shaped doll that he had placed next to his pillow closer and absentmindedly played with it. It almost felt like he could hear Yoo Seon Woo’s voice again, even though he wasn’t there, from the distance between them.



    



    ‘If you don’t want to, push me away.’



    



    The warmth that enveloped him, the instant sense of security, and the pleasant scent from Yoo Seon Woo’s neck and shoulder. The memory of the moment when his body was tightly held flashed in Yeongwon’s mind, and he turned to bury his face in the pillow. The sensation of being gently pushed away with just a fraction of force, the face and voice asking if he didn’t like it—it all felt so vivid. Yeongwon exhaled deeply and sat up.



    



    “......”



    



    Was there anyone who could push away Yoo Seon Woo after he asked to hug him and held him like that? Probably not.



    



    The vivid memories, triggered by the external stimuli, kept pulling at him. Yeongwon sat against the wall, hugging his knees and burying his face. His heart pounded and his mind was noisy. In the darkness behind his closed eyelids, it was all Yoo Seon Woo.



    



    Yeongwon lay there, unable to sleep for what felt like an eternity.

  
    Before leaving the house with his large suitcase, Yeongwon’s father apologized to him several times. He handed Yeongwon two 50,000-won bills, saying it was the only thing he could offer, and Yeongwon saw him off. He should have felt resentment towards his father, who was still leaving without any real explanation, but strangely, he didn’t feel any emotion at all.



    



    When Yeongwon entered the house, his mother, who was making side dishes, called him over. He stood by the sink, looking at the small containers of side dishes lined up neatly.



    



    "This is stir-fried anchovies. I made it a little sweet since you like it. And this is jangjorim. There are also rolled omelets and stir-fried potatoes, so don’t skip breakfast. I’ve already cooked a pot of rice. You know how to cook rice on your own, right?"



    



    "...Yes, I know how."



    



    "I’ll come by once a week. If there’s anything you want to eat, just call me. I’ll make it and bring it to you."



    



    "Okay…"



    



    "Just hang in there a little longer. Once I get my paycheck, I’ll give you more pocket money. You can buy some workbooks and eat delicious things with your friends. Can you last for just one more month?"



    



    Yeongwon nodded silently. Strangely, he didn’t feel upset at all. He wasn’t angry or disappointed. It seemed that the time he spent with Yoo Seon Woo had made all the difference. After the small rebellious act yesterday, he no longer felt the need to cling to his current situation.



    



    "Are you going to study at home?"



    



    "...Hyun Jin asked me to come over to his place, so I’ll probably study there."



    



    "Okay. I feel so grateful and sorry to Hyun Jin’s parents. They always take such good care of you. I’ll make sure to thank them next time."



    



    Yeongwon nodded, put on a large hoodie over his T-shirt, and grabbed his backpack filled with workbooks. His mother came over and gave him a light hug, patting his back.



    



    "I’m sorry for leaving you alone."



    



    "...It’s okay. Don’t overdo it. Doing housework is not easy."



    



    "Yeah, I’ll take it easy. Eat well."



    



    "Yes..."



    



    When he returned home later, his mother would probably be gone. Yeongwon smiled lightly and stepped out the front door. He wasn’t in an overly good mood, but it didn’t feel too heavy either. Seeing a playful text from Kim Hyun Jin asking when he would arrive, Yeongwon chuckled and quickened his pace.



    



    "Yeongwon! Long time no see!"



    



    "Yeongwon! It’s been so long!"



    



    As soon as Yeongwon entered Kim Hyun Jin’s house, Hyun Jin’s older brothers, Kim Hyun Min and Kim Hyun Woo, greeted him enthusiastically. They were always energetic and dynamic, and after not seeing Yeongwon for a while, their greetings were even more lively. Yeongwon nodded politely and entered as he greeted them. Kim Hyun Jin, who had been leaning by the door, shook his head in exasperation at his brothers.



    



    "Yeongwon, you’re getting cuter. Our Hyun Jin’s getting old though."



    



    "Yeongwon, you should really be an idol! Should I introduce you? We have a former trainee from a major agency in our department."



    



    "Idiot. He should be a trainee right now. What does it matter if he was a former one? Didn’t he get cut before debut?"



    



    "Ah, shut up, idiot. He left because he chose the path of studying."



    



    Watching the two brothers argue, Yeongwon laughed and looked at Kim Hyun Jin. Kim Hyun Jin hated his brothers, but he always felt comforted by his family, who was close-knit and affectionate.



    



    When Yeongwon had first met Kim Hyun Jin in middle school and visited his house, he had been deeply shocked. He had never known that parents could be this kind and not powerless. They always smiled, and at the dinner table, they would sit together, chatting about their day, laughter never ceasing.



    



    Yeongwon still remembered how Kim Hyun Jin’s parents would ask him about the little things that happened at school or with Hyun Jin, making him feel completely at ease. Back then, Yeongwon had envied Kim Hyun Jin a lot, for having such a wonderful family.



    



    "Ah, ignore them. They said they were leaving, but now they're just making a scene."



    



    "Why? They're fun. They’re full of energy."



    



    "Yeah, it’s fun when you see them occasionally, but try dealing with that every day. They fight a hundred times a day. Then, suddenly, they take their anger out on me, and before I know it, they’ve made up and I’m the only one left to deal with it."



    



    Yeongwon laughed as he listened to Kim Hyun Jin speak nonstop. He set his bag down on the large desk in the room and sat on a cushion.



    



    "Let’s have chicken for lunch. The brothers ordered four. For you."



    



    "Four?"



    



    "Yeah, one for each of them, and the rest is for us. Oh, by the way, are you okay? Nothing serious happened, right?"



    



    "Yesterday?"



    



    "You said you had to go home. Was there something serious going on?"



    



    "Oh... it wasn’t anything that serious. My parents found new jobs, but they couldn’t do them while living here... so they left today."



    



    Kim Hyun Jin tilted his head, clearly confused by the idea of them leaving. Yeongwon smiled softly as he opened a notebook next to his workbook.



    



    "I’m living alone now."



    



    "Wow... so they left just like that? Without asking you? Yesterday and today?"



    



    "Yeah."



    



    "That’s a bit much, don’t you think? They didn’t even ask your opinion?"



    



    "...I guess they just assumed I’d follow."



    



    "Are you okay?"



    



    Normally, Yeongwon would have said he wasn’t okay. He would have said it wasn’t something that could be brushed off. With Kim Hyun Jin’s words, he would have poured out everything he had been holding in, and his heart would have grown even heavier. That’s how he would have reacted before.



    



    But it didn’t feel like that at all. It was strange. So, Yeongwon just nodded.



    



    "I’m fine."



    



    The half-day spent with Yoo Seon Woo had made everything feel okay. It seemed almost impossible, but that’s how it turned out. Yeongwon thought back to when Yoo Seon Woo had come up to him and embraced him with both arms in the darkness of the villa. The excitement from the night before had faded with the new day, but everything about Yoo Seon Woo was still the same.



    



    “Call me next time! Why suffer by yourself?”



    



    Yeongwon could have easily said that he wasn’t alone, that he had been with Yoo Seon Woo, that even just walking together had been fun, but the words wouldn’t come out. It felt like something he shouldn’t speak about.



    



    “If something like this happens again, just call me. What’s the point of being friends if you don’t? I tell you everything, right? There’s nothing between us to hide.”



    



    “I’ll call you next time.”



    



    The thought of hiding this from Kim Hyun Jin made Yeongwon uncomfortable, especially since it wasn’t about his parents or the shock he’d felt, but about Yoo Seon Woo. He knew Hyun Jin would feel hurt if he found out, but the words just wouldn’t leave his mouth. He didn’t even know how to start explaining the few hours he had spent with Yoo Seon Woo, and the idea of saying that he had been comforted felt awkward and hard to express.



    



    It was something he had never experienced with Kim Hyun Jin. Of course, he had been comforted by him many times, but it was different. With Hyun Jin, things had never felt awkward or tense. It was always easy and fun. After all, they were friends. Right, just friends. Then what about Yoo Seon Woo?



    



    "..."



    



    Friend. Yoo Seon Woo was definitely a friend. A friend he had only just started to get closer to. A friend different from all the others he had made before.



    



    "...Yoo Seon Woo, you know?"



    



    "Yeah. What about him?"



    



    "I think he’s better than I thought."



    



    "Oh, Yeongwon. You didn’t like him before, so why the sudden change? Did he buy you something?"



    



    "No, it’s just... after spending a few more days with him, I think he’s a good guy."



    



    "See, I told you. Those types of guys are good as long as you don’t mess with them. If you just keep the mood right, they’re the nicest."



    



    With a loud thud that almost sounded like a knock, the door opened, and Kim Hyun Jin’s older brothers, Hyun Min and Hyun Woo, came in with boxes of chicken in hand. They placed the chicken and plates for serving, along with some cola, on the desk.



    



    "Yeongwon, eat a lot."



    



    "Yeongwon, have dinner with us."



    



    Yeongwon smiled and replied as he watched the older brothers throw their words around. Unlike Hyun Jin, who would argue when spoken to, the older brothers were gentle with Yeongwon, patting his head one by one. Kim Hyun Jin, standing nearby, groaned at their affection.



    



    "Hope our youngest is like Yeongwon."



    



    "Who said otherwise?"



    



    The older brothers sighed loudly at Hyun Jin and left the room. With a face full of frustration, Hyun Jin shook his head and pulled the chicken box closer. Yeongwon placed his workbook and notebook under the desk for a moment.



    



    "I’ll eat well."



    



    "Yeah, eat a lot. Have dinner before you go. Mom said she’ll make something delicious for you."



    



    Yeongwon smiled as he watched Hyun Jin place a chicken leg in front of him, then took a bite of his own.



    



    ***



    



    After enjoying a delicious dinner prepared by Hyun Jin’s parents and having dessert, Yeongwon studied alone at the desk while Hyun Jin slept on the floor next to him. Around 10 PM, he left the house. Even though he had charged his phone, it seemed to drain quickly. He checked one message, and the battery dropped by 10%.



    



    "Be careful going home."



    



    "Yeah. Go inside."



    



    Yeongwon waved goodbye to Hyun Jin, who was rubbing his eyes, and walked toward home. He plugged his headphones into his phone to listen to an English recording, but he could see the battery draining with every action.



    



    It had been a while since his phone responded sluggishly, but now, seeing the battery drop so rapidly, he realized it was time for an upgrade. What phone should he get? The newest phones that everyone in his class had, with monthly payments he couldn’t afford, made him consider just getting a simple study phone that could only make calls and send texts. A small breath escaped his lips as he thought about it.



    



    After playing a short English recording for just ten minutes, his phone shut down. Even after rebooting, the screen blinked on briefly before turning off again. Yeongwon wound the earphone cable around his phone and put it in the pocket of his hoodie.

  
    Yeongwon arrived in front of the villa after walking for about thirty minutes and looked at the dark house. It was natural for the lights to be off in an empty house, but as he thought about entering, he felt a little scared. With a small sigh, a habit at this point, Yeongwon reluctantly took a step into the villa.



    



    "You're back now?"



    



    Looking down, the first thing Yeongwon saw was the floor beneath the door. As his gaze shifted, he noticed someone’s sneakers standing in front of the door in the darkness. The sight of the sneakers and the voice startled him, and Yeongwon gripped the straps of his bag with both hands before looking up.



    



    "Yoo Seon Woo?"



    



    "Why are you so late? I was worried."



    



    At the sound of Yoo Seon Woo's voice again, Yeongwon breathed a sigh of relief, placing both hands over his chest. He had worried that it might be the man from the upstairs apartment, who sometimes got drunk and confused the apartments, standing at the door or knocking. The thought made his heart pound heavily.



    



    "Did I scare you?"



    



    "Of course, you did. Why are you here? I thought you were the guy from upstairs."



    



    "The guy from upstairs? Does he come down often?"



    



    "Not often, but sometimes when he's drunk, he gets confused and ends up here, standing or knocking, or even sleeping here."



    



    Yoo Seon Woo frowned at Yeongwon’s words and glanced at the empty stairs before his gaze returned to Yeongwon.



    



    "What would you do if something happened when you're alone? Are you really okay living by yourself?"



    



    "There's nothing I can do about it. But why are you here..."



    



    "Because I wanted to see you."



    



    Again. Yoo Seon Woo casually said something that, under normal circumstances, would be left unsaid between friends. Yeongwon tried to remember if he had ever said something like that out loud to any of his old friends, but he couldn’t think of any such memories. It seemed natural to feel that way now, but it was different from anything he’d experienced before.



    



    When he was very young, maybe in kindergarten, he used to feel a sense of longing after playing with a friend, not wanting to part, waiting for the next day to come. Back then, he didn’t know that such words were considered ‘awkward,’ but aside from those childhood memories, he had never said anything like that to anyone.



    



    "You didn’t check your messages, and your phone was off... I was worried."



    



    "Sorry about that. My phone is old, and the battery dies on its own. I even charged it at Hyun Jin’s house, but as soon as I press anything, the battery drops really fast and then it just shuts off."



    



    "You went to Kim Hyun Jin’s house?"



    



    "Ah... yeah."



    



    "I see."



    



    There was no anger in Yoo Seon Woo’s tone, nor was he scolding him, but Yeongwon felt as if he had done something he shouldn’t have. He often felt this way around Yoo Seon Woo.



    



    "Did he drop you off?"



    



    "No... I came by myself. Why would Hyun Jin drop me off? That’s not it."



    



    "Did you study?"



    



    "…Yeah."



    



    "Just studying?"



    



    "…I had dinner with Hyun Jin’s family… and then studied with them before coming here. I went there to study."



    



    Yeongwon leaned back against the door, and Yoo Seon Woo straightened up. Yeongwon absentmindedly fiddled with the pocket of his hoodie, feeling the silence and tension making it hard to breathe.



    



    "......"



    



    As Yoo Seon Woo moved closer and bent down, he embraced Yeongwon just like the night before. Surprised but also remembering how much he had thought about it and felt uncomfortable while studying, the feeling that had been nagging at him rushed back. Yeongwon pressed his lips to Yoo Seon Woo's shoulder. He had always felt this way, Yoo Seon Woo was just so big and warm.



    



    "Does he really like you?"



    



    "No, it's not like that at all."



    



    "Don’t you like him?"



    



    "...I only like him as a friend. It's not like what you're thinking..."



    



    "What do you think I'm thinking?"



    



    Yeongwon faltered, unsure how to answer. This wasn’t a problem that came up in any of his study books. He had solved countless problems and spent hours studying, but this was something he had never been taught. Yoo Seon Woo hesitated for a moment, then pulled away slightly, making eye contact in the dark.



    



    "Yeah?"



    



    "...It’s weird... You keep acting like Hyun Jin and I are dating, but it's really not like that. I don’t like him like that."



    



    Yeongwon’s quiet response made Yoo Seon Woo smile and slowly caress his cheek and ear. His large hands covered most of Yeongwon’s face. The feeling was so intense that Yeongwon’s heart raced, and he felt dizzy. Trembling, Yeongwon reached up to grab Yoo Seon Woo’s wrist, which was gently touching his face.



    



    "I like you."



    



    "......"



    



    "As you said."



    



    Everything stopped. The sound in his ears was clear and undeniable. Yeongwon, still holding Yoo Seon Woo’s wrist, forgot about his embarrassment and looked him in the eyes. The gaze looking down at him didn't avoid him. He had heard those words clearly, and he didn’t think he had misheard them.



    



    "...What does that mean?"



    



    What he had heard and understood were two different things. Yeongwon replayed the words in his mind over and over. He was sure Yoo Seon Woo had said he liked him.



    



    "I... "



    



    It was so sudden, so complicated, and so tense that the world around him spun. Yeongwon felt incredibly vulnerable, confronted by something he couldn’t understand. His mind was full of confusion, and he didn’t know where to start. His vision went from blurry white to dark.



    



    "Are you okay?"



    



    When his body swayed, Yoo Seon Woo’s hand firmly gripped Yeongwon’s arm. Yeongwon took a deep breath and gently lowered Yoo Seon Woo’s hand.



    



    "...I’m okay."



    



    "Do you want to go inside?"



    



    "Mm..."



    



    "Can I come in too?"



    



    "......"



    



    "I won’t do anything. I won’t touch you if you don’t want me to. I can even tie my hands if you want."



    



    Yeongwon, still thinking about whether his house was clean or if he had folded the blanket properly, took a step back when he saw Yoo Seon Woo offering his wrists. He knew something was off, but the way Yoo Seon Woo casually said it made it feel like it wasn’t just a little off.



    



    "I... I didn’t mean it like that."



    



    "Then can I come in?"



    



    "...Come in."



    



    Yeongwon hadn’t expected to let Yoo Seon Woo into his small, old apartment so quickly, and as he took out his keys, he still felt uneasy. Of course, the feeling would have been the same no matter when it happened.



    



    When the door opened, a faint smell of mildew hit the air. Yeongwon stepped inside first, turned on the light, and opened the window. The musty smell of the old house quickly filled the space, but he shut the door slightly, trying to keep it under control. He gestured awkwardly for Yoo Seon Woo, who was standing at the entrance, to come in. When their faces met in the light after being in the dark, it felt even more awkward, and Yeongwon couldn’t meet his eyes.



    



    "Make yourself comfortable. I don’t have cushions, but... do you want me to lay down a blanket?"



    



    "You want me to sleep here?"



    



    "No! I mean... just sit down with the blanket...!"



    



    "Why are you so surprised? If I really said I wanted to sleep, you’d be freaking out."



    



    "...You’re the one saying weird things. Just sit down."



    



    Yeongwon, his neck, ears, and face red, opened the refrigerator. Barley tea, milk... juice. Luckily, there was fresh orange juice.



    



    "Do you want some juice?"



    



    "Yeah, give me some."



    



    Yeongwon poured the juice into two differently shaped mugs, placed them on a wooden tray, and walked over to Yoo Seon Woo. Instead of putting them on the floor, he placed the mugs on the low desk where he studied. After taking a sip, Yoo Seon Woo smiled, and Yeongwon, still holding his own cup, took in the sight of him.



    



    His height made even his school uniform look like a suit, and the zipped-up tracksuit top suited him perfectly too.



    



    "...How tall are you?"



    



    "Last year during the physical exam, I was 188 cm."



    



    "Wow... that's really tall. I knew you were tall, but I didn’t realize you were that tall."



    



    Seeing Yeongwon’s surprised expression, Yoo Seon Woo smiled, set his cup down, and reached his hand out toward Yeongwon. But, as if remembering something, he paused before moving any further.



    



    "Can I hold your hand? I’m asking for permission before I touch you."



    



    "...No."



    



    Whenever he came into contact with Yoo Seon Woo, even the thoughts that had been perfectly clear would crumble and become a mess. Yeongwon, feeling like he needed to avoid touching Yoo Seon Woo in order to continue their conversation, hid his hands behind his back and shook his head.



    



    "Why?"



    



    "...It feels weird."



    



    "Are you okay with feeling dizzy?"



    



    "Yeah, that’s fine. It happens when thoughts suddenly overwhelm me."



    



    "So it’s because of me, huh? Because I said I like you."



    



    "...Yeah."



    



    Yeongwon felt like he needed something to hold onto. He moved a little further back from Yoo Seon Woo, reached for the corner of the neatly folded blanket next to the desk, and pressed the edge of it with his fingertips.



    



    "...Honestly, I don’t get why you say those things to me."



    



    "Because I like you."



    



    "...But why? I haven't done anything for you... Why would you say you like me?"



    



    And everything about him and Yoo Seon Woo was different. The situation was different, and therefore, their positions were different. Without explaining his own situation, just being in this room with Yoo Seon Woo was enough to explain everything. Yeongwon pressed the blanket, smelling the strong scent of soap, and then pressed his lips firmly against his knees.



    



    "...And I... I’m a guy..."



    



    "I know. Does that matter?"



    



    Does it not matter? With Yoo Seon Woo’s completely nonchalant response, Yeongwon began to wonder if he was the one who was thinking wrong.



    



    "I told you before. I’ve known you for a while and heard a lot about you."



    



    "……."



    



    "I’ve always wondered. What kind of person you are. Why do I hear about you every day?"



    



    "...Who told you?"



    



    "I don’t feel like saying right now. Later."



    



    With the slightly firm tone in his voice, Yeongwon lowered his head again, resting it on his knees. As he did, Yoo Seon Woo’s warmth moved even closer.



    



    "It’s not a big deal. If I want to tell you later, I will."



    



    "...Okay."



    



    "I haven’t known you for just a few days. I’ve seen enough to like you."



    



    "..."



    



    When Yeongwon looked up, his gaze tangled with Yoo Seon Woo’s, and everything around him seemed to blur. Just a little more eye contact, and he felt like he might end up thinking the same thing—I like you too. Yeongwon quickly turned his gaze away.

  
    What kind of answer should I give when I hear something like this? Yeongwon couldn’t figure it out and his mind grew even more confused and dizzy. He had never dated anyone, and he had never heard such a serious confession this close before. No, could this even be called a confession? Yeongwon squeezed his eyes shut, opened them again, and looked at Yoo Seon Woo.



    



    Although he couldn’t be sure about what kind of person Yoo Seon Woo was, he was definitely a good person. He had a cold side and a stern face, but he was warm and kind. Seeing how warm yesterday’s rebellion with Yoo Seon Woo had felt, it was clear that Yoo Seon Woo was a good person. Yeongwon couldn’t deny that.



    



    But what was important to him right now was his studies. That was the only thing that could save him in this house. Since he was fourteen, he had focused solely on that, and he couldn’t afford to pay attention to anything else. He knew well that even if he put all his focus into studying, it was still a difficult task.



    



    The difference between first and second in the class wasn’t that big. The same went for the difference with the tenth-ranked student. He knew that even the slightest lapse in focus could easily overturn everything. Just a few wrong answers could turn joy into disappointment, and that was why, in this moment, he couldn’t focus on anything other than the faint, but still visible, escape route he had been chasing.



    



    "...I also want to get along with you, Seon Woo."



    



    "......"



    



    "But if what you want from me is more than just getting along, then... I don’t think I can do that. Maybe I’m moving too fast."



    



    "You’re not moving too fast. I’m just not satisfied with just getting along with you."



    



    "...Then..."



    



    "I told you, I’m greedy. If I like something, I either want to have it, or I want it to be completely out of reach."



    



    "......"



    



    "I’m sorry. That’s all I’ve ever learned. If I can’t have it, I want to ruin it."



    



    "......"



    



    "I don’t want to ruin you. I want to have you."



    



    Yeong-won couldn’t quite understand what Yoo Seon Woo was saying. He just stared at him, unable to make sense of his words.



    



    "Don’t let me make you do something bad."



    



    "...Yoo Seon Woo."



    



    "I’ll leave now. I wasn’t planning on saying all this, but I just can’t keep hiding things."



    



    Yoo Seon Woo stood up and, kneeling in front of Yeongwon, looked down at him with eyes that seemed to express something different from his earlier words. It felt like he was either anticipating Yeongwon’s reaction or simply looking down to say goodbye. Yeongwon, watching him, quietly stood up and followed him to the entrance. As Yoo Seon Woo put on his sneakers to leave, he turned around and smiled gently, which felt completely different from his earlier words.



    



    "Don’t come out."



    



    "...But..."



    



    "If you come out, I can’t leave."



    



    "......"



    



    "I don’t know what I might do. I’m trying really hard to control myself, so please don’t come out."



    



    Yeongwon wasn’t sure what he meant by ‘holding back,’ but for some reason, he felt like he should listen to him. He nodded in response. Seeing this, Yoo Seon Woo smiled softly again, lowered his head, and gently kissed the top of Yeongwon’s head.



    



    "I’ll come by in the morning."



    



    "No, you don’t have to. You’re tired. Why come all the way here? We’ll see each other at school. I’ll go early, and it’ll be hard for you."



    



    Yoo Seon Woo looked at him quietly before nodding lightly.



    



    "Okay. I’ll see you at school."



    



    "...Yeah. Be careful."



    



    "Lock the door properly. If anything happens, call me."



    



    "...I will."



    



    "Good night, Yeong-won."



    



    This time, Yoo Seon Woo leaned down and lightly kissed Yeongwon’s ear before walking out. Yeong-won stood there, staring at the closing door, his hand covering his ear where Yoo Seon Woo’s lips had just touched, blinking slowly in a daze.



    



    "......"



    



    If he didn’t like him, he wouldn’t have done something like that. Now that he had heard Yoo Seon Woo say he liked him, Yeongwon finally began to understand why he had been treated differently by him than his other friends. The words ‘I missed you’ or actions like holding hands, hugging, or resting his face against Yeongwon’s neck, all of these things made sense now. If it was because of liking him, then they were actions anyone could understand.



    



    ‘I like you.’



    



    The words echoed in Yeongwon’s head, making everything around him feel hazy. He sat down in the hallway, still covering his ear where Yoo Seon Woo had kissed him, trying to process the words. He focused on the worn sneakers placed halfway inside the door, trying to block out the constant replay of Yoo Seon Woo’s words in his mind.



    



    ‘I like you.’



    



    ‘I don’t want to ruin you. I want to have you.’



    



    ‘Don’t let me make you do something bad.’



    



    ‘Can I hug you?’



    



    ‘I’ll treat you well from now on. I’ll only do things that make you happy.’



    



    Yoo Seon Woo’s words kept swirling in his mind. How could someone say they like him and then talk about ruining something? How could someone who liked him also be capable of bad things? How could someone like him be so warm? His smile... it was so beautiful. How was it possible to hold him and make everything else feel like it didn’t matter? Yeongwon thought about staying in that embrace, wanting more of it.



    



    "...My head hurts..."



    



    Yeongwon curled up on the floor and leaned back against the wall. Even the slightest stress made him feel sick. It was Yoo Seon Woo that was making him feel this way. His words, his actions, the warmth he had offered.



    



    He remained in the hallway, unable to leave the spot where Yoo Seon Woo’s warmth lingered, until the cold March night breeze from the open window chilled the room.



    



    ***



    



    For the next few days, Yeongwon couldn’t stop watching Yoo Seon Woo. Even though he tried not to, he constantly checked his mood, analyzing his behavior. After the semi-rejection he had given on Sunday night and the not-quite-threat that followed from Yoo Seon Woo, Yeongwon felt uneasy, wondering if there would be a significant change.



    



    But Yoo Seon Woo acted as usual. He smiled whenever their eyes met, and he greeted everyone else with a smile too. Whether meeting teachers in the hallway or awkwardly greeting someone from another class, Yoo Seon Woo handled everything with ease, making sure no one felt uncomfortable.



    



    Yeongwon felt a little relieved seeing Yoo Seon Woo do simple things like buying his favorite picnic snacks and apple jam cookies from the snack bar, studying with him early in the morning, and staying late to do self-study. It seemed like the things Yoo Seon Woo had said, like not wanting to ruin him or not making him do bad things, were just impulsive words, emotions expressed in the heat of the moment. People sometimes say sharp words when they’re upset or things don’t go their way.



    



    So Yeongwon accepted everything Yoo Seon Woo did. The way he stared at him openly, the touch of his hand brushing against his lips as he wiped crumbs from the cookies, the special way he hugged him at the door, he accepted it all because it was Yoo Seon Woo. The warmth of his touch and the attention he gave him weren’t unpleasant. Yeongwon enjoyed his time with him.



    



    “Today’s class is over. Use the last ten minutes for self-study.”



    



    As soon as the word ‘self-study’ was spoken, the students in front of him collapsed onto their desks like dominoes. Yeongwon opened his workbook to check the last solved problem and focused on the next one.



    



    "......"



    



    As soon as he began reading the next problem, a warmth spread over his left hand, which was resting on the desk. Surprised, Yeongwon quickly moved his hand under the desk, but Yoo Seon Woo’s hand followed and gently covered his. Yeongwon slowly glanced up at the teacher approaching from behind, weaving through the sleeping students.



    



    "...The teacher’s coming..."



    



    "I don’t see him."



    



    "...Still... let go."



    



    "No."



    



    Leaning back in his chair, Yoo Seon Woo didn't let go of Yeongwon's hand. Even though Yeongwon tried to pull his hand away with force and twist it, it was futile. The difference in hand size and strength was just too much. Yeongwon looked at his hand, completely trapped in Yoo Seon Woo's grip, and then glanced up at the teacher, who was almost at the front of the class.



    



    “Only the top two students in the whole school don’t sleep and study during self-study time. How are the two of you in the same class? And sitting together, too. Your homeroom teacher is the most influential teacher in the third-year staff room.”



    



    Yoo Seon Woo smiled at the teacher. He flashed the polite smile that teachers liked, and underneath the desk, he slowly moved his thumb. Yeongwon, distracted by the sensation of Yoo Seon Woo rubbing his hand gently, lost his grip on the sharpener. The sharpener dropped onto the notebook with a soft thud, and the teacher's gaze shifted from the sharpener to Yeongwon's trembling hand.



    



    "What's wrong? Are you not feeling well?"



    



    "No... no, I'm fine."



    



    Yeongwon quickly grabbed the sharpener again and checked the answers to the problems, trying his best not to make it seem too awkward. The teacher, completely oblivious, continued to stand in front of the class, praising both him and Yoo Seon Woo until the bell for the end of class rang. Yeongwon, pale, watched the teacher's back as he walked to the teacher's desk, and at the same time, he felt Yoo Seon Woo’s hand slowly release beneath the desk, his own left hand trembling as he raised it.



    



    He should be angry with Yoo Seon Woo for making things so difficult, but instead of anger, there was a strange, unfamiliar emotion creeping up inside him. He didn’t even know what to call it.



    



    "Hey, they said we have to go out for PE!"



    



    At the loud voice of the gym captain, the students who had been dozing off on their desks began to stir and groan in irritation. Jo Yu Min and Kim Seo Jun, who had been sleeping in the front row, sat up groggily and yawned.



    



    "Ugh, what the hell? Why does a senior have to do PE? Are we supposed to run on the track?"



    



    "Do you think Goo Dong Jin is the type to let us study? That guy will probably keep us running laps up until the day before the college entrance exam, saying something like 'physical strength is linked to grades' or whatever."



    



    Yeongwon let out a small sigh as he looked at Kim Seo Jun, who was half-turned in his seat, talking. During PE class, it would have been perfect to study in the classroom, but it seemed like he had made the wrong choice. However, since it was still the beginning of the semester, he could understand it to some extent. Standing up, Yeongwon opened his locker and pulled out his gym clothes, which smelled strongly of fabric softener, and hugged them to his chest. He felt completely distracted by Yoo Seon Woo, so he thought it would be better to wash his face with cold water, change, and head out to the restroom.



    



    "......"



    



    Glancing at Yoo Seon Woo, who was sitting in his seat looking at his phone, Yeongwon left the classroom. The timing seemed to be good, as the restroom was quiet. He walked past a few unnamed students and opened the door to the last empty stall. Just as he was about to close the door behind him, it swung open in the opposite direction. Yeongwon stood still, staring at Yoo Seon Woo, who was standing outside the door.

  
    With one hand holding the gym clothes, which hung limp, Yeongwon stepped back a little, feeling Yoo Seon Woo move into the narrow stall. He fidgeted with the gym clothes in his arms, and soon the door behind Yoo Seon Woo closed with a soft click, locking.



    



    Being in the cramped space together made it feel even smaller. The voices of the students outside the stall made it hard for Yeongwon to breathe properly. What would happen if someone found out they were in here together? They would probably think it was strange. Actually, would anyone not think it was strange?



    



    "Are you not going to change into your gym clothes?"



    



    The sudden voice startled Yeongwon, and he quickly raised one hand to cover Yoo Seon Woo’s mouth. Yoo Seon Woo lightly grabbed Yeongwon’s wrist, tilted his head, and kissed the palm of his hand. The soft ‘smack’ echoed in the confined space.



    



    “…What... what are you doing...?”



    



    Yeongwon lowered his voice, as if only moving his lips, and Yoo Seon Woo leaned even closer. Yeongwon, unsure what to do with the partition behind him, rolled his eyes nervously.



    



    “You’re going to be late.”



    



    Yoo Seon Woo placed the gym clothes on Yeongwon’s chest and removed his jacket, hanging it over the door. Then, he loosened his tie and unbuttoned his shirt. Every time his long fingers moved slowly, the small buttons came undone. Yeongwon, his ears flushed red, watched Yoo Seon Woo change clothes in front of him, completely mesmerized.



    



    “......”



    



    As Yoo Seon Woo’s shirt slipped off his shoulders and his arms emerged, even the plain white T-shirt he wore under the shirt looked stylish on him.



    



    Yoo Seon Woo met Yeongwon’s gaze and put his gym clothes over Yeongwon’s, layering them on top of the T-shirt. Every movement made the gym clothes smell even better. Surprised when Yoo Seon Woo reached for his pants buckle, Yeongwon quickly grabbed Yoo Seon Woo’s arm with both hands, shaking his head.



    



    "Should I wear these separately?"



    



    "...Yeah."



    



    "Okay. Now you change."



    



    Yoo Seon Woo stared at Yeongwon, still in his school uniform, and hung both their gym clothes over the door. Yeongwon felt awkward as his hands were now free, fidgeting with his fingers.



    



    "We’re really going to be late."



    



    Although he knew break time was almost over, he couldn’t bring himself to take off his jacket in front of Yoo Seon Woo. Seeing Yeongwon hesitate, Yoo Seon Woo removed Yeongwon’s jacket with both hands, pulling it back over his shoulders. It wasn’t just the jacket being taken off, but it felt like he was being stripped bare, and Yeongwon hunched his shoulders.



    



    With a little more force than before, Yoo Seon Woo pulled the jacket completely off, hanging it over the door, one arm at a time.



    



    “......”



    



    Next was the tie. Yoo Seon Woo’s hand slid through the tie, loosening it, and the fabric lengthened. He was relentless. His large hand reached up to Yeongwon’s neck, unbuttoning the top button of his shirt, wrapping his fingers around the slender neck. Yeongwon shivered, his body tensed, unable to breathe properly, caught in the stillness and the intensity of their gaze.



    



    "I... I’ll do it."



    



    "I’ve already done it."



    



    Yoo Seon Woo unbuttoned the last button, and as the thin school shirt was pulled over his shoulder, Yeongwon took his arms out on his own. He shakily reached up and pulled the gym shirt that was hanging over the door, slipping it over his head. As he was enveloped by the oversized gym clothes, the bell signaling the end of break rang.



    



    "What should we do... If we're late, we'll get in trouble."



    



    "It’s okay. If you’re with me, it’s fine."



    



    "......"



    



    "If we skip, they won’t say anything."



    



    If anyone else had said this, Yeongwon would have brushed it off as a pointless joke to avoid the situation, but hearing it from Yoo Seon Woo brought him a strange sense of reassurance. He knew it was true. The teachers all liked Yoo Seon Woo, and they wanted to be on his good side. The gym teacher was no different.



    



    "Should we not go out?"



    



    "...We can't skip completely."



    



    "Okay. Then I’ll go out, but you should change your pants. Or do you want to change here?"



    



    "...Just go quickly."



    



    "Okay."



    



    Yoo Seon Woo grabbed the clothes hanging over the door and unlocked the stall. Yeongwon watched as Yoo Seon Woo left the stall, but then grabbed his arm.



    



    "I’ll change quickly and come out. We’ll go together."



    



    Yoo Seon Woo, who had been staring at Yeongwon’s face, stepped back into the stall and pulled Yeongwon into a tight embrace. Yeongwon, feeling the pleasant scent of Yoo Seon Woo’s gym clothes, kissed the fabric and blinked. He was trapped between the partition and Yoo Seon Woo, unable to move an inch.



    



    "You don't dislike me, right?"



    



    "…Yeah."



    



    "I don't either."



    



    "......"



    



    "I like you."



    



    The question of whether such actions and words could be something friends do together gradually became irrelevant. They couldn’t just be friends anymore. What kind of friend would say they like you while secretly pressing their body against yours? Yoo Seon Woo no longer treated Yeongwon as just a friend.



    



    "Hug me too, Yeongwon."



    



    Yoo Seon Woo, bending his large body to pull Yeongwon into a hug, felt unexpectedly cute. His voice, as if pleading for a hug, was honestly pleasant to hear. Yeongwon, forgetting about being late for class, raised his arms and pulled Yoo Seon Woo’s broad back into a tight embrace. He felt Yoo Seon Woo’s lips gently touch his neck and pull away. Yeongwon, unable to breathe, buried his face into Yoo Seon Woo’s shoulder. He just wanted to stay like this longer.



    



    "Go change and come out. I’ll wait."



    



    "Okay..."



    



    After giving Yeongwon a tight squeeze and then releasing him, Yoo Seon Woo stepped out of the stall. Yeongwon slowly closed the door, changed into his gym clothes, and when he stepped out, he saw Yoo Seon Woo leaning against the wall outside the restroom. As Yeongwon approached, he pressed his shoulder gently against Yoo Seon Woo's arm. Yoo Seon Woo naturally wrapped his arm around Yeongwon’s shoulder, and they both headed toward the classroom down the quiet hallway, since the class had already started.



    



    As expected, the gym teacher didn’t say anything. The teacher, who had been prepared to scold them for being late, immediately softened when he saw Yoo Seon Woo. Even the other students were excused from running laps, as they had been told not to do three laps around the track. They were overly doting on Yoo Seon Woo. Yeongwon, walking beside him, was spared from any scolding.



    



    "You guys better stop complaining about running three laps around the track! If you can't handle this, you won’t survive the second semester! What’s the most important thing for seniors? Physical strength! Now, say it with me, what’s the most important thing for seniors?"



    



    From all directions, weak and reluctant voices replied, ‘Physical strength!’ The teacher, not satisfied with that response, asked three more times before the voices finally unified, loudly filling the track.



    



    Yeongwon, who had no talent, interest, or passion for physical activities, followed the teacher’s instructions and stretched, extending his arms in his gym clothes. He still had a lot of studying to do, and honestly, he wished he could be inside, focusing on his studies instead of being outside for PE. However, the weather was so nice that it didn’t bother him. The sky was clear, and the breeze was pleasantly cool, making standing still feel oddly peaceful.



    



    "The weather is nice today."



    



    "Ah... yeah."



    



    Yeongwon gave a small nod as Yoo Seon Woo suddenly came closer to him. Noticing the hands hidden completely inside the gym clothes, Yoo Seon Woo smiled, grabbing the sleeve and giving it a little shake.



    



    "Why did you buy such a big gym outfit?"



    



    "I thought it would be more comfortable if it was a bit bigger, but it’s a little too big."



    



    Yoo Seon Woo, who had been shaking Yeongwon’s sleeve, suddenly slid his hand under Yeongwon’s arm and stretched out the gym shirt, which was much too large for him.



    



    "You could fit two people in this."



    



    "Yours is even bigger, right?"



    



    "Yeah. If you wore it, it would probably fall down like a skirt. Maybe all the way to here?"



    



    Yoo Seon Woo placed his hand over Yeongwon’s knee, showing the approximate length, then straightened up, releasing the position he had leaned into. He continued to hide Yeongwon’s hands and grabbed the loose sleeve that hung down.



    



    "Ah..."



    



    Soon, Yoo Seon Woo's fingers slipped into the sleeve. Yeongwon, startled, quickly pulled his hand away and hid it behind his body, especially with so many people around. When he looked up in surprise, Yoo Seon Woo was shining, his smile perfectly matching the fleeting spring moment. Yoo Seon Woo's smile and the light of March poured over Yeongwon's pale face.



    



    "......"



    



    His heart tingled. Was it Yoo Seon Woo's smile or the light that touched his heart? Yeongwon couldn’t take his eyes off Yoo Seon Woo, who was smiling only at him in the light. The unfamiliar emotion quickly turned into a strange pain. It was tight and painful, but he didn’t mind. It felt as though every part of him touched by Yoo Seon Woo’s smile was shining along with him. Yeongwon slowly closed his eyes, then opened them again. He thought it was a good thing to come out into the field bathed in light.



    



    He hadn’t even run around the track, yet somehow, he was out of breath.



    



    ***



    



    "Lee Yeongwon! Stay there! I’ll come down!"



    



    The loud voice echoed from above, and all eyes turned in that direction. Yeongwon, smiling at the sight of Kim Hyun Jin waving his arms and calling out to him, stood at the bottom of the central stairs, not entering the classroom.



    



    "Aren’t you going up?"



    



    "Hyun Jin’s coming down."



    



    "You’re having lunch with Hyun Jin, right?"



    



    Yeongwon quietly nodded. He had become close with Yoo Seon Woo, and even though Yoo Seon Woo might want to do something with him alone, he couldn’t neglect his long-time friend Hyun Jin.



    



    "Don’t make that face. Enjoy your lunch."



    



    "Are you mad?"



    



    "No. I can’t just not see you and Hyun Jin in one day. I know. I know you’ll hate me if I act that way, Yeongwon. But we're just friends, right?"



    



    "Yeah."



    



    "Enjoy your meal. I’ll see you later."



    



    "You too, enjoy your meal, Seon Woo..."



    



    Yoo Seon Woo nodded and started climbing the stairs. Yeongwon watched as Kim Hyun Jin quickly ran down the stairs beside him, laughing.



    



    "You’re gonna fall."



    



    "I’m so freaking hungry. The side dishes are amazing today, so let’s go get as much as we can."



    



    "What’s on the menu today?"



    



    "Spicy pork belly, Spam rolled omelet, pickled garlic leaves, soft tofu miso soup, potato pancakes, corn cheese, and Coolpis."



    



    "You memorize all that?"



    



    "Of course. It's basic. Yeongwon, you should start enjoying school more. You can't just focus on problem sets. You need to know the menu for the year to make life easier."



    



    Yeongwon quickly headed down to the cafeteria, washed his hands in the nearby restroom, and hurried a little to keep up with Hyun Jin’s pace. In front of him, Hyun Jin filled his tray with side dishes, especially the grilled pork belly, and asked for extra servings for Yeongwon. Yeongwon smiled at the generous portions on his tray and politely nodded, making his way to the corner of the cafeteria, where seats were starting to fill up.

  
    "Looks delicious."



    



    Kim Hyun Jin, scooping up a mountain of rice with his chopsticks, started eating in such an enjoyable way that it made Yeongwon’s appetite grow. Yeongwon took a bite of rice and then bit into an omelet with ham inside.



    



    "Whoa, Yeongwon, you’re so fancy."



    



    "Why?"



    



    "It’s pork belly, and you’re eating the omelet first? Don’t you know that’s a crime? Violating the meat law! You’re getting sued. You’re facing the death penalty."



    



    "Just let it slide this time."



    



    Yeongwon took another bite of rice, and this time he picked up some meat. Finally, Kim Hyun Jin smiled, squinting his eyes as he nodded.



    



    "Well... if you insist, I’ll let it slide this time."



    



    Yeongwon now understood why Hyun Jin’s brothers teased him so much. Sometimes, Hyun Jin seemed like the youngest in their group, but to his brothers, he probably looked even cuter.



    



    "Oh, Yoo Seon Woo’s coming."



    



    At Hyun Jin's words, Yeongwon turned his head. He saw Yoo Seon Woo, now in his school uniform, getting closer with a few other unfamiliar students. As Yoo Seon Woo passed by their table, he lightly patted Yeongwon’s head. He also said a short, polite phrase to Kim Hyun Jin, wishing him to enjoy his meal. Watching Yeongwon, who was getting his head patted, Hyun Jin clicked his tongue.



    



    "Yoo Seon Woo must like you."



    



    "What?"



    



    Yeongwon was startled by the unexpected comment from Hyun Jin and forgot to lower the hand that had been resting on his head, looking at Hyun Jin with a confused expression.



    



    "He seems to like you. Oh, good. Since the other day, he’s been messing with you every time he sees you."



    



    "W-Why...?"



    



    "You only mess around with people you’re close to. So, are you going to keep getting along? You should. It’s great. Thanks to you, I can also greet Yoo Seon Woo. It’s really nice."



    



    Yeongwon sighed and started stirring his rice with his chopsticks. If Kim Hyun Jin found out how much Yoo Seon Woo was suspicious and misunderstanding things, he would probably be horrified. He could be shocked and angry, and might even go to confront Yoo Seon Woo, so Yeongwon didn’t say anything.



    



    "I’ve got a question."



    



    "Yeah, what is it?"



    



    "Have you ever thought about taking me home when I was at your place?"



    



    "Taking you home? To your house? Why?"



    



    This was the expected reaction. Kim Hyun Jin’s innocent and confused response to the question showed how much of a ‘friend’ he truly was. Yeongwon laughed as he watched Kim Hyun Jin, still not understanding what he meant, tilting his head in confusion.



    



    "Do you like me?"



    



    "Yeah, I like you."



    



    "Then why don’t you say you like me?"



    



    "Ugh, I just got chills. What is this, some kind of new mind-control test?"



    



    Watching Kim Hyun Jin rubbing his arms in a panic, Yeongwon chuckled quietly. He wondered if he was saying something completely nonsensical to his friend.



    



    "What, you want me to say I like you? I like your pork belly."



    



    Kim Hyun Jin, picking up a piece of pork belly from Yeongwon’s tray and putting it in his mouth, continued to rub his arm, still shaken from the earlier conversation.



    



    "Ugh, this is so creepy."



    



    "Just eat your food."



    



    "I can't swallow because of you. You gave me chills."



    



    It was clear, Kim Hyun Jin and Yoo Seon Woo were completely different. Kim Hyun Jin was a friend. But Yoo Seon Woo was... I could say he was a friend, but the way he acted toward me wasn’t the behavior of a friend. No, even as I accepted those actions and let him hug me when he asked, I wasn’t acting like a normal friend either.



    



    "......"



    



    Yoo Seon Woo, always making eye contact, holding my hand under the desk, pulling me into a stall like the bathroom, kissing my ear, my hair, my neck, does he really see me as just a friend?



    



    The heat in my neck, ear, and face grew. My head, where Yoo Seon Woo had touched, felt dizzy. I wanted to pour cold water over myself.



    



    ***



    



    Walking down the quiet street to his house, Yoo Seon Woo held Yeongwon’s hand the entire time. Previously, he would hold it briefly and then let go, but now, he entwined their fingers and didn’t let go. It felt strange to just quietly hold hands like this. Yeongwon wriggled his fingers, still held by Yoo Seon Woo.



    



    "Is it uncomfortable?"



    



    "It’s just been so long since I’ve held someone’s hand."



    



    "Me too."



    



    "I think it’s the first time since kindergarten."



    



    "I don’t really remember. I might never have held anyone’s hand. I was always told not to rely on anyone, to get up by myself, walk by myself, do everything by myself."



    



    "Your parents told you that?"



    



    "Yeah."



    



    It seemed like Yoo Seon Woo’s parents were very strict. Yeongwon hesitated, wondering whether he should ask the questions that had been on his mind. The thoughts he had been chewing on quickly faded as he lost the courage to ask.



    



    "Weren’t you scared of sleeping alone?"



    



    "At first, I was. It felt weird to say it, but... when I was alone, I could hear sounds I never noticed before. The ticking of the clock, the fridge groaning, the sound of the wind outside, the front door creaking with the wind. Those sounds never bothered me before, but when I was alone, they made me feel uneasy."



    



    "What kind of scary thoughts?"



    



    "You know... like, when you stick your foot out of the blanket, and the ghost pulls you down or something, or feeling like someone is watching you from the ceiling."



    



    "Do you believe in ghosts?"



    



    "I don’t think they exist, but still, hearing the stories is scary."



    



    "Do you want me to stay with you?"



    



    Startled by the sudden words, Yeongwon stopped walking. It should have been a joke, but Yoo Seon Woo didn't say anything. Thinking it was just a joke, Yeongwon continued walking, but suddenly felt warmth spreading through the hand that was held in Yoo Seon Woo's.



    



    "...It's not like I need you to stay with me."



    



    "If you're scared at night, call me. I'll come right away."



    



    Yeongwon knew he probably wouldn’t call Yoo Seon Woo if he were scared at night. Isn’t it funny? At nineteen, calling a friend because he was scared at night.



    



    "We’re here already."



    



    "Ah... I guess so. Hurry up, it’s late."



    



    "I’ll walk you to your door."



    



    The words that were almost at the tip of Yeongwon’s tongue were quickly swallowed. He couldn’t refuse Yoo Seon Woo’s request. Yeongwon silently walked with him to the entrance of 102, where the sensor was broken and the light didn’t turn on, before finally pulling his hand away. As soon as Yeongwon let go, Yoo Seon Woo’s gaze fell to the ground in the darkness.



    



    "Be careful on your way."



    



    "Wait a minute."



    



    Yeongwon knew what Yoo Seon Woo was going to do. After only a few days, the pattern of hugging before parting had become almost natural. Was it okay to do this? Yeongwon embraced Yoo Seon Woo’s waist, and though the large body crumpled to fit around him, he didn’t mind. If it had been uncomfortable, he would have thought he didn’t like it, but because it was his first time receiving comfort in this way, or maybe because Yoo Seon Woo smelled nice, he still felt comfortable and at ease.



    



    "I don’t want to go."



    



    "We’ll see each other tomorrow, early in the morning. There’s only a few hours left."



    



    "Still..."



    



    Yoo Seon Woo’s hair brushed against Yeongwon’s neck and cheek, and Yeongwon couldn’t help but laugh as it tickled him. As Yeongwon laughed, Yoo Seon Woo’s arm tightened around him. The warmth of their bodies pressed together felt even hotter than the temperature of the season. Yeongwon reluctantly pulled away, hearing the soft kiss sound near his ear.



    



    In the familiar darkness, Yoo Seon Woo laughed. Yeongwon, who was left with lingering feelings, watched as Yoo Seon Woo turned and walked away. Without realizing it, Yeongwon took a few steps after him. He felt like he should hug him again.



    



    "......"



    



    Am I crazy? What am I thinking? Yeongwon’s feet stopped in front of an old mailbox. If he had stepped out, he might have run and hugged Yoo Seon Woo. He was weak to loneliness, and to those who needed him.



    



    Shaking his head, Yeongwon went back inside and locked the door with the key. From upstairs, the sound of someone singing horribly off-key echoed down the stairs. They were probably drunk again. Yeongwon quickly went inside and locked the door, thinking the person might suddenly open the door and rush down.



    



    "If you’re scared at night, call me. I’ll come right away."



    



    Although it probably wouldn’t happen, when he thought about it, those words were so kind and reassuring. To think that someone would come to him immediately, just because he was scared at night, felt surprising. Even if it was something he said casually, just that one sentence made him feel at ease. Yeongwon set down his bag, took out some orange juice from the fridge, and poured half of it into a cup. Somehow, he felt like he wouldn’t be scared tonight. He knew that someone would come right away, just because of a phone call.



    



    ***



    



    The green light blinked. It seemed to glare threateningly, as though telling him not to even think about crossing. Yoo Seon Woo stood on the other side of the crosswalk, staring at the bright red light that seemed to glare directly at him. This was already the sixth time.



    



    It seemed like once he crossed, he could keep going, but this first crosswalk on the way from Yeongwon’s house to his own was always difficult to cross. Was it because he knew that no matter how many times he ran back, this signal would always stop him from reaching Yeongwon? Yoo Seon Woo had stood with his hands shoved into his pockets, staring impassively at the changing traffic light.



    



    What was Yeongwon doing right now? Was he getting ready to shower and sleep, alone in the house? Or maybe he was finally feeling a sense of relief now that they were apart?



    



    The warmth Yeongwon had left behind lingered on Yoo Seon Woo’s body. He thought of the soft yet firm strength with which Yeongwon had pulled him into an embrace, his small but steady arms around his waist. Lately, he lived for moments like those, the fleeting moments that made everything else seem insignificant.



    



    When he saw Yeongwon crying and telling him that he was fine, his body instinctively leaned forward. Even though he had never really comforted anyone before, it felt like the only thing he could do. He didn’t even fully understand what he was doing.



    



    The Saturday night he had spent with Yeongwon, offering comfort, had become an unforgettable memory for Yoo Seon Woo as well. Simply watching Yeongwon’s sparkling eyes, fascinated and happy by the little, seemingly insignificant things, was enough to make him feel joy. He wanted to see him even happier, to see more of that expression. For hours, every ounce of his attention had been focused solely on Yeongwon.



    



     

  
    Under the streetlight, it was comfort, and in front of the old, worn-down villa 102, the embrace felt like an impulse. He could have turned around and left, but he didn’t want to. He could have casually said goodbye, but he didn’t want to. He wanted to extend that moment for as long as possible.



    



    ‘Can I hug you?’



    



    It was an impulse, but there was no regret. Since that day, Yoo Seon Woo had been chasing the sense of relief and liberation that came when he was close to Yeongwon. He liked the way Yeongwon, surprised yet willing, hugged him and patted him. He wanted to do even more.



    



    What was Yeongwon thinking? Did he ever think about him in the same way? Or did he think he was crazy when he was alone? But, there was nothing he could do. Maybe he was crazy, and even if Yeongwon pushed him away, he couldn’t help but get closer.



    



    “Ah…”



    



    Through the thoughts, the green light appeared again. Was it the eighth time? Or maybe the ninth. Yoo Seon Woo glanced back toward Yeongwon’s house and crossed the crosswalk. His steps were firm now, with no hesitation or lingering regret.



    



    As he moved farther from Yeongwon, the stillness in his heart began to ripple. The moment his heart started to waver, the feeling only grew stronger as he got closer to home.



    



    He pressed the doorbell, and the door opened immediately. Entering the impeccably maintained garden with no sign of disarray, he saw his mother, as composed as ever. Behind her, his father was sitting in the living room, as usual, looking over materials. His father must have come home to de-stress after a few days of important trials. Yoo Seon Woo, knowing his parents’ busy nature, greeted them with a simple bow.



    



    “I’m home.”



    



    “You’re back late. Self-study ends at 10:30, and now it's 11:30. It takes you an hour to get home? Did you meet with that trashy kid again today?”



    



    “You already know it’s not that.”



    



    He knew his parents had someone else to handle things like monitoring his school life. Noticing his father’s dissatisfied expression, Yoo Seon Woo responded with a small bow of his head, then moved on.



    



    “You and Yeongwon are in the same class and even partners now, right? And you’ve been hanging out together lately.”



    



    “Yes.”



    



    “Good. This time, you’ll win. You can’t lose to someone like that. Kids who study without any tutoring will break down eventually. They lack the details. That’s where the difference will start to show.”



    



    “...”



    



    “Sit down. Let’s talk.”



    



    He didn’t want to sit. Hearing Yeongwon’s name from his parents’ mouths made him uncomfortable. His father gestured for him to sit, his tone condescending, as if commanding him. Too tired to argue, Yoo Seon Woo quietly walked to the sofa and sat down.



    



    “So, what’s it like? Honestly, it feels like you’ve been losing to someone with no real skills, right?”



    



    ‘He’s pretty,’ was the first thing that came to his mind. What would happen if he said that in front of them? Just thinking about it made him shudder. The thought of their faces, stunned and horrified, was almost comical.



    



    "How many years has it been since middle school? Twice a year, for five years already, and I still can't believe that my son lost to someone like that. You must have felt it too. He doesn't have anything, and he's clueless."



    



    He's kind. Gentle. He smells like soap from head to toe. His body is small, only coming up to a little above my shoulder. So when I hold him, I like the feeling of completely enclosing him.



    



    "Second place, third place. Things like that don't suit you or us. This time, let's not lose to someone like him in midterms, mock exams, or finals."



    



    I want to do worse things with him. I only wanted to smell the soap scent, but now I want to lick him. What kind of face will he make if I touch him with my tongue?



    



    "The people you need to step on to win, you should keep them close and ruin them. There's nothing to apologize for. If someone ahead of me doesn't fall, get hurt, or break, they'll keep blocking my way."



    



    This had been said to me since I was little. My parents' philosophy was to bring down those above me, step on them, and climb higher than them. Even when I came in last during the school sports day race in first grade and fell, my parents never reached out their hands to me. They were simply upholding their belief that no one should ever offer a hand to a loser.



    



    Since then, Yoo Seon-woo got up on his own. He only used his parents' support when it was absolutely necessary, always aiming for the moment when he could stand alone, completely independent. At first, he thought about completely failing the college entrance exam and getting a grade so low it would crush his parents, but then he realized there was no need to ruin his own life just to ruin theirs. So, Yoo Seon-woo tortured his parents without ruining himself. Even though he could have been first, he never became number one. For five years, he showed his parents report cards with grades like 'first in class, second in school' or 'first in class, third in school,' just to anger them.



    



    "Don't you feel anything when you see someone like Lee Yeongwon?"



    



    It's not that I want to ruin him; I want him. As I heard my mother's voice falling, losing strength, and hitting the floor, Yoo Seon-woo kept thinking about Yeongwon. Just like always. Since May, when I first heard that name at the age of fourteen, Lee Yeongwon had never been far from my thoughts.



    



    "Someone like him, who desperately clings to life, isn't your rival, Seon-woo. So, stop with the childish idea of disappointing Mom and Dad, and let's stop giving up your place for someone else. You're not a child anymore."



    



    "I'll try my best."



    



    "Seon-woo."



    



    "Rest now."



    



    With a minimal gesture, Yoo Seon-woo bowed his head and left the living room. It might have been unpleasant to face the strangely twisted emotions, but there was no way to criticize his attitude.



    



    He went upstairs and entered his room, casually throwing his bag onto the desk and laying his school jacket and tie on the bed. His face showed no emotion.



    



    It was tiring to be home. Whether his parents were there or not, the house always felt like it was pressing down on him. Even the room, decorated completely according to his parents' taste, had no excess, as if designed to prevent him from being interested in anything other than studying. It felt like there were eyes everywhere.



    



    No, it might actually be true. If the people blocking his path were willing to go to any lengths to make him their own or destroy him, his parents would certainly put cameras in every corner of his room to make sure he stayed theirs.



    



    When he opened his closet to get his clothes, he saw perfectly pressed school shirts hanging at regular intervals. Extra jackets, vests, and pants, all new and neatly arranged, filled one side of the closet. It was something he saw all the time, but every time he did, he wanted to destroy it. He wanted to cut it up with scissors, or pour something filthy on it.



    



    But all of that remained a fantasy. Ruining his school uniform would be a loss for him as well.



    



    After taking out the clothes he needed, Yoo Seon-woo closed the closet and headed for the bathroom. His mood, which had been fine for the past few days, was shattered after seeing his parents. Especially today, when Yeongwon had hugged him twice, making him feel safe, it was the worst to have that peace shattered.



    



    ‘...I want to get along well with you too, Seon-woo.’



    



    It’s a name that’s casually used by parents, teachers, and other kids, but why does it feel so special when Yeongwon calls me that? Yoo Seon-woo sat on the edge of the bathtub, thinking of Yeongwon. More precisely, the Yeongwon who provokes his impulses.



    



    ‘...If you hug me too tightly... it hurts.’



    



    He still remembered the touch that pushed him away when he impulsively pulled Yeongwon into his arms again. When he hesitated, unsure if he was being too forward, Yeongwon, shaking with a soft voice, said what he wanted to say.



    



    ‘...Please... be gentle...’



    



    It wasn’t a rejection, a complaint, or a distaste for being hugged. Yeongwon wasn’t saying that he didn’t want to be held, or that it was unpleasant or disgusting. He just wanted Seon-woo to hold him gently because it hurt. How could he not hug Yeongwon again after that? After removing his greed and obsession, when he held Yeongwon again, he no longer pushed him away.



    



    "……."



    



    Yoo Seon-woo raised one arm and curved it as if holding something. Was it this small? No, Yeongwon was even smaller than this. Thinking of Yeongwon’s smaller frame, Seon-woo curled his arm and let out a small, breathy laugh. Just by imagining it, it felt like Yeongwon was already in his arms, and warmth rose within him.



    



    Yeongwon would never realize this, even in his dreams. He would never know that the moments he’d looked at and heard were wrapped in a completely different warmth than the words he was told, words that urged him to step on others, to ruin them, and climb higher. And even his great parents would never know. No matter how much they monitored his school life, they couldn’t monitor his feelings.



    



    He wondered what Yeongwon and his parents would think if they knew Yeongwon was the one who had been his first sexual partner. What would their faces look like if they found out that, even during the ten days of the most intense fever he had ever had, when he was suffering from the shock, Yeongwon's face was the only thing he saw? If he said that seeing Yeongwon's face when he returned to school after ten days made him feel at ease, would they laugh or get angry?



    



    "……."



    



    It was a pointless thought. Yoo Seon-woo erased it from his mind as he took off his school shirt and the white T-shirt he wore underneath. He ran his hand through his messy hair, stood up from the bathtub, and stood in front of the sink. When Yeongwon wasn’t there, his face appeared expressionless, showing no emotion.



    



    Since the moment he came home, or rather, since the moment he separated from Yeongwon, he had only one wish. He wanted tomorrow to come so that he could hold Yeongwon again. And so, Yoo Seon-woo endured the suffocating house. He waited, as always, for Yeongwon to return.



    



     

  
    Yoo Seon-woo, who had woken up at dawn and finished getting ready for school, quietly descended to the living room. It was quiet, but the absence of emptiness suggested that his parents were still at home. Without even glancing toward his parents' room, Yoo Seon-woo left the house. He hadn’t been home for long, but it felt like stepping out after being locked away for years.



    



    The faint light of early dawn settled above him. It would be nice to go to Yeongwon’s house, but it seemed like it would be a little late if he went now. He wasn’t sure if it was better to risk missing each other or just go directly to school. After a moment of hesitation, Yoo Seon-woo decided to walk to school instead of Yeongwon’s house.



    



    Since middle school, Yoo Seon-woo had always left the house early in the morning, heading to school. At first, it wasn’t his choice. His parents’ pressure had begun when they learned that Yeongwon, who was the top student in the school, would arrive two hours before class started to study alone.



    



    Despite his fatigue, when he arrived at school, there was Yeongwon. Seeing Yeongwon sitting in his classroom, studying without looking up, only made him feel resentment. The thought that Yeongwon’s presence was causing him trouble made him, at times, want to ruin Yeongwon completely, just as his parents suggested.



    



    However, when Yeongwon briefly left the room, Yoo Seon-woo looked at the worn-out notebook, and that thought changed. The repeated problems, the small eraser, and the black pen, whose brand name had worn off from overuse, made his heart sink. How could he beat someone who worked so hard?



    



    His parents wanted him to win at any cost, but he never intended to beat Yeongwon. Instead, the thought that he shouldn’t win above Yeongwon only grew stronger. On a spring day in May, when he was fourteen, Yoo Seon-woo had placed an ion drink on Yeongwon’s desk, his first indirect touch.



    



    "He's not here yet."



    



    Entering the empty classroom, Yoo Seon-woo approached Yeongwon's seat, placed his bag down, and opened the classroom window wide. The sharp morning air came rushing in and brushed against his face. He bent down, resting his arms on the window frame, and looked outside.



    



    "Oh, he's here."



    



    About ten minutes later, Yeongwon walked into the courtyard. He was far, but Yoo Seon-woo could tell it was him. It was only natural; he had seen Yeongwon every day since he was fourteen. Yoo Seon-woo leaned out the window a little more and called out to Yeongwon, who was taking out his earphones as he crossed the yard.



    



    "Yeongwon."



    



    It wasn’t loud, but it was enough to echo through the quiet school, still untouched by the day's noise. Yeongwon’s head turned up in surprise as he held his earphones in his hand. Now, he was close enough for his face to be visible.



    



    Watching for his reaction, Yeongwon slowly raised his hand and waved. It was so cute that Yoo Seon-woo smiled and gestured for him to come up quickly. Yeongwon nodded and began walking a little faster. Only after watching Yeongwon enter the main entrance did Yoo Seon-woo leave the classroom and head for the stairs. Not long after, he heard the soft sound of footsteps approaching.



    



    "Why did you come so early?"



    



    "I was going to go to your house, but it was getting late, so I came straight to school. If I had gone to your house, we would've run into each other on the way, right? It's the same route."



    



    "You don't have to come to my house. It's too much trouble this early. Even after school... I’ll go with you then."



    



    "If I go with you, at least it won’t be so boring. Isn’t that good?"



    



    "...That’s true. But I don’t want it to be hard for you just because I’m not bored."



    



    "I’m going because I want to, though. As long as you’re not uncomfortable or dislike it, it's fine. If it really bothers you, just let me know."



    



    He was somewhat sincere. He didn’t want to pester someone who didn’t want him around. But what if that person was Yeongwon? Yeongwon, who seemed indifferent but was soft and easily moved by kindness, how would he feel if he pushed him away?



    



    "There’s nothing that would make me uncomfortable. You... you treat me so well."



    



    "Is it okay if I touch you?"



    



    "...Huh?"



    



    "Like holding hands or hugging."



    



    "...We’ve never done that, so... I’m not sure if it’s okay. Friends don’t usually do that."



    



    "Then Yeongwon, you know we're not just friends, right?"



    



    Yoo Seon-woo took Yeongwon’s hand and kissed the back of his hand. The sound of the kiss echoed in the hallway, and Yeongwon, surprised by the warmth spreading through his hand, quickly glanced around.



    



    "No one’s here."



    



    "Still... it's school. Yesterday, you were holding hands in front of the teacher..."



    



    "I know. So... is it okay when we’re alone?"



    



    As they entered the classroom, Yeongwon bit his lip. He wasn’t sure if it was okay to say that it was fine. No one had ever asked him about this kind of thing, so he really didn’t know what to do in situations like this.



    



    "...Maybe a little."



    



    "A little? How much is a little?"



    



    Yoo Seon-woo, having closed the front door, placed Yeongwon's bag on a desk and then pushed Yeongwon toward the door. Surprised, Yeongwon looked up at Yoo Seon-woo, who was now standing between him and the door.



    



    "Is this a little?"



    



    Yoo Seon-woo’s face tilted forward, brushing against Yeongwon’s neck. As his lips touched and then pulled away, Yeongwon's face, ears, and neck turned bright red.



    



    "What about this?"



    



    Yoo Seon-woo intertwined his fingers with Yeongwon’s and held his hand tightly, kissing the back of his hand. Yeongwon was speechless, his lips only twitching.



    



    "Hmm, so this much is okay?"



    



    The things Yoo Seon-woo had done in the past few days made it impossible for Yeongwon to suddenly say no. But with everything happening at once, his heart raced so fast that he couldn’t speak properly. Yoo Seon-woo, laughing while meeting Yeongwon’s gaze, leaned down and pulled him into an embrace. The comforting scent he had missed all night lingered lightly on Yeongwon’s neck.



    



    "Holding is also part of the 'little,' you know."



    



    Yeongwon didn’t ask to be hugged, but his arms wrapped around Yoo Seon-woo’s waist. Yoo Seon-woo, still holding Yeongwon, kissed his neck lightly, feeling Yeongwon flinch each time. It was so cute that he wanted to make things even more complicated.



    



    "What about this?"



    



    Releasing his hold on Yeongwon, Yoo Seon-woo tilted his head and moved closer to kiss him. Yeongwon, startled by the shadow looming over him, quickly raised his hand to block Yoo Seon-woo’s lips. Yoo Seon-woo, looking at Yeongwon, who was standing as if he might collapse, kissed the palm of the hand blocking his lips before slowly standing up.



    



    "Kissing is off-limits, huh? Got it."



    



    The word ‘kiss’ from Yoo Seon-woo made Yeongwon’s mind buzz. Until now, he had thought of all the actions as something that was okay because they felt good or comforting, but kissing was different.



    



    A kiss was something friends could never do. There was no room for ambiguity. If they crossed that line, he could never go back to being just friends with Yoo Seon-woo. Yeongwon was suddenly overwhelmed by the reality in front of him.



    



    "...I... I need to study."



    



    Yeongwon, who had met Yoo Seon-woo's gaze as he looked down at him, fled towards his desk, grabbing his bag as he approached. Although he was walking, his legs felt weak with each step, as if he might collapse onto the floor at any moment.



    



    "What are you doing today?"



    



    "...English."



    



    "I won’t disturb you."



    



    Sitting next to him, Yoo Seon-woo pulled out a workbook from the drawer and opened it. As Yeongwon watched Yoo Seon-woo's large, long fingers resting on top of the workbook, he squeezed his eyes shut before opening them again to focus on the English passage. But as expected, the passage didn’t register in his mind. That state of being unable to concentrate lasted until his heartbeat returned to normal and the warmth of Yoo Seon-woo’s touch on his neck and palm disappeared.



    



    ***



    



    While Yoo Seon-woo was at the teacher's office, students gathered around Jo Yu-min. Known for his wide circle of friends, Jo Yu-min’s side was always filled with people. Sometimes, Yeongwon felt envious of how easily Jo Yu-min could chat about games or discuss his favorite soccer team’s matches, never seeming to tire of the conversation.



    



    "Hey, Yoo Tae-woo, did you meet Seo Chae-won yesterday? Are you going to meet him for a while this time?"



    



    As Yoo Tae-woo, who was close to Jo Yu-min, sat on Yoo Seon-woo’s desk and nodded, a group of five or six students around them began to cheer, tapping the desk and pushing Yoo Tae-woo playfully. When Yeongwon saw his own desk shake, he looked up and caught a glimpse of Yoo Tae-woo's back as he sat at Yoo Seon-woo’s desk.



    



    "What’s this? When did Yoo Tae get introduced? Damn, he acted all busy, but he’s been dating on his own?"



    



    "Hey, do you think I’d just play games with you losers forever? And it’s been over two months."



    



    "What? You spent over three hundred on in-game purchases. Next time I visit your house, I’ll tell your mom everything."



    



    "Damn, I’m dead."



    



    Yeongwon, unable to focus on the English passage, listened to the conversation from nearby. Even though the words quickly turned to swearing and rough language, it was clear that the tone was playful underneath.



    



    "So, did you sleep together yesterday?"



    



    "Ah, damn! Are you crazy? Where did you hear that we’ve been dating for two months?"



    



    "This guy’s face is red. So, have you kissed? If you still haven’t after two months, damn, you might as well end your relationship. You’re a eunuch."



    



    "Idiots. Is that all you’ve got in your heads?"



    



    At Yoo Tae-woo’s flustered response, the teasing continued. Yeongwon, still focusing on the word ‘kiss’ that was clearly audible through the noise, looked up at Yoo Tae-woo again. Between the teasing remarks, he noticed that Yoo Tae-woo’s ears and neck had turned bright red. He could see that Yoo Tae-woo was trying to avoid applying the conversation to a girl. It seemed like he genuinely liked her, but the teasing from his friends was getting too harsh. Yeongwon, feeling this way, lowered his head and began absentmindedly scribbling lines in his notebook.



    



    "Don’t mess it up, just do well. You got rejected last time because you fumbled around."



    



    "Hey, the faces are different."



    



    As the group continued to tease Yoo Tae-woo by mentioning Yoo Seon-woo, Yoo Tae-woo glanced at his phone, smiled, and left the classroom toward the hallway. Following him, the students who had been crowded around him stood up and quickly left the room. Yeongwon watched Yoo Tae-woo answering a call in the hallway, surrounded by quiet onlookers, before lying down on the workbook with his head.



    



     

  
    "...Kiss."



    



    The idea that something like that, a kiss, could exist between Yoo Seon-woo and me felt strange. Even Yoo Tae-woo, who had been dating his girlfriend for two months, stumbled over the topic of kissing. And I had only known Yoo Seon-woo for less than a month. Not to mention, we weren’t even dating, and yet the word ‘kiss’ had come up. I couldn’t believe it.



    



    "......"



    



    Did Yoo Seon-woo want to kiss me? What would it feel like if our lips touched? Would it be as warm as when his lips touched my neck? What if he tried to do something more? If our tongues touched… When I thought that far, I suddenly lifted my head. I must be crazy. Just the thought of kissing after Yoo Seon-woo playfully teasing me had taken me way too far. I shook my head, realizing how far I had gone.



    



    "Are you hurt?"



    



    At Yoo Seon-woo’s voice, suddenly cutting through the silence, Yeongwon’s heart dropped with a loud thump. Turning toward the sound, he saw Yoo Seon-woo leaning over, one hand on the desk and the other on his back. Without realizing it, Yeongwon found himself staring at Yoo Seon-woo's lips.



    



    "......"



    



    I tried to convince myself it was just a joke, but if I hadn’t stopped him earlier, he might have come closer, and we might have actually kissed. Yoo Seon-woo never stopped himself. Whether he was hugging me, pushing me into a bathroom stall, or holding my hand in front of a teacher, he never hesitated. If I hadn’t stopped him, he would have kissed me on the palm like he did earlier.



    



    If we had kissed earlier, what would have happened with Yoo Seon-woo now? The first time is always the hardest, right? After that, it would become easier. Just like how I had gotten used to hugging him, kissing might eventually become something natural between us. So… would that mean we were dating? Just like Yoo Tae-woo and his girlfriend?



    



    "Yeongwon."



    



    "Ah…"



    



    Once again, Yeongwon’s gaze was drawn to Yoo Seon-woo's lips. He shook his head as if nothing had happened. Yoo Seon-woo's hand gently stroked Yeongwon’s hair and then pulled away.



    



    His heart, which had only just calmed down, began pounding again rapidly. He couldn’t deny that he didn’t dislike the touch, but at the same time, he felt a little scared. Thoughts of "I shouldn’t be doing this" slowly crept into his mind. Watching Yoo Seon-woo prepare for class, Yeongwon turned his gaze back to the English passage, which still wasn’t registering in his mind.



    



    The hallway was still noisy with the chatter about Yoo Tae-woo’s relationship.



    



    ***



    



    What is this?



    



    Yeongwon sighed as he looked at his mistake notebook. It was a clear result of how distracted he had been lately. The mistakes were all on questions he should have been able to answer easily. Normally, he would have filled a page with several hundred problems, but now, after just two days of studying, he had barely filled a single page. A sense of despair washed over him.



    



    At this rate, he wouldn’t even be able to get first place in the class, let alone the school’s top spot. Yeongwon lay his head down on the wrong answers.



    



    That wasn’t all. He hadn’t been able to stick to his plan for days. He couldn’t deny that his mind had wandered, and he had become lax in his studies. He recalled the red Xs marking the plans he had set up for the last three days. If things continued this way, another X would mark today.



    



    He had to snap out of it. It would be too late to wake up after losing first place in the midterms. Right now, in this moment, he had to focus and get back on track, just like he always had before.



    



    He had always studied hard and remained focused, but that didn’t mean it was easy. There were times when it was so painful he just wanted to give up, times when he was tempted to follow the others and go have fun. But he couldn’t allow himself to do that because he knew that even one day of giving in could ruin everything. Even when it was painful, he would gather his strength and stay focused. He could do that again this time.



    



    "......"



    



    Yeongwon glanced to the side and saw Yoo Seon-woo studying, his chin resting on his hand. He knew that the reason he couldn’t focus this much was because of Yoo Seon-woo. He liked the way his warmth and kindness suddenly crept in, the way he enjoyed spending time with him in between self-study sessions. That kept pulling his gaze away from his workbook and toward Yoo Seon-woo.



    



    The reason Yoo Seon-woo had been shaking him up was completely different from the reasons that had troubled him in the past. In the past, he could cut off the distractions easily, but with Yoo Seon-woo, he didn’t know what to do. Should he pull away completely? If he told him not to be so kind, would things change? How could he go back to his original self?



    



    Once his gaze met his, he couldn’t help but stare at him. Every time they hugged, he found himself leaning into him more. His strong arms, wide chest, and long legs that stepped toward him…



    



    Always the good smell, the warm gaze looking down at him, and the voice saying, ‘I like you,’ there was nothing about him that didn’t make Yeongwon feel shaken. Yeongwon was scared of how Yoo Seon-woo’s unhesitating approach affected him.



    



    "......"



    



    The thought of wanting to be hugged filled Yeongwon’s mind. He felt like if Yoo Seon-woo hugged him, all these complicated thoughts would slowly settle down, just like they always did.



    



    Ah... What am I thinking? Yeongwon shook his head at the thought of once again leaning on Yoo Seon-woo instead of solving things on his own. As he moved, Yoo Seon-woo, who had been focused on his workbook, slowly tilted his head and looked at Yeongwon. In the quiet classroom, Yoo Seon-woo opened his eyes wider, as if asking what was wrong. Yeongwon shook his head and looked back down at his workbook. Yoo Seon-woo’s hand gently stroked Yeongwon’s hair.



    



    The touch made Yeongwon’s heart race again. He pressed his hand against his chest and looked at the wrong answers marked in red on his notebook. He couldn’t delay it any longer.



    



    ***



    



    Yeongwon was dragged down the hallway by his wrist. It wasn’t until he entered the empty classroom of an old building, one that wasn’t in use anymore, that his wrist was released. The room was quiet, covered in dust, and his body was gently pushed forward. As his back met the closed door, someone standing before him appeared in his sight, someone who had pulled him here by the wrist.



    



    ‘Yeongwon.’



    



    Yoo Seon-woo’s face leaned in. He wanted to say something, but no words came out. As their faces drew closer, Yoo Seon-woo's lips came close, and warmth washed over Yeongwon.



    



    A kiss. He was kissing Yoo Seon-woo. Yeongwon was too disoriented by the sudden intrusion to think. His body pressed against Yoo Seon-woo’s was hot, and the heat of his open mouth made him curl his toes in reflex.



    



    The wet sound, floating dust, the heat spreading everywhere, and the warmth of the hands that cupped his cheeks. It felt good. That was all Yeongwon could think. He embraced Yoo Seon-woo's waist, just like usual.



    



    Yoo Seon-woo turned Yeongwon’s body and began to move him backward. Yeongwon’s back leaned against an empty desk, and Yoo Seon-woo’s hand slipped under his school uniform. The sensation was vivid, and Yeongwon felt a sharp pull in his lower abdomen. The unfamiliar but irresistible sensations overwhelmed him, pushing him to the edge. Just as the thought of stopping flashed in his mind, the door that had been closed suddenly opened.



    



    ‘Yeongwon, what are you doing here?’



    



    ‘Are you gay?’



    



    ‘Did you sleep with Yoo Seon-woo?’



    



    Hyunjin and a few others entered the classroom. The voices of accusation grew louder, and the noise increased.



    



    Yeongwon closed his eyes and opened them again, and the school was silent once more. It had all been a dream. He breathed a sigh of relief and walked into the empty classroom, just as he always did. His name was written on the blackboard. Along with filthy, obscene words. The desk also had messy, red scribblings on it. As the back and front doors opened, students rushed in, staring at him with hostile eyes.



    



    ‘They say you spread your legs for Yoo Seon-woo."’



    



    ‘Disgusting.’



    



    No, that’s not true. Yeongwon shook his head in agony. He was sure he had just woken up from a dream, but he couldn’t understand why this absurd situation was happening. It must have been a dream.



    



    ‘Yeongwon, what is this? Are you really going to go to Korea University with these grades? Don’t even dream about it.’



    



    His homeroom teacher handed him his report card. Yeongwon took it and saw the unbelievable rank written inside.



    



    5th in class / 32nd in school



    



    It was an incomprehensible number. He had never received a ranking like this before, and his mind spun. Yeongwon shook his head frantically. No, that’s not right… No, that can’t be true.



    



    ‘Yeongwon, people like us just live like this.’



    



    ‘Just like your mom and dad. It’s unavoidable.’



    



    His parents’ voices echoed from all around. Yeongwon watched the students approaching him, his homeroom teacher, and his parents, and collapsed to the ground. Tears welled up, and he felt his strength leave his body. He couldn’t believe this situation. Where was Yoo Seon-woo? Yoo Seon-woo, where are you? Please, help me. There was no one to reach out to. Yeongwon closed his eyes to escape the avalanche of accusations crashing over him. No, it’s a dream. No!



    



    "...Ha..."



    



    His eyes snapped open. It was a dark room. There were no other kids swearing, no dreadful report card with terrible rankings. His parents, who had cursed him, telling him he had to live like this, were also, of course, absent. It was all a dream. It seemed everything after he had thought he woke up was also a dream.



    



    "......"



    



    His whole body was damp. Yeongwon closed his eyes deeply to calm the fear that filled his mind. After taking a deep breath, he checked his condition. His body was wet with cold sweat, but there was a different kind of dampness he felt, one he had never experienced before. He knew, even without having gone through it before, that this was a wet dream. He had just had a wet dream about Yoo Seon-woo.



    



    "...I’m crazy."



    



    It seemed that guilt and fear followed him even in the dream. Otherwise, there wouldn’t have been such realistic scenes after such a dream. Yeongwon recalled the accusations that had been thrown at him.



    



    It had only just quieted down, but if rumors about him started circulating again, he wouldn't be able to endure it. If it was about Yoo Seon-woo, people would definitely look at him strangely. He and Yoo Seon-woo didn’t belong together. Even if people looked at Yoo Seon-woo strangely, in the end, the arrows of blame and mockery would be aimed at him. Everyone liked Yoo Seon-woo, and they were also afraid of him. Yeongwon knew very well that, even when they spoke the same words, everyone listened to the stronger person.



    



     

  
    If this had just been a ridiculous dream that only I experienced, I might have thought I was crazy and moved on. But the thought of a kiss started with Yoo Seon-woo, who leaned in toward me this morning. If I hadn’t stopped him, maybe we would have kissed, just like in the dream. What if someone saw it? What if someone knew we went into the bathroom together?



    



    Someone might already think something was off. Maybe rumors had started circulating because people saw us sitting together every morning in class. They might have noticed him secretly holding my hand or walking me home, or the way he would gently stroke my hair and playfully touch my chin or cheek. Maybe by now, they already thought we were more than just friends.



    



    "......"



    



    What should I do? Yeongwon didn’t want to stand in the center of the commotion again. He was scared. He didn’t want to face people whose ridiculous stories were based on the truth about what they thought of him. In the first year, he had been lucky enough that Lee Jung-woo’s transfer had made everything die down, but now, that kind of good luck wouldn’t happen again.



    



    He was scared of his own reactions to Yoo Seon-woo’s actions. He knew that he couldn’t deny he had started to lean toward him too. Rather than pushing him away when Yoo Seon-woo came closer, he wanted to pull him into an embrace. He wanted to meet his gaze, rather than avoid it, as he looked at him so kindly. Coming to school early for him, going to the snack bar together, having dinner together—it all felt so good.



    



    The awkward yet thrilling moments of walking home together, the warmth of an embrace in the dark, he couldn’t refuse any of it. He didn’t want to. At this rate, it wouldn’t be long before he’d want to nod at even more intimate gestures.



    



    He had to get a grip. Right now, what mattered most wasn’t the excitement, the warmth, or Yoo Seon-woo’s smile. Even without Yoo Seon-woo’s kindness and touch, he could still get by, but if his focus on studying wavered, he wouldn’t be able to guarantee his future.



    



    The thoughts he’d had while doing self-study grew darker, spreading throughout his mind. It wasn’t just about his grades; he couldn’t leave himself as he was after having a wet dream about Yoo Seon-woo. He was so embarrassed that tears kept falling. Yeongwon cried, his body drenched in sweat, as conflicting emotions weighed heavily on him, causing him pain.



    



    If this continued, everything would fall apart. The five minutes he spent with Yoo Seon-woo would turn into ten, and the ten minutes would eventually turn into hours. He knew that. Just today, just one more day. That one day might eventually destroy all the time he had built up until now.



    



    "......"



    



    His head throbbed and spun. It seemed the stress was worse than he thought. Yeongwon pressed his knees together, lowered his forehead, and wiped his tears with the back of his hand before getting up from his seat to wash his face.



    



    Yeongwon looked at the clock showing 4:30 AM and, gathering his clothes, entered the bathroom. Staring at his reflection in the mirror, his face was pale with no color, and his eyes were slightly puffy from crying. He sighed.



    



    The warmth that had come so suddenly was impossible to reject. It felt good. Even though he knew he needed to stay grounded, thoughts of Yoo Seon-woo kept resurfacing.



    



    ‘If you’re scared, call me. I’ll come right away.’



    



    He wanted to call. To tell him that he had a scary dream. What would Yoo Seon-woo say if he heard that? Would he really come running and hug him, telling him it was all okay? Ridiculously, he felt like everything would be alright if Yoo Seon-woo hugged him.



    



    His legs gave out. Yeongwon collapsed, still in disarray, onto the cold bathroom floor. Thinking of Yoo Seon-woo made him cry again. He felt like he wanted to see him. In his aching head, Yoo Seon-woo’s smile lingered.



    



    ***



    



    It was a morning filled with shame, on top of not having slept properly, and dealing with the embarrassment of the bed sheets and underwear. Even though he tried to forget, the dream from last night kept knocking on his mind. The pleasant physical contact with Yoo Seon-woo, and then the sudden barrage of accusations that broke through it all, were such vivid scenes that it was impossible not to recall them.



    



    Locking the door with the key, Yeongwon stepped outside. The cool morning air brushed against his face. Even though it was morning, when he stepped out of the dim hallway and into the outside world, he saw Yoo Seon-woo sitting by the entrance leading to the main road. The moment he saw him, the sensations from the dream, the ones he had felt in his body, seemed to stick to him. When Yoo Seon-woo noticed Yeongwon hesitating and approaching slowly, he smiled, as usual, and came closer.



    



    “Did you sleep well?”



    



    “…Yeah. When did you come?”



    



    “Just now.”



    



    Yoo Seon-woo naturally cupped Yeongwon’s face in his hands and gently rubbed his cheek. Yeongwon, unable to meet Yoo Seon-woo’s gaze, bit his lips in embarrassment. It was the face he had wanted to see all night, but now that he saw it, the dream came rushing back, and he felt too shy to look at him.



    



    “Give me your bag.”



    



    “I’ll carry it.”



    



    “It’s too heavy, I can’t let you.”



    



    Yoo Seon-woo, taking the backpack and slinging it over one shoulder, took Yeongwon’s hand. Yeongwon looked down at the hand holding his, then gently pulled it away.



    



    “…It’s too bright. Someone might see.”



    



    “Okay.”



    



    Seeing Yoo Seon-woo smile, Yeongwon moved forward, feeling uneasy. His anxiousness didn’t disappear even on the walk to school.



    



    “Are you not feeling well?”



    



    “…No. Why?”



    



    “You look like you’re not feeling well. You seem like you didn’t sleep well.”



    



    “I’m fine…”



    



    Yeongwon absentmindedly rubbed his pale face with his hand. The face he had seen in the mirror before leaving home was a mess. He looked so ghostly with no color in his face that there was no way Yoo Seon-woo wouldn’t notice.



    



    “…I couldn’t sleep well because I had a dream.”



    



    “What kind of dream was it?”



    



    A dream where I kissed you and did even more than that. And then I got caught by the others and was ridiculed. There was nothing about that dream that I could tell Yoo Seon-woo. Yeongwon smiled faintly and shook his head.



    



    “I don’t really remember. I think it was just a bit scary.”



    



    “You should call me if you have a scary dream.”



    



    “But it was 4:30 in the morning.”



    



    “Time doesn’t matter. I can’t sleep deeply anyway, so I wake up quickly.”



    



    “Why can’t you sleep deeply?”



    



    “Since I was a kid, my parents always said sleep should be kept to a minimum, so I don’t really remember sleeping well. Maybe it’s because I’m always on alert, ready to wake up at any time.”



    



    When Yoo Seon-woo talked about his parents, he was a completely different person. There was no warmth or tenderness, and he spoke as if he had no emotion at all. Yeongwon understood that kind of Yoo Seon-woo perfectly, as it reminded him of how he spoke when talking about his own parents.



    



    “…That must have been tough.”



    



    “When I was younger, I didn’t understand and hated it, but now I’ve gotten used to it.”



    



    Yeongwon, looking up at Yoo Seon-woo, reached his seat and extended his hand. Only then did Yoo Seon-woo, who had been holding the bag, smile and hand it over.



    



    Yeongwon took out the math workbook from his bag and checked his timetable before heading to his locker and unlocking it. Today, if he managed his time well, he could probably follow through with his plan faster than expected.



    



    “Am I weird? Why does looking at a locker seem so cute?”



    



    Surprised by Yoo Seon-woo’s words, Yeongwon straightened up and pushed Yoo Seon-woo’s shoulder with his textbook. As he did so, Yoo Seon-woo gently grabbed Yeongwon’s wrist and tilted his head to approach. Seeing Yoo Seon-woo grab his wrist, just like in the dream, Yeongwon pushed his shoulder away a bit harder. Their eyes met, and Yoo Seon-woo obediently stepped back. As his wrist was freed, the front door creaked open. Shocked by the situation, just like in the dream, Yeongwon dropped the textbook and notebook he was holding.



    



    The person who entered with a tired face was Kim Seo-jun, who sat in front of him. Startled by the sound of the books dropping, Kim Seo-jun stared at Yeongwon, who was standing there, and then at Yoo Seon-woo, who was next to him. Yoo Seon-woo picked up the books Yeongwon had dropped and casually spoke to Kim Seo-jun.



    



    “Seo-jun, why are you here so early?”



    



    “I messed up my alarm. I set it for 6:30, but it was set for 5:30, so I came out without checking the time. The school was so quiet, and when I entered the playground, I saw it was 6:30. They say the class president comes this early every day? I really respect that.”



    



    Sitting down without a care, Kim Seo-jun lay on his desk, seemingly not noticing anything unusual. A sense of relief quickly gave way to the rising anxiety that engulfed Yeongwon.



    



    “Here’s your book.”



    



    “…….”



    



    Yeongwon accepted the book that Yoo Seon-woo handed him and sat down, opening the math workbook he needed to work on. As he picked up his pencil and read the problem, his eyes kept drifting to Kim Seo-jun, who was lying down. He wondered if anyone would think it was strange that he wasn’t alone at this early hour but was with Yoo Seon-woo. He tried to convince himself that it wouldn’t be a big deal, but the aftermath of the dream kept making him uneasy.



    



    “…….”



    



    Sighing, Yoo Seon-woo pulled the notebook towards him and took Yeongwon’s pencil to write something.



    



    [Are you okay?]



    



    Yeongwon, taking the pencil back, wrote his answer beneath it.



    



    [No, I’m not okay.]



    



    [Do you want to leave?]



    



    Honestly, he wanted to. He couldn’t talk properly with Kim Seo-jun here, and he also wanted to talk with Yoo Seon-woo to get some reassurance. But he felt like they couldn’t leave the classroom now. Yeongwon quietly shook his head as he looked at Yoo Seon-woo and returned the notebook to its original place. Then, he turned his eyes back to the problem he hadn’t solved yet.



    



     

  
    After the second period ended, Yeongwon, who had returned to class with Kim Hyunjin and gone to the snack bar, climbed the stairs while drinking his picnic drink. By the vending machines, there were Kim Seo-jun, Jo Yoo-min, and Yoo Tae-woo’s group standing, as usual, causing noise. As Yeongwon approached, all their eyes turned toward him. Without realizing it, Yeongwon glanced at Kim Seo-jun. Had he talked about what he had seen between him and Yoo Seon-woo this morning? A paranoid thought flashed through his mind.



    



    "Class president, can you make a suggestion to the school? Ask them to put Zero Cola in the vending machine. Or at least bring in more coffee flavors. How many bottles of Let’s Be do we need?"



    



    Jo Yu-min came up and threw his arm around Yeongwon’s shoulder as they headed toward the classroom. Kim Seo-jun came up next to them, grabbed the aloe vera drink Jo Yu-min was holding, and poured it out without even taking a sip.



    



    "Ah, Kim Seon-seo, are you crazy? You’re drinking half the bottle."



    



    "Ugh, it’s bland."



    



    "It’s bland, and yet you’re drinking so much? Class president, do you want some?"



    



    Yeongwon shook his head and showed the picnic drink he was holding. Jo Yu-min, seeing the small paper carton, chuckled.



    



    "If you take a big sip, it’ll be gone. I prefer the green grape flavor anyway."



    



    After greeting Hyunjin in front of the classroom, Yeongwon returned to his seat. He felt Yoo Seon-woo’s gaze as he was standing by the window, talking to someone. When Yeongwon got closer to his seat, Jo Yu-min removed his arm from around his shoulder. Yeongwon, without meaning to, glanced at Yoo Seon-woo. Yoo Seon-woo was staring expressionlessly at Jo Yu-min’s back.



    



    "Didn’t you come with Kim Hyunjin?"



    



    "…Yeah. I met him on the way and came with him."



    



    "Did you hug?"



    



    "It wasn’t like that…"



    



    He almost spoke louder than he intended. Yeongwon lowered his voice so that the others wouldn’t hear.



    



    "It looks like you did."



    



    "…You’re the only one who thinks that."



    



    "Of course, I’m the only one who thinks so."



    



    Yoo Seon-woo tilted his head and came closer to whisper in Yeongwon’s ear. Yeongwon flinched, feeling the sharpness in his voice as it brushed his ear.



    



    "Because I like you."



    



    Hearing those words always made Yeongwon’s heart sink, and it was a strange feeling. He covered his ear, as if to block the warmth of Yoo Seon-woo’s voice that seemed to linger there. It was ticklish, warm... and his heart raced.



    



    "......"



    



    If things continued this way, everything would soon fall apart. He’d have dinner with Yoo Seon-woo, study together, hold hands on the way home, and it would feel natural to embrace him. The warmth spreading inside him was unstoppable. He had to set boundaries. For the sake of his long-term plans and future, he needed to focus now.



    



    Yoo Seon-woo could be cold at times, but overall, he was kind. If he talked to him, he was sure Yoo Seon-woo would understand. Yeongwon nodded faintly to himself.



    



    “…Hey.”



    



    “Hmm?”



    



    “After class… can we talk for a bit? After the bell rings.”



    



    It was a line Yeongwon had mustered the courage to say. If he didn’t say it now, he knew he wouldn’t be able to say it later. Yeongwon suppressed the pounding in his chest as he saw Yoo Seon-woo nodding with a smile. He was only trying to make things clear. He wasn’t asking for anything more than a simple friendship, not this ambiguous relationship where they weren’t just friends but also not dating. There was nothing to be nervous about. It wasn’t wrong, after all.



    



    ***



    



    Even though he had made up his mind, his determination kept wavering. He almost wished the bell wouldn’t ring, but of course, time moved forward. When he saw their homeroom teacher leaving the classroom, Yeongwon turned his head, feeling a hand on his shoulder.



    



    “Where should we talk? Can we talk here?”



    



    “…No. I’d prefer somewhere quieter.”



    



    “Hm… Okay. Let’s go.”



    



    After a moment’s thought, Yoo Seon-woo stood up. Yeongwon silently followed him and left the classroom.



    



    As they passed through the busy hallway, down the stairs, and across the sky bridge leading to the old building, his thoughts flipped several times. It wasn’t until the noise faded, leaving only the sound of their footsteps, that Yeongwon finally felt like he had reached his decision.



    



    “It’s still open.”



    



    Yoo Seon-woo, stopping in front of the now-unused music room, opened the door. From the dust swirling in the air, it was clear that no one had been in there for a long time.



    



    “I should open the window.”



    



    Yoo Seon-woo, who had entered first, pulled the curtain aside and opened the window. Since it faced the back of the building, away from the sports field, it was quiet, without any noise. The fresh air came in, and the dust left, making it easier to breathe.



    



    “Go ahead, Yeongwon.”



    



    Leaning against the window frame, Yoo Seon-woo looked at Yeongwon. Yeongwon took a step forward, maintaining some distance, and stood in front of him. Even amidst everything, he thought that the swaying curtains and the light dust sparkling in the air somehow suited Yoo Seon-woo.



    



    “…It’s not a big deal, but I thought it might be better to make things clear…”



    



    “What about?”



    



    “Our… relationship.”



    



    “Our relationship?”



    



    Yeongwon nodded quietly. He had said the hardest thing, and now there was no turning back.



    



    “You said… you like me…”



    



    “Yeah.”



    



    “…So…do you want to date me?”



    



    Asking that question himself made Yeongwon feel extremely embarrassed, but there was no choice. He barely managed to continue without looking at Yoo Seon-woo’s face.



    



    “Yeah, if you like me.”



    



    “…I…”



    



    “So, that’s what you wanted to be clear about.”



    



    “…Yeah. I don’t think I can keep going like this.”



    



    His voice, though not saying anything impossible, came out far too quietly. Yeongwon closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and finally looked up to meet Yoo Seon-woo’s gaze.



    



    “Seon-woo, I… I want us to be friends.”



    



    “Did you not like me?”



    



    It wasn’t that he disliked him. The problem was that everything about being with Yoo Seon-woo felt good. Yeongwon shook his head.



    



    "Why would you think I dislike you?"



    



    "...I think it would be better if we were just friends. Like I said before, I’ve decided to focus solely on my studies this year. You know that, right? I make a daily schedule and try to stick to it... but recently, it hasn’t been going well. I can’t concentrate, and I keep thinking about you... ever since you told me you liked me..."



    



    Yoo Seon-woo, quietly watching Yeongwon as he spoke, looked at Yeongwon’s flushed neck and ears. He took in the helplessness in his hands, the small voice, and the almost tearful expression on Yeongwon’s face before slowly nodding.



    



    "What should I do?"



    



    "...Can’t we just go back to being normal? Like we used to, just like other people?"



    



    "Like you and Kim Hyunjin?"



    



    "Yeah..."



    



    "Is the reason just because you need to focus on your studies?"



    



    "...I’m scared that others will think it’s weird."



    



    Yeongwon wondered if he should have kept this part to himself, but since he had already started talking, he felt it was better to speak openly and not hide anything. He straightened up from leaning against the window and looked at Yoo Seon-woo as he approached.



    



    "Who would think we’re weird? Is it you who thinks that?"



    



    "...It’s not like that."



    



    "Then why do you think that?"



    



    "We weren’t really close before... but suddenly we’re hanging out, coming early together in the mornings, being alone, walking home together... and if someone sees us holding hands or going into the changing room together like last time... it might look weird..."



    



    Yeongwon wasn’t sure where to start. Yoo Seon-woo probably knew about the low rumors that had surrounded him during his first year. Maybe it would be good to tell him that the trauma from those rumors still lingered, and that’s why he was always looking over his shoulder.



    



    "Should I just treat you like normal? Like a classmate?"



    



    "......"



    



    "If that’s what you want, I’ll do it."



    



    It felt strange that the one who had started this conversation was him, yet Yoo Seon-woo was agreeing to do it. Somehow, it made Yeongwon feel like he might start crying. With a feeling that he didn’t want to nod, he gave a small nod.



    



    "Remember when I said I’d want to ruin things if I couldn’t have them?"



    



    "...Yeah."



    



    "If that’s why you haven’t been able to speak up until now, don’t worry. I don’t want to ruin anything. How could I ruin someone I like? I just don’t want to force anything. Liking you is my feeling, but it’s not your feeling."



    



    "......"



    



    "I don’t want to force you or beg for your affection. I’ll do what you want, Yeongwon. I’m sorry for disturbing you and making things difficult."



    



    It wasn’t that extreme. Yeongwon wanted to deny it, so he lifted his head, but he couldn’t say anything in response to Yoo Seon-woo’s gaze, which was different from before. It looked like he was angry, or maybe even hurt.



    



    “Thanks for telling me.”



    



    “…Seon-woo.”



    



    “There’s too much dust. Let’s go.”



    



    Yoo Seon-woo smiled softly and left the music room first. There were no loud words exchanged, and while Yoo Seon-woo had understood his words and agreed to act on them, it felt like something had gone terribly wrong. Following him out into the hallway, Yoo Seon-woo closed the door to the music room.



    



    “......”



    



    “......”



    



    They didn’t say a word on the way to the classroom. It made sense. Yeongwon went into the classroom and watched Yoo Seon-woo carefully. He wondered if Yoo Seon-woo would just leave, but instead, Yoo Seon-woo sat down, propping his chin up, and quietly began studying. Yeongwon felt relieved but also sensed an unresolved discomfort gnawing at his heart. Why was he feeling like this?



    



    He had spoken clearly, and things with Yoo Seon-woo were supposed to have settled into a normal friendship, so there was nothing left to complicate things. But why did everything feel so uncomfortable when it came to Yoo Seon-woo? Yeongwon leaned over his desk, feeling the headache that had started again. It seemed like he was going to have to start carrying medicine around.

  
    It was the ordinary day Yeongwon had hoped for. When he left the house in the morning, no one was waiting for him, and even if he arrived at school early, the classroom was empty, just like it had been for years. As he focused on his studies, he could hear someone passing by in the hallway, and slowly, voices began to fill the classroom.



    



    Kim Hyunjin would visit him almost every hour, and after the second period, they would go to the snack bar to get a picnic drink and apple jam cookies, and spend time together during lunch. Then he would go back to the classroom, brush his teeth, prepare for class, and by the time the fifth period started, his day was already well under way.



    



    It was very easy for Yeongwon to fight off the sleepiness. Even in the sixth period, when nearly everyone else was asleep, he would diligently solve problems for the sake of his daily plan.



    



    After the seventh period ended and the bell rang, he would finish his studies and head to the cafeteria alone for dinner, then return to the classroom. He studied until the fourth period, then did English listening exercises before heading home alone. There, he would shower, review his lessons, or if he was too tired, fall asleep right away.



    



    It was the same routine every day. Since he was fourteen, all the way up to his current age of nineteen, he had tried to stick to this routine, making sure to follow it unless there was some drastic change, like illness. It had become a habit, and it didn’t feel strange at all.



    



    "Class president."



    



    "...Huh?"



    



    When he looked up, he saw Yoo Seon-woo. It was the first time Yoo Seon-woo had called him ‘class president.’ The term ‘class president’ wasn’t something that conveyed much emotion, but for some reason, it made Yeongwon feel uneasy.



    



    "The homeroom teacher called for you."



    



    "Ah... Okay."



    



    After saying that, Yoo Seon-woo got up and left. Yeongwon watched as other students gathered around Yoo Seon-woo before leaving the classroom.



    



    From that day on, Yoo Seon-woo acted completely normal. He didn’t avoid talking to Yeongwon, and when he needed to, he would speak to him. He didn’t wear an angry expression; instead, he spoke kindly, with the same soft smile he gave to the others. But the only reason he spoke to Yeongwon was to pass on messages. He never spoke a word of anything personal.



    



    The conversations they had were limited to just two or three short exchanges a day: greetings when they arrived at school, a message from someone else, or a ‘goodbye’ when they left. Yoo Seon-woo always said those few words with a smile. Yeongwon, however, couldn’t smile in response. Before he could react, Yoo Seon-woo’s gaze would already be gone.



    



    "Seon-woo, are you not doing self-study today?"



    



    Suddenly, Jo Yu-min’s voice interrupted his thoughts. Yeongwon kept reading the problem, though his eyes weren’t really registering the words anymore.



    



    "Oh, I’m going to the study room from now on."



    



    "Why? The study room is so uncomfortable. The last time I sneezed, they told me to leave."



    



    "I actually think it’s fine. And if I go, the class president will be more comfortable."



    



    When Yeongwon heard his name, he looked up and met Yoo Seon-woo’s gaze, who was looking down at him.



    



    "I’m going to the study room from now on, so feel free to do your thing, class president. If you want to go, let me know. I’ll stay in the classroom then."



    



    To anyone else, it was a considerate, friendly remark with no issue at all. But Yeongwon couldn’t take Yoo Seon-woo’s words that way. Ever since the conversation in the music room, Yoo Seon-woo had been calling him ‘class president’ for the past three days, and now suddenly he was saying he would study in the study room... It didn’t sit right with him.



    



    "...I’m fine with you staying here."



    



    "I’m uncomfortable."



    



    "......"



    



    "I’ll see you tomorrow."



    



    With a smile, Yoo Seon-woo slung his bag over one shoulder and left the classroom. Yeongwon silently watched his figure leave through the back door.



    



    The empty seat beside him felt especially vacant. Normally, it was more comfortable studying alone, but for some reason, Yoo Seon-woo’s absence felt particularly noticeable.



    



    ‘Because I’m uncomfortable.’



    



    That phrase was ultimately saying that he was the one uncomfortable. It wasn’t like he hadn’t expected this, but it still felt like walking on thin ice, where even a single word or glance could break everything. Once they had crossed the line from being just normal friends, it seemed that returning to being just friends might no longer be possible.



    



    "......"



    



    It was already done, and there was no way to turn back. He couldn’t turn back time. Even if they spoke again, the past would remain in their memories and wouldn’t disappear, and he feared it would only make things worse.



    



    He needed to think positively. He had to accept that this was an opportunity to focus solely on his studies. People are creatures of adaptation, and eventually, he would adapt to this situation. Just like how it had become natural to hold hands with Yoo Seon-woo or hug him for a long time before parting. He would get used to this new reality, being in a situation where he was no longer anything special to Yoo Seon-woo.



    



    ***



    



    "Ah..."



    



    Yeongwon, coming out of the cafeteria, held his head with one hand and bent forward. Hyunjin and some other students, who were passing by, stared at him in surprise.



    



    "Does your head hurt again?"



    



    "Yeah..."



    



    "You’ve been having headaches every day lately. You’re not eating properly either. Is something going on?"



    



    "No, nothing’s wrong. I’ve just been a bit stressed out because of studying, I guess. Ah... I’m fine now."



    



    The headache that had lingered all day would suddenly hit him like a sharp wave, making it feel like his head would explode. Every time it happened, it hurt so much that it brought him to tears, making it hard to focus. He didn’t want to keep going to the nurse’s office, so he bought painkillers from the pharmacy and always kept them in his pocket.



    



    "Let's go to the nurse's office."



    



    "I have medicine."



    



    "Can you take that so often?"



    



    "...I try to take it on schedule."



    



    Hyunjin, who had gone to the water cooler, quickly mixed some cold and warm water and handed it to Yeongwon. Yeongwon swallowed the two white pills.



    



    "Go to the nurse's office and lie down."



    



    "I'm fine. It's not that bad."



    



    "Your face looks really pale. You might faint if you don’t take care of yourself."



    



    Yeongwon shook his head, signaling that he was fine, and headed toward the classroom with Hyunjin. Yeongwon was particularly sensitive to stress, and whenever something triggered him, it would often start with a headache. In his first year, it had been triggered by rumors after a loan shark came to school, and in his second year, it was when his father made things worse in their already failing family.



    



    Once, he had fainted on the stairs, and if Hyunjin hadn’t caught him, he would have fallen and gotten seriously hurt. Since then, whenever Yeongwon had a headache, Hyunjin always looked after him with a worried expression.



    



    "Shouldn’t you be leaving early?"



    



    "I’ll leave if it gets worse. I think I’ll be fine after taking the medicine."



    



    "Is it hard to focus on studying? You’re doing fine, so you shouldn’t worry."



    



    Most of the students had gone outside, leaving only a few in the classroom. Yeongwon turned his body slightly toward Hyunjin, who was sitting in Yoo Seon-woo’s seat. It had been a while since he had fully turned his body to face Yoo Seon-woo’s side.



    



    "I’m having trouble focusing lately. Normally, I would finish everything in an hour, but now I can’t even do it properly even if I stay at self-study the whole time."



    



    "Is there something going on at home?"



    



    "No... It’s just my own problem. I can’t concentrate."



    



    After what had happened with Yoo Seon-woo, Yeongwon couldn’t tell Hyunjin that he couldn’t focus because of his complicated feelings. It would be impossible for Hyunjin to understand that he had done something beyond just being a simple friend with Yoo Seon-woo. And it wasn’t just Hyunjin, no one would understand the small, intimate actions he and Yoo Seon-woo had shared.



    



    "There are times like that. No one can concentrate the same way every day. Some days, it’s easy to focus, and other days, it’s hard."



    



    "...It’s been like this for a while."



    



    When Yeongwon was close to Yoo Seon-woo, everything about him felt so kind and warm that the scent from his embrace was so comforting, making it hard to focus. After returning to being just friends with Yoo Seon-woo, all of that warmth disappeared, and now he couldn’t focus at all. It was such a contradictory feeling.



    



    "What if this continues until the midterms? What about the June mock exams?"



    



    "Come on, no way. The midterms are still far off. It’s just the end of March. Why are you worrying about midterms already? June is still a long way off. Besides, you’ve been doing well, so even if you miss a few days of focus, your exams won’t be ruined."



    



    "I’m still worried. This has never happened before. I’ve always been able to focus after one or two days, and even if I couldn’t focus, it was usually just for a couple of days, but… it’s not working."



    



    This was unusual. Yeongwon had never experienced anything that didn’t go the way he planned, and it scared him. He pressed his throbbing head against the desk. Hyunjin gently patted his back.



    



    "What should we do? If your mom were here, she’d take care of you. Should I go to your house and take care of you?"



    



    "You’ll make me stay up all night taking care of me?"



    



    "Yeah, I’m good at taking care of people."



    



    "I’ll ask if I need it later."



    



    "You’re so tiny, even more tiny than before."



    



    Yeongwon turned his head towards Hyunjin and closed his eyes as he felt Hyunjin gently patting his back in comfort. For a moment, he wished that it was Yoo Seon-woo’s touch instead.



    



    What’s wrong with me? What am I thinking? Just as that absurd thought filled his mind, the pain came rushing back. Yeongwon, with his eyes still closed, frowned as the pain intensified. Hyunjin, seeing his reaction, gave a worried sound and rubbed his back.



    



    "Class president, are you okay?"



    



    The familiar voice he wanted to hear settled above his closed eyes. Yeongwon opened his eyes and looked at the legs standing next to the desk. Even without seeing the face, he knew it was Yoo Seon-woo.



    



    "Ah, Yeongwon has a headache."



    



    "Did you take the medicine?"



    



    "Yeah."



    



    "Go to the nurse’s office and rest. If you rest in a quiet place, you’ll feel better."



    



    Yeongwon knew all too well the cause of the headache, and whether it was quiet or not didn’t matter in the slightest. He sat up from his slumped position and looked at Yoo Seon-woo.



    



    "...I’m fine."



    



    "Alright, if you can’t stand it, definitely go. I’ll tell the teachers that the class president went to the nurse’s office."



    



    Class president. Again, class president. It wasn’t a bad thing, nor was it incorrect, and it was true that he was the class president, but the more he heard it, the more it didn’t feel like something he could get used to. It just made his heart feel even heavier. Yeongwon nodded and turned his gaze away. It was probably because it was the first time. After one day, and then another, he would probably get more accustomed to the title of class president, and by then, the voice that used to call his name so kindly would feel awkward again.

  
    "Ah, and Hyunjin. I need to do something at my desk."



    



    "Huh? Oh! Sorry, sorry! This is your seat. Sit down, sit down."



    



    "Thanks."



    



    Yoo Seon-woo kindly smiled at Hyunjin, who hurriedly got up from his seat, and sat down next to Yeongwon. Yeongwon quietly watched as Yoo Seon-woo pulled out his study materials and laid them out. He had imagined those hands touching his head and back. He thought if Yoo Seon-woo touched his head and asked if he was okay, it might somehow make him feel better. It was a ridiculous thought, but that was how he felt right now.



    



    "If it keeps hurting, go to the nurse’s office. Got it?"



    



    "Got it."



    



    "If it still hurts by the end of school, skip study hall and come to my house. My brothers aren’t there, and my parents will be late, so we’ll have something tasty and you can sleep over. I’ll give you the bed."



    



    At Hyunjin’s sudden words, Yeongwon discreetly glanced at Yoo Seon-woo. It reminded him of the times when Yoo Seon-woo hadn’t liked it whenever Hyunjin had been overly familiar. Of course, that probably didn’t matter anymore.



    



    "You two sleep together often, huh?"



    



    At Yoo Seon-woo’s unexpected question, Yeongwon quickly shook his head. Yoo Seon-woo, having noticed, shifted his gaze to Hyunjin, who seemed excited about having something to talk about.



    



    "When we were in middle school, he used to sleep over at our place a lot, but not so much in high school. He’s too busy studying now."



    



    "Oh, so you’re really close with your family?"



    



    "Of course. My parents really like Yeongwon. My brothers do, too."



    



    "Why’s that?"



    



    "I don’t know. They think he’s cute. They say he’s different from me. They just love it when he comes over, hug him and kiss him…"



    



    It was meant to express how much his family loved him, but it was a statement that could easily be misunderstood by Yoo Seon-woo. Yeongwon quickly shook his head again.



    



    "It’s just that my brothers are close with him. They take care of him a lot."



    



    "Oh... So Hyunjin’s brothers are the ones who hug and kiss him, huh? Because you’re close."



    



    "It’s just an expression. It’s not like that, really..."



    



    "I know."



    



    Yoo Seon-woo smiled. It wasn’t the usual smile he showed Yeongwon, but one that seemed more like a formal smile he gave to the others. Yeongwon, left speechless, met Yoo Seon-woo’s gaze.



    



    "Then, what if it's really true?"



    



    Yoo Seon-woo smiled softly, as if it were a habit, and turned his head away. Yeongwon let out a small sigh and shook his head, looking at the confused Hyunjin. It was nothing. Nothing.



    



    "I’ll come after the 5th period. If it still hurts, don’t wait and really go! Got it?"



    



    "Got it."



    



    As Hyunjin got up to leave, Yeongwon waved at him and, with a throbbing head, took out the 5th period textbook. He would have liked to leave school, go home, and bury himself in his blanket, but he couldn’t. He knew all too well that that one moment of rest would make everything else lazy afterward.



    



    "......"



    



    He had thought about whether it was possible to just be ordinary friends with Yoo Seon-woo, but he never imagined that everything would go so wrong. It felt like falling into an entirely different world overnight.



    



    The world, where the warmth of the seasons and laughter stayed, seemed so different from the world he had lived in. And now, with that warmth gone in the blink of an eye, the world seemed even more different from the one he had once known. If both worlds were difficult to adapt to, then he realized he preferred the one with Yoo Seon-woo’s warmth, the world where he was called Lee Yeongwon, not the class president.



    



    Yet, he couldn’t go back to how things were before. A word couldn’t make what had already happened disappear. Yeongwon sighed quietly. Every time he moved his head, it felt like his brain was shaking apart.



    



    “…Hey.”



    



    If there were anyone else around, Yoo Seon-woo would have probably asked them to do this for him, but unfortunately, the only one nearby was Yoo Seon-woo. Yeongwon didn’t meet his gaze and spoke softly.



    



    "I’m going to the nurse’s office. If the teacher asks…can you tell them?"



    



    "Got it."



    



    "Thanks."



    



    "Do you want me to go with you?"



    



    Even with his neutral tone, Yeongwon felt a bit of relief. It wasn’t that he needed it, but he still wanted to ask if Yoo Seon-woo could come with him. However, he didn’t have the courage to walk to the nurse’s office alone with just Yoo Seon-woo.



    



    "No... I’m fine."



    



    Yeongwon smiled faintly and got up from his seat, putting his chair back in place before heading out the back door. Every step he took made his head spin. He had tried so hard to manage his condition, avoid stress, and not let it affect him, but an unexpected variable had easily shaken him. Why was he so weak?



    



    To prepare for anything that might happen, Yeongwon grabbed the handrail on the stairs and slowly made his way down to the first floor where the nurse’s office was. When he entered, the nurse looked at him in surprise and walked toward him.



    



    "Yeongwon, is your head hurting again? Your face looks so pale."



    



    "Yeah... I took the medicine I bought, but it still hurts. Can I rest for a bit?"



    



    "You should. Rest for a period, and if it still hurts, go home. You look like you’re going to faint."



    



    "I’ll feel better if I sleep for a bit."



    



    "Come in."



    



    Following the nurse into the sleep room, Yeongwon sat on the innermost bed. The room was dim and quiet, with the blinds down.



    



    "There’s no one here, so you can rest comfortably. Since you’ve taken the medicine, I won’t give you any more, but if it still hurts, call me. Got it?"



    



    "Yes, thank you."



    



    The nurse, looking at him sympathetically, left the sleep room. Yeongwon, now alone, took off his slippers and climbed into bed. He pulled the neatly folded blanket up to his body and curled up, feeling the cold creeping in the darkness.



    



    "......"



    



    Lying down in the nurse’s office, skipping a class, felt like a luxury to him. The number of problems he could have solved in just one hour lingered in his mind, and the anxiety and frustration of not being able to keep up with his plan for the day washed over him, but he couldn’t bring himself to get up. He closed his eyes, letting go of his tension, as the faint scent of fabric softener and disinfectant filled the sleep room. He hoped when he opened his eyes again, his head would be clear.



    



    With a small groan, Yeongwon woke up and looked at the golden light filtering through the blinds just before the sun set. As he sat up, he heard footsteps approaching. Thinking it was the nurse, Yeongwon tilted his head toward the sound, but when he saw who it was, he couldn’t close his mouth in surprise. Yoo Seon-woo was sitting beside him, pulling a chair next to his bed.



    



    "...Why are you here, Yoo Seon-woo..."



    



    "The homeroom teacher told me to check on you. Class is over. We’ve had the final bell."



    



    Yeongwon checked his watch in surprise, realizing that it was indeed time for the final bell.



    



    "...I’m sorry. I didn’t know."



    



    "How’s the pain now?"



    



    "Ah... it’s better than before."



    



    "Go by the homeroom teacher's office and then head home. You’re not going to study in that condition, right?"



    



    Seeing Yeongwon’s pale face, Yoo Seon-woo stood up from his chair. Without thinking, Yeongwon grabbed Yoo Seon-woo’s arm. It was an impulsive action. Yoo Seon-woo looked down, noticing Yeongwon’s hand on his arm.



    



    "...About what I said before, I didn’t say it because I wanted to break things off. When I said I liked you... and that studying was more important... it was because of my situation. It wasn’t because I didn’t like you..."



    



    "If it wasn’t because you didn’t like me..."



    



    "......"



    



    "Do you like me?"



    



    "...Huh?"



    



    "You said it wasn’t because you didn’t like me. Then, Yeongwon, do you like me?"



    



    Hearing Yoo Seon-woo call him by his name, not as the class president, made Yeongwon feel like he could breathe again. He couldn’t answer immediately, still holding onto Yoo Seon-woo’s arm, and his lips just trembled. What did it even mean to like someone? When was it okay to say it?



    



    "If you want to go back to how things were, even if it’s a lie, just tell me you like me."



    



    "......"



    



    "Then we can go back to how we were. I’ll pick you up every morning."



    



    Yoo Seon-woo slowly turned his body, getting closer to Yeongwon. His long fingers gently brushed through Yeongwon’s hair. It felt like it had been years since someone touched him like that.



    



    "After studying together, I’ll walk you home every day."



    



    "......"



    



    "We can go to cafés, hang out like before. I can hug you."



    



    "......"



    



    "And we’ll kiss. If you want to do more than that, we can. Because I like you. Is that okay?"



    



    The hand that had been slowly brushing Yeongwon’s hair was quickly withdrawn. The long fading light from the blinds cast a deeper glow over the tips of Yeongwon and Yoo Seon-woo’s feet.



    



    "But you don’t like me."



    



    "I..."



    



    "I think someone like Jo Yu-min would be fine for us. I’ve been thinking, but I can’t be as affectionate as Kim Hyunjin is to you. I’m not that affectionate with my friends."



    



    "......"



    



    "Liking someone isn’t something that can be forced, so don’t try too hard. Don’t get sick either."



    



    Yoo Seon-woo’s fingers lightly touched Yeongwon’s pale cheek. Even that small touch made Yeongwon shrink back.



    



    "You’re so pretty when you cry, and when you’re hurt, it makes me want to hurt you more."



    



    Yoo Seon-woo smiled as he spoke playfully, then cupped Yeongwon’s cheek with his hand. His large hand covered one side of Yeongwon’s face, his fingers brushing his ear and head. Looking down at him, Yoo Seon-woo’s smile faded.



    



    "The only kindness I can offer to a friend is here, just worrying about you when you’re hurt. There’s only one way to go back. You have to like me."



    



    "......"



    



    "Let’s go. The homeroom teacher is waiting with the class president."



    



    Yeongwon let out a small sigh as he put on the slippers on the floor and got out of bed. His head felt less heavy than before, but now it was his heart that was the problem. His mood swung up and down, tightening and loosening, before it suddenly crashed down.

  
    Following Yoo Seon-woo out of the sleep room, Yeongwon was met by the school nurse, who turned her chair around with a worried look and gazed at him.



    



    "Your face still looks pained. How's your head?"



    



    "The pain has gotten a bit better."



    



    "I tried to wake you earlier, but you kept moaning in your sleep, so I didn’t wake you. You need to go home and rest today. I know studying is important, but taking care of your health is really important for seniors, too. If you're sick from the start of the semester, you'll struggle the whole time."



    



    "Yes... I will. Thank you."



    



    "Seon-woo, please make sure Yeongwon gets home safely. Be especially careful on the stairs."



    



    Yoo Seon-woo nodded in response to the teacher and placed his palm gently on Yeongwon's back as they left the nurse's office. Yeongwon followed Yoo Seon-woo up the stairs. Noticing that Yeongwon seemed to be lagging behind, Yoo Seon-woo turned around several times before finally stopping.



    



    "Go ahead."



    



    "Why?"



    



    "I'll catch you if you fall."



    



    "You don’t have to."



    



    Yeongwon, feeling as if he lost to his friend's kindness, passed Yoo Seon-woo, who was still standing, and began climbing the stairs first. With the sound of footsteps following him, a tightening sensation spread through his chest, heightening his emotions. He felt like crying. Holding back the tears, Yeongwon stopped in front of the back door of the classroom and turned to look at Yoo Seon-woo.



    



    "I’ll go by myself. Sorry for troubling you. And..."



    



    "......"



    



    "…I understand what you meant. I think I was mistaken. It wasn’t that you were ignoring me... I probably wrongly thought things got awkward because I compared everything to the past. I just wanted... things to be normal between us."



    



    Leaning sideways against the door, Yoo Seon-woo tilted his head slightly at Yeongwon's words and rested it against the door. The sunset light creeping into the hallway colored Yoo Seon-woo with the hues of the evening.



    



    "Yeongwon."



    



    "......"



    



    "You need to hurt more. It seems like you haven’t understood what I said yet."



    



    "What's the matter…?"



    



    "Don't say that. If you have something else to say, we can talk about it later. And come with me to the teacher's office. The teacher asked me to bring you, and it wouldn’t be right to send someone who's sick alone."



    



    As Yeongwon followed Yoo Seon-woo out into the hallway, heading toward the teacher’s office at the end of the corridor, he tried to make sense of what Yoo Seon-woo had just said. What did he mean by ‘you need to hurt more’? The part about not having understood yet didn’t make sense to him either.



    



    "......"



    



    When Yoo Seon-woo said, ‘If you have something else to say,’ it implied that Yeongwon had something to say to him. Yeongwon tried to recall what that might be, but with the headache clouding his thoughts, nothing came to him clearly. He felt like an idiot. Yeongwon opened the teacher's office door, and Yoo Seon-woo stepped aside to let him in.



    



    The teacher, who was organizing something at the desk, looked up in surprise when she saw Yeongwon and raised her hand to stop him.



    



    "Yeongwon, I was surprised when I heard you went to the nurse’s office. I know you usually never miss class, but when I saw you weren’t in your seat during the final bell, I was really worried. So, how are you feeling?"



    



    "I’m feeling better. I was going to rest for an hour, but I’m sorry."



    



    "Don’t apologize. The afternoon teachers were all worried. They were asking if you were really that sick since you went to the nurse’s office and missed class. Are you really okay? You still look pale. You don’t have any color in your face."



    



    The teacher’s gaze, along with the eyes of the other teachers sitting nearby, was on Yeongwon’s face. Feeling embarrassed by all the attention, Yeongwon rubbed his pale cheek with his hand.



    



    "Don’t study today. Go home and rest."



    



    "Yes…."



    



    "Are you sure you’ll be okay alone? What if you get sick again on the way home? If Hyunjin is still here, ask him to go with you. I saw him in the hallway earlier."



    



    As Yeongwon was about to reassure her that he was fine, he noticed the teacher’s gaze shift to Yoo Seon-woo.



    



    "Oh, Seon-woo. If you have time, could you walk Yeongwon home?"



    



    "It’s fine, teacher. I can go by myself. I don’t have a headache anymore…."



    



    Yeongwon quickly shook his head, trying to avoid the awkward situation of walking home with Yoo Seon-woo. At that moment, Yoo Seon-woo’s voice dropped sharply.



    



    "I’ll walk him home."



    



    "Really? I’m relieved to hear that. Thank you, Seon-woo. You’re always so dependable. Yeongwon, go home and rest, and let’s see you in good condition tomorrow. If you’re still feeling sick tomorrow, call me."



    



    After answering kindly and reassuringly, Yeongwon left the teacher’s office. In the less busy hallway, the two shadows stretched long.



    



    "You don’t have to go with me. I can go by myself."



    



    "I already said I’m going with you. What if you collapse on the way?"



    



    "I won’t collapse. If it gets really bad, I’ll have Hyunjin call you."



    



    "Why is Hyunjin okay, but I’m not?"



    



    "......"



    



    "Hyunjin was sent by his teacher, so he’ll be busy for a while. He said to tell you he’s sorry. He’ll call after he’s done."



    



    Once back in the classroom, Yeongwon started organizing his desk. All he wanted was for Yoo Seon-woo to leave him alone. He didn’t want to awkwardly walk that long road home with him.



    



    "I’ll tell the teacher that we went together. So, let me go by myself."



    



    "Is it that uncomfortable?"



    



    "...Honestly... a little. Maybe you’re fine with it, but I’m... still adjusting. This distance between us."



    



    "I see. Then let’s take a taxi. It’s hard to walk home when you’re sick. We’ll take a taxi from the school gate, and I’ll get off at your place and head back. It’ll only be about 15 minutes, at most 20."



    



    "......"



    



    "I’m worried about sending you alone. I just want to make sure you get home safely."



    



    There was no way to reject Yoo Seon-woo’s warmth, which suddenly pushed into Yeongwon’s space. In fact, Yeongwon didn’t want to reject it at all. He quietly nodded and put the necessary items into his bag, zipping it up. Yoo Seon-woo took the bag from the desk and threw it over his shoulder.



    



    "Thanks."



    



    "Let’s go."



    



    They left the classroom together, and there was no conversation until they reached the school gate. Yeongwon, trailing a half step behind, noticed Yoo Seon-woo’s back, his shoulder carrying the bag, the neat collar of his shirt, and his tidy hair. After hearing his warm voice expressing concern, it didn’t feel as awkward as Yeongwon expected while walking together.



    



    As they reached the school gate, a taxi passed by and stopped. Yoo Seon-woo opened the back door and stepped aside for Yeongwon to get in first. Yeongwon slid inside, watching Yoo Seon-woo bend down to get in beside him. The back seat felt full once both of them were inside.



    



    When the driver asked where they were headed, Yeongwon gave the name of his apartment building, which sounded plain and somewhat outdated. He hadn’t thought much about it before, but saying the name in front of Yoo Seon-woo made him feel slightly embarrassed, and his voice trailed off.



    



    "Do you often get headaches?"



    



    "...Sometimes. If I manage my condition well, it’s fine, but sometimes this happens."



    



    "Is it because of me?"



    



    "...No. It's the pressure from being a senior, and since it's the start of the semester, there’s a lot to worry about. And... you know... with my parents, too... all of that just piled up."



    



    "I’d rather it be because of me."



    



    The conversation ended. Yeongwon, looking at Yoo Seon-woo, turned his head slowly to look out the other window. The reasons he gave, being a senior, the start of the semester, his parents' issues, weren't really the real reasons.



    



    "......"



    



    What would happen if Yeongwon said it was because of him, as Yoo Seon-woo wanted? Would Yoo Seon-woo be happy to hear that? The heavy silence made Yeongwon feel like he was suffocating. He cracked the window slightly and inhaled the fast-moving air. He wanted to be okay, but nothing felt okay.



    



    The taxi turned into the alley in front of the building. As Yeongwon reached for his money, Yoo Seon-woo grabbed his hand and instead handed over a card. Yeongwon, weakly holding a 10,000-won bill, stared at it in his hand.



    



    With a soft click, the taxi door opened, and the sound startled a stray cat, which ran out from behind a trash bag in front of the building. Yeongwon quietly followed Yoo Seon-woo, who had already entered the building, and stood in front of door 102, which was firmly closed.



    



    "Thanks for bringing me here."



    



    "Open the door. I’ll put your bag inside and leave."



    



    Yeongwon didn’t want to keep repeating the same thing, so he quietly inserted the key, gathering his strength to open the door, which creaked as it opened. Yoo Seon-woo walked in, placed the bag on the floor, and then quickly stepped back outside.



    



    "Do you have anything for dinner?"



    



    "Yeah. I have something."



    



    "How about your medication?"



    



    "I still have a few left."



    



    "If it gets worse, don’t suffer alone. Call me. If it's uncomfortable to talk to me, at least call Kim Hyunjin."



    



    "I will. Thanks... Seon-woo."



    



    "Go inside. I’m leaving."



    



    Yoo Seon-woo’s footsteps were immersed in the fading light as he entered the building. Yeongwon, holding the door open, watched Yoo Seon-woo turn and leave before entering the house. He quietly opened the window and looked outside, seeing Yoo Seon-woo walking away from the building.



    



    "......"



    



    This was the first time they had parted without a hug in front of the house. It felt awkward, yet there was a part of him that wished the moment wouldn’t end, as it had been so warm. But today, there wasn’t even a hint of contact. Although it was only natural, it felt strangely empty. How deeply had that warmth from the past few days embedded itself in him?



    



    He was tired. Despite sleeping all afternoon, exhaustion was overwhelming him again. He had tried to focus on studying, but his head felt too heavy, and his heart was restless. It was hard to sit up straight. He couldn’t understand how Yoo Seon-woo’s warmth had made him feel so weak. Was this what warmth from others truly felt like?



    



    He never imagined it could be something so powerful that it would infiltrate deep into him, leaving nothing but helplessness, filling everything with its warmth. That’s why Yeongwon had been lost, wandering, unsure how to cope with the warmth that had entered his life only to suddenly withdraw.



    



    Without even changing into his school uniform, he grabbed the folded blanket from the corner and curled up under it, closing his eyes. It felt like his body was being pulled into the floor. He desperately wished that everything would be okay like this. That tomorrow, he would be a little more numb. Yeongwon prayed earnestly.

  
    The vibrating sound, which had been faint from a distance, grew louder. Yeongwon opened his eyes in the darkness, took out his phone from the pocket of his school jacket, saw Hyunjin’s name, and answered the call.



    



    -Yeongwon! Are you dead?



    



    “I’m alive.”



    



    -Why does your voice sound like that? Are you sick?



    



    “I just woke up. Where are you?”



    



    -I’m almost there, open the door.



    



    “Okay.”



    



    Checking the time, which was almost 8 o'clock, Yeongwon got up and turned on the living room light. Strangely, his body was shivering. He turned on the boiler switch, which he usually didn’t use, and went to the front door to open it. As the doorknob turned, he heard the rustling of paper. Reflexively, Yeongwon stuck his head outside.



    



    “......”



    



    Something was hanging on the outside doorknob. Yeongwon picked up the heavy paper bag and brought it into the bright house to check inside. The bag contained porridge and medicine.



    



    “This is...”



    



    He remembered Yoo Seon-woo's face when he asked if there was food and medicine. Yeongwon touched the lukewarm porridge container. It seemed like he had bought it while Yeongwon was sleeping. Just to be sure, Yeongwon checked his phone and saw a message from Yoo Seon-woo.



    



    [Seon-woo: Open the door once.]



    



    Did he leave it outside because I didn’t open the door? Or did he send the message while he was walking away? It was probably the latter. Yeongwon looked at the lukewarm porridge and the bag full of painkillers, cold medicine, and other types of medicine, and almost cried. He had tried so hard not to cry all day, but now it was hard to hold it back.



    



    “......”



    



    Wiping his eyes with the back of his hand, Yeongwon typed a message to Yoo Seon-woo. If it were before, he would have sent it without much thought, but now it was hard even to write a simple thank you.



    



    [Yeongwon: I just saw this, thanks for the porridge and medicine.]



    



    [I’ll eat it.]



    



    It was a plain and ordinary message, but there was no other way to say it. Yeongwon stared at the message bubble with the ‘read’ mark from Yoo Seon-woo.



    



    [Seon-woo: See you tomorrow.]



    



    Should he reply with an ‘okay’ or say thank you again? Yeongwon debated for a while but ultimately couldn’t send anything. He might have just ended the conversation, and by sending another message, it felt like he was saying too much, or he had missed the timing because he was overthinking it.



    



    “Why is the door open?”



    



    Suddenly hearing Hyunjin’s voice, Yeongwon turned around in surprise. Hyunjin was holding something in both hands.



    



    “Did you come? What’s all that?”



    



    “What do you think? I’m planning to stay here and sleep with you tonight, so I went home to grab some clothes and food. Oh, should I get some porridge for you since you’re sick? Should I order some?”



    



    “…There’s porridge.”



    



    “Wait, you bought it on your way here?”



    



    “…Seon-woo gave it to me.”



    



    “Wow, Seon-woo’s surprisingly thoughtful, huh?”



    



    Yeongwon transferred the divided porridge into a concave bowl and put it into the microwave, setting the timer. Hyunjin, holding a large side dish container from home, looked at the porridge and turned on the gas stove.



    



    “Abalone porridge, huh? That would go great with ribs. Is there rice? I didn’t eat either.”



    



    “There’s no cooked rice, but there’s some frozen rice I can heat up.”



    



    “That works.”



    



    “Why ribs?”



    



    “My mom left over some for my brothers, so I brought it. They don’t need it, they’re out eating whatever they want.”



    



    Yeongwon smiled faintly as he watched Hyunjin waiting for the frying pan to heat up. He took two instant rice packets from the pantry for Hyunjin, knowing that he liked to eat a lot. Since Hyunjin also liked the ribs, two packets would probably be just the right amount for him.



    



    “Did you come home with Seon-woo today?”



    



    “Yeah. The homeroom teacher asked Seon-woo to come to the nurse’s office, so we went to the staff room together. The teacher said he was worried and told him to come with me….”



    



    “Listening to the rumors, it sounds really scary, but seeing him with you, all those rumors seem like complete nonsense.”



    



    “Rumors?”



    



    Hyunjin placed the ribs on the hot frying pan and licked the seasoning off his fingers while nodding his head.



    



    “People say he just smiles on the outside, but they think he’s different inside. They thought he was just pretending to be nice and suddenly acting all close to people, but Seon-woo smiled and said, ‘I don’t want him to pretend to be close.’ He’s kind of the type who smiles but feeds you words like that.”



    



    Rumors are just rumors, but it couldn’t be denied that Seon-woo was the type of person who could be straightforward with his feelings. Yeongwon now knew that he could openly say things like ‘I like you,’ ‘I want to hug you,’ and ‘I want you to take care of me’ without any hesitation.



    



    “Then, the kids who were in the same class with Seon-woo told me not to be fooled by his smile. There are a few kids in our class who were in the same class with him. They were planning to tell you properly, but seeing him with you, it doesn’t seem fake.”



    



    As the microwave beeped loudly, Yeongwon took out the heated bowl and stuck a plastic spoon from the bag into it. Although he didn’t feel like eating, the sizzling sound of the ribs and the delicious smell made his stomach growl.



    



    “Should we heat two rice packets?”



    



    “Yeah, just eat two. Oh, this looks good.”



    



    Hyunjin moved the well-cooked ribs onto a plate and repeated the process until the pan was empty, and the plate was stacked high with ribs. Finally, he drizzled the hot rib sauce evenly over the well-cooked ribs and hummed as he sat down next to Yeongwon, who had already set up the table.



    



    “Eat the porridge and ribs. It’s not like you have indigestion, so you can have the ribs too, right?”



    



    “Yeah. I’ll eat it. Thanks. You eat a lot too.”



    



    “Me? I always eat a lot.”



    



    Watching Hyunjin take a big spoonful of rice, Yeongwon took a spoonful of the steaming porridge and blew on it before putting it in his mouth. It had cooled just enough to be comfortable, warm and savory, and delicious.



    



    “How’s your head?”



    



    “Ah… yeah. It’s almost better now. Maybe it hurt because I didn’t want to study. After doing nothing for half the day, I’m feeling better.”



    



    “Sometimes that happens. Eat up, and I’ll clean everything up! You eat well and get some rest, okay?”



    



    “If I sleep, what will you do? You’ll be bored.”



    



    “I didn’t come here to play with you. I’ll play games and do whatever, don’t worry.”



    



    Yeongwon nodded quietly, taking another spoonful of porridge. He thought about sending a message to Seon-woo, thanking him for the porridge and medicine, but quickly dismissed the thought. There was no need to bother Seon-woo with a message.



    



    “……”



    



    Was it truly gratitude that made him want to send a message? Or was it because he wanted to talk to him again? Yeongwon couldn’t say for sure, but he sighed quietly. At the sound of his sigh, Hyunjin, who had swallowed his food, tilted his head.



    



    “What’s with the sigh?”



    



    “…I overheard someone from our class talking yesterday.”



    



    “Yeah?”



    



    “They said that someone, who they hadn’t known for long, confessed that they liked them. It seems weird, right? You can’t just easily like someone you don’t even know well.”



    



    “Well, you could fall for someone you just met. When I first saw Jeong Harin, I thought she was so pretty, I liked her a lot. Anyway, did the person confess?”



    



    Yeongwon tried his best to speak as if he was just talking about someone else’s story. Of course, Hyunjin probably wouldn’t realize it was about him, since Yeongwon never showed signs of struggling with things like relationships or personal problems. He had never once expressed any interest in dating or having a relationship.



    



    “…They did confess… but they’re in their third year of high school, so they said no. They said studying is more important. They just want to stay friends.”



    



    “Yeah? And then?”



    



    “Well… the way they treated them changed. They said it felt like there was a sudden distance between them, like they became strangers.”



    



    “That’s unavoidable. When you confess to someone, it’s because you like them. You want to date them, not just be friends. If the person rejects you, it’s hard to stay friends as if nothing happened. If they wanted to stay friends perfectly, then the one who rejected would be selfish. What do you think the other person feels? Every time they see the rejection, how can they just act like nothing happened? They’ll keep their distance.”



    



    Listening to Hyunjin, Yeongwon stared at him for a moment, then lowered his head. It was clear that Hyunjin, who had experienced dating a few times, understood things differently. He pinpointed the parts that Yeongwon had missed or overlooked, which made his heart sink a bit, but also cleared his mind.



    



    “So… what does that mean? The person who rejected them said a few days later that they just want to get along and don’t want things to be awkward…”



    



    “That’s what I mean. It’s selfish. They rejected them, and then suddenly want to be friends? The meaning of getting along is different for both of them. If they’re not going to date, then saying that is a bit much.”



    



    If Yeongwon had spoken to Hyunjin like this earlier, he wouldn't have said such things to Seon-woo in the infirmary. Filled with guilt and embarrassment, Yeongwon bit his lips tightly, causing a dull ache.



    



    "The one who rejected me said that after the relationship started to drift apart... it was really upsetting. They thought things were better when they were close, but every time the other person became distant, they felt sad, lonely, and just wanted to get closer again... Nothing feels right."



    



    "What the hell. They're about to start dating. Stop wasting time and tell them to admit it already. Dragging out the denial will only hurt them."



    



    Surprised by Hyunjin's unexpected words, Yeongwon watched him finish one instant rice and start another as he processed what had been said.



    



    "...Why does it suddenly turn out like this?"



    



    "They like each other. If they really didn’t want to date, why would they feel upset? If they really hated it, they wouldn’t want to get closer. They’d think, ‘I’m glad we’re done, I feel better now.’ That’s how it works."



    



    "…...."



    



    "Ugh, damn it. Why do I have the shovel but no one to dig with? I want to shovel with Jeong Harin. I could be miserable, too."



    



    Yeongwon was dazed as he watched Hyunjin speak with such certainty. Hyunjin's words weren’t wrong at all. If there were no feelings of affection, the emotions that follow rejection wouldn’t be close to regret. It's normal to think that drifting apart is unfortunate but inevitable. However, all the feelings Yeongwon had now were close to regret. Taking a deep breath, one thought filled his mind.



    



    "…...."



    



    Do I like Seon-woo?

  
    Hyun-jin had fallen asleep while playing a game, and Yeongwon turned restlessly in bed. Thankfully, the headache was gone, but in its place, new thoughts had flooded his mind—thoughts he couldn't even share with Hyun-jin.



    



    It wasn’t just the simple frustration of not being able to see the kind and gentle Yoo Seon-woo anymore. It might actually be because Yeongwon genuinely liked Yoo Seon-woo—a realization that spiraled into an endless chain of thoughts.



    



    Why hadn't he thought of this sooner? The fact that he'd never felt romantic excitement or liked someone in that way before seemed to be the problem. If he’d at least experienced a crush, he might have known what it felt like to be excited or to like someone. But since it was something he'd never considered, he hadn't even spared it a glance. If he hadn’t talked to Hyun-jin, he’d probably still be stuck in the same endless loop of confusion.



    



    “……”



    



    What if I really do like Yoo Seon-woo? What should I do? Should I just tell him, "I think I like you too"? If I say it, then what? What happens next?



    



    If they started dating, he would undoubtedly struggle to focus on studying even more than he already was. Even now, uncertain about his feelings, he was being overwhelmed by a single emotion to the point of losing focus and even getting sick. The thought of what might happen the moment he acknowledged his feelings terrified him. Letting out a deep sigh, Yeongwon closed his eyes, trying to force himself to sleep. It was already 2 a.m., and he needed to sleep if he wanted to make it to school tomorrow.



    



    ‘If you want to go back to how things were, even if it's a lie, just say you like me.’



    



    In the small darkness of his closed eyes within the vast darkness of the room, Yoo Seon-woo's voice came to mind—the voice that had told him how to turn things around. That gentle yet cold voice.



    



    It felt like he was consoling Yeongwon, or perhaps leading him with the assurance that all he needed to do was follow. Or maybe it was as if he were pushing him away, saying he wouldn’t be able to do it anyway.



    



    He spoke as if a single ‘I like you’ could change everything. As if the entire process Yeongwon was currently going through would vanish, and things could go back to how they used to be.



    



    ‘Then we can go back to how it was before. I’ll come pick you up every morning.’



    



    He’d once again be able to see that tall figure waiting at the end of the alley in front of the villa.



    



    ‘We can study together, and when we’re done, I’ll walk you home every day.’



    



    He could once again spend a long moment lingering outside unit 102, a place he’d never really thought much of before.



    



    ‘We can go to cafes and hang out like we used to. I can hug you again.’



    



    They could visit the cafe they’d always wanted to try, eat delicious food together, and laugh openly amidst a bustling crowd, blending in as if it were the most natural thing in the world. Yoo Seon-woo had said so. That they could go back to how it was.



    



    ‘And we’ll kiss, too. If we want to do more than that, we can. Because I like you. Would that be okay?’



    



    A kiss… It had been a dream, but it was so intense, so sudden, so heated. How had it felt? Even amidst the shock that left him completely disoriented, the memory of curling his toes and feeling good kept coming back to him.



    



    Would it really be okay to do those things with Yoo Seon-woo? It was fine in a dream because it wasn’t real, but he couldn’t even begin to imagine what it would be like in reality. Would it feel similar to being trapped in Yoo Seon-woo’s arms?



    



    Yeongwon pulled the blanket up to just under his eyes as he recalled the times Yoo Seon-woo’s face had come so close to his own. He was terrified that Hyun-jin might somehow realize what he was thinking. Feeling uneasy, he turned slightly to glance at Hyun-jin, who was still sound asleep.



    



    “……”



    



    Kim Hyun-jin had probably kissed someone before. Though the memory was hazy, Yeongwon vaguely remembered him bragging about kissing someone he had dated during the winter break before their second year of high school. As he recalled Hyun-jin’s flushed face, repeatedly saying how amazing it had been, Yeongwon regretted not paying more attention to what he had said back then.



    



    Letting out another long sigh, Yeongwon turned over to face the wall. Thoughts he couldn’t possibly ask his parents, teachers, or even his closest friend Hyun-jin about kept circling around his mind all night long.



    



    ***



    



    Dragging a half-asleep Hyun-jin to school early, Yeongwon decided to make a fresh plan for the day. He resolved to forget about his past schedule, which had fallen apart due to a lack of discipline. After all, what was done couldn’t be undone, and regretting it wouldn’t change anything.



    



    Since it was the first day of starting over, he made a plan that was realistic and manageable. Then, he pulled out the workbook he planned to tackle that morning. While it was easy to rebuild his study schedule and refocus, figuring out how to approach his relationship with Yoo Seon-woo felt far more complicated. To think there was something in the world more challenging than studying. Shaking his head, Yeongwon tried to dispel the persistent thoughts of Yoo Seon-woo that crept into his mind so effortlessly.



    



    “……”



    



    If only he could erase what happened with Yoo Seon-woo from his mind as easily as he had forgotten his broken plans. Even though he knew dwelling on it wouldn’t change anything, the fact that his mind kept wandering to useless thoughts about Yoo Seon-woo made him feel ridiculous. Letting out a small sigh, Yeongwon picked up his mechanical pencil.



    



    Though it wasn’t as early as before, the second person to arrive in class was still Yoo Seon-woo. Yeongwon glanced up as Yoo Seon-woo entered through the front door, then quickly lowered his head before looking back up to confirm it was really him. Feeling embarrassed for being so obviously startled, he debated whether to thank him outright or start with a simple greeting before expressing his gratitude.



    



    “I didn’t think you’d come in early today.”



    



    “Oh… I was feeling fine this morning, so I just decided to come.”



    



    As Yoo Seon-woo set down his bag and took a seat, Yeongwon, who had been pressing the tip of his mechanical pencil against his paper, cautiously opened his mouth to speak.



    



    “Thanks for the porridge and medicine yesterday.”



    



    “You already thanked me in a text. Why bring it up again?”



    



    “Still… saying it in person feels different.”



    



    “I’m glad you’re feeling better. Yesterday, you looked like you’d collapse if someone so much as tapped you. But you’ve got a bit more color in your face today. Were you okay on your own last night?”



    



    “Ah… well…”



    



    He could’ve just nodded, but he hesitated, feeling like hiding Hyun-jin’s visit would seem suspicious. Seeing Yeongwon falter, Yoo Seon-woo let out a small laugh. It didn’t seem like he was laughing because he genuinely found it funny.



    



    “You’re terrible at lying. It’s all over your face. Hyun-jin was with you, wasn’t he?”



    



    “…Yeah. I guess he was worried since he knew I was alone.”



    



    “Did you sleep together?”



    



    They had slept in the same space, but the phrasing felt a bit off. Maybe it was silly to think it sounded odd, but knowing how Yoo Seon-woo had spoken in the past, it was entirely possible he was deliberately implying something. Reluctant to answer in a way that might feed into that interpretation, Yeongwon responded carefully.



    



    “…Separately.”



    



    “Good job.”



    



    “…Were you asking with that weird implication on purpose?”



    



    “Yep.”



    



    The blatant confirmation left him utterly speechless. Letting out a small, exasperated sigh, Yeongwon turned his head away. Yoo Seon-woo was impossible to figure out. Just when it felt like he understood him a little, he’d act like a completely different person. When they seemed to grow closer, he’d act distant, and when they seemed to drift apart, he’d suddenly pull them back together, leaving his true intentions a mystery.



    



    Even in this awkward dynamic, the fact that Yoo Seon-woo could make bold and suspicious remarks about him and Hyun-jin was something Yeongwon couldn’t comprehend.



    



    “Class rep.”



    



    “……”



    



    No matter how many times he heard it, the way Yoo Seon-woo called him ‘class rep’ never felt natural. Suppressing the faint pang of disappointment, Yeongwon simply turned his head to meet Yoo Seon-woo’s gaze. Resting his chin on his hand, Yoo Seon-woo was staring at him intently.



    



    “Everything you’re thinking shows right on your face.”



    



    “……”



    



    “You don’t like it when I call you ‘class rep,’ do you?”



    



    “……”



    



    “That’s showing on your face right now too. You feel hurt, don’t you?”



    



    “…Everyone else calls me that too. It’s not like it’s a bad thing. I’m the class rep, so you’re just calling me what I am. Why would I feel hurt about that?”



    



    No matter how calmly or indifferently Yeongwon tried to act in front of someone who claimed to see right through his thoughts, it was ultimately pointless. Still, he spoke as evenly as possible and turned his head away. The blatant gaze lingering on his face felt both embarrassing and oddly pleasant. He found himself thinking it was better to be looked at like this than not to be noticed at all.



    



    "Stop holding out, Yeongwon."



    



    The mechanical pencil in Yeongwon’s hand, which had been busily working through a problem, froze at the sound of his name. Yoo Seon-woo laughed aloud, as if he genuinely found it amusing, then reached out to gently ruffle Yeongwon’s neatly combed hair before straightening his posture.



    



    "Admit it already. The longer you hold out, the worse it is for you."



    



    "…Admit what? What am I even holding out against?"



    



    Pulling out a custom workbook, Yoo Seon-woo propped his chin on his hand, not looking at Yeongwon as he replied.



    



    "Even if I told you, you'd just deny it."



    



    "……."



    



    "You figure it out. Then tell me."



    



    Yeongwon had no idea what he was talking about, though there was an unsettling feeling that he might understand. But one thing was clear—despite the nagging sense of recognition, nothing concrete formed in his mind. Bowing his head again, he checked his notebook for the answers to the problems he was solving. Determined not to let himself be swayed, he moved swiftly to the next question.



    



    While he couldn’t say he was fully recovered, at least the kind of headache that required medication didn’t return. His homeroom teacher and even Hyun-jin had urged him to skip self-study for the day, but not wanting to mess up his plans again, he carefully paced himself and managed to get through the fourth period without issue. Having successfully stuck to his schedule, he left school with a lighter step.



    



    On his way home, thoughts of Yoo Seon-woo naturally crept into his mind. Although he had walked this path more often with Hyun-jin, it was only Yoo Seon-woo who occupied his thoughts now. The bakery closing up shop for the day, the convenience store where someone stood drinking a hangover cure—it was an unremarkable street, but it had changed, imbued with traces of Yoo Seon-woo.



    



    "Admit it already. The longer you hold out, the worse it is for you."



    



    As he crossed the street, the words Yoo Seon-woo had said that morning echoed in his mind. At the time, he hadn’t been entirely sure what they meant, but now he thought he understood. Just as something was beginning to form clearly in his heart, his phone vibrated. Glancing at the screen, he saw ‘Mom’ displayed. He answered the call.



    



    "Hello, Mom."



    



    -I called because you didn’t reply to my text.



    



    "Oh… Did you send me a text? I didn’t see it."



    



    -I stopped by the house earlier, but I forgot my keys. I left some side dishes outside your door. They’re not perishable, but I thought I’d let you know just in case.



    



    It was a shame she hadn’t been able to go inside, but given the state of the fridge, full of untouched leftovers, it might have been for the best.



    



    "What time were you here?"



    



    -Around five. Are you on your way home?



    



    "Yes…"



    



    -Then could you hurry home and check if the side dishes are okay? Just to be sure.



    



    Weighing his options, Yeongwon alternated his gaze between the relatively well-lit street and the darker, more intimidating shortcut through the alley. After a brief hesitation, he decided on the alley, prompted by his mom's words. It was still a bit scary, but this path held memories of Yoo Seon-woo, making it less daunting than before. It no longer left him so nervous that it was hard to move forward.



    



    "Okay, it’ll take about 15 minutes. I’ll check when I get there and let you know. Alright, bye."



    



    Ending the call, Yeongwon quickened his pace, walking briskly through the alley strewn with trash. Somewhere in the distance, the sound of a cat crying reached his ears, and the wind swirling through the narrow passage gave him an eerie feeling. Still, there was no avoiding it.



    



    
      With every step, he told himself to push through, focusing on the thought of getting home quickly and making sure everything was in order.
    

  
    Practically running, Yeongwon dashed toward the end of the alley, hurrying to step out of the final stretch. Just as he rounded the corner, the sharp smell of cigarette smoke hit his face. Startled by the unexpected sight of someone standing so close, he instinctively inhaled sharply and took a step back.



    



    “What’s got you so scared? Damn, I was more startled than you.”



    



    The rough and sharp tone felt oddly familiar. The large piercings in his ears also jogged his memory—these were definitely the guys he had seen with Yoo Seon-woo before. Leaning against the narrow alley walls, two figures smoked their cigarettes as Yeongwon glanced at their faces and then scanned the deeper part of the alley with his eyes.



    



    “What are you standing there for? Get moving.”



    



    “Ah…”



    



    Unsure whether he should apologize or just say he was leaving, Yeongwon simply nodded in acknowledgment before stepping forward, weaving his way between their pointed stares.



    



    “Hey, I feel like I’ve seen you before.”



    



    The voice that called out from behind made Yeongwon flinch and freeze mid-step. They had met twice now, so it was unlikely they wouldn’t recognize him. The thought of them starting a conversation without Yoo Seon-woo around made him nervous. Deciding he needed to get away as quickly as possible, he adjusted the slipping strap of his bag and started walking again. Just then, the sound of footsteps and a familiar voice stopped him in his tracks.



    



    “Who’s there?”



    



    “Father.”



    



    “When was this? Think it’s gonna be like the old days with the cops showing up?”



    



    “Not anymore. Too many eyes around.”



    



    The unmistakable voice of Yoo Seon-woo reached his ears, and curiosity got the better of him. Yeongwon turned his head to look back. It was only then that Yoo Seon-woo, sensing someone further away, noticed him. For a brief moment, surprise flickered in Yoo Seon-woo’s eyes, but it quickly gave way to his usual calm expression.



    



    Though he had been wondering where Yoo Seon-woo was, seeing him here made Yeongwon want to flee. He quickly turned back around and started heading in the direction he needed to go.



    



    “Oh, right. Damn, I remember now. Isn’t he the kid from that time? Your class partner or whatever.”



    



    “Yeah, that’s him.”



    



    Yoo Seon-woo’s voice reached him from behind, and Yeongwon quickened his pace, desperate to get away. He wanted nothing more than to leave this place, far from Yoo Seon-woo.



    



    “The person I like.”



    



    Once again, Yeongwon’s steps came to an abrupt halt. His heart seemed to crash to the ground with a loud thud, as though something had flipped over inside him. A rush of heat surged through him, shaking him to his core.



    



    Was it okay for Yoo Seon-woo to say something like that with others around? It made Yeongwon wonder if he really meant it—if he liked him enough to openly declare it in front of other people. A strange emotion blossomed within him, one he couldn’t quite name. Was it normal to feel a sense of elation in this kind of situation? Yoo Seon-woo had a way of effortlessly seizing his emotions and carelessly tossing them around.



    



    Laughter erupted behind him, loud and teasing. The others seemed to think Yoo Seon-woo was just trying to embarrass him, to make him uncomfortable for fun. Maybe that’s all it was, and maybe Yeongwon should think of it that way and let it go.



    



    But he couldn’t. That curious mixture of elation and slight shame lingered, along with an irrational desire to talk to Yoo Seon-woo somewhere quiet, just the two of them. At the same time, he also wanted to flee as far as possible. Torn between these conflicting thoughts, Yeongwon finally took a step forward. Then he ran. The sound of laughter faded into the distance.



    



    ‘Admit it already. The longer you hold out, the worse it is for you.’



    



    Yoo Seon-woo’s words echoed in his mind. He was right. Yeongwon had been holding out—holding out against the voice that so casually said it liked him, against the gaze that reached him, whether it was warm or cold, against the hand that tousled his hair, patted his shoulder, and brushed his back. But more than anything else, he had been holding out against Yoo Seon-woo himself, who he could never completely push away, no matter how much he tried.



    



    “……”



    



    He was trying so hard not to like him. Because the moment he admitted it, it felt like everything, his carefully laid plans, all that he had worked to maintain, would come crashing down.



    



    “…Haa… Haa…”



    



    And yet, maybe it wouldn’t matter. Maybe it would be okay after all.



    



    ***



    



    Exhaling a puff of cigarette smoke, Yoo Seon-woo tossed the half-burned cigarette onto the dirty ground littered with broken glass, trash, and discarded cigarette butts. He stomped on it with his foot, extinguishing the flame.



    



    "Why does that kid from your class keep passing through here? Wasn’t it the same one as last time? The one you were talking to?"



    



    "Yeah, it’s him. Says it’s a shortcut."



    



    "A shortcut? If you leave here… oh, does he live in that villa neighborhood? That place is a total dump."



    



    Yoo Seon-woo didn’t respond. He didn’t feel like revealing where Yeongwon lived, nor did he want to demean it.



    



    "Do you actually like that kid?"



    



    "Why are you asking that all of a sudden?"



    



    "It’s just… I’ve never heard you say something like that before."



    



    "Think whatever you want."



    



    "Bet he’d be good in bed, though. He’s so small, with such a tiny waist."



    



    No matter how the conversation started, it always ended up going in that direction. Yoo Seon-woo ground the cigarette butt beneath his shoe, crushing it completely until there was no trace of what it once was.



    



    "Kang Won-jae."



    



    "What?"



    



    "You still haven’t learned when to shut up, have you? There’s a difference between what you can say, what you shouldn’t say, and what you shouldn’t even think about saying. You don’t seem to know any of them."



    



    The alley, which had been filled with crude laughter and vulgar remarks, fell into a sudden silence. Only after erasing all traces of the cigarette butt from existence did Yoo Seon-woo look up and fix his gaze on Kang Won-jae, who seemed startled.



    



    "I said I like him. And your response is that?"



    



    "Hey… I was just joking."



    



    "I didn’t take it as a joke."



    



    "Uh… sorry."



    



    Despite his rougher and tougher appearance, Kang Won-jae apologized almost instinctively. To an outsider unfamiliar with the dynamics between them, the sight of someone like Kang Won-jae apologizing to Yoo Seon-woo would have seemed strange.



    



    "Don’t even think about acknowledging him if you see him again."



    



    "Got it. I don’t even run into him unless he’s with you. We’re not even at the same school."



    



    Perched casually on a rickety table outside an old shop, Yoo Seon-woo straightened up. Slinging his bag over one shoulder, he turned to leave. Kang Won-jae and Jo Soo-hyun, who had been loitering with their typical delinquent airs, shifted uncomfortably as they watched him, spotless and composed despite the grimy surroundings.



    



    "I’m leaving first."



    



    "Yeah, take care."



    



    Without another word, Yoo Seon-woo exited the alley. As he stepped out of the stifling space reeking of smoke and decay, the cool breeze of the 11 p.m. night brushed against his face. With sharp, vigilant eyes, he glanced back at the alley. If anyone dared to speak carelessly about Yeongwon again, he wouldn’t let it slide. Next time, it wouldn’t end with just words. He wasn’t worried about the consequences, after all, two of Korea’s finest lawyers would handle any fallout with ease.



    



    He couldn’t stand anyone disrespecting what was his, whether it was his belongings, his feelings, his pride, or a person. The only difference was that, until now, he hadn’t considered a person as ‘his.’ But now, that principle applied. He was the only one allowed to handle what belonged to him, no one else.



    



    When Yoo Seon-woo blinked, the image of Yeongwon’s gaze lingering on him resurfaced in his mind. For a moment, he looked in the direction of Yeongwon’s house but then steadied himself and turned toward his own home. That road wasn’t his to take, it was a path that only Lee Yeongwon could run down. He wanted Yeongwon to come to him, racing like mad and standing in front of him, pouring out his emotions in loud words. Until then, he didn’t mind treating Yeongwon recklessly. He wanted to stir up his emotions, unsettle and hurt him. That way, Yeongwon wouldn’t be able to endure.



    



    Doing whatever it took to get what he wanted, Yoo Seon-woo followed exactly what he had learned. He was well aware that he wasn’t normal.



    



    As the front door opened, the sound of footsteps grew closer. Yoo Seon-woo, now wearing the slippers left at the entrance, stood before the gentle face waiting for him.



    



    “Seon-woo, you’re home? You’re late. I was just about to leave, want me to whip up a late-night snack?”



    



    “No, it’s fine. If I need anything, I’ll take care of it myself.”



    



    “All right then.”



    



    “Have a safe trip home.”



    



    Yoo Seon-woo bowed his head politely as he greeted the housekeeper, who came every other day to clean and take care of household chores. Then, he climbed the stairs.



    



    Though the house without his parents felt much more comfortable than when they were around, the overly sterile atmosphere, devoid of any warmth, always seemed to cut through his emotions like a knife.



    



    And in truth, his parents were people like that. For the sake of their reputation, they could push aside all their feelings and control them with precision. They believed it was their greatest strength and worked tirelessly to instill that same skill in their only son above all else.



    



    They wanted him to become a ‘smart asset,’ someone who wouldn’t be swayed by trivial emotions, who could calculate every relationship and live efficiently. Their ultimate goal was for him to inherit and run their law firm.



    



    Until middle school, Yoo Seon-woo followed their lead diligently. Even when he grew tired or couldn’t understand why everything had to be done their way, he convinced himself to obey. Everyone admired and envied his parents, so he thought he had no choice. After all, they were exceptional people, as everyone claimed.



    



    He was always at the top, leading in every aspect, and standing on the highest pedestal. Even when making friends, he had to evaluate their parents’ status. If their parents passed the test but their grades didn’t, those friends were mercilessly erased from his life. It was no surprise that he ended up with no real friends.



    



    When he began to realize how different his life was from others, his parents first mentioned the name ‘Lee Yeongwon.’ It was the day of his first midterm report card after starting middle school.



    



    Losing first place to someone like Lee Yeongwon, a boy from an unremarkable family with nothing special to his name was an unbearable humiliation for his parents. Yeongwon became their target immediately, and simultaneously, he became Yoo Seon-woo’s goal. From that day forward, Yoo Seon-woo habitually sought out Yeongwon, observing him constantly. His mother’s training demanded that he know everything, Yeongwon’s habits, study methods, even his time management.



    



    That’s how it started.



    



    His parents had delved into the personal details of Lee Yeongwon’s family, while Yoo Seon-woo focused on observing him within the confines of school. Once his gaze had landed on Yeongwon, it became easy to spot him wherever he was. By the end of their first year, Yoo Seon-woo found himself going to school simply to catch a glimpse of Yeongwon.



    



    ‘Lee Yeongwon! Ice cream!’



    



    A loud voice rang out from outside the window. Sitting by the farthest window seat, solving problems in his workbook, Yoo Seon-woo instinctively stood up at the familiar name and glanced outside. There, Kim Hyun-jin, who was always seen sticking close to Yeongwon, was running toward the stands, holding ice cream in both hands and waving them around. It was a face that Yoo Seon-woo had grown to dislike in recent months. Quietly, he turned his head to look at Yeongwon, who was smiling back at Hyun-jin.



    



    A small spark of interest had ignited into a flame, mixed with an unexplainable fondness in an instant. It was a time of intense growing pains, both physical and emotional. It was likely spring, judging by the scattering of petals that he still remembered. Standing by the window, Yoo Seon-woo leaned against the frame, watching Yeongwon eat his ice cream.



    



    Even as he ate, Yeongwon had a book spread out on his lap, his attention divided between studying and occasionally glancing at Kim Hyun-jin, who was chatting away beside him. Every now and then, Yeongwon would laugh or respond with a brief comment.



    



    
      When the warning bell signaling the end of lunch break rang, Yeongwon, with the ice cream stick still in his mouth, stood up. Yoo Seon-woo didn’t miss a single detail, the way he dusted off his pants, the way he began walking from the stands toward the central entrance. It was then that a loud noise erupted from above. Startled, Yeongwon’s head snapped upward.
    

  
    ‘…….’



    



    Their eyes met. Even from the second floor, it was close enough to see his face clearly, leaving no doubt that their gazes had locked. For a moment, Yoo Seon-woo froze, unable to look away or step back from the window.



    



    A soft breeze brushed past his face, and then Yeongwon smiled. At the sound of Kim Hyun-jin calling him from behind after throwing away some trash, Yeongwon turned back.



    



    For a few seconds, the world seemed to stop. And in those same few seconds, everything changed. The brief moment their eyes met completely took over the faint stirrings of emotion within Yoo Seon-woo.



    



    Until the end of their first year, Yoo Seon-woo never once surpassed Yeongwon academically. He couldn’t because to keep seeing him, he needed a reason. If he defeated Yeongwon, his parents’ focus would shift away from him, and with that, Yoo Seon-woo’s excuse to keep watching Yeongwon would vanish too. So, Yoo Seon-woo kept losing.



    



    It was satisfying to see both his parents' frustrated faces at his "failure" and Yeongwon’s relieved expression at taking first place. It was the greatest joy he could imagine.



    



    "Ha…"



    



    In his darkened room, Yoo Seon-woo leaned back fully into his chair, letting out a short breath. The neatly arranged sheets on his bed became slightly rumpled.



    



    "……."



    



    For a moment, thoughts of Yeongwon in the alley earlier that evening flickered in his mind, and a pang spread through his chest. Though he looked better than yesterday, Yeongwon still seemed unwell. Always frail, he now appeared even weaker, and the thought of pulling him close surged uncontrollably within Yoo Seon-woo. He was certain that once Yeongwon was in his arms, he wouldn’t be able to escape.



    



    Sometimes, when you can’t make a decision, a push from someone else can be helpful. Perhaps his pull would be a form of help for Yeongwon. Yoo Seon-woo clenched his fingers tightly, imagining holding Yeongwon securely in his grasp. He wanted nothing more than to have Yeongwon safely within his hands.



    



    He liked Lee Yeongwon. And he knew that Yeongwon thought about him too. If it were just the kind of attention given to a friend, Yeongwon wouldn’t be so cautious around him, wouldn’t worry about ruining their relationship, and wouldn’t have gotten so emotionally strained.



    



    Every time Yoo Seon-woo embraced him, he could feel Yeongwon relax. He could sense every emotion as Yeongwon leaned his face against his shoulder or chest, as if seeking solace. But Yeongwon didn’t realize it he didn’t understand that Yoo Seon-woo’s feelings weren’t those of a mere friend. So Yoo Seon-woo was showing him. Teaching him. That he couldn’t do without him, that the brief warmth they shared could dominate all his moments. For Yoo Seon-woo, it had been only seconds. For Yeongwon, it would be days. He wouldn’t be able to hold out for long.



    



    ‘…About what I said last time. I didn’t mean it to ruin things between us. When I said studying was more important than saying I liked you… it was because I really had no choice. It wasn’t because I didn’t like you….’



    



    The pale face spilling these words was Yeongwon’s confession, his genuine feelings, admitting to an emotion he barely understood. He didn’t fully grasp what liking someone meant, what it felt like, or how to recognize it. His sincerity was clear, but it wasn’t enough. For Yeongwon to truly hold on to him, to cling to him, he needed to hurt a little more. Just as Yoo Seon-woo had spent ten days on the brink, so too did Yeongwon need to experience the pain of it. After all, first love was never something one could admit to with a clear mind.



    



    Staring at the dark, featureless ceiling, Yoo Seon-woo closed his eyes. He waited for Yeongwon to come running to him.



    



    ***



    



    After gym class, Hyun-jin arrived at the cafeteria still wearing his PE uniform. Looking utterly exhausted, he declared that he’d need at least two servings of lunch to regain his energy. With a tray piled high with food, he sat down and popped a piece of spicy chicken stir-fry into his mouth. Yeongwon, sitting across from him, took a bite of coleslaw.



    



    “Oh, it’s Yoo Seon-woo.”



    



    At Hyun-jin’s words, Yeongwon paused, chopsticks still at his lips, and turned his head toward the cafeteria entrance. There stood Yoo Seon-woo, talking with someone. The other person was shorter, and every time they spoke, Yoo Seon-woo leaned down, tilting his head closer to listen.



    



    "…They’re almost touching."



    



    The image of Yoo Seon-woo leaning close to whisper into his ear resurfaced, at the arcade, or that time when his face had hovered just above Yeongwon’s shoulder. The memory of being so close that he could see the faint tremor in Yoo Seon-woo’s pupils burned brightly, along with the heat that had flushed his ears. Seeing Yoo Seon-woo act the same way with someone else made a strange heaviness settle in his chest.



    



    "Jung Ha-rin likes Yoo Seon-woo. It’s tragic, seriously."



    



    "Jung Ha-rin?"



    



    "What? You don’t know Jung Ha-rin? Are you serious? I told you how pretty she is, didn’t I?"



    



    Now that Hyun-jin mentioned it, he vaguely recalled hearing her name a few times. Since he wasn’t particularly interested in either guys or girls, he rarely paid attention to who was popular at school. Yet, when it came to Yoo Seon-woo, he knew everything—his face, his name, even the fact that his parents owned a famous law firm. Just how extraordinary was Yoo Seon-woo to stand out so much?



    



    "This world sucks. I mean, I’d probably like Yoo Seon-woo too, if I were her. But still, damn. Am I really that much worse than him? Is the gap that big? As my best friend, tell me the truth."



    



    As Hyun-jin put on his best ‘handsome face,’ Yeongwon smiled faintly and tilted his head. There was no way to compare Hyun-jin and Yoo Seon-woo, they were in entirely different categories. One was his closest friend, and the other was the source of his confusion. There was no way he could be objective about it.



    



    “They’re too different to compare.”



    



    “How are they different? Don’t tell me it’s like Yoo Seon-woo is in the ‘gorgeous’ category and I’m in the ‘ugly’ one.”



    



    “It’s not like that. It’s more about personality or the atmosphere… stuff like that.”



    



    Even as he spoke to Hyun-jin, Yeongwon’s eyes were on Yoo Seon-woo. He watched as Yoo Seon-woo, holding a tray, thanked the cafeteria staff with a kind smile while receiving his meal. With chopsticks still at his lips, Yeongwon continued to observe Yoo Seon-woo walking with the girl Hyun-jin had identified as Jung Ha-rin. Yoo Seon-woo eventually sat at a table behind theirs.



    



    Thankfully, he wasn’t eating alone with her. A few other boys sat next to Yoo Seon-woo, and someone else joined Jung Ha-rin on her side. Thankfully? Why was he relieved that Yoo Seon-woo wasn’t eating alone with her? Shaking his head, Yeongwon thought, This isn’t holding out. Not like this.



    



    “……”



    



    Over Hyun-jin’s shoulder, his eyes met Yoo Seon-woo’s. For a moment, Yoo Seon-woo looked at him before turning his gaze elsewhere. Though Yeongwon couldn’t hear what they were saying, Jung Ha-rin’s voice reached him, and he saw Yoo Seon-woo laugh as he met her eyes. Watching him smile, Yeongwon lowered his head, his chopsticks moving to pick up a few grains of rice. The bland taste rolled listlessly in his mouth.



    



    “Why aren’t you eating? If anyone should be miserable right now, it’s me. Ugh, I didn’t even get to confess, and I’ve already been rejected. This world sucks.”



    



    As Hyun-jin rambled on, Yeongwon forced himself to take a sip of soup, but nausea suddenly hit him like a wave. For the past few days, stress had been gnawing at his stomach, but this was the first time he couldn’t keep anything down. Covering his mouth, he bolted from the cafeteria, unable to even clear his tray.



    



    “Hey! What’s wrong?” 



    



    Rushing out, he headed to the restroom beside the snack shop and locked himself in an empty stall. Leaning over the toilet, he retched several times until tears streamed down his face.



    



    Why was he crying? Was it because Yoo Seon-woo avoided his gaze? He was used to that, it had happened yesterday, and the day before. Or was it because Yoo Seon-woo laughed while talking to someone else? It wasn’t as if he didn’t know that Yoo Seon-woo was kind to everyone.



    



    “Yeongwon, you really need to see a doctor. Seriously, I’ve never seen you this sick. You’ve never thrown up while eating before.”



    



    Maybe he should. Maybe this stress was different. As Hyun-jin gently patted his back, Yeongwon felt utterly drained, even after emptying his stomach. Weakly, he flushed the toilet.



    



    His throat hurt, his stomach hurt, everything hurt. Was this what holding on felt like? Was it always this hard? He wanted to ask someone, anyone. Staggering to the sink, he rinsed his mouth over and over. He figured it’d be best to head back to class, brush his teeth, and rest with his head on his desk for a while. But what if this ruined everything again?



    



    “I’ll go back to class. You go finish your lunch.”



    



    “You think I can eat after seeing you like this? Forget it. I ate enough earlier anyway. If I get hungry, I’ll grab something later from the snack shop. Just worry about yourself.”



    



    “…Sorry. I don’t mean to make you worry.”



    



    Seeing Hyun-jin’s concerned expression made tears roll down his cheeks again. Hyun-jin’s eyes widened in alarm, his own expression quickly becoming tearful.



    



    “Does it hurt that much? You’ve got nothing to apologize for. It’s fine, really. Let’s just get you upstairs. Maybe being stuck here is making it worse.”



    



    Rubbing his eyes with the sleeve of his uniform, Yeongwon climbed the stairs alongside Hyun-jin. The phrase ‘a pitiful sight’ felt like it was made just for him at that moment. He knew why he had reacted so sensitively. There was no need to ask ‘why.’ He was overly preoccupied with Yoo Seon-woo, and even the smallest of his actions shook him to the core. He had to admit it. After coming this far, pretending not to notice was pointless.



    



    Even as he took out his dental kit from his locker, even as he brushed his teeth in the empty bathroom, Yeongwon realized he’d reached his limit. No matter how many times he told himself not to care, it was impossible. Not when he shared a class with Yoo Seon-woo and sat right next to him. But that was just an excuse. The real issue wasn’t Yoo Seon-woo, it was himself. He was the one who cared too much.



    



    
      He hated seeing Yoo Seon-woo leaning down to listen intently to someone else. He hated seeing him laugh as he made eye contact while sitting next to someone else. He hated hearing that someone else liked Yoo Seon-woo. With that admission, the boundaries he had carefully drawn began to collapse. His feelings had already started running far beyond the limits he had set for himself.
    

  
    The homeroom teacher stood at the podium, flipping through a file before looking up and glancing toward the back of the classroom. Yeongwon met their gaze as the teacher’s eyes landed on him and Yoo Seon-woo. It seemed today was their day for counseling.



    



    “Today’s career counseling is for Seon-woo and Yeongwon. Seon-woo, head to the office first, and once he’s done, Yeongwon can go after he comes back to the classroom.”



    



    The teacher explained that the proper counseling would take place after the June mock exams and that today’s session was based on grades up to the second year. Since his grades had always been top of the class until now, unlike others, Yeongwon didn’t feel any fear about the counseling. But what worried him was his future performance. If he kept letting his emotions get the better of him, he feared he might ruin everything. Feeling overwhelmed, he rested his head on his workbook.



    



    “Class rep.”



    



    Warmth brushed the back of his neck. Startled, he raised his head, only to see Yoo Seon-woo standing there, looking down at him.



    



    “Time to head to the office.”



    



    “Oh… yeah.”



    



    As if unconsciously aware of the spot Yoo Seon-woo had touched, Yeongwon rubbed the back of his neck. Watching Yoo Seon-woo prepare to leave the classroom, he slowly got up and stepped out. His steps down the now quieter hallway felt heavy. Before entering the office, he glanced back toward the classroom, hesitating briefly, then stepped inside.



    



    “Teacher.”



    



    “Oh, Yeongwon, you’re here? Have a seat.”



    



    After bowing politely, he sat down, and the homeroom teacher placed a bottle of aloe juice in front of him before reviewing his student record.



    



    “Honestly, as I just told Seon-woo, you’re not someone who really needs career counseling. Your grades have been perfect through your second year, your assignments flawless, and you’ve never caused trouble. You’ve done so well that there’s hardly anything to discuss. It’s impressive, and I’m really proud of you.”



    



    “…Thank you.”



    



    “You’re planning to apply to Korean University, right?”



    



    “…Yes, that’s what I’d like to do.”



    



    “At this rate, I think you’ll not only get in but excel. Just stay focused during your third year and finish strong. It won’t be easy, but if you keep doing what you’ve been doing, you’ll be fine.”



    



    “Yes…”



    



    Continuing as he had before wasn’t as easy as the teacher made it sound. It was impossible, really. The equation of his life had a new variable now: Yoo Seon-woo. That variable had shaken him to his core, leaving him more unsettled than ever before.



    



    “So, Yeongwon, is there anything on your mind lately? You seem pretty stressed, and I’m worried about you. You’ve been unwell too. Even today, you don’t look so good.”



    



    I think I like Yoo Seon-woo. It’s the first time in my life I’ve ever felt this way about someone, and I don’t know if it’s okay or if I need to end it. If I want to keep going as I always have, I should obviously act like nothing happened and move on. But I can’t seem to do that. The time I spent with Yoo Seon-woo, brief as it was, was so sweet and so good that I keep, I just keep thinking about it. What should I do in times like this?



    



    “…It’s nothing like that. It’s just… both of my parents had to move away for work, so I’ve been living alone lately.”



    



    “Oh my, is that so? So, when you were sick, you were alone too?”



    



    “Hyun-jin came over and stayed with me.”



    



    “That’s a relief. I feel better knowing you have Hyun-jin and Seon-woo looking out for you.”



    



    “…Seon-woo, why….”



    



    “Oh, Seon-woo’s really worried about you. During his counseling session, he didn’t talk about his future much; he mostly talked about you. He was concerned because you’ve been sick a lot lately and not eating well.”



    



    His vision blurred as his eyes grew wet again. To stop himself from crying, Yeongwon fidgeted with the cap of the aloe juice on the desk, twisting it open and taking a sip.



    



    “I didn’t realize your parents were away. It must be tough, especially at such an important time in your life. Ideally, they’d be around to support you, but I’m sure they have their reasons for being away. If you ever face difficulties, make sure to tell me, okay? Even if it’s late at night, you can call me. I don’t go to bed early.”



    



    “…Yes, I’ll do that. It was hard to adjust at first, but I’m okay now. And about being sick…”



    



    The words almost escaped his lips: It’s not because of my parents; it’s because of Yoo Seon-woo—or maybe just me. But Yeongwon swallowed them back, forcing a faint smile. After exchanging a few more polite words with his teacher, who seemed so proud of him for ‘enduring so well,’ he left the office feeling drained. In his hand was the half-empty bottle of aloe juice.



    



    “……”



    



    Hearing that Yoo Seon-woo had worried about him when he wasn’t around made his heart feel uncomfortably warm. He wanted to ask him, Why do you do this? Is this how people act when they like someone? Why do you keep pulling me up only to throw me down again?



    



    “Ah…”



    



    Stepping out of the back door of the classroom, he saw Yoo Seon-woo disappearing down the staircase. Before he realized it, he was running after him, unable to resist the urge.



    



    “Yoo Seon-woo!”



    



    At the sound of his name, Yoo Seon-woo, halfway down the stairs, tilted his head and glanced back. Though Yeongwon wanted to say something, the thought that someone might overhear them in the hallway or on the stairs kept his words stuck in his throat. Yoo Seon-woo, seeing his hesitation, turned back and continued down the stairs.



    



    “Wait!”



    



    With long strides, Yoo Seon-woo moved quickly, and Yeongwon had to rush to catch up. Just as Yoo Seon-woo was stepping outside through the main entrance, Yeongwon grabbed his arm, out of breath from running. His already weak stamina, combined with his poor condition, left him gasping for air.



    



    “Haa… Wait, just… wait…”



    



    “What do you want to say?”



    



    Still holding onto his arm, Yeongwon tightened his grip as Yoo Seon-woo continued walking toward the sports field outside. It seemed as though Yoo Seon-woo didn’t mind dragging him along. Before long, they ended up at the stands by the field, where Yoo Seon-woo finally stopped and turned to him.



    



    “What is it you want to say?”



    



    “…I heard it from the teacher. That you talked about me.”



    



    “Figures. Our teacher sure likes to share everything. As soon as I say something, she runs and tells you.”



    



    “…She said you were worried about me because I’ve been sick.”



    



    “Yeah, I was worried. The career counseling wasn’t really about my future; she asked if there was anything difficult for me in class or anything stressful, so I talked about you. That you’ve been sick and I’m worried about you. Because that’s what’s been on my mind the most.”



    



    A warmer breeze, laced with sweetness, brushed past their faces. Yeongwon stared absentmindedly at the way Yoo Seon-woo’s hair swayed in the wind. In the distance, cherry blossoms along the edge of the school grounds fluttered and scattered under the strong breeze.



    



    “Yeongwon, I worry about you.”



    



    “……”



    



    “But I’m not going to show it in front of you. If I do, you’ll take it as permission to just keep going as you are, thinking everything’s fine.”



    



    “……”



    



    “Why did you run out of the cafeteria earlier?”



    



    Ran out, that’s how Yoo Seon-woo described it. The nausea that had driven him from the cafeteria was now labeled as an escape. He should’ve felt defensive, but he didn’t. Because it wasn’t entirely wrong.



    



    “Did seeing me with Jung Ha-rin bother you that much? Enough to make you sick?”



    



    “……”



    



    “If it bothers you, say so. Then I won’t do it. I’ll do what you want. I’m telling you, I’ll follow your lead.”



    



    “…All I have to do is say I don’t like it?”



    



    “No. Before that, there’s something else you need to say. You have to tell me, so I can keep liking you, Yeongwon.”



    



    The breeze was too warm, and Yoo Seon-woo’s words—gentle yet unwavering—were too difficult for Yeongwon to handle. He closed his eyes briefly before opening them again.



    



    “Jung Ha-rin confessed to me.”



    



    “……”



    



    “She said she likes me and wants to date me.”



    



    How do people say things like that out loud? Staring at him in surprise, Yeongwon couldn’t even close his slightly parted lips. Yoo Seon-woo’s gaze, still fixed on him, remained warm—like the season’s breeze.



    



    “So I said no. I told her I already like someone else.”



    



    “……”



    



    “Why do I like someone who doesn’t like me back? It hurts me too, you know. Every time you act like this. I just want to stop. It’s frustrating.”



    



    It hurts. I want to stop. It’s frustrating. Though the words were undeniably negative, the way they were spoken, paired with the warm weather, made them sound gentle. Yeongwon glanced up at Yoo Seon-woo, who lightly tousled his hair, before lowering his gaze again.



    



    “That’s why I’ve decided to stop.”



    



    “……”



    



    “There’s no point in liking someone on my own. I don’t want to keep bothering someone who doesn’t like me back, and I’m sure this is getting more uncomfortable for you too.”



    



    “……”



    



    “So I thought about where to start, and I figured changing seats would be a good first step.”



    



    “Changing seats? But we’re not supposed to change for the whole semester…”



    



    “If I talk to the teacher, I’m sure I can convince her. You didn’t like sitting behind me anyway. Until recently, I thought if I stayed close to you, things would get better—like somehow I could change things. But I don’t think that anymore. I’m just going to stop making things harder.”



    



    Yoo Seon-woo sighed deeply, his face genuinely looking like he was about to give up. His tired expression made something inside Yeongwon’s chest quiver violently. Yoo Seon-woo, who said he was upset, was looking directly at him, almost like he already knew. He knew that Yeongwon liked him. That he cared but was too scared to admit it aloud, afraid everything would fall apart the moment he did. It felt like this was truly the final step. After wavering and hesitating for so long, they had reached the very last moment.



    



    What do I do? Should I tell him?



    



    If he was honest, wouldn’t Yoo Seon-woo tell him what to do? He wasn’t someone who didn’t study or had given up on college. Couldn’t they figure out how to date and study together? A whirlwind of thoughts swirled through his mind, round and round.



    



    "Sorry for everything."



    



    No, that’s not it. This isn’t right.



    



    Yeongwon clenched and unclenched his fingers repeatedly. He needed to stop Yoo Seon-woo, needed to say something, but his thoughts were too scrambled to put into words.



    



    “I’m heading out first. Study hard, class rep.”



    



    The gaze that had once felt so kind and warm had turned cold again. Every time Yoo Seon-woo looked at him with those emotionless eyes, it hurt so much that it brought tears to his own. It felt like someone was squeezing his heart in a crushing grip. As Yoo Seon-woo strode across the field, putting more distance between them, Yeongwon slumped onto the stands, his legs giving way.



    



    “…What do I do.”



    



    And then it hit him. What he’d ruined wasn’t his future—it was his present with Yoo Seon-woo.



    



    ***



    



    Though he knew the formulas and how to solve the problems, the numbers and equations refused to align in his head. Frustrated, Yeongwon glanced up at the sound of a chair scraping against the floor. Yoo Seon-woo had arrived.



    



    “Why are you here…”



    



    “Seon-woo said he wanted to switch seats.”



    



    It was Ahn Soo-hyun who now sat next to him. Shocked, Yeongwon stared at him, his lips parted but unable to say a word. It had been three days since their conversation on the stands, and with the teacher not mentioning any seat changes, he’d felt a small sense of relief. But now, out of nowhere, Yoo Seon-woo had switched seats with Ahn Soo-hyun?



    



    “…Aren’t you not supposed to switch seats without permission?”



    



    “Seon-woo said he’d talk to the teacher. Did you two have a fight or something?”



    



    “…No.”



    



    Before the shock could settle, Yoo Seon-woo entered through the front door. Passing the podium and walking straight to the back of the room, he placed his bag at the desk by the window—the farthest seat from Yeongwon. His movements were so casual and matter-of-fact that Yeongwon, forgetting how blatant he looked, couldn’t take his eyes off him. But Yoo Seon-woo didn’t spare him a single glance.



    



    "……."



    



    This was it. It was really, truly over. Now that even their seats were separated, there would be no more chances for small talk or brief exchanges. Their remaining time as classmates would pass with Yoo Seon-woo reduced to just “someone in the same class.”



    



    If he had just told Yoo Seon-woo he liked him that day on the stands, at least things wouldn’t have ended like this.



    



    From his new seat, Yoo Seon-woo was smiling, chatting with his new deskmate. Watching him, Yeongwon felt an ache swell in his chest.



    



    "……."



    



    He hated it. Hated seeing Yoo Seon-woo laugh with someone else, knowing he hadn’t once taken the chance to seize the opportunities Yoo Seon-woo had offered. Hated himself for lacking the courage to say what needed to be said.



    



    Overwhelmed by a splitting headache and a painful twist in his stomach, Yeongwon lowered his head onto his desk.



    



    
      It wasn’t until after he did so that Yoo Seon-woo, mid-conversation with his new deskmate, glanced at the back of Yeongwon’s head, his eyes lingering for just a moment.
    

  
    He didn’t feel well enough to participate in PE class, but Yeongwon still changed into his gym uniform and headed out to the field. Frequenting the nurse’s office felt conspicuous, and he hated the idea of showing weakness. He decided to push through, no matter how difficult it was.



    



    Under the warm breeze and blazing sunlight, Yeongwon followed the PE captain’s instructions and began jogging two laps around the field. It wasn’t a fast pace, just a slow jog, but it didn’t take long before he felt exhausted, his breaths coming in short gasps. Falling further and further behind, he finally slowed to a near walk, barely keeping up with the others.



    



    Just as he lowered his pace to a crawl, someone behind him collided with him. Despite the light impact, it sent him stumbling. A steady hand reached out to support him, keeping him upright.



    



    “…Ah, sorry.”



    



    “Be careful.”



    



    The voice belonged to Yoo Seon-woo, whose expression remained neutral as he glanced at him briefly before running off to catch up with the group ahead. Left standing there alone, Yeongwon’s gaze remained fixed on Yoo Seon-woo’s retreating back. His head throbbed, and his heart ached even more. He wanted to go with him.



    



    But he didn’t have the strength to chase after him. Slowly, he walked the rest of the half-lap toward the group gathering near the command stand. The PE teacher finally emerged, glancing over the students to confirm attendance.



    



    “Today’s a free activity day! Those who want to play soccer, grab a ball and head to the field. If you want to play badminton, rackets and shuttlecocks are in the storage box, so help yourselves. Just don’t sit around slacking on the stands. Even if you’re chatting, do it while standing up.”



    



    Soccer, badminton, chatting. None of them appealed to Yeongwon. He wandered toward the group of students who seemed just as unsure of what to do. He figured the teacher would only pay attention for the first ten minutes before getting distracted by conversations with other students or other tasks. If he could endure those ten minutes, he could spend the rest of the time idly sitting with the others on the stands.



    



    "……."



    



    The sunlight beating down on him was far too intense. Even just standing still, his vision swam, and his body wavered. He closed his eyes tightly before forcing them open again, trying to steady himself.



    



    “Class rep! You should come over here too—Hey, the ball!”



    



    The ball? At the word, Yeongwon instinctively turned his head, only to have his face and body collide into something firm. The sudden impact overwhelmed him, and his vision darkened as his knees gave out. Voices calling him “class rep” and others shouting his name blurred together, merging into an indistinct hum in his ears. Among the chaos, the last thing he registered before everything faded was the familiar scent of Yoo Seon-woo, the scent he had buried his face into during the collision. A wave of relief washed over him as consciousness slipped away.



    



    ***



    



    When he opened his eyes, the blurry ceiling above told him he was in the nurse’s office. He closed his eyes again, trying to piece together what had happened. Once he remembered, a long sigh escaped him. He had tried to avoid this outcome by being cautious, taking his medication, and going to the nurse’s office when he felt unwell. But in the end, he had collapsed anyway. Even that felt stressful.



    



    “You’re awake?”



    



    Startled, Yeongwon turned his head to see Yoo Seon-woo sitting beside him. His sharp, clear face startled him even more, and he sat up quickly. After days of avoiding eye contact, after switching seats without a word, why was Yoo Seon-woo sitting here now? It didn’t make sense. No, more than confusion, it felt unfair.



    



    Swinging his legs off the bed, he reached down to slip his feet into his shoes. But before he could, Yoo Seon-woo spread his legs and trapped Yeongwon’s legs between his knees, holding them firmly in place. Dumbfounded, Yeongwon stared at their entangled legs before raising his head to meet Yoo Seon-woo’s gaze.



    



    “Why are you here?”



    



    Though he hadn’t meant for it to happen, his voice cracked with emotion, betraying the tears threatening to spill. He felt a mix of relief and humiliation at Yoo Seon-woo’s presence, unable to hide his trembling.



    



    “Because I brought you here.”



    



    “…Why? Why would you bring me?”



    



    “When someone you like collapses, isn’t it obvious?”



    



    Someone you like. Those words had shaken him so many times before. They were warm, tender, and made his heart race.



    



    “…You said you were done. That you didn’t like me anymore.”



    



    “Just because I decide to stop doesn’t mean my feelings magically go away.”



    



    Yeongwon shook his head, tears welling up again under the weight of Yoo Seon-woo’s softened voice and gaze. He couldn’t hold out any longer. No, he didn’t want to hold out anymore.



    



    “…You don’t like me. If you liked me… you wouldn’t act like this.”



    



    “What did I do?”



    



    It wasn’t an accusatory voice, but a tender one, asking gently. Overcome with emotion, Yeongwon lowered his gaze, tears streaming down his cheeks and splashing onto his lap.



    



    “All of a sudden… you started calling me class rep, and then you went off to study somewhere else… and you actually switched seats…”



    



    Normally, saying such things out loud would have felt unbearably embarrassing, but right now, there was no room for that. The only thought in his head was that if he didn’t speak now, he might never have another chance. It felt like Yoo Seon-woo was extending his hand one last time, and all he could do was grasp at it, spilling his feelings in a jumble of sobbing words.



    



    “Did you hate it so much? You didn’t want to date me, but you still wanted me to be kind to you?”



    



    “…It’s not that. It’s not that I hated you. I’ve just never done this before. If we started dating, I’d spend all my time on it… and I wouldn’t be able to focus on studying. I have to get into a good university. And then work hard to get a good job after that… That’s why…”



    



    “Yeah? Then why did you change your mind?”



    



    Yoo Seon-woo gently cupped Yeongwon’s tear-streaked face, tilting it up so their eyes could meet. His clear, wet eyes glistened, the tears pooling, spilling over, and starting the cycle anew.



    



    Beautiful. Everything about him was beautiful. The trembling chin, the flushed eyes, the pale face, and the quivering lips—all of it. The fear of being abandoned painted across his face made it even more striking.



    



    “…I can’t study.”



    



    “……”



    



    “All day… all I can think about is you. How I can go back to the way things were before. Your voice calling me class rep, the way we walked home together… At home, I think about how you hugged me at the door…”



    



    Yoo Seon-woo’s hand fully cupped Yeongwon’s wet cheek, and instinctively, Yeongwon leaned into his touch, rubbing his face lightly against his palm.



    



    “…I was trying to keep my focus, so I wouldn’t fall apart, but I still couldn’t study… and I couldn’t stay close to you either. I tried everything, but it didn’t work.”



    



    “Really?”



    



    “…Yeah. I couldn’t keep to my schedule, couldn’t concentrate in class…”



    



    “And just ended up feeling miserable?”



    



    “Mm-hm…”



    



    Hearing the pitiful tone in Yeongwon’s trembling voice as he nodded, tears streaming, made Yoo Seon-woo smile softly. The effort, the waiting—it had all been worth it for this moment, this face, this confession.



    



    “Then will you tell me now?”



    



    “……”



    



    “Tell me, Yeongwon. If you don’t, how will I know? Tell me you like me.”



    



    One step back was a cliff; one step forward was Yoo Seon-woo, who had pushed him to this brink. Standing on the edge, Yeongwon reached out, wrapping his arms around Yoo Seon-woo, pulling him close. He didn’t want to let go. Even if he had to fall, it would be better to do it together. At this moment, Yoo Seon-woo was the only thing he could think about.



    



    “…I like you.”



    



    The words that had been lodged near his lips, in his heart, and in his mind for so long finally came out. Words that others might say easily, but ones he had guarded, afraid even the tiniest whisper might escape. As they left his lips, his whole body relaxed, not with exhaustion, but with relief. The tension that had gripped him for so long dissolved into a strange yet exhilarating feeling.



    



    The flood of emotions inside him poured into the other person. It was unfamiliar but powerful. With a voice still thick with tears, Yeongwon made sure to speak clearly this time, conveying it fully to Yoo Seon-woo.



    



    “I like you, Seon-woo.”



    



    “……”



    



    "I want to… get along with you again. Don’t keep your distance… Don’t say you’re going to stop liking me. Please, like me again…."



    



    The trembling voice was adorable. Everything about Yeongwon—his tear-streaked eyes, the tiny frame that seemed easy to pull into an embrace, the voice thick with emotion—was utterly endearing. Yoo Seon-woo couldn’t help but stare, his silence inviting Yeongwon to continue.



    



    "Do you hate me now because I only said this now? Do I seem… pathetic?"



    



    "……."



    



    "I’m just… I’ve never done this before. I’ve never liked anyone before. I don’t know how to do it."



    



    That face, always making him want to tease, now made it impossible to do so. Yoo Seon-woo gently took Yeongwon’s hands, kissed each of them, and then pressed his lips against the backs of his hands.



    



    "I still like you."



    



    "…Really?"



    



    "Yeah. I wanted to call your name. I wanted to sit next to you during self-study, and…"



    



    "…Switching seats…"



    



    "I didn’t want to, but I thought maybe being apart would help."



    



    "……."



    



    "I wanted to walk you home every day. Take you out for delicious food, hug you in front of your house. And kiss you, too."



    



    The warmth of Yoo Seon-woo’s voice brushing against the backs of his hands sent a ticklish sensation through Yeongwon. Knowing that Yoo Seon-woo had missed the same things he had brought a sense of relief that finally settled his anxious heart.



    



    "Can I do all that again now?"



    



    "…Yeah."



    



    When Yeongwon nodded, Yoo Seon-woo leaned in closer, cupping his face and gently wiping the tears from under his eyes. Their gazes locked, so close that the focus blurred, until Yeongwon instinctively closed his eyes. Soon, something soft and warm pressed against his lips. A sweet, tingling sound accompanied the sensation as it slowly pulled away.



    



    "……."



    



    "……."



    



    It felt… wonderful. Overwhelmingly so. Words couldn’t capture the feeling, and his chest swelled so much it ached. As Yoo Seon-woo leaned in again, more determined this time, Yeongwon closed his eyes once more.



    



    This time, their lips moved together. Unlike before, when they had merely touched, a heat surged between them as their mouths parted slightly. The moment Yoo Seon-woo’s tongue brushed against his own, a shiver ran through Yeongwon’s body, spreading from the crown of his head to his toes.



    



    "…Mm…"



    



    The heat was intense, wet, and… oddly comforting yet unsettling. Clutching the sheets of the nurse’s office bed tightly in his hands, Yeongwon peeked through his lashes to see Yoo Seon-woo, impossibly close, exploring his mouth with tender determination.



    



    The long lashes, the scent he wished no one else knew, the reassurance and solace of his large hands. The strange duality of feeling both secure and unsteady just from being close. That was Yoo Seon-woo.



    



    The quiet nurse’s office during fifth-period PE, the coarse gym uniform dusted with sand from the fall, his pale face, and the chaos of thoughts he’d finally let spill—everything culminated in Yoo Seon-woo’s confession and their intertwined lips. Yeongwon closed his eyes. A fleeting thought crossed his mind, telling him they shouldn’t be doing this. But it disappeared almost immediately.



    



    The afternoon light, approaching three o’clock, filtered through the blinds of the nurse’s office window, streaking the room in soft rays. But what seeped in through his toes was warmer than that light, more dizzying than the moment he had collapsed. The unfamiliar sensation of a tongue brushing against his own sent a shiver through his body, making his toes curl inside his white socks.



    



    His hands, which had been gripping the sheets, moved hesitantly, brushing against Yoo Seon-woo’s cheek with the faintest touch. At that moment, Yoo Seon-woo’s breath grew heavier, and his head tilted further, deepening the kiss.



    



    Yeongwon’s body, unable to resist Yoo Seon-woo’s overwhelming presence, was pressed against the wall. Trapped between the sturdy warmth of Yoo Seon-woo and the coolness of the nurse’s office wall, he let out a shaky breath, his heart racing so fast it felt as if it might burst. He didn’t care. Even if he couldn’t breathe, even if he were to die in this moment—it felt worth it.



    



    
      It was his first kiss.
    

  
    Is it always this awkward and embarrassing after a kiss? Yeongwon couldn’t bring himself to look up, his gaze fixed on his legs still trapped between Yoo Seon-woo’s. His head remained bowed as Yoo Seon-woo pressed small kisses to his forehead and eyelids, each one accompanied by a soft, affectionate sound.



    



    “It tickles… stop doing that…”



    



    But the request was swallowed up as Yoo Seon-woo leaned in again, his warmth invading Yeongwon’s mouth once more. Yeongwon instinctively closed his eyes and kissed him back. Is it okay to do this so much, for so long? he wondered briefly, but the pleasant feelings quickly pushed any concerns aside.



    



    “Ha…”



    



    Breathing heavily, Yeongwon exhaled, his lips slightly swollen and flushed. He bit down lightly on his lower lip as if trying to calm the rush of sensations. Seeing this, Yoo Seon-woo tilted his head to close the distance again, but Yeongwon quickly raised a hand to cover his mouth.



    



    “Why?”



    



    Yoo Seon-woo’s muffled voice slipped through Yeongwon’s fingers, the sound and movement against his palm making his ears burn. Yeongwon tried to say something but ended up just shaking his head, too embarrassed to form words.



    



    “What are you—”



    



    Now deprived of access to his lips, Yoo Seon-woo began planting kisses on Yeongwon’s palm instead. Startled, Yeongwon’s eyes widened as Yoo Seon-woo even started licking his hand, his grip firm around Yeongwon’s wrist. Flustered, Yeongwon pulled his hand away and tucked it behind him, feeling as though even his palm had a heartbeat now.



    



    “Don’t like it?”



    



    “…It’s not that… but is it okay to do this much from the start?”



    



    It felt like a silly question, but it was the only one his flustered mind could produce. Even as he asked, the embarrassment of his words made him glance nervously around, avoiding direct eye contact. Yoo Seon-woo laughed aloud at the sight of him.



    



    “I don’t know either. It’s my first time, too.”



    



    With that, Yoo Seon-woo pulled him into an embrace, rubbing his face against Yeongwon’s shoulder and neck.



    



    “…Really?”



    



    “Why? Do I not seem like it’s my first time?”



    



    “Well… you’re popular. And I’ve heard you get a lot of confessions…”



    



    Yoo Seon-woo lifted his head from Yeongwon’s shoulder, his gaze piercing through him. The intensity of his eyes, as if seeing straight into Yeongwon’s thoughts, made him lower his head again, unable to hold the stare.



    



    “It’s true I’ve gotten a lot of confessions, but I don’t remember any of them except for yours.”



    



    Yoo Seon-woo gently lifted Yeongwon’s chin with his long finger. Under his unwavering gaze, Yeongwon took in Yoo Seon-woo’s face. It was so breathtakingly handsome that words seemed inadequate. Every time he looked at him, the same thought crossed his mind: How could anyone not fall for someone like this?



    



    “…Are you going to switch seats back with Ahn Soo-hyun?”



    



    “I will.”



    



    “And self-study?”



    



    “In the classroom. Right next to you.”



    



    "……."



    



    “I’ll walk you home, too. And before you go, I’ll give you a hug. You really liked it when I hugged you, didn’t you?”



    



    “I-I didn’t say I liked it that much.”



    



    Because his face was pale from exhaustion, the flush spreading over his cheeks, neck, and ears stood out even more. Yoo Seon-woo laughed softly and nodded.



    



    “Okay, okay. Everything you say is right, Yeongwon.”



    



    As Yoo Seon-woo continued to plant kisses on his cheek, Yeongwon tugged nervously at the sleeve of his gym uniform. The sense of space and time seemed to disappear, his thoughts floating. Then, the bell signaling the end of class rang, pulling him back to reality.



    



    “Ah… How long was I here? Is PE over?”



    



    “Nope. Sixth period just ended.”



    



    “…What do I do?”



    



    “It’s fine. I’m here.”



    



    Yoo Seon-woo, who had been holding Yeongwon’s hand, finally moved his legs apart, releasing him. As Yeongwon bent down to put on his shoes, he felt Yoo Seon-woo steadying him, his hand lingering protectively.



    



    “I’m okay now.”



    



    “Want me to carry you?”



    



    “…Where?”



    



    “To the classroom.”



    



    “…Don’t say weird things.”



    



    “How’s that weird? I carried you here earlier, didn’t I?”



    



    With a playful motion, Yoo Seon-woo extended his arms as if to lift him again. Yeongwon quickly pushed his hands down and shook his head. Yoo Seon-woo chuckled at the sight of Yeongwon’s ears turning red once more. Tilting his head, he leaned in and kissed the tip of Yeongwon’s ear with an audible “mwah.” Startled, Yeongwon immediately covered his ear with his hand.



    



    “Stop, stop doing that…”



    



    “Do you know how long I’ve been wanting to?”



    



    “…Not in the classroom.”



    



    “I won’t. I’ll only do it when we’re alone. That’s okay, right?”



    



    Never in his life had Yeongwon imagined himself nodding in agreement to such a question. But after much hesitation, after facing Yoo Seon-woo again, he knew one thing for sure—he didn’t want to hurt anymore. So, despite lingering doubts and uncertainties about balancing both his studies and Yoo Seon-woo, he nodded.



    



    Because, in the end, all that mattered was that he liked Yoo Seon-woo. That was the only answer.



    



    * * *



    



    Everything began to fall back into place. Yoo Seon-woo had returned to his seat next to Yeongwon, stopped calling him ‘class rep,’ and instead addressed him by his name. They could now exchange casual conversations without needing an excuse.



    



    Though small, these changes brought an immense sense of relief to Yeongwon. The persistent ache in his head was gone, and the heavy weight on his mood had lifted, leaving him feeling light for the first time in a while.



    



    Simply saying the words I like you had been enough to untangle so much of the tension. It was almost laughable to think about how much he had suffered before. Why had he put himself through all that pain for so long?



    



    “Let’s eat out for dinner. No cafeteria food.” 



    



    “Okay.”



    



    Yeongwon mentally calculated how much money he had left. He remembered the 100,000 won his dad had given him before leaving the house. Since the past few days had been so overwhelming, he hadn’t spent much, leaving his allowance in better shape than usual.



    



    “Anything you want to eat? You barely ate lunch.”



    



    “…You noticed?”



    



    “Of course. Who else would I pay attention to?”



    



    Clutching his school bag, Yeongwon rubbed his fingers over the fabric, feeling a ticklish sensation. Yoo Seon-woo had a way of saying things that made his heart flutter without even trying.



    



    “…Do you want to get pizza? Like last time? This time, it’s on me.”



    



    “Does it matter who pays? Do you think your stomach can handle pizza?”



    



    “Yeah. I want to eat it.”



    



    “Let’s go.”



    



    Even though they would likely return to school for self-study, Yeongwon decided to bring his bag along—just in case. As he walked through the school gates beside Yoo Seon-woo, a fleeting thought crossed his mind: What if we don’t come back?



    



    But instead of making him anxious, the thought felt oddly liberating. It was the first day he had voiced his feelings aloud, and he was with Yoo Seon-woo now. For today, that was more than enough.



    



    ***



    



    The pizza was still delicious. Maybe it was just good pizza, but after days of not feeling well and barely eating, it somehow tasted even better. Not wanting to upset his stomach by eating too much all at once, Yeongwon ate slowly, carefully gauging how he felt. He avoided drinking soda, worried it might be too harsh.



    



    “Do you want to study at a café? Now that we’re out, I don’t feel like going back to school.”



    



    “Sure.”



    



    “Do you like being with me?”



    



    “...Why are you asking something like that all of a sudden?”



    



    “No reason. I just suddenly felt happy looking at you. I’ve liked you for a long time.”



    



    “For a long time? How long? We never even talked before we were in the same class…”



    



    Yoo Seon-woo considered explaining how his parents had pointed Yeongwon out to him, but the story felt unpleasant and potentially open to misunderstanding. Instead, he gave a small nod. One day, he’d tell the story casually, without any weight to it—but not today. Today was too significant, the day he first heard Yeongwon say he liked him.



    



    “You’re beautiful.”



    



    “……”



    



    “You were always on my mind. No matter where I looked, all I could see was you. Out the window, I’d see you walk by. In the teachers’ office, you were there. Even in the cafeteria, I’d spot you coming in.”



    



    “……”



    



    “And every time I heard you got first place, I was happy.”



    



    The days when report cards were handed out had always been good ones for Yoo Seon-woo. He got to see Yeongwon’s smile, even if just briefly. Those were also the rare days when his busy parents came home early—only to lecture him about his performance. Watching them fume, unable to explode properly because of their status and decorum, had been oddly satisfying.



    



    “I used to keep it to myself, but once we were in the same class, I couldn’t anymore.”



    



    “If we hadn’t ended up in the same class… you wouldn’t have said anything, would you?”



    



    “Hard to say. I probably would’ve told you eventually. I was at my limit. Seeing you always hanging out with Kim Hyunjin was driving me crazy.”



    



    “……”



    



    “But now it’s fine. As long as it’s not like before, where the two of you slept together without me knowing, I can let it slide. You do more things with me now anyway.”



    



    Yeongwon let out a small, startled breath as he popped a piece of fallen pepperoni into his mouth, shaking his head.



    



    “You keep saying things in such a weird way. When you put it like that, it sounds strange.”



    



    “Then sleep with me too. Want me to stay over at your place?”



    



    “…Fine. Next time. When you’re ready.”



    



    “I’m ready now.”



    



    Yeongwon quickly thought of home. He hadn’t been feeling well for days and hadn’t paid much attention to tidying up, so the current state of his place didn’t come to mind easily.



    



    “…Not today. Today’s too soon.”



    



    “If it were Kim Hyunjin, you’d take him over without hesitation if he asked to stay.”



    



    “That’s—”



    



    “That’s what?”



    



    “…Hyunjin and… you are… different now.”



    



    “How are we different?”



    



    Yoo Seon-woo propped his chin on his hand, his expression playful yet genuinely curious as he asked. His innocent demeanor made Yeongwon press down on the cheese with his fork, flustered.



    



    “Hyunjin’s just a friend, but… you’re not… just a friend anymore.”



    



    “Then what am I?”



    



    “Stop asking… stuff like that…”



    



    “Boyfriend?”



    



    At Yoo Seon-woo’s words, Yeongwon froze, unable to even close his gaping mouth. He blinked repeatedly, his mind reeling. It wasn’t technically wrong, but hearing those words from Yoo Seon-woo of all people made his face feel like it was about to burst.



    



    “Yeongwon, your face is so red right now. It’s adorable.”



    



    At the remark, Yeongwon’s face turned an even deeper shade of red. Grabbing his water glass, he pressed the cool surface against his cheeks to calm the heat. Will I ever get used to this? he wondered. He was so flustered he couldn’t even meet Yoo Seon-woo’s gaze.



    



    “…Stop looking at me and just eat.”



    



    “Okay.”



    



    Only after Yoo Seon-woo finally turned his attention back to his food did Yeongwon let out a breath. He pressed down the fluttering in his chest, took another bite of pizza, and tried to focus on anything else. It was overwhelming—both the nervousness of their newly defined relationship and the lingering awkwardness of it all.



    



    But it also felt good. Seeing Yoo Seon-woo smile again like this made it worth it.



    



    
      So Yeongwon was okay with Yoo Seon-woo’s existence, which shook him to his core, and with his own choice to dive headfirst into that chaos.
    

  
    The café at this late hour still felt unfamiliar, yet comforting. It wasn’t something most would consider rebellious, but for Yeongwon, simply sitting in a café in the evening felt like a major departure from routine. Doing so with Yoo Seon-woo, five hours into officially dating him—made it feel even more extraordinary.



    



    “……”



    



    Sipping his green grape ade while working on some problems, Yeongwon occasionally stole glances at Yoo Seon-woo. He had assumed Seon-woo would sit across from him, but instead, he had chosen the seat right beside him.



    



    The proximity was nice, but it was fascinating how everything seemed to have shifted so drastically just because he’d said he liked him. Now, rather than focusing on his studies, all he wanted to do was talk to Yoo Seon-woo. All the questions he’d been too shy to ask anyone else seemed possible to ask him. Perhaps sensing the gaze, Seon-woo, who had just finished checking an answer in his workbook, turned slightly to look at him.



    



    “Let’s take a break.”



    



    Setting his mechanical pencil down, Yoo Seon-woo reached over to gently ruffle Yeongwon’s soft hair before letting his hand settle on the back of his neck. Sitting side by side like this made it so easy to reach out and touch him, and Seon-woo liked that.



    



    “…Someone might see.”



    



    “Let them. No one’s here.”



    



    The second floor of the café wasn’t very crowded. Yoo Seon-woo had specifically chosen a quiet corner, and their section of the room was empty. It was so tucked away that even the few patrons who came up to the second floor didn’t bother to venture that far in.



    



    “Seon-woo.”



    



    “Yeah?”



    



    “…I don’t know if I should even ask this, but I really don’t know much about this stuff.”



    



    “Go ahead. What is it?”



    



    “We’re… dating, right?”



    



    “Yeah, that’s right. We’re in a relationship.”



    



    Just the word dating made Yeongwon feel so flustered he didn’t know what to do. But hearing Seon-woo outright say relationship made it even harder to process. A relationship? He was in a relationship with Yoo Seon-woo? He opened his mouth to respond but couldn’t bring himself to speak, so he quickly took another sip of his green grape ade.



    



    “…I was just wondering if there’s anything I should be careful about. I don’t know much about you yet, and I’m afraid of messing up.”



    



    “Hmm…”



    



    After a thoughtful pause, Yoo Seon-woo reached out and took Yeongwon’s hand, which was resting on the table. Noticing no one around, Yeongwon quietly watched as Seon-woo began to gently play with his fingers. Every little movement made his chest tighten and release repeatedly, as if his emotions were being wound up and unwound.



    



    “I told you before, I’m greedy. I don’t like sharing what’s mine. If it’s an object, I want to have it completely, and if I can’t, I’d rather get rid of it entirely. But people aren’t like that.”



    



    “……”



    



    “I won’t ask you to stop meeting your friends completely. You go to school, it’s impossible, and it’d be hard for you too. I can understand that. But I can’t accept not being your first priority. That’s the one thing I can’t do.”



    



    “……”



    



    “No matter what happens, I want to be the first in your life.”



    



    Yeongwon took a moment to process those words, slowly mulling over what it meant to be someone’s first. He nodded, realizing he wanted to be Yoo Seon-woo’s first as well.



    



    “I don’t like hearing about you from someone else.”



    



    “…Got it. I’ll tell you everything myself. And I want you to do the same.”



    



    “Of course. I’ll tell you everything.”



    



    “Anything else? If there’s anything else I should or shouldn’t do, tell me.”



    



    Yeongwon’s cautious voice made Yoo Seon-woo smile. It was a smile that reminded Yeongwon of the things he loved, like the soft foam atop a cup of milk tea, or the gentle pink petals fluttering through the air on a breezy spring day. It felt like the cool wind that unexpectedly brushed against your skin on a warm summer night, or the faint, ephemeral light that appeared just before dawn, captivating in its brevity.



    



    “Just like me a lot. Cherish me.”



    



    “……”



    



    “That’s enough.”



    



    For a moment, Yeongwon thought Yoo Seon-woo might be someone who felt deeply lonely. The request to be loved and cherished wasn’t heavy in itself, but the look in Seon-woo’s eyes when he said it carried a weight that couldn’t be ignored. Even with his limited understanding of such things, Yeongwon could sense that much. He nodded quickly. He didn’t know how not to like Seon-woo, and more than that, he didn’t want him to feel even a trace of loneliness.



    



    “…That’s obvious…”



    



    Embarrassed, Yeongwon turned back to his workbook, speaking in a small but resolute voice. Yoo Seon-woo, watching him, reached over and wrapped an arm around his shoulders. With his other hand, he gently turned Yeongwon’s face toward him. Their eyes met, and Seon-woo leaned in, their lips brushing softly before parting again.



    



    "Then, is there anything I should be careful about? Let me know what you don't like, and I won't do it."



    



    "Um... I don't really like talking about my family. You probably know enough already, but it's complicated, and thinking about it just feels suffocating."



    



    "Got it. I won't bring up your family unless you do first. Anything else?"



    



    "Like I said earlier, no kissing at school when other people might see…."



    



    "Kissing? Sure, no kissing."



    



    Yoo Seon-woo leaned in and planted a light kiss on Yeongwon’s cheek, grinning mischievously. Yeongwon’s face turned a deep red as he clumsily stammered, covering the kissed spot with his hand.



    



    "...I didn’t mean do it! I mean, just don’t do things like this at school where people might see. It’s not because I don’t like it or don’t want to... but, you know, in case rumors start."



    



    "Alright, I’ll be careful."



    



    "You already know, but I’ve had some bad rumors about me before... There are still people who believe them. I really don’t want to get caught up in anything like that again."



    



    "I get it. I won’t do anything in front of others. But... if no one’s around, like in the music room we went to before, or when changing into gym clothes... it’s okay, right?"



    



    Yeongwon nodded, unable to resist Yoo Seon-woo’s gentle insistence. Not that he wanted to resist, anyway.



    



    "Make sure you always tell me what’s on your mind. If there’s anything you don’t like, I won’t do it."



    



    Yeongwon’s heart felt light as it rose and then tipped toward Yoo Seon-woo, who could effortlessly switch between the warm face of a kind boy and the serious expression of someone offering genuine comfort. He was helplessly drawn in by Yoo Seon-woo.



    



    Seon-woo always made him feel something undefinable. He couldn’t pin down the emotions with a single word, which was exactly why he liked him. Yoo Seon-woo was so different from him, who could be summed up with something as plain as ‘top student.’ That difference made Yeongwon want to learn more about him, things only he could know. His heart began to pound in a way that felt both unfamiliar and thrilling.



    



    The usually dull, gloomy walk home transformed into a path he wished wouldn’t end, simply because Seon-woo was walking beside him. Every touch, a hand holding his, an arm draped over his shoulders, a light caress of his ear or cheek, left him buzzing. To keep himself grounded, Yeongwon kept up a stream of casual conversation, even if it was just silly remarks. If he didn’t, the nervous excitement might have made him crumble.



    



    When they reached the dimly lit villa and stood in front of Unit 102, Seon-woo leaned in close. For the first time in what felt like forever, Yeongwon welcomed Seon-woo’s embrace right at his doorstep. Having Seon-woo there felt incredible. Knowing they would see each other again the next morning and that he didn’t have to worry about their relationship falling apart brought a sense of peace he hadn’t felt in a long time.



    



    "That tickles…"



    



    Being kissed repeatedly on his hair and ear, Yeongwon couldn’t help but scrunch his shoulders, the ticklish sensation prompting him to giggle and lean slightly away. As soon as there was any space between them, Yoo Seon-woo closed it again, cupping Yeongwon’s face firmly in his hands and diving back in for another kiss. Startled, Yeongwon instinctively pressed against Seon-woo’s waist in protest, but soon his hands relaxed, gripping Seon-woo’s blazer before eventually pulling him into a hug.



    



    The warmth of Seon-woo's hands on his face and their intertwined lips felt so comforting that Yeongwon didn’t want to let go.



    



    Seon-woo kept kissing him until every inch of Yeongwon’s face tingled. Even after breaking their kiss, Seon-woo couldn’t resist peppering Yeongwon’s cheeks, nose, and lips with light kisses. Trying to catch his breath, Yeongwon chuckled softly at the playful, smooching noises echoing in the quiet night.



    



    "At this rate, we’re going to stay here all night." 



    



    "I wouldn’t mind."



    



    Though the thought crossed his mind too, Yeongwon knew better than to voice it. Seon-woo was the kind of person who might actually take him up on such a suggestion. Instead, he answered with a bashful smile.



    



    "It’s getting late..." 



    



    "Alright, I’ll go. But next time, let me stay over." 



    



    "...Fine. Just let me know when you get home." 



    



    Seon-woo nodded in the dark, finally handing over Yeongwon’s bag, which had been slung over his shoulder. Yeongwon fished out his keys from the front pocket and waved a hand in farewell as Seon-woo started walking away.



    



    "Be careful on your way home." 



    



    "I will. I’ll see you in the morning."



    



    Yeongwon only nodded, unwilling to say anything that might discourage Seon-woo from coming back. Right now, he just wanted to let Seon-woo do whatever he pleased—that’s all Yeongwon wanted.



    



    Watching Seon-woo disappear down the villa’s dimly lit path, Yeongwon stepped inside and locked the door behind him. He quickly kicked off his sneakers and rushed to the window, pushing it open with ease. Unlike before, he didn’t need to stealthily peek at Seon-woo leaving, fearing someone might notice. This time, he could open the window as loudly as he wanted because Seon-woo would turn back and wave at the sound.



    



    From the barred window, Yeongwon extended his hand, waving to Seon-woo, who slowed his steps and turned fully to look at him. Seon-woo waved back lazily, his pace slowing even more until he eventually rounded the corner and disappeared.



    



    "......."



    



    For a moment, Yeongwon leaned further into the bars, hoping for another glimpse. When it became clear Seon-woo wasn’t coming back into view, Yeongwon rested his head against the cool bars, a wistful smile playing on his lips.



    



    The spring breeze drifted through the window, carrying a faint sweetness. Had spring air always been this sweet? Yeongwon wondered. He sat by the window for a while, head resting against the bars, taking deep breaths of the night air.



    



    It reminded him of Yoo Seon-woo, his voice, his touch, his laughter, his warmth.



    



    
      It was the first night of their relationship, and the night breeze seemed to carry it all.
    

  
    Dressed in his school uniform, Yeongwon stood in front of the mirror, fidgeting with his hair. Even though running his hands through it wouldn’t make it look any better, he didn’t want to appear disheveled. He continued fixing it until the last moment before leaving. Grabbing his phone from the charger, he checked the battery level.



    



    “…This again.”



    



    It seemed his phone had reached its limit. Despite being charged overnight, the battery percentage plummeted to half the moment he unplugged it. With a soft sigh, Yeongwon resigned himself to the situation. Better this than nothing, he thought, slipping the phone into his pocket as he hurried out the door.



    



    Locking the door with his key, Yeongwon briskly made his way out of the villa, only to suddenly feel a tug on his arm. The unexpected pull caused him to stumble backward. Letting out a surprised "Ah—!" he turned to see Yoo Seon-woo, who was standing right there. Yeongwon had expected him to be waiting beyond the alley, but now his heart pounded loudly in his chest at the unexpected proximity.



    



    “Were you rushing this much just to see me?”



    



    “I thought you’d be outside the alley.”



    



    “I wanted to see you sooner. Even thirty seconds earlier would be nice.”



    



    “…….”



    



    “I was going to wait right outside your door, but I thought it might scare you if you opened it to find me standing there.”



    



    “If you knock, I’ll open it. Don’t wait outside, just come in.”



    



    “Really? I can do that?”



    



    “Yeah.”



    



    It wasn’t anything significant, but Seon-woo’s expression lit up like he’d just received an incredible gift. Seeing him so delighted made Yeongwon laugh. The melancholy mornings he used to endure felt like distant memories now.



    



    “Give me your bag.” 



    



    “It’s fine. Yours is heavy too, and I’d feel bad.”



    



    “I feel worse seeing you carry it. Don’t feel bad about something like this. I could carry your bag and you, but I’m holding back.”



    



    “That’s ridiculous.”



    



    “What’s ridiculous about it? I carried you all the way to the infirmary, didn’t I? Should I try carrying you to school too, just to see if it’s ridiculous?”



    



    Seon-woo bent slightly, extending his arms as if he really intended to lift Yeongwon. Startled, Yeongwon grabbed his arm and shook his head. Only then did Seon-woo laugh, his playful expression returning as he casually slung Yeongwon’s bag over his shoulder.



    



    “Did you sleep well last night?”



    



    “Yeah. It’s been a while since I’ve slept that deeply. I didn’t wake up even once.”



    



    “You haven’t been sleeping well?”



    



    “Ah… Yeah. When I’m not feeling well, I wake up a lot during the night.”



    



    Yoo Seon-woo draped an arm over Yeongwon's slender shoulder, his fingers brushing through his hair before gently stroking his cheek. The warmth and firmness of his long fingers on his face felt so comforting that Yeongwon bit softly on the tender inside of his lip.



    



    “Don’t stress because of me anymore.”



    



    “…I want to say it’s not because of you, but I can’t.”



    



    “I know it’s a terrible thing to say, but I liked knowing you were hurt because of me. It was because you were thinking about me, right? I’ve been there too. There was a time I was bedridden for ten days because of you. I had a fever, what was it, thirty-eight degrees?”



    



    Seon-woo still remembered those ten blazing red days vividly, when he was feverish and delirious, and all he could think about was Yeongwon. That pure, pristine image of Yeongwon had consumed him, over and over again, during those days. It was a memory he would never forget.



    



    “When?”



    



    “When we were in middle school.”



    



    “You still won’t tell me what happened back then? I’m curious. I didn’t know anything, but you… you already knew me. Do you really not want to talk about it?”



    



    “I’m afraid you’ll get tired of me if I do. I don’t want you to hate me. I’ve only just started being loved by you.”



    



    “Then can’t you tell me one thing at a time?”



    



    Looking up at Seon-woo with his smooth, clear eyes, Yeongwon waited. Seon-woo gave a fleeting smile, then made a soft sound of contemplation.



    



    “Hmm… You showed up in my dreams once. A dream that left me feeling guilty.”



    



    Yeongwon opened his mouth to ask what kind of dream, but then he remembered the dream he had about Seon-woo, a dream where they kissed deeply, doing even more than that, until it had led to a nocturnal emission. The thought left him speechless. Could it be that Seon-woo had a similar dream?



    



    “Are you already tired of me? Why aren’t you saying anything? Does it scare you that I felt that way about you back when you didn’t even know me?”



    



    “…Are those kinds of dreams something you have when you like someone?”



    



    “There can be lots of reasons, but for me, I think it was because I liked you. I’ve never been as sick as I was during those ten days, but you were in my dreams every single night. That’s when I realized.”



    



    “....…”



    



    “I’m in love with you.”



    



    It was both fascinating and thrilling for Yeongwon to hear stories about Yoo Seon-woo from a time when they had no connection at all, especially knowing that Seon-woo had liked him even back then. Rather than feeling overwhelmed or scared, the thought of being admired for so long only made Yeongwon’s heart race.



    



    “…I’ve had a similar experience before.”



    



    Although his voice was soft, Seon-woo didn’t miss it. Standing at the crosswalk, Seon-woo tilted his head slightly, looking at Yeongwon with a hint of surprise.



    



    “I appeared in your dream?”



    



    “…Yeah. It was after the day you talked about kissing… That night, you showed up in my dream. I think it might’ve been a similar kind of dream… the kind that leaves you feeling guilty.”



    



    “Did we do it?”



    



    “...What?”



    



    Although he couldn’t completely deny it, hearing such a blunt question left Yeongwon utterly flustered. His head spun as he struggled to respond, his lips parting but no words coming out. How could Seon-woo say something like that so casually? Surely, that level of ease wasn’t possible unless he had actually experienced it.



    



    “…No, nothing like that.”



    



    “Then what?”



    



    “What I mean is… it was just a kiss…”



    



    “Was that really all?”



    



    “…Not entirely, but… it was closer to a kiss than what you’re talking about. I woke up before it went any further.”



    



    Yeongwon buried his flushed face in his palms, fanning himself as he tried to cool down. He was so flustered that he wasn’t even sure what nonsensical things he had just said.



    



    “I went all the way with you in mine.”



    



    “…You’re insane.”



    



    “Yeah, I was crazy for you.”



    



    “…S-stop it. You’re too much…”



    



    The light turned green, and Yeongwon quickly stepped forward. He couldn’t keep talking to Seon-woo like this, it was too much. No matter how much he tried to think of other things, Seon-woo’s words about “going all the way” kept interrupting his thoughts.



    



    “Yeongwon.”



    



    “If you’re going to say something weird again…”



    



    “You’re walking in the wrong direction. My words shocked you that much? You’re heading the wrong way on a route you take every day.”



    



    Seon-woo wrapped an arm around Yeongwon’s shoulders, gently turning him around. It was only then that Yeongwon realized he was walking the wrong way. Clearly, Seon-woo’s words had rattled him more than he thought.



    



    “Why are you so shocked? We’re going to do all that eventually.”



    



    “…W-what do you mean by that?”



    



    His instinctive response caused Seon-woo’s lips to curl into a mischievous smile. His mouth began forming the words he was about to say, but before he could speak, Yeongwon hastily reached out and pressed his hand against Seon-woo’s lips, stopping him. Seon-woo laughed softly, grasped Yeongwon’s wrist, and planted playful kisses on his palm.



    



    “Maybe it’s not something you talk about on the first day of dating?”



    



    “…Seon-woo, you’re way too fast. With everything.”



    



    “Got it. I’ll match your pace. What was I too fast about this time?”



    



    “Your walking speed, the way you get close to people, the way you sort through your feelings… everything.”



    



    “Well, I can slow my walking pace to match yours, getting close quickly worked out in the end, and… what do you mean by sorting through my feelings quickly?”



    



    Yeongwon hesitated, staring up at Yoo Seon-woo as he leaned in closer, his face just inches away. He wanted to say something, but the proximity made his words vanish, and before he could stop him, Seon-woo playfully nibbled at his lips before pulling back. Yeongwon’s thoughts, which had been buzzing with urgency about checking for bystanders and hurrying to school, melted away. All he wanted was to keep kissing.



    



    “Wait a second.”



    



    Seon-woo took his hand and gently guided him into a quieter part of the alley. It was a secluded and rarely traveled path, providing a sense of comfort in its solitude. Yeongwon leaned back against the slightly warm wall, looking up at Seon-woo. Someone as far out of reach as Seon-woo felt impossibly close as he bent down, tilting his head.



    



    The thought of how unattainable Seon-woo seemed briefly flitted through his mind, only to dissolve in the sweet warmth of Seon-woo’s kiss. Breathing in shallowly, their lips meeting and parting, Yeongwon clung to Seon-woo’s school jacket. They lingered there, wrapped in their secret moment within the quiet alley.



    



    ***



    



    Exhausted, Hyunjin slouched in the seat ahead of Yeongwon, his half-closed eyes barely staying open. He yawned widely, clearly drained, as Yeongwon double-checked the answers to his problems in his notebook. Despite Hyunjin’s disheveled hair and weary expression, Yeongwon chuckled softly.



    



    “Your brothers kept you up again?”



    



    “They bought some three-player game and wouldn’t let me sleep. I told them I’m a senior now, but they didn’t care.”



    



    “So you ended up playing until dawn?”



    



    “Well, it was fun once we started…”



    



    “You act like you don’t like them, but you totally do. They’re probably your favorites.”



    



    He then squinted at Yeongwon’s face, examining him as if he were under a microscope. Feeling self-conscious, Yeongwon reached up to rub his cheek.



    



    “What?”



    



    “You look like something good happened. Your face looks… brighter today.”



    



    “What kind of nonsense is that?”



    



    “I’m serious. You looked like you were barely hanging on yesterday, but today you look refreshed.”



    



    At the mention of something good, thoughts of his new relationship with Seon-woo surfaced. But rather than admitting it, Yeongwon simply smiled awkwardly. He couldn’t bring himself to tell Hyunjin about dating Seon-woo, at least not yet. Maybe someday, once their relationship was stronger and more unshakable, he’d feel ready to share it. But for now, it was a secret he wanted to keep close.



    



    “Something’s up, isn’t it?”



    



    “There’s nothing. Really. Oh, look, your seatmate’s here.”



    



    Turning to see Kim Seo-jun approaching, Hyunjin greeted him with an exaggerated wave and a mock punch. Watching the two interact, exchanging playful jabs and grins, Yeongwon couldn’t help but smile quietly to himself.



    



    “I’ll be back after second period.” 



    



    “Okay.” 



    



    Hyunjin, who had just stood up from Kim Seo-joon’s seat, casually glanced over at Yeongwon’s desk. There, Yoo Seon-woo sat with his earbuds in, focused on solving English problems. For a moment, Hyunjin seemed to be sneaking a peek, as if observing some rare phenomenon, until their eyes met. Hyunjin awkwardly smiled and raised a hand in greeting. Seon-woo, noticing this, removed one of his earbuds and returned the smile.



    



    “What’s up? Got something to say?”



    



    “Huh? Oh, no, not really. I just thought it was amazing how fast you’re reading and solving those English questions.”



    



    “Oh, this? I’ve seen this passage before. I already memorized it.”



    



    “You memorized it? Wow, you top students are something else. Terrifying, really.”



    



    Feigning fear, Hyunjin gave an exaggerated shiver before waving goodbye and leaving the classroom. With both earbuds now out, Seon-woo turned to Yeongwon, who had just finished his morning study goals. Feeling accomplished, Yeongwon sat back, but Seon-woo leaned in closer, his body tilted slightly.



    



    “Are you sure there’s nothing good going on?”



    



    Under the desk, Seon-woo’s hand moved discreetly to clasp Yeongwon’s wrist, giving it a subtle squeeze. Flustered, Yeongwon felt a warm rush climb up to his ears.



    



    “…There is.”



    



    “Me too.”



    



    “…….”



    



    “Maybe it’s the same thing.”



    



    Encouraged by Seon-woo’s playful tone, Yeongwon lightly intertwined his fingers with Seon-woo’s under the desk. Though it was just a secretive touch, it filled him with indescribable joy, as if his heart had turned into a floating cloud of cotton candy.



    



    “It’s probably the same.”



    



    Their cryptic exchange was incomprehensible to anyone else, but that was what made it special, knowing they shared something no one else could understand. As Seon-woo smiled, Yeongwon found his gaze drifting to the crisp lines of Seon-woo’s uniform collar, the straightness of his posture, and the pristine neatness that seemed to define him. He liked everything about him.



    



    “Let’s go to the snack shop together later.”



    



    “Okay.”



    



    Just as the teacher walked in, their fingers reluctantly disentangled beneath the desk. The fleeting warmth of Seon-woo’s hand lingered, and Yeongwon absently clutched his own fingers, holding on to that comforting sensation. He couldn’t help but think, If only the teacher had arrived a little later…. Shocked by his own thoughts, Yeongwon shook his head, trying to dispel them.



    



    “Yeongwon, the class leader!”



    



    The teacher’s voice broke through his daze, making him lift his head in surprise. His flushed ears betrayed his internal turmoil as his gaze met the teacher’s.



    



    
      It was a morning full of small, but heart-pounding moments.
    

  
    Hyun-jin nudged Yeongwon’s waist lightly with his elbow, glancing at Yoo Seon-woo, who was walking beside them. Yeongwon tapped Hyun-jin’s arm and shook his head, silently telling him not to make it so obvious that he found it strange they were all going to the snack shop together.



    



    “Hyun-jin.”



    



    “Huh… huh? Oh, yeah? What’s up?”



    



    “Pick whatever you want to eat. It’s on me.”



    



    “Really? For real?”



    



    “Yeah.”



    



    “…But why all of a sudden?”



    



    “I want to get closer to you.”



    



    With a completely sincere face and an angelic smile, Yoo Seon-woo handed two apple-flavored Picnics and two apple jam cookies to Yeongwon, who held them in his arms.



    



    “What else do you want to eat?”



    



    “This is enough for me.”



    



    As Yeongwon reached into his pocket with one hand to pull out money, Yoo Seon-woo gently stopped him, lowering his hand with a disappointed look. Then, glancing briefly at Kim Hyun-jin, who was happily selecting snacks, Seon-woo leaned in and whispered to Yeongwon.



    



    “Do you think I came here to buy snacks for your friend?”



    



    “…You don’t have to buy for Hyun-jin either.”



    



    “This time, just listen to me.”



    



    With an apologetic look, Yeongwon followed Seon-woo to the counter. Behind them, Hyun-jin was carrying two pieces of bread, coffee, and some snacks. Seon-woo turned around to check.



    



    “Is that everything?”



    



    “Yup! That’s it!”



    



    Hyun-jin replied enthusiastically, his good mood obvious. Watching him, Seon-woo laughed and paid for everything in one go. Among all the items filling the counter, the only thing Seon-woo got for himself was a single unsweetened coffee.



    



    “Thanks, Seon-woo. I’ll enjoy it.”



    



    “I like hearing you say my name.”



    



    “……”



    



    “Say it again.”



    



    “…Now that you told me to, I can’t.”



    



    Looking at Yeongwon as if he were adorable, Seon-woo took a big bite of his bread and, glancing briefly at Hyun-jin as he approached, started walking toward the stairs. Watching Yeongwon put the Picnics and apple jam cookies into his school blazer pockets made Seon-woo want to touch his face or even kiss him. If Hyun-jin and the other kids hadn’t been there, and if they’d had a little more time, he would’ve taken Yeongwon straight to the unused teacher’s bathroom in the old school building.



    



    Even Yeongwon's school blazer pockets, puffed up with snacks, looked adorable. Yoo Seon-woo playfully poked at the crinkling pockets, laughing at the sound they made. It reminded him of a squirrel storing acorns here and there.



    



    “You really like that, huh?”



    



    “…Yeah. It’s good. Want a sip?”



    



    As Yeongwon held the tiny Picnic juice bottle up to his own lips, Yoo Seon-woo leaned down slightly and took the thin straw in his mouth. Not wanting to take away too much of Yeongwon’s small enjoyment, he sipped just enough to taste the faint flavor, then let go. Yeongwon promptly took the straw back into his mouth without hesitation, leaving Seon-woo’s mind buzzing. The mild apple flavor spreading in his mouth reminded him of Yeongwon.



    



    “……”



    



    “……”



    



    Whenever their eyes met, Yeongwon’s gaze wavered, unsure of where to look. The memory of his trembling voice saying he liked him, and his tearful face, tightened something in Seon-woo’s chest.



    



    “Hyun-jin.”



    



    As Hyun-jin started heading toward the classroom hallway, Yoo Seon-woo stopped him with an irresistible smile that no one could ever refuse.



    



    “Can I eat lunch with you guys?”



    



    “Huh? Uh… lunch?”



    



    Hyun-jin, still sipping on his straw, glanced at Yeongwon. Since they usually ate together, this wasn’t a decision he could make alone. Noticing Hyun-jin’s hopeful expression, Yeongwon nodded slightly. Even if it meant feeling a little guilty toward Hyun-jin, it seemed better than letting Seon-woo stay surrounded by the many people who liked him and vied for his attention.



    



    “Sure! Let’s eat together! You can’t really get to know someone without sharing a meal!”



    



    “Thanks. See you later.”



    



    Flashing a smile that no one could help but like, Seon-woo waved enthusiastically at Hyun-jin as he headed to their classroom, then turned his gaze back to Yeongwon.



    



    “Your friend is really easy to read.”



    



    “Hyun-jin just loves food. And he’s always wanted to get to know you better.”



    



    “Why me?”



    



    “Everyone does. Everyone likes you and wants to be close to you.”



    



    Seon-woo, now seated at his desk, rested his chin on his hand and leaned toward Yeongwon. As Yeongwon sipped his half-empty Picnic through its thin straw, he stared back, puzzled by Seon-woo’s gaze.



    



    “Except you.”



    



    “Huh?”



    



    “Everyone else wants to, but you’re the only one who didn’t want to get closer to me.”



    



    Even though Yoo Seon-woo was just resting his chin on his hand and looking at him, Yeongwon couldn’t tear his eyes away. That face was so ridiculously handsome that even if he were accused of something he didn’t do, he wouldn’t feel wronged. For a moment, Yeongwon found himself staring blankly at Seon-woo, his thoughts drifting. Someone like him likes me? The thought struck him once more, hammering his mind with how unreal it all felt.



    



    “…Now I do, too.” 



    



    Yeongwon mumbled softly, afraid someone might overhear. Embarrassed, he finished off the last sip of his Picnic, the empty carton making a faint slurping sound before he set it down on the desk.



    



    Seon-woo picked up the light, empty carton and bit down gently on the thin straw with his lips.



    



    “That’s already empty. Drink a new one.”



    



    But Seon-woo stopped his hand, shaking his head with a slight smile. Then, grinning mischievously, he stood up.



    



    “I wasn’t biting it to drink.”



    



    “Then why….”



    



    As the realization hit him mid-sentence, Yeongwon’s mind went blank, and his face flushed. He watched Seon-woo leisurely throw the empty carton into the trash bin and come back, his movements calm and unhurried. Yeongwon hastily opened his textbook, trying to hide his reddened face. Not just his cheeks but even his lips felt hot. Pressing his lower lip between his teeth, Yeongwon sensed Seon-woo sitting down next to him again.



    



    “……”



    



    What do I even do? Everything he did made Yeongwon’s heart race. At this rate, it was clear, he really, really liked Yoo Seon-woo. Judging by how it felt like his heart might burst, there was no denying it. Staring at the unreadable words in his economics textbook, Yeongwon tried to focus and cool down his flushed face.



    



    ***



    



    When the bell rang to signal the end of the final self-study period, the once-quiet classroom stirred with activity. Yeongwon, having completed his review, neatly wrote down the one incorrect problem in his notebook and drew a red line through the ‘Review Mistakes’ section on his plan for the day.



    



    Looking at Yeongwon’s notepad, which was now filled with red lines marking completed tasks, Yoo Seon-woo chuckled in admiration and gave him a light pat on the head.



    



    “Did you finish everything you planned for today?”



    



    “Yeah, luckily.”



    



    “That’s impressive. Just planning things out every day is tough enough.”



    



    “I feel like if I don’t stick to a plan, I end up doing a bit of this and a bit of that without really finishing anything. It’d be nice if I could do well without having to plan everything out.”



    



    “You’re already doing great as it is.”



    



    It was something Yeongwon did so naturally every day, but hearing Yoo Seon-woo’s compliment unexpectedly made him feel good. As soon as he zipped up his bag, Yeongwon followed Seon-woo, who had already slung his bag over his shoulder and was leaving the classroom. He hurried to catch up.



    



    They had only gone down a few steps when his phone vibrated. Seeing his mom’s name on the screen, Yeongwon quickly picked up.



    



    “Yes, Mom. Hello? Can you hear me?”



    



    Her voice kept cutting out amid crackling noises. As the call finally dropped, Yeongwon stared at the phone screen, frustrated. When he tried to call her back, the phone shut off.



    



    “What’s wrong?”



    



    “It was my mom, but the connection was bad, and now it won’t turn on.”



    



    Glancing at Yeongwon’s old phone, Seon-woo placed a hand on his shoulder as they crossed the empty, dimly lit schoolyard. His touch lingered, lightly brushing Yeongwon’s cheek, but Yeongwon didn’t pull away.



    



    “You should get a new phone. It’s frustrating when you can’t reach someone, and it worries me.”



    



    “Yeah… I’ll check it out next week. I’m thinking of getting a simple study phone that only has calls and texts. I don’t use messaging apps much, and it’d be cheaper.”



    



    After pressing the power button on his phone a few more times to no avail, Yeongwon sighed softly and slipped it back into his pocket. He looked up at Seon-woo, who was still gently brushing his cheek. When their eyes met, Seon-woo tilted his head and leaned in, pressing a light kiss to Yeongwon’s lips. Embarrassed, Yeongwon glanced around instinctively.



    



    “…Do you like stuff like this?”



    



    “Stuff like what?”



    



    “…Kissing.”



    



    “How could I not, when you’re like this?”



    



    “What did I even do…”



    



    It was just a curious question, but Seon-woo lifted the hand on his shoulder to cup Yeongwon’s cheek, leaning in for another kiss. This time, Yeongwon tilted his head up, accepting the warmth that seeped into him as they walked. Even without watching where he was going, he didn’t feel like he’d trip.



    



    As Seon-woo pulled back, his lips glistening faintly, Yeongwon quickly turned his head forward, staring at the darker path ahead where the trees grew denser. He focused on walking, his cheeks warm.



    



    “Every time you say ‘kissing’ like that, it makes me feel… weird. It’s cute but… a little suggestive.”



    



    “…How is that suggestive? You’re weird.”



    



    “You’re right. I am weird. But you’ll forgive me, won’t you? It’s because I like you too much.”



    



    Seon-woo ran his fingers through Yeongwon’s hair softly before placing two quick kisses on top of his head.



    



    “Again…”



    



    “I didn’t think I liked it this much, but I guess I do. Whenever I see you, I just want to keep doing it. Now you understand how much I’ve been holding back.”



    



    Whenever Yoo Seon-woo said things like that, Yeongwon found himself at a loss, unable to think of the right reply that would make Seon-woo happy. Should he say he liked it too? Or tell him he could keep doing it? As he mulled over his words, nothing came to mind right away. In the end, Yeongwon simply exhaled softly and stayed silent. It seemed he might need to study how to handle situations like this better.



    



    After spending quite a while hugging Seon-woo in front of his house, Yeongwon finally went inside and immediately plugged his phone into the charger. As soon as he connected it, the screen lit up, and the phone turned on automatically. Once it was fully powered up, he called his mom. The phone didn’t even ring twice before her voice came through.



    



    -Yeongwon, what happened? You suddenly got disconnected, and I was worried. It said your phone was off too.



    



    “Sorry, Mom. My phone’s been acting up lately… It keeps shutting off all of a sudden.”



    



    -Oh, I see. We’ll need to replace it as soon as I get my paycheck. I already worry enough since I don’t see you every day, and now I can’t even call you. You’re okay, right? Nothing’s wrong?



    



    At the mention of ‘nothing’s wrong,’ Seon-woo popped into Yeongwon’s mind. It was definitely a significant part of his life right now, but it wasn’t something he could tell his mom. Fidgeting with the strap of his old, worn-out school bag, one that Seon-woo often carried around for him, Yeongwon felt his thoughts drift back to Seon-woo, who constantly occupied his mind even when he tried not to think about him.



    



    “Yes, nothing’s wrong. How about you, Mom?”



    



    -I’m fine too. Work’s going well, and everyone’s really kind. Oh, by the way, I’ll visit tomorrow. I’d love to stay overnight, but I don’t think I can. Let’s have dinner together after your study session ends.



    



    “…Okay. How’s Dad?”



    



    -Your dad?



    



    It wasn’t an unreasonable question, but his mom’s voice suddenly became hesitant and flustered, making Yeongwon wait silently for her reply. He had a feeling, though, that she didn’t stay in frequent contact with his dad either.



    



    -He’s probably doing well. He left to do what he wanted, after all. Hasn’t he contacted you?



    



    “No…”



    



    -He must be really busy.



    



    Every one of his mom’s responses made it clear that she wasn’t in contact with his dad. His dad, who had suddenly moved to Busan, quit his job, and took on work he’d never done before, claiming it paid well, seemed strange. And now, not even staying in touch. It was all too odd, but Yeongwon couldn’t bring himself to ask. He had a feeling it wouldn’t lead to anything good.



    



    “I’ll probably get home around 5:30 or 6 tomorrow.”



    



    -Okay? I’ll head over around lunchtime. I’ll cook something delicious. It’s been a while since I’ve seen you, my sweet Yeongwon.



    



    “…Yes. I’ll come straight home as soon as I’m done.”



    



    -Alright, then. See you tomorrow. You must be tired, go wash up and get some rest. Studying all day must have been exhausting.



    



    “Yes… You rest too, Mom.”



    



    After ending the call, Yeongwon set down his phone, now hot to the touch after just three minutes of conversation. He finally shrugged off his school blazer and sighed with relief. At least the phone was working again, albeit slowly. Glancing at the screen, which still lit up despite its issues, he felt a small sense of relief.



    



    
      After a quick shower, as he thought about what he still needed to do, a wave of embarrassment washed over him. Biting his lip absentmindedly, he stood up from his spot, the memory of his mom’s words and Seon-woo’s earlier actions both lingering in his mind.
    

  
    After showering and drying his hair, Yeongwon laid out his bedding and turned off the light. While he was getting ready for bed, it seemed Yoo Seon-woo had arrived home.



    



    [Seon-woo: I’m home. Did you talk to your mom?]



    



    [Yeah, she said she’s coming tomorrow.]



    



    [Seon-woo: Then we won’t be able to meet tomorrow evening.]



    



    Even though they saw each other almost all day at school during the week and spent Saturdays together for self-study, the thought of not seeing Seon-woo in the evening made Yeongwon feel a little wistful. Resting his elbow on the pillow that smelled faintly of fabric softener, he typed out a reply. His phone’s lag caused the letters to appear on the screen a beat behind his typing.



    



    [She’ll probably just have dinner and leave.]



    



    It was an honest response, but after sending it, Yeongwon felt like he might have sounded too eager about being able to meet in the evening. He buried his face in the pillow before quickly checking Seon-woo’s reply when it came in.



    



    [Seon-woo: Then let me know once she leaves.]



    



    [Okay, I will.]



    



    [Talking about tomorrow evening now feels strange.]



    



    [Seon-woo: Yeah, we could’ve just talked about it in the morning, lol.]



    



    The fact that he was having such casual conversations with Yoo Seon-woo still felt surreal. Someone who was admired by some and feared by others, and here they were laughing over trivial things. It was both extraordinary and precious, something he wanted to protect at all costs. Yeongwon hesitated, pondering over how to phrase his next message.



    



    [Are you home alone again tonight?]



    



    [Seon-woo: Yeah, they won’t be back for a while.]



    



    [Aren’t you scared?]



    



    [Seon-woo: I am. Wanna come over?]



    



    Without realizing it, Yeongwon sat up halfway.



    



    [Seon-woo: Just kidding.]



    



    He said it was a joke, but it didn’t feel like one. For some reason, anything Seon-woo said about his emotions never sounded like a joke.



    



    Even though he seemed so strong, there were moments when Seon-woo’s face betrayed a plunge into depths of emotion that seemed bottomless. Those moments were unbearable for Yeongwon. When Seon-woo extended his hand, it was impossible to refuse. If he pulled, Yeongwon would inevitably be drawn in and held close. And in return, Yeongwon would open his arms to embrace Seon-woo, who stood as if at the edge of some undefined path. He was afraid that if he didn’t hold him tight, Seon-woo might disappear without a trace.



    



    It was an emotion he had never seen in anyone else his age.



    



    "……."



    



    Yeongwon hesitated, typing and deleting his message multiple times, before finally pressing his lips against the pillow and typing out his honest feelings one word at a time.



    



    [If you're ever scared, just tell me. I'll come to you anytime.]



    



    He remembered Seon-woo telling him once that he could call if he ever got scared at night. Those words alone had been enough to fill him with a sense of security and reassurance on countless occasions. Even now, they gave him comfort. That was why he wanted to offer the same sense of security to Seon-woo, even if just a little. He wanted to be like the small bedside nightlight that brightens the darkness ever so slightly.



    



    [Seon-woo: Thank you. Just hearing that makes me feel better.]



    



    Do you feel as reassured and comforted as I did when I heard your words? Yeongwon thought to himself as he read Seon-woo's message. Though he couldn't see his face or hear his voice, the message felt so vivid that it seemed as though they were together. Unable to contain his feelings, he buried his face deeply into the pillow.



    



    He missed Seon-woo.



    



    After exchanging goodnight messages, Yeongwon didn’t go to sleep right away. Instead, he stayed lying on his stomach, holding onto his phone. The internet on his old phone was painfully slow, but with patience, it worked. It was finally time to do what he had been planning to do for a while.



    



    Despite being alone, Yeongwon blushed several times and hesitated before eventually typing ‘first relationship’ into the search bar. Just as he began to wonder if anything would load at all, the screen changed, displaying numerous questions, answers, and tips about people's first relationships.



    



    "……."



    



    As Yeongwon slowly read through people's stories about their first relationships, he noticed a related search suggestion: ‘How to maintain a long-lasting relationship.’ Clicking on it, he found numerous tips posted on blogs and forums. Among them, he selected one blog and carefully read through the well-organized sections titled  and 



    



     



    



    -Don’t compare them to others. Your partner is a one-of-a-kind, precious person!



    



    -Don’t frequently say you’re annoyed! Over time, you’ll just become an annoying person to them, too!



    



    -Never, under any circumstances, say, ‘Let’s break up.’ If you say it often, it’ll eventually happen. Words can become self-fulfilling prophecies!



    



    -’It’s because I like you.’ Don’t belittle your partner or make them feel small.



    



    -When arguing, don’t always blame your partner! Phrases like ‘It’s your fault!’ or ‘You always do this!’ are strictly forbidden!



    



    -Saying 'I like you' or 'I love you' should be as natural as breathing! Love must be expressed openly.



    



    -You look great today! Your smile is so beautiful! Don't hold back on compliments.



    



    -I enjoy being with you. I miss you. I can't wait to see you. Share your affection freely! If you keep it to yourself because you're shy, your partner might grow weary without knowing how you feel.



    



    -Imagine the future one year, two years, ten years from now. Talk about how happy you'll be together. It’ll make you even happier.



    



    Yeongwon kept reading and rereading the tips but couldn’t fully concentrate. He’d bury his face in his pillow for a while before peeking out just enough to glance at the screen again. It wasn’t even about him, it was advice written by strangers, yet he found himself too flustered to look at it properly.



    



    Especially for someone like him, who could barely say the word relationship aloud, the thought of saying such sentimental things was unimaginable. After calming himself, he quietly murmured the words to himself.



    



    “...I enjoy… being with you… Ahhh!”



    



    Even just repeating the lines made his face flush red as he dropped his phone and buried his face into the pillow. The idea of saying such things to Seon-woo felt impossible.



    



    Practicing aloud made him appreciate Seon-woo even more. He realized how extraordinary it was for Seon-woo to express things like I like you, I miss you, and You’re beautiful so naturally. It wasn’t something just anyone could do.



    



    "……."



    



    At least, Yeongwon was confident he wouldn’t say the things listed under Things You Should Never Say. He didn’t have the urge to compare Seon-woo to anyone, rarely got annoyed enough to say so, and couldn’t imagine being the one to suggest breaking up. He didn’t know how to belittle someone or make them feel small, either. While he was nervous about expressing affection, he felt reassured knowing he could avoid saying the wrong things.



    



    Pulling the peach plushie from beside his pillow, he placed it on top and practiced again. Pretending the plushie was Seon-woo somehow made it feel real, and his words wouldn’t come out. In the end, he hugged the soft plushie tightly and glanced back at his phone.



    



    He’d never done a search like this before, but the more he looked, the more immune he became to the embarrassment. He continued searching topics like high school dates and gift ideas for a boyfriend, spending hours discovering new and relatable things. Lost in his late-night internet rabbit hole, Yeongwon eventually fell asleep at 3 a.m., clutching the peach plushie.



    



    When he woke up, his phone screen still displayed the search results for How to Avoid Awkward Conversations. Remembering all the things he’d looked up in the early hours, he quickly deleted the search history and closed the browser, feeling embarrassed.



    



    His head was filled with everything he had read throughout the night. Shaking his head to clear it, he sipped some cold water and chuckled to himself at the memory of practicing affectionate words. It was mortifying, but it also left him feeling unexpectedly good.



    



    "……."



    



    Before leaving the house, Yeongwon glanced in the mirror and slipped on his usual sneakers. He thought about what he could say when he saw Seon-woo. Although their conversations weren’t awkward, he sometimes felt overwhelmed by Seon-woo’s directness and energy, unsure of how to match it. Spending all day in the same class didn’t leave much to talk about, and he worried that discussing school or studying might bore him.



    



    "Did you sleep well?"



    



    As Yeongwon stepped out of the house, he spotted Yoo Seon-woo standing in front of the villa. The tips he had read earlier about how smiling warmly and engaging in small acts of physical affection were good for maintaining a relationship crossed his mind. However, the idea of smiling suddenly or initiating any sort of touch felt impossibly difficult for him.



    



    “Yeah. Did you sleep well?”



    



    “I did. Let’s go.”



    



    In the end, he responded in his usual way, without showing any warmth or affection, and sighed quietly as he walked out of the dim, dreary villa alongside Seon-woo.



    



    "……."



    



    He considered taking Seon-woo’s hand, starting a conversation about their plans for the evening, or even saying something cheesy like how much he missed him last night. But none of it came easily. He couldn’t believe how difficult it was to simply speak or move a finger. It made him wonder how other people managed their relationships so effortlessly.



    



    The only thing he could say without trembling or getting embarrassed was ‘thank you,’ which felt like such a basic, generic expression that anyone could say to anyone else. The thought frustrated him, making him sigh again. All the late-night research on his sluggish phone seemed to have been for nothing.



    



    “Are you going to study in the self-study room today?”



    



    “Yeah. What about you? Are you staying in the classroom?”



    



    “I’ll go to the self-study room too. It’s too quiet to talk, but I’d still rather be with you.”



    



    Seon-woo smiled softly and took Yeongwon’s hand, lifting it to press a kiss to the back of it. If only he could do things as naturally as Seon-woo. But even just thinking about it made Yeongwon feel like a stiff robot creaking with every move.



    



    “…Have you really never dated anyone before?”



    



    “No, never. Why?”



    



    “You’re so good at expressing yourself, so natural. Is it just your personality? I want to do things too, but… I can’t seem to manage it. But you make it seem effortless….”



    



    “What do you want to do with me? Just tell me, and I’ll do it all for you. Does it matter who goes first?”



    



    It seemed like he had chosen the wrong words. Seon-woo caught onto his slip and looked at him with playful eyes, still holding Yeongwon’s hand and kissing the back of it as he spoke. Each word made Seon-woo’s lips brush against his skin, and the soft warmth sent tingling sensations all the way to his toes.



    



    “I-I don’t mean I want to do anything in particular….”



    



    “But you said you want to do things but can’t. Come on, tell me, Yeongwon. What do you want to do with me? Is it something naughty?”



    



    “No! It’s not!”



    



    “Then why are you so red?”



    



    “That’s… because you’re saying weird things!”



    



    After speaking, Yeongwon suddenly remembered the tip he’d read online about avoiding phrases like ‘It’s your fault.’ Was it wrong to say that even in moments like this? It really did feel like it was all Yoo Seon-woo’s fault. Maybe he should review everything he read later when he had some free time after studying. Summarizing the key points might help. The more he familiarized himself with these things, the more natural it would become, and eventually, he’d be able to act on them.



    



    
      
        Dating is really hard…
      
      As his face burned bright red, Yeongwon glanced at Seon-woo, who was laughing so hard his shoulders were shaking. What was so funny? Yet seeing Seon-woo laugh made Yeongwon feel happy too. He liked that Seon-woo’s laughter was directed at him. In the end, Yeongwon couldn’t help but laugh along. Under the early morning sunlight, he smiled alongside the bright and carefree Seon-woo.
    

  
    Seeing the message from his mom saying she was waiting at home, Yeongwon quickly sent a reply saying he’d be there soon. His phone battery had drained noticeably, but at least it hadn’t died completely.



    



    “I’ll call you once my mom leaves.”



    



    “Okay. I’ll be waiting.”



    



    As Yeongwon headed into the villa, he glanced up at Yoo Seon-woo with a bit of worry. Standing in front of Unit 102, Seon-woo met Yeongwon’s gaze with a smile.



    



    “What is it?”



    



    “…You’re not planning to wait here, are you?”



    



    “Why not?”



    



    “I don’t know how long it’ll take, and what are you going to do alone out here…?”



    



    “Maybe think about what it is that Lee Yeongwon wants to do with me but can’t?”



    



    Seon-woo teased him with the words he had said earlier, making Yeongwon shoot him a playful glare. Gently tugging at Seon-woo’s sleeve, he pleaded.



    



    “If it takes too long, what will you do? I won’t feel comfortable knowing you’re waiting outside. Just go home, okay? Please?”



    



    “Alright. I’ll go. Can’t have you feeling uncomfortable.”



    



    Yeongwon hesitated, wanting to thank him for listening, but instead, he reached up and lightly patted Seon-woo’s hair.



    



    “…Good boy.”



    



    Seon-woo tilted his head slightly, watching him quietly. At first, Yeongwon thought he was leaning down to make it easier for him to pat his head, but instead, Seon-woo pressed his lips against his.



    



    Startled, Yeongwon found himself pushed back until his back hit the door with a soft thud. From inside, he heard his mom’s voice.



    



    “Yeongwon? Is that you?”



    



    “M-Mom….”



    



    He tried to call out, panicked by the sound of her voice getting closer, but Seon-woo pressed their lips together again, deeper this time. Gripping both of Yeongwon’s arms firmly, Seon-woo leaned in, intensifying the kiss.



    



    Only when the sound of the doorknob turning came, and the door cracked open, did Seon-woo pull away. Yeongwon caught his breath, hurriedly wiping his damp lips with his hand. Seon-woo, eyes full of mischief, quietly handed over the bag slung on his shoulder before stepping out of sight behind the open door.



    



    “Yeongwon, what are you doing out here?”



    



    “A-ah…”



    



    Turning to look at his mom peeking out through the partially open door, Yeongwon shot a quick glance back at Seon-woo before awkwardly smiling. He opened the door a little wider, blocking Seon-woo from view entirely.



    



    “I forgot my key, so… I’ll come in now, Mom.”



    



    As his mom stepped out to greet him, Yeongwon gently pushed her back inside and turned to lightly tap Yoo Seon-woo’s arm, who was still hiding behind the door. Seon-woo grabbed Yeongwon’s hand, kissed the back of it, and smiled mischievously.



    



    “Call me.”



    



    Yeongwon nodded and turned back toward his mom, his heart still pounding as he stepped inside. His lips and the inside of his mouth still felt too warm, tingling from where Seon-woo had kissed him so deeply. Maybe it was because they had kissed in broad daylight, faces clearly visible, but it left him even more breathless and flustered.



    



    After setting his bag down, Yeongwon stood by the window, staring absentmindedly as Seon-woo walked away.



    



    “I noticed the side dishes are barely touched. I told you to eat well. You should eat breakfast, too.” 



    



    “Ah… I just don’t have the time. I can manage on my own, so you don’t need to bring me any more side dishes. I don’t eat much, and it just ends up going to waste… It’s a shame.”



    



    “Well, I’ll bring things that can last longer, then. You should still have something at home, even if it’s just simple side dishes.”



    



    “Alright….”



    



    “Go wash your hands. Let’s eat dinner. I made japchae and braised short ribs. Seung-yoon’s mom said he loves braised short ribs, so she even gave me extra ingredients when she heard I was coming here.”



    



    “Seung-yoon?”



    



    “Oh, the kid at the house where I’m staying.”



    



    “Ah… I’ll go wash my hands.”



    



    Hearing his mom mention another kid’s name so naturally left Yeongwon feeling strangely unsettled. After washing his hands, he set the table, placing the dishes his mom had brought. With japchae, braised short ribs, beef radish soup, and fried meat patties, the spread looked like something out of a holiday feast, though they’d never had such a grand spread even during holidays.



    



    “Eat up, Yeongwon.”



    



    “Yes, you too, Mom.”



    



    “You’re running out of allowance, aren’t you?”



    



    “I still have some left. Dad gave me some last time he was here.”



    



    “Still, it’s probably not enough if you’re buying workbooks and such. I’ll leave you some extra allowance before I go.”



    



    With a bit more money, he could afford the study materials he needed, and maybe even treat Seon-woo to something nice. Without protesting, Yeongwon nodded quietly.



    



    “At first, I had trouble adjusting to the new house, but now I’m comfortable. The room I’m staying in is clean and nice. The couple I work for are both capable and kind, so they don’t treat me poorly. Even the kid listens well. The only thing that worries me is you, but other than that, I’m doing fine.”



    



    “That’s a relief. But isn’t housework too hard? Your back hurts, and your shoulders aren’t in great shape either.”



    



    “They let me use the dishwasher and other appliances, so the housework isn’t too hard. I’m fine. But what about you, Yeongwon? Are you okay living alone? Are you ever scared?”



    



    Strangely, the small apartment sometimes felt big when he was alone. In the quiet moments just before falling asleep, the sounds of old appliances creaking were unsettling. And when a drunk neighbor in the villa suddenly shouted or banged on doors, it made his heart race with fear. But if he told his mom, she would worry endlessly and feel uneasy about her otherwise satisfying job. She was the kind of person who always carried too many worries.



    



    “I’m fine. I’m just here to sleep anyway. I’m at school most of the time, so there’s no time to feel scared. And….”



    



    And now, he had someone to call if he ever got scared. Without realizing it, Yeongwon thought of Yoo Seon-woo. Where was Seon-woo now? Had he gotten home yet? If he was walking, he probably hadn’t arrived, but if he’d taken a taxi, he might already be there.



    



    “You look thinner than before. Is studying too hard on you?”



    



    It seemed his mom could tell he hadn’t been well for a while. Not wanting to make her worry, Yeongwon focused on eating the food she had prepared, even though his appetite wasn’t great.



    



    “Just hang in there a little longer. You’ve been doing so well all this time, and there’s not much left now. The early application period starts as soon as summer vacation ends. And summer vacation will fly by after midterms and finals. If you stay focused and don’t get distracted, you’ll definitely get into a good university. You’ve been ranked first in your class every time—if you can’t do it, who can?”



    



    “…….”



    



    “Once you get into a good university, everything will change. You’ll make connections, and if you work hard, you’ll land a good job. Don’t live like your mom and dad, Yeongwon. You don’t have to.”



    



    Her words weren’t wrong, but they felt like a heavy burden. Especially the part about not getting distracted, it stung more than it should have. For the first time, his heart and mind were entirely consumed by something or rather, someone unrelated to his studies, and it made him feel guilty.



    



    “You have to succeed and make all of this worth it for me. If you do well, I won’t want anything else. I’ll work hard, too, and make sure you always have enough allowance. So let’s hang in there, okay? Just a little longer.”



    



    “…Okay.”



    



    “I’ve been talking too much. Eat up. I put some fruit in the fridge. The lady I work for said students should eat lots of fruit, so she ordered a bunch of strawberries and apples for you. I know you love those. Make sure to eat some in the morning, and if you’re hungry at night, have some then, too. Let me know when they run out, and I’ll send more.”



    



    “Alright.”



    



    The conversation that followed was mostly her fantasizing about a happy future or lamenting the present, which seemed to rely on those fantasies. While replying appropriately, Yeongwon forced himself to eat a little more, even though he’d already lost his appetite.



    



    After they finished eating, his mom insisted he leave the dishes and go study. She washed the dishes, hung up the laundry, and put on a light jacket. It was a little past 8 p.m.



    



    Even though it had been weeks since he’d last seen her, she left after just two hours, returning to the house where she worked. Wearing a thin hoodie, Yeongwon walked with her to the main road where she could catch a taxi.



    



    “Oh, I almost forgot to give you your allowance. Buy yourself something nice to eat and get those workbooks you need.”



    



    His mom handed him two crisp 50,000 won bills, giving his back a gentle pat. After waving goodbye as she got into the taxi, Yeongwon stood there, watching the vehicle disappear into the distance.



    



    "……."



    



    The feel of the bills in his hand was unfamiliar. Just like when his dad had given him money before, he couldn’t shake the sense that 50,000 won bills—something he rarely saw in the past—now seemed to land in his hands so easily, left alone. It wasn’t a huge amount, but it was enough to buy a few much-needed workbooks.



    



    If he added the money his dad had given him, it would even cover something like the pizza he’d shared with Yoo Seon-woo before. He wanted to go somewhere nice with Seon-woo, to enjoy a pleasant time together without worrying about studying, his parents, or the future—just a moment of pure happiness.



    



    As people left his life, others stepped in to stay. Feeling a sudden burst of anticipation, Yeongwon hurried back to his apartment and called Seon-woo. The phone rang twice before Seon-woo’s warm, familiar voice filled his ears, making his heart race.



    



    -Hey, Yeongwon. Did your mom leave?



    



    “…Yeah, she just left. Are you home?”



    



    The background was quiet, but something about it made Yeongwon think Seon-woo was outside. He listened carefully to the faint sounds accompanying his voice.



    



    -No, I’m out. Want to come out?



    



    “Sure. Where are you? I’ll head over right away. Have you been outside this whole time?”



    



    -Yeah, sort of. I had something to do. Do you know the playground next to Cheong-ul Elementary School?



    



    “Oh… yeah, I know it. I can be there in about ten minutes. I’ll be quick.”



    



    Even though Seon-woo told him to take his time, Yeongwon rushed out of the house. He didn’t think to bring his study materials, just his phone, money, and keys. He sprinted toward the playground, unable to shake the urge to see Seon-woo as quickly as possible.



    



    Instead of heading in the direction of the school, he turned right at the first crosswalk, running toward the apartment complex near the elementary school. Back when his family was doing well enough to afford dining out, they had visited restaurants in this area, so he had a vague sense of the layout.



    



    Despite it not being far, his lack of stamina left him gasping for breath. Passing through the entrance of the apartment complex, he approached the darkened gates of Cheong-ul Elementary. Next to the unlit school building, the playground glowed faintly under the streetlights, bathed in an almost eerie silence.



    



    “Haah…”



    



    But it wasn’t empty. Spotting Seon-woo sitting on a swing, Yeongwon hurried over. The sight of someone his size sitting on a child’s swing made the entire playground seem smaller. Standing in front of Seon-woo, who looked up at him from the swing, was a rare reversal of their usual dynamic.



    



    “…You really didn’t go home. You’re still in your uniform. What were you doing outside for two hours? Did you finish everything you had to do?”



    



    “Yeah, it only took about thirty minutes. The rest of the time…I was waiting for you.”



    



    “…….”



    



    “Thinking about you.”



    



    Feeling the heat rise to his neck, Yeongwon tugged on the long sleeves of his hoodie, hiding his hands. The swing creaked softly as Seon-woo moved closer, pulling Yeongwon into a hug.



    



    
      As the swing returned to its original position, Seon-woo’s arms stayed wrapped around Yeongwon’s waist, his face pressed against his chest. Looking down at Seon-woo, who held him so firmly, Yeongwon slowly closed and then opened his eyes. The faint pink of the cherry blossoms surrounding the playground seemed to cascade into his heart all at once.
    

  
    The warmth that seeped into him suddenly blossomed into a soft, tender feeling, overflowing and pouring directly onto Yoo Seon-woo. The pale pink emotions that painted his heart spilled from Yeongwon’s gaze, his fingertips, and even his body heat, completely soaking Seon-woo in their intensity.



    



    The moment Yeongwon truly felt how much he liked him wasn’t marked by anything grand. It came quietly, in the warmth of an empty playground, and in Seon-woo’s casual, heartfelt words. Slowly, Yeongwon reached out and ran his fingers through Seon-woo’s hair as he leaned against him.



    



    Despite how he looked, Seon-woo was surprisingly fond of leaning in and staying close. Even before they started dating, he’d been like that, but after becoming a couple, his touch became even more unapologetic.



    



    “Why did you come to the playground?”



    



    “I had something to do behind the apartment here. I thought about going to your place, but I didn’t want to run into your mom. So I wandered around nearby and found this playground. It’s quiet since it’s evening, and there are no kids around.”



    



    “Oh… right, earlier!”



    



    “Earlier?”



    



    Hearing Seon-woo say he avoided his house because of his mom brought back the image of Seon-woo kissing him right as his mom had opened the door.



    



    “…Even though my mom was coming out… you kept kissing me….”



    



    “Sorry. Did you not like it?”



    



    By now, Yeongwon was used to Seon-woo looking down at him, so being stared up at from his arms felt oddly embarrassing. There was something about the way Seon-woo kept holding onto his waist, how he stood between Seon-woo’s legs, and the subtle movements of Seon-woo’s face against his hoodie that made him feel so flustered he thought it would show.



    



    “…It’s not that I didn’t like it… but if we get caught, it’ll be bad for you too.”



    



    “I don’t mind. I’ll just introduce myself. ‘Hello, I’m your son’s boyfriend.’”



    



    “…You must be crazy….”



    



    “Lee Yeongwon, you’re in trouble. Your boyfriend’s a madman.”



    



    Laughing at the awkward and mismatched words Yeongwon blurted out with a flushed face, Seon-woo buried his face back into Yeongwon’s chest and closed his eyes.



    



    “As long as they don’t find out where I live, it’s fine. Although, if they really wanted to, they’d figure it out somehow.”



    



    “…Are your parents really that scary?”



    



    “It’s not about being scary. They’re not even human.”



    



    “…….”



    



    “You can’t reason with them. They’re not like regular people. Just think of them as completely different. They pretend to be so upright, uncompromising, and spotless.”



    



    When Seon-woo talked about his parents, his voice lacked any trace of warmth. Sensing the coldness in his tone, Yeongwon continued to gently stroke Seon-woo’s hair and the nape of his neck. He couldn’t help but think that someone who loved being hugged and touched so much must not have been able to experience that at home.



    



    “Am I like them? Do I seem like that? I mean, I learned from them, so I guess I’d end up the same.”



    



    “…No, you’re not like that. Seon-woo, you’re good at expressing yourself. You’re kind to me… and we can talk about things. That’s why I—”



    



    “…….”



    



    Under the faint lights illuminating the dark playground, their gazes met, and emotions overflowed, unspoken but understood.



    



    “That’s why I like you.”



    



    “Yeongwon, do you really like me?”



    



    “…Yeah, I like you.”



    



    “Then that’s all that matters. As long as you like me, I can handle anything. If you’re with me, I can face it all.”



    



    Nodding, Yeongwon leaned down and gently hugged Seon-woo’s head. He hoped that someone who had so much to overcome could feel even a moment of comfort in his arms.



    



    “It’s been so long since I’ve been to a playground. The last time must’ve been when I was a kid.”



    



    As Seon-woo’s arms released their hold around his waist, Yeongwon moved to sit on the empty swing beside him. Gently swaying back and forth, he remembered how, as a child, he’d swung as high as he could without a care for fear.



    



    “Yeongwon, I have something for you.”



    



    “Something for me? What is it?”



    



    Seon-woo picked up a small paper bag from the sand next to the swing and handed it to Yeongwon. Curious, Yeongwon carefully opened the bag while still seated on the swing. Inside was a box containing the latest smartphone model.



    



    “A gift.” 



    



    “This… you’re giving this to me?”



    



    “Yeah. I want to stay in touch with you more easily. I worry about you.”



    



    It was too much to accept simply as a gift. While he didn’t know the exact price, Yeongwon was sure it must cost at least a million won. He couldn’t just take it with a simple thank you. Putting the phone box back into the bag, he held it out to Seon-woo.



    



    “I can’t accept this.”



    



    “Why not? It’s a gift. Don’t you like it?”



    



    “It’s not about whether I like it or not….”



    



    “Does it feel like too much?”



    



    That was the most accurate way to describe it, but Yeongwon hesitated to say it, worried about hurting Seon-woo’s feelings. After a moment of hesitation, he gave a small nod.



    



    “…It’s really expensive.”



    



    “I didn’t expect you to accept it right away. You even felt bad about me paying for pizza, so I figured you might feel overwhelmed.”



    



    “…….”



    



    “Yeongwon, but could you accept it anyway? I was happy when I bought it. I felt good picking out something that suited you, and I was excited thinking about how we’d be able to stay in touch more easily.”



    



    “…….”



    



    “I bought it thinking of giving it to you. If you don’t accept it, I’ll be upset.”



    



    Whenever Seon-woo said he’d be upset, it made Yeongwon’s heart flutter and ache at the same time. He didn’t want to disappoint Seon-woo. The thought of casting a shadow over his handsome face made him feel guilty. Hearing that Seon-woo had picked it out while thinking of him made his resolve waver.



    



    “…I’ve never received a gift like this before….”



    



    “Then start getting them from me. It’s okay to accept them. You’ll get used to it with time.”



    



    The swing swayed gently. Seon-woo knelt in front of Yeongwon, placing the paper bag on his lap. Looking down at him, Yeongwon’s heart wavered even more.



    



    “…….”



    



    “Please accept it, okay?”



    



    Though he still felt a lingering heaviness in his heart, Yeongwon couldn’t bring himself to return the gift to Seon-woo. He didn’t want to see a hurt expression on Seon-woo’s face. With a small nod, he took hold of the paper bag.



    



    “…Thank you. I’ll use it well.”



    



    “Thank you for accepting it. It’s the same as mine, a couple’s phone. All you have to do is swap the SIM card. Let’s find somewhere to do that.”



    



    The mention of it being a couple’s phone made his heart flutter again. Hugging the bag tightly to his chest, Yeongwon nodded.



    



    “Should we go to a café? You like going to cafés at night.”



    



    “…Yeah. Maybe because it’s something I’ve never done before. Being at a café at night feels like sneaking out when I’m not supposed to. It’s a little unsettling, but the good feeling outweighs it.”



    



    “From now on, don’t feel unsettled, just enjoy it. If you’re uneasy when you’re with me, it makes me upset.”



    



    “Okay… don’t be upset. If you’re upset, I… feel upset too.”



    



    Expressing his feelings so honestly made his voice shrink, but he was glad he could say it to Seon-woo. It felt awkward and small now, but he believed that with time, he’d get better at it.



    



    “Oh, have you had dinner?”



    



    “Not yet.”



    



    “You haven’t eaten yet? Look at the time! Come on, let’s eat first.”



    



    “You’ve probably already eaten. It’s fine.”



    



    “I can eat again. Let’s go.”



    



    Startled, Yeongwon jumped off the swing and grabbed Seon-woo’s hand, pulling him to his feet. As Seon-woo straightened up, his height became noticeably taller, making Yeongwon tilt his head back to look up at him again.



    



    “We can grab something simple at the café. They sell all kinds of things there.”



    



    “Why just something simple…?”



    



    “I’m not that hungry, and nothing sounds appealing right now. You know how it is sometimes. Besides, I like café food.”



    



    “Alright then, let’s go quickly. I got my allowance today, so I’ll treat you.”



    



    “Okay. Buy me something delicious.”



    



    Nodding, Yeongwon held the paper bag with the phone in one hand and gently grabbed Seon-woo’s arm with the other as they left the playground. Seon-woo glanced at Yeongwon’s hand gripping his arm, then lifted it slightly, clasping Yeongwon’s hand as if to hold it in place.



    



    “Just until the end of the street. There’s no one around.”



    



    “…Okay.”



    



    Yeongwon curled his fingers around Seon-woo’s hand, gripping it back. As he did, he bit the soft inside of his lip lightly, as if trying to keep himself grounded. Walking along the pink-hued night street lined with budding cherry blossoms, feeling the excitement of liking someone, and having his heart race just from being with them—it all felt unreal.



    



    Having lived so long within a rigid framework he’d built for himself, stepping outside of it felt unfamiliar. He hadn’t strayed from it before, nor had he planned to. Now, he was afraid that if he woke up, he’d find himself back in an empty infirmary or classroom without Seon-woo. If this was all a dream, he wasn’t sure he could bear it.



    



    To reassure himself, he kept gripping and releasing Seon-woo’s hand as if testing its reality. Noticing this, Seon-woo lifted their joined hands and pressed a firm kiss to the back of Yeongwon’s hand.



    



    “It feels strange, holding your hand and walking together. When we were a little distant, I used to dream about you often. Every time, I thought it was a relief that we made up in my dream, but then I’d wake up, and it was just a dream. It was so vivid, like it was real.”



    



    “You dreamed about me that much? Were they all… dirty dreams?”



    



    “What? No, no! Only once—just once!”



    



    “Ah, just once. I can’t even count mine. There were too many.”



    



    As Yeongwon tightened his grip on Seon-woo’s hand in mock disapproval, Seon-woo’s laughter echoed through the quiet, dark street. Oddly, hearing his laughter made everything feel okay again. When Seon-woo released his hand at the end of the street, Yeongwon hesitated, then shyly grabbed it again. He could feel Seon-woo’s gaze but avoided it, pretending to look around for a café.



    



    “Oh, there’s a café over there. Let’s go. It’s on the second floor, so I bet they’ll have seats.”



    



    Yeongwon pointed out a café with a 24-hour sign and pulled Seon-woo toward it. Crossing the street, they entered the café. When the staff greeted them warmly, Yeongwon returned the greeting with a polite nod before heading to find a seat. The quieter second floor seemed more appealing than the busier ground floor, so they climbed the stairs.



    



    “There are plenty of seats. Where should we sit?”



    



    “Over there.”



    



    Scanning the available seats, Seon-woo pointed to a secluded corner. Still holding onto Seon-woo’s fingertips, Yeongwon led the way to the table and set the paper bag with the phone down.



    



    “You’re having an Americano, right? I’ll go get the food. Actually, let’s go together. I still don’t know what you like yet….”



    



    “Sure, let’s go together.”



    



    Seeing Seon-woo place his bag on the inner seat, Yeongwon quickly grabbed the paper bag with the phone again.



    



    “Are you taking it with you?”



    



    “I don’t want it to go missing….”



    



    Seon-woo chuckled at how carefully Yeongwon was guarding the phone, placing an arm around his shoulder as they walked toward the stairs. Hooking the paper bag’s handle onto his wrist, Yeongwon carefully descended the rather long staircase.



    



    “They sell a lot of food here. Sandwiches, burritos… even honey bread.”



    



    Looking at the menu with Yeongwon, Seon-woo picked up a bagel from a basket above the cake and bottled drinks showcase.



    



    “This will do for me.”



    



    “Just that? You can get more if you want….”



    



    “Hmm, then…”



    



    After eyeing the variety of breads near the bagels, Seon-woo added a waffle with syrup to the counter.



    



    “This as well.”



    



    “Okay. And to drink? Americano?”



    



    “Yeah, a hot one.”



    



    Yeongwon ordered the bagel, waffle, and hot Americano first, then scanned the menu before choosing a warm milk tea for himself. Having enough allowance to spend without worrying about the immediate future felt unexpectedly liberating.



    



    While waiting for their drinks, Seon-woo casually played with the tips of Yeongwon’s fingers, brushing and fiddling with them as he held the round pager in his hand. It tickled enough for Yeongwon to try pulling his fingers away, almost dropping the pager in the process. Only then did Seon-woo pull his hand back with a mischievous grin.



    



    “It’s ready.”



    



    When the pager lit up and buzzed in Yeongwon’s hand, Seon-woo gently took it and walked to the pickup counter. The drinks and neatly plated, warm bagel and waffle were waiting there.



    



    Returning to their seat, Seon-woo placed the plates in front of him, sitting beside Yeongwon rather than across from him.



    



    “Eat up. You must be hungry.”



    



    Seon-woo nodded, wiped his hands with a wet tissue, and cut the waffle into bite-sized pieces, generously dipping one into syrup. Everyone has days when they suddenly crave something sweet, even if they don’t usually like sugary foods. It seemed today was one of those days for Seon-woo—or so Yeongwon thought until he noticed the syrup-coated waffle being held up to his mouth.



    



    “Why are you giving it to me instead of eating it yourself?”



    



    “I picked it because I wanted to feed you, Yeongwon.”



    



    
      
        Why is he feeding me waffles?
      
       As the question slowly formed in his head, a distant memory surfaced: Kim Hyunjin feeding him waffles before.
    

  
    At the same time, Yeongwon remembered something Seon-woo had said in that eerie alley lined with demolished shops.



    



    ‘Then eat what I’ve had too. Whatever I feed you.’



    



    It was said after Seon-woo had grabbed his chin, forcing his mouth open. That memory resurfaced along with the day Kim Hyunjin had offered him something he had already eaten, prompting Yeongwon to call it gross. The thought made him laugh softly, almost reflexively. Looking at the waffle, he realized Seon-woo must have chosen it deliberately, recalling that moment just to feed it to him. The idea of Seon-woo going through all that effort was endearing.



    



    “Alright, I’ll eat it.”



    



    Yeongwon opened his mouth slightly, accepting the piece of waffle Seon-woo offered him. As the syrup smeared on his lips, he instinctively stuck his tongue out to lick it away, but Seon-woo’s fingers came forward instead, rubbing the syrup off his lips.



    



    Feeling the warm, firm sensation of Seon-woo’s finger on his lips instead of the waffle surprised him, making his eyes widen. Realizing he’d just licked Seon-woo’s fingertip, Yeongwon gasped sharply and pulled back, his ears, neck, and even the corners of his eyes turning a vivid red.



    



    “S-Sorry. Are you okay? Here’s a tissue.”



    



    Seon-woo accepted the tissue but nonchalantly licked the syrup off his thumb first, acting as if it were no big deal. Watching him calmly press his lips to the spot Yeongwon’s tongue had touched, then wiping his hand with the tissue, left Yeongwon speechless, his lips parting and closing with no sound.



    



    “Yeongwon.”



    



    “…Yeah?”



    



    “Can I kiss you?”



    



    Heat surged to his fingertips. Yeongwon quickly glanced around. Thankfully, no one was nearby, but the idea of kissing in an open space where someone could appear at any moment was ridiculous. He knew he should say no, but the seriousness and determination in Seon-woo’s gaze made it impossible to refuse.



    



    “…Just for a bit.”



    



    “Alright, just a bit. Just a bit, Yeongwon.”



    



    The sound of his name was almost swallowed by the warmth of Seon-woo’s lips pressing against his. Seon-woo moved in without hesitation, capturing his lips. The sensation—soft, hot, and sweet, like syrup-soaked waffles was overwhelming. It wasn’t just a kiss; it lingered, each "just a bit" extending into another, leaving Yeongwon dizzy with sweetness.



    



    Only when it became hard to breathe did Seon-woo pull away, picking up the lukewarm bagel and spreading blueberry jam on it. Yeongwon finally exhaled, relaxing only when he saw Seon-woo take a bite.



    



    How does he grow so tall when he barely seems interested in food? Yeongwon thought idly. Maybe his parents are both tall? Lost in such thoughts, he accepted a bite of the blueberry jam-covered bagel Seon-woo offered him.



    



    But when jam smudged his lips again, Seon-woo leaned forward as if to pounce. Panicked, Yeongwon quickly covered his mouth with his hand and sucked the jam off his lower lip himself. Disappointed, Seon-woo sipped his coffee and reached out to tap the paper bag holding the phone.



    



    "Take it out. I hope you like it."



    



    “Ah… okay.”



    



    Carefully, Yeongwon took out the phone box from the paper bag, peeled off the thin plastic wrapping, and opened the lid. Inside was the sleek phone with its large screen. He gently picked it up and powered it on. The logo appeared, and the screen lit up almost instantly. Compared to his old phone, which took about five minutes to optimize after powering on, this was astonishing. A small gasp of amazement escaped him.



    



    “Do you have much to transfer? Contacts, photos, notes, or anything?”



    



    “I’ve got a few contacts, but no photos. I don’t really take pictures, so there’s nothing important to transfer.”



    



    Pulling out his old phone, Yeongwon opened the photo app and scrolled through the sparse collection he had accumulated over the years. Most were snapshots of class schedules or textbook covers. There were a few playful photos of Kim Hyunjin from middle school, but he didn’t feel the need to move them to his new phone.



    



    “There’s really not much here.”



    



    Seon-woo, resting his chin on Yeongwon’s shoulder, leaned in to look at the screen. Watching the slow scroll, he noticed the lack of personal photos. He gave Yeongwon a brief kiss on the cheek, pleased that he had no intention of transferring the old pictures.



    



    “I’ll move your contacts for you.”



    



    “Don’t you have to save them all manually?”



    



    “That’d take forever.”



    



    Having never used a good phone before, Yeongwon wasn’t familiar with the process. He watched Seon-woo deftly navigate the settings and transfer the contacts with ease.



    



    Kim Hyunjin was also good with phones, but seeing Seon-woo handle things so smoothly felt different. Watching him, Yeongwon’s heart tightened in his chest. Clearly, there was a distinction between a friend and someone you liked.



    



    “All done. Here you go.”



    



    Taking the pristine white-backed phone, Yeongwon smiled as he saw his contacts perfectly transferred. The responsiveness of the new phone amazed him, it reacted instantly to every touch.



    



    “Thanks… I’ll do my best too. I can’t buy you something this nice right now, but once I’m in college, I’m planning to work a lot. I want to tutor and do part-time jobs. Then I’ll be in a better position, and I’ll treat you to great food and give you gifts too.”



    



    His words were filled with sincerity. Even though it seemed like a distant promise, Yeongwon genuinely meant it. Seon-woo, listening quietly, began to play with Yeongwon’s fingers.



    



    “Then we’ll have to date for a long time. Hmm, there’s still a year before you go to college, so we’ve got to stay together at least that long. And if you’re doing part-time jobs and tutoring, that’ll take more time too. I guess we won’t be able to break up for several years.”



    



    Even though they had only been dating for a few days, thinking about years into the future felt like jumping ahead but Yeongwon couldn’t help but wonder. What kind of conversations would they have? What would their lives look like? It would be nice if they ended up at the same university. If he got a small place to live on his own, they could meet even more freely than they did now.



    



    “I hope we can stay together for a long time. I’ve liked you for quite a while, you know.”



    



    “…….”



    



    “You’re the first person I’ve ever liked. I told you before, didn’t I? About how I got so sick once that I couldn’t come to school for days.”



    



    “…Yeah.”



    



    “On the day I finally managed to come back after ten days, I saw you in the hallway. I still remember it. You were holding your gym clothes and walking with Kim Hyunjin.”



    



    Seeing Yeongwon after ten days was different from seeing him in a dream. In dreams, he had felt so close, as though Seon-woo could reach out and touch him. In reality, the distance between them felt much greater. Oddly, Seon-woo found comfort in that distance, knowing that if he got any closer at the time, he might do something reckless.



    



    “Then, when I got to the classroom and looked out the window, I saw you in your gym clothes outside. Later, I went to the teacher’s office, and you were there too. Even in the cafeteria, I kept seeing you. It was like fate, seeing you everywhere that day. And then, after school, while I was waiting for my car in front of the building… you walked past me again.”



    



    “…….”



    



    “If my car hadn’t come then, I think I would’ve approached you.”



    



    “…….”



    



    “I’m glad it didn’t. I wasn’t in the right state of mind. If I’d come up to you then, I might’ve done something I’d regret. And if I had, you’d probably hate me, and that would’ve been the end of us.”



    



    Having been bedridden for ten days, half-drugged by medication, Seon-woo had been consumed by dreams of Yeongwon vivid, feverish dreams where no barriers existed. If he’d let those feelings take over in real life, he might have done something reckless, something driven by the desperate longing that had been his only relief during those days.



    



    “If that had happened, we wouldn’t be here now, sitting together like this. I wouldn’t be able to think about a future with you, even years from now. So I kept my distance after that. It was fine because I thought I’d just like you from afar.”



    



    “…….”



    



    “But then you started getting closer again, and now… I can’t hold back anymore.”



    



    Seon-woo lifted Yeongwon’s hand and pressed a kiss to his fingers and the back of his hand, making a soft smacking sound. Tickled, Yeongwon curled his fingers slightly but didn’t let go of Seon-woo’s hand.



    



    “Thanks for telling me. I thought you didn’t want to talk about it….”



    



    “This much is fine.”



    



    He didn’t want to say more than this. There was no need for Yeongwon to know why his gaze had first landed on him, what kind of thoughts had fueled his observation, or the kind of words his parents had constantly spoken. Maybe, far in the future, when Yeongwon couldn’t live without him, when they were utterly inseparable, he’d tell those stories lightly, as if they were trivial. But then again, even if that day came, he doubted he’d share.



    



    “I had no idea… hearing that you liked me for so long feels strange.”



    



    “Does it scare you?”



    



    “No. It’s not scary, just… I kind of wish I’d known sooner. But after hearing what you said, I think finding out now might be better.”



    



    “Thank you, for thinking that way. Oh, and I have something I want to say.”



    



    “Yeah? What is it?”



    



    Seon-woo took a sip of his coffee before turning his body completely toward Yeongwon. Seeing this, Yeongwon did the same, shifting to face Seon-woo. When their knees touched, and there was no room to move closer, Seon-woo spread his knees, caging Yeongwon’s knees between his own, just like he’d done in the infirmary.



    



    “It’s about money. I know it’s an uncomfortable topic, but I think it’s better to bring it up at least once. I’m not good at hiding things or beating around the bush. So, since we’ll be spending a lot of time together and going out means spending money, I don’t want you to worry about it every time.”



    



    “Ah….”



    



    Hearing the mention of money, a shadow of unease crossed Yeongwon’s face, his expression visibly crestfallen. Seeing his obvious gloom, Seon-woo couldn’t help but chuckle softly, even though it wasn’t the time for it. He couldn’t get over how endearing and lovely Yeongwon looked, even when sulking.



    



    “Can I go first?”



    



    “Yeah, go ahead.”



    



    “Like I said before… I don’t get much allowance. So, while I can come out with you occasionally like this, it’d be tough to do it all the time. And I don’t want to always depend on you either it doesn’t feel right.”



    



    Talking about money was never easy, especially for someone like Yeongwon. Admitting that his allowance was small inevitably revealed his family’s financial struggles. Even though poverty wasn’t something to be ashamed of, sharing it openly, especially with someone he liked felt embarrassing.



    



    “I understand what you’re saying, Yeongwon. I do… but can you trust me on this one?”



    



    The sincerity in Seon-woo’s gaze as he said this made Yeongwon pause. He felt a bit nervous about what Seon-woo would say next.



    



    “My parents… they tend to express their feelings through money. They give me money to praise me, to apologize, and to make up for anything they think went too far. If I help them save face, they give me more—sometimes ridiculously so. That’s why I have more than enough allowance.”



    



    “…….”



    



    “I don’t want you to think of it as owing me or being indebted. What matters is that we spend time together and enjoy ourselves. For me, being here with you, eating good food, talking, and spending time, it makes me happy.”



    



    While it was comforting to know that Seon-woo was considerate of his circumstances, Yeongwon couldn’t shake the worry that a one-sided dynamic might wear on Seon-woo over time. It wasn’t a matter of pride; it was a fear of becoming a burden.



    



    “But if I just keep taking from you, won’t that seem… pathetic? Even if it doesn’t now, if it keeps happening, you might see me that way eventually….”



    



    “What? Why would I see you as pathetic? I think you’re beautiful, Yeongwon. I do this because I want to. And like you said, once you’re in college, you’ll treat me to all sorts of things, right? Until then, let me take care of things. Okay?”



    



    For Seon-woo, ensuring that money didn’t become a source of stress for Yeongwon was more important than anything else. Gently rubbing Yeongwon’s hand, Seon-woo tilted his head, his eyes locking onto Yeongwon’s in a way that made refusal impossible.



    



    “Okay? Yeongwon?”



    



    The way Yeongwon’s eyes wavered made Seon-woo think of rippling water, reflecting only him. He wished for nothing more than to always be the only thing filling those eyes. Your eyes will always carry the warmth of this season. And if they waver, scattering petals that resemble you, let it be because of me.



    



    When Seon-woo intertwined their fingers a bit more tightly, Yeongwon finally nodded. Seon-woo smiled warmly, satisfied.



    



    “…Alright. But no more expensive gifts like this.”



    



    “Okay. Thank you, for trusting me.”



    



    “For some reason… it feels like I always have to listen to you, Seon-woo.”



    



    “That’s because you like me.”



    



    Because you like me. The boy who used to look at him with guarded eyes and avoided meeting his gaze now sat before him, his heart softened and vulnerable. Watching those eyes waver with emotion made Seon-woo’s feelings surge uncontrollably. He felt as though he might burst with how much he liked him.



    



    “Will your mom visit again next week?”



    



    “She said she’d try to come every week, but… I’m not sure.”



    



    
      “Then… can I stay over at your place next week?”
    

  
    “My house? Uh…”



    



    The thought of Seon-woo staying over made Yeongwon immediately picture the cramped bathroom and the musty smell that lingered in his room, no matter how much he cleaned. He bit his lip anxiously.



    



    “If it’s uncomfortable, just say so. It’s fine.”



    



    “…It’s not that. I think you would feel uncomfortable. You’ve seen it before, but it’s small and… it’s an old villa, so sometimes it smells bad even when it’s clean.”



    



    “That doesn’t bother me. It’s not like I don’t know. I thought it was fine the last time I visited. There’s nothing uncomfortable about it it’s where you live.”



    



    The fact that Seon-woo had been inside his house briefly before made it easier to agree. If it had been his first time, it would’ve been harder to accept. Plus, Seon-woo came to his door nearly every day. Saying no now seemed inconsistent. More than anything, though, Yeongwon wanted to spend more time with him.



    



    “…If my mom doesn’t visit, then okay. We can study together and then sleep.”



    



    “Together? Really?”



    



    “Uh? Uh, yeah, together… no! That’s not what I meant. I mean, just… since we’d be in the same place….”



    



    Flustered and quickly turning red, Yeongwon stammered his explanation, which only made Seon-woo laugh as he nodded. “Got it.”



    



    Seon-woo had a playful side that surprised Yeongwon. When he wasn’t smiling, he gave off a cold and aloof vibe, like someone who wouldn’t tolerate or engage in jokes. But when he smiled, his eyes filled with mischief, and his laughter was light and beautiful, like an angel’s. It was fascinating and endearing to witness both sides of him.



    



    When he wasn’t smiling, Seon-woo looked so sharp and imposing that Yeongwon often felt too intimidated to speak first. Yet when he laughed, it was so disarming and warm that Yeongwon couldn’t help but admire him.



    



    “Why are you looking at me like that?”



    



    Yeongwon could’ve brushed it off with a simple ‘no reason,’ but he remembered a blog post advising to give compliments freely. Pressing his dry lips together, he finally spoke.



    



    “…Because you’re handsome.”



    



    Seon-woo laughed out loud at the honest response, his broad shoulders shaking as he did. Leaning closer, he tilted his head with a playful glint in his eyes.



    



    “You think I’m handsome?”



    



    “…Yeah. I thought so before too. You’re tall and good-looking, so it was hard to notice anyone else. I couldn’t figure out how someone could grow so tall, and now you’re even taller than back then.”



    



    “Do you like my face?”



    



    “…Yeah.”



    



    “That’s a relief.”



    



    “I don’t like you just because of your face… I like your face too.”



    



    Worried that Seon-woo might misunderstand, Yeongwon quickly added the clarification. Seon-woo smiled at his earnestness and nodded. His striking looks were often a tool to earn trust or admiration, but they also came with the burden of unwanted attention. However, hearing that Yeongwon liked his face made Seon-woo feel a new appreciation for his appearance. It felt positive for once.



    



    “Even if it were just my face, that’d be fine. It’s nice to have someone like something about me. But it’s even better knowing it’s not just my face.”



    



    Seon-woo, who seemed like he belonged on the highest pedestal, occasionally showed moments of vulnerability. Saying things like ‘love me’ or ‘it’s okay if you just like my face’ didn’t match the image of the universally admired Seon-woo that others knew.



    



    “If I only liked you for your looks, I would’ve fallen for you the first day of junior year. I mean, I did think, ‘Wow, he’s really handsome.’ But I also thought, ‘What’s with this guy?’ It was funny.”



    



    “Ah… I was surprised at the start of the year. I wanted to get close to you so badly that I overdid it. Knowing we were in the same class made me lose my mind. Seeing you right in front of me, knowing I could talk to you, made my head spin. Going to the homeroom teacher and surprising you like that, I’m sorry.”



    



    “It’s fine. I was startled at first, but I came to understand you as we spent time together. But… thanks for telling me.”



    



    Unlike Seon-woo, who expressed his emotions openly and without hesitation whether it was gratitude, apologies, or love Yeongwon had always been the type to keep his feelings quietly tucked away. Seon-woo’s straightforwardness made him seem like someone without unnecessary emotional layers, someone who didn’t hesitate to communicate. From the very beginning, he had been like that, and it continued even now.



    



    Whether it was happiness about being in the same class, joy at sitting together, annoyance when someone got too close to his friend, or even anger, Seon-woo expressed the reason for his feelings clearly and paired it with the right words. It was a stark contrast to Yeongwon, who let his emotions sit silently inside without saying them aloud.



    



    “Oh… and if you ever feel scared when you’re home alone, seriously, let me know. I’m not just saying it. I’ll come to you right away.”



    



    “Even if it’s late at night?”



    



    “Yeah. I wake up pretty quickly and can get myself together fast.”



    



    Seon-woo chuckled at the softness of Yeongwon’s words, which filled his heart with warmth. Seeing Yeongwon made him want to talk more, laugh more.



    



    “That’s such a reassuring thing to say. Just thinking about it makes me feel like I’ll never be scared of being alone. It means I’ll always have someone who’ll come if I call.”



    



    “…I felt the same way when you said that to me. Like no matter what happens, I don’t have to worry, because you’ll come.”



    



    The sight of each other reflected in their eyes, the sound of each other’s voices, filled their hearts entirely. The emotions swelled, warm and tender, until it felt as though their hearts might burst. It was almost too much because they liked each other that much.



    



    No, their hearts would surely burst. The feelings wouldn’t stop flowing in. Yeongwon intertwined his fingers with Seon-woo’s, holding his hand softly but firmly. Seon-woo playfully swung their clasped hands and kissed the back of Yeongwon’s hand, sending another wave of warmth coursing through his heart.



    



    ***



    



    The next day, when Yeongwon pulled out his brand-new phone to replace his old, barely functional one, Hyunjin’s eyes widened in surprise.



    



    “Whoa, you got a new phone?”



    



    “Ah… yeah. My old one wasn’t working anymore.”



    



    “Yeah, that thing’s been begging for retirement since last year. Wow, this one’s amazing. Can I see it?”



    



    “Sure.”



    



    Hyunjin knew all about Yeongwon’s financial situation and would likely think it odd for him to suddenly get such an expensive phone. Especially since Yeongwon had mentioned wanting to switch to a basic, study-focused phone. It wasn’t hard to imagine how this might seem strange, and the thought made him slightly nervous.



    



    “Oh, the camera’s fantastic. Great choice. Honestly, just seeing your old phone lag made me frustrated.”



    



    “Actually, it’s…”



    



    Yeongwon considered telling Hyunjin the truth—that it was a gift from Seon-woo. He thought it might feel better to be honest, but in the end, he couldn’t bring himself to say it. Even though Hyunjin would likely understand most things, this was something even he might not take so easily.



    



    “Your mom bought it for you, didn’t she? When she visited on Saturday? She found a good job, right? She must’ve been worried since your old phone wasn’t working properly. Man, this feels like such a relief. I could write an article about this ‘Breaking News: 3rd-Year Class 5’s Lee Yeongwon Finally Upgrades His Phone!’”



    



    Hyunjin’s dramatic reaction made Yeongwon laugh softly. He decided not to correct him. It was simpler this way, and besides, it wasn’t entirely untrue, someone who cared for him had given him the phone out of worry.



    



    Seon-woo didn’t hesitate to express his emotions, whether it was affection, gratitude, or an apology, saying what needed to be said without faltering. Despite seeming like someone who would have a lot of pride and no unnecessary layers in his feelings, he always expressed his emotions to others. From the beginning until now, Seon-woo had always been this way.



    



    He expressed his feelings clearly, whether it was because he liked being in the same class, liked sitting together, disliked seeing someone else get close to his friend, or felt angry. He paired his emotions with appropriate words, unlike me, who just let my feelings sit quietly inside without voicing them.



    



    “Oh… and if you ever feel scared being alone at home, really, let me know. I’m not just saying it. I can come to you right away.”



    



    “Even if it’s late at night?”



    



    “Yeah. I can wake up and pull myself together quickly.”



    



    Seon-woo laughed at Yeongwon’s soft words, which filled him with warmth, and nodded. Whenever he looked at Yeongwon, he found himself talking more and laughing more.



    



    “That’s such a reassuring thing to say. Just thinking about it makes me feel like I’ll never be scared of being alone. It means there’s always someone who’ll come if I just call.”



    



    “…I felt the same way when you said that. Like no matter what happens, I don’t have to worry because you’ll come.”



    



    Their reflections in each other’s eyes and the sound of their voices filled their hearts completely. Warm and tender emotions grew so large that it felt as though their hearts might burst. It was almost too much, simply because they liked each other so much.



    



    No, their hearts would surely overflow. The feelings wouldn’t stop pouring in. Yeongwon softly intertwined his fingers with Seon-woo’s, holding his hand firmly. Seon-woo playfully swung their clasped hands and kissed the back of Yeongwon’s hand, sending another wave of tenderness coursing through them.



    



    ***



    



    When Yeongwon pulled out his brand-new phone to replace his old, outdated one, Hyunjin’s eyes widened in surprise.



    



    “Whoa, you got a new phone?”



    



    “Ah… yeah. I couldn’t use the old one anymore.”



    



    “Yeah, that thing’s been screaming for mercy since last year. Wow, you got this one? This model’s amazing. Can I take a look?”



    



    “Sure.”



    



    Hyunjin, knowing all about Yeongwon’s financial situation, would undoubtedly think it strange that he suddenly got such an expensive phone. Especially since Yeongwon had said he was planning to switch to a basic, study-focused phone. It made him a bit nervous about how this would look.



    



    “Oh, the camera is incredible. Great choice. Honestly, just seeing your old phone lag used to stress me out.”



    



    “Well, actually, it’s…”



    



    Thinking it might feel better to be honest, Yeongwon considered saying that it was a gift from Seon-woo. But in the end, he couldn’t say a word. Even though Hyunjin was understanding, this was something he wouldn’t easily comprehend.



    



    “Your mom bought it for you, right? She came on Saturday. She must’ve gotten a good job and been worried about your old phone not working properly. Wow, this feels like such a relief. I could write a headline about it ‘Breaking News: 3rd-Year Class 5’s Lee Yeongwon Finally Upgrades His Phone!’”



    



    Hyunjin, who had already decided for himself that the phone was a gift from Yeongwon’s mom, moved on without giving him a chance to respond. Yeongwon couldn’t bring himself to either lie and agree or correct him.



    



    “Oh! Seon-woo, hi!”



    



    Hyunjin greeted Seon-woo as he returned from the staff room and lifted Yeongwon’s phone into the air for him to see. Although Yeongwon tried to stop him, it was already too late, and the phone was in full view. He let out a small groan.



    



    “Hey, did you see? Yeongwon got a new phone.”



    



    “Yeah, I saw. But why do you call him ‘bread’? I’ve heard you say that a few times.”



    



    “Oh, because his name is Yeongwon. ‘Yeong’ sounds like ‘zero,’ which is ‘bread’ in Korean slang. Back in middle school, that’s what we used to call him.”



    



    “Ah… that’s cute.”



    



    As Seon-woo set his phone on the desk, Hyunjin looked back and forth between his phone and Yeongwon’s new phone.



    



    “Oh! You both have the same phone. What, are you guys dating or something?”



    



    Even though the comment was made as a joke, Yeongwon couldn’t bring himself to laugh casually. Still, he forced a small chuckle, thinking it would seem strange if he didn’t. Meanwhile, Seon-woo remained unfazed, resting his chin in his hand and smiling at Hyunjin.



    



    “What’s this? Class rep, you got a new phone?”



    



    At that moment, Jo Yu-min walked in, also taking an interest in the phone as he sat down. Flustered, Yeongwon wished everyone would stop focusing on his phone.



    



    “Wow, your old phone was seriously outdated. Can you even adjust to an upgrade like this? That thing wasn’t even a smartphone, was it? More like one of those elder-friendly phones.”



    



    Jo Yu-min had a knack for twisting words to make them sound unpleasant. Although Yeongwon had endured plenty of similar remarks about his poverty and wasn’t particularly fazed, he noticed Hyunjin’s expression hardening with subtle irritation. Seon-woo leaned back in his chair, watching Yu-min without a word.



    



    “Hey, that wasn’t some elder-friendly phone. It was just old, but it worked fine.”



    



    Hyunjin answered with a slight tone of annoyance, stepping in on Yeongwon’s behalf, but Yu-min seemed unfazed as he continued his smug remarks. Sensing the tension, Yeongwon lightly grabbed Hyunjin’s arm and shook his head.



    



    “Really? I thought it was. But why the sudden change?”



    



    “Why does it matter? People switch phones all the time. Why do you care so much?”



    



    “Geez, why are you so touchy about it? I’m just curious, that’s all. Someone who’s been using an antique suddenly upgrades to something modern, it’s natural to wonder. I mean, a class rep like him having a phone like that? Makes you wonder if he’s got a sponsor or something.”



    



    “What did you just say, you piece of—?”



    



    Hyunjin, his temper flaring, pushed back his chair and grabbed Yu-min by the collar, yanking him to his feet. The commotion quickly drew attention from all directions, and Yeongwon immediately got up, trying to calm the situation.



    



    “Hyunjin, stop. Don’t make this worse. What if it escalates and there’s a school violence hearing?”



    



    “Hey, class rep. Why do you keep a dimwit like this as a friend?”



    



    Even with his collar grabbed, Yu-min showed no fear, smirking and mocking them with his words. Yeongwon bit his lip hard enough to hurt, holding back his anger. He refused to let Yu-min’s taunts provoke him into ruining everything he’d worked for.



    



    “Shut up, Yu-min.”



    



    Amidst the commotion, Seon-woo, who had been silently observing everything, finally spoke. He leaned forward from his chair, his previously relaxed demeanor replaced by an icy, emotionless expression. His gaze locked onto Jo Yu-min, who looked up at him with a mixture of unease and defiance. Yeongwon watched Seon-woo’s face, it was a look he had never seen before. It was colder and more detached than anything he had imagined, far removed from the composed indifference Seon-woo usually displayed.



    



    “That phone—I bought it.” Seon-woo said, his voice calm and steady.



    



    “Because I broke Yeongwon’s old one.”



    



    With just that single sentence, Yu-min’s face turned ghostly pale. Hyunjin, who had been gripping Yu-min’s collar tightly, glanced at Seon-woo in surprise before letting go abruptly. Yu-min stumbled back, his expression shifting to one of sheer panic, as though he was desperately searching for a way out.



    



    “So, am I Yeongwon’s ‘sponsor,’ then?”



    



    “What? No, that’s not—”



    



    “Calling someone a ‘sponsor’ like that doesn’t sit well with me. If I feel that way, how do you think Yeongwon feels?”



    



    “I—uh… it was just a joke….”



    



    “Do you want to transfer to a school where jokes like that are acceptable?”



    



    Even though Seon-woo’s voice was soft and calm, his words carried a chilling weight. Yu-min couldn’t manage a single retort, his face now drained of all color. The murmurs from the surrounding students fell silent. Despite the heavy atmosphere, Seon-woo maintained a faint smile as he gently guided Yeongwon back to his seat, placing a hand on his arm.



    



    “Relax. I was joking,” Seon-woo added, though his tone remained unsettlingly composed.



    



    “…Sorry…”



    



    
      “Don’t apologize to me. Apologize to Yeongwon.”
    

  
    Seon-woo’s voice was soft, but his gaze toward Jo Yu-min remained anything but gentle. Yeongwon glanced at Seon-woo, who looked resolute, as though there was no chance of retreat. Then, he shifted his gaze to Yu-min, whose face revealed the crumbling of his pride as he found himself utterly isolated. The surrounding students, catching onto the situation, began subtly urging Yu-min to apologize, siding with Seon-woo.



    



    “Hey, just apologize already. You’re in the wrong.”



    



    “I knew you’d cross the line one day. Just apologize, it’s way more embarrassing to hold out. Don’t you know the teacher’s about to show up?”



    



    Yu-min, overwhelmed by shame and frustration, darted his eyes around before finally looking at Yeongwon. Feeling deeply uncomfortable, Yeongwon couldn’t maintain eye contact. He just wanted this moment, with all its focus on him, to end.



    



    “…Sorry for saying something inappropriate. I was just joking, but I crossed the line. I’m sorry, Class Rep.”



    



    Yeongwon’s poverty had been an easy topic for others to joke about ever since the incident with the loan shark at school. It was an unusual situation for most, and because it wasn’t their own problem, people had found it entertaining, carelessly saying things that left Yeongwon deeply hurt.



    



    Whether it was a casual question about whether the debt was fully repaid or a lighthearted comment asking if he was still in touch with the loan shark, the remarks always felt like a hammer striking whatever fragile pride Yeongwon had left. Of course, no one thought twice about it afterward.



    



    For those who made such comments, they were just words, easily forgotten. But for Yeongwon, every word piled up, weighing heavily on his shoulders and making him bow his head lower. He avoided unnecessary conversations and chose not to make friends beyond Hyunjin, focusing solely on his studies in hopes of graduating quietly. Whenever someone approached him to speak, his heart would sink, wondering if they were about to bring up the loan shark incident again.



    



    “…He apologized, so it’s fine now.”



    



    Even if Yu-min’s apology was prompted by Seon-woo, it was the first time anyone had apologized for saying something hurtful. While the apology felt perfunctory, hearing the words still managed to loosen the tight knot in Yeongwon’s chest.



    



    As Seon-woo’s attention shifted away from Yu-min, the suffocating tension in the room finally eased. Hyunjin gave Yeongwon’s shoulder a firm squeeze before letting go.



    



    “I’ll check on you later. Cheer up.”



    



    “Cheer up yourself. Honestly, you were pretty quick to act.”



    



    “I’m always quick on my feet.”



    



    As the situation settled, students who had gathered to watch lost interest and dispersed back to their seats. Yu-min returned to his desk, his face still filled with displeasure, while Hyunjin shot him another irritated glare before giving Seon-woo two enthusiastic thumbs-up.



    



    “You’re amazing, man. Seriously, Seon-woo, you’re incredible. You didn’t even curse, but you shut him down completely. Wow. Lunch together later, right?”



    



    Seon-woo, smiling like his usual self, nodded as though nothing had happened.



    



    “See you later! Snack bar after second period! Seon-woo, you too!”



    



    Noticing their homeroom teacher entering through the back door, Hyunjin slipped out of the room as if fleeing. Yeongwon tried to shake off the overly dramatic moments from earlier. While it had been noisy and uncomfortable, at least there wouldn’t be any more ridiculous gossip about his phone. Just the thought of how quickly rumors spiraled around his life made him let out a small, dry laugh.



    



    “You okay?”



    



    “…Yeah. Thanks to you, I’m fine now. Really, thank you.”



    



    If Seon-woo hadn’t intervened, the situation would’ve escalated further. Hyunjin might’ve thrown a punch, and things could’ve gone as far as a disciplinary hearing, dragging everyone into a mess. The thought of that sent a chill down Yeongwon’s spine. He tried to brush away his thoughts and focused instead on Seon-woo’s hand resting on his leg. He reached out and held Seon-woo’s hand. Only then did the storm of emotions finally begin to settle.



    



    ***



    



    Rumors spread quickly. Stories about Seon-woo threatening to force Yu-min into a school transfer, along with exaggerated claims that Yeongwon was clinging to Seon-woo for support, flew from mouth to mouth. Meanwhile, Yu-min spent the rest of the morning with a sour expression, occasionally speaking to friends like Kim Seo-joon but otherwise avoiding eye contact with anyone. Whenever his eyes accidentally met Yeongwon’s, he was quick to look away.



    



    “I was seriously in awe earlier. That idiot couldn’t say a word after Seon-woo stepped in, it was so satisfying to watch.” 



    



    Hyunjin exclaimed over lunch, his voice loud enough to draw attention. Having just finished his second bowl of steak rice, he was now enjoying a chocolate ice pop. Meanwhile, Yeongwon fiddled with his grape-flavored ice pop, the cold tube unyielding in his small hands. Seon-woo noticed and reached out.



    



    “Give it to me. I’ll warm it up for you.”



    



    Handing over the frozen treat, Yeongwon watched in fascination as Seon-woo skillfully massaged it, softening the contents without breaking the tube. Soon enough, the hard ice inside crumbled, ready to eat.



    



    “Here.”



    



    Taking back the now-malleable tube, Yeongwon squeezed it, sending a burst of sweet grape flavor into his mouth. The sudden chill made his head momentarily ache.



    



    “You were more impressive than I was earlier,” Seon-woo said, turning to Hyunjin. “You jumped in right away.”



    



    “Yeah, I tend to act first and think later. It’s just how I am.”



    



    “Thanks for standing up for Yeongwon.”



    



    “Huh? Oh… sure! But it’s no big deal, really.”



    



    Spending lunchtime together and sitting in the stands, chatting like real friends, just that alone made Hyunjin feel happy. Perhaps that’s why he didn’t find Yoo Seon-woo’s overly proactive involvement in Yeongwon’s matters strange at all. Meanwhile, Yeongwon’s heart raced as he listened to Yoo Seon-woo’s mix of protectiveness and gratitude while biting the end of his ice cream tube.



    



    “Oh, right. Hey, Bread, I forgot my sociology textbook for fifth period. Can I borrow yours?”



    



    “Yeah. I’ll give it to you upstairs.”



    



    “Ah… crap, I’m so screwed. We were supposed to finish that sociology assignment. I completely forgot thanks to Jo Yoo-min, that idiot. Ugh, I’m dead. I’m heading up first! Don’t forget to lend me the textbook later!”



    



    With the ice cream tube still in his mouth, Kim Hyunjin waved to both Yeongwon and Yoo Seon-woo before rushing out of the stands. Yeongwon, looking frazzled, watched Hyunjin disappear into the distance before turning his gaze to Yoo Seon-woo. Taking a sip of his sports drink, Yoo Seon-woo tilted his head slightly.



    



    “Your friend’s always so full of energy.”



    



    “If you don’t feel like dealing with him, you don’t have to hang out together….”



    



    “It’s not that. There are loud people who are annoying and loud people who aren’t. Your friend’s the latter, so it’s fine. Besides, if I want to stick close to you, I don’t have much choice, do I?”



    



    As Yoo Seon-woo gently tousled Yeongwon’s hair, he glanced at his wristwatch to check the time. Yeongwon took another sip from his now-softened ice cream tube.



    



    “There are about twenty minutes of lunch left. Want to go back there?”



    



    “There?”



    



    “The music room.”



    



    Yoo Seon-woo seemed to sparkle in the sunlight streaming into the stands. Nodding, Yeongwon stood up. He wanted to be in a more private space with Yoo Seon-woo, somewhere smaller. His overwhelming emotions couldn’t be hidden behind mere embarrassment any longer.



    



    It felt different from the last time they had been there. The annex was still quiet and barely used, with dust floating lazily in the air, but Yeongwon’s feelings about the place had changed.



    



    Last time, he had said he didn’t want their relationship to progress any further, and from the moment they left the room, he had grown distant from Yoo Seon-woo. But this time, it wasn’t like that.



    



    As the creaking window opened slightly, sunlight and a soft breeze flooded in. Yoo Seon-woo, sitting on the long bench nearby, extended a hand toward Yeongwon. With cold fingers, Yeongwon reached out and held his hand, moving closer.



    



    “Your hands are cold.”



    



    Yoo Seon-woo brought Yeongwon’s chilly fingers to his lips, warming them. His warm lips rested there briefly before he playfully nibbled on one of the fingers. The tickling sensation and the strange tightening of Yeongwon’s entire body made him curl his fingers slightly. Seeing this, Yoo Seon-woo kissed the protruding wrist bone instead.



    



    “This part’s warm.”



    



    Yoo Seon-woo took the nearly empty ice cream tube from Yeongwon’s hand and pushed the remaining ice cream upward with both hands, bringing it to Yeongwon’s lips.



    



    “I wanted to feed you earlier too, but your friend was there, so I held back.”



    



    Yeongwon leaned forward slightly, taking a small sip from the tube before pulling back. The cold sensation of the ice cream was completely overshadowed by the way Yoo Seon-woo’s gaze lingered on his face or perhaps his lips.



    



    “…I think I’m done eating now.”



    



    Without hesitation, Yoo Seon-woo placed the end of the tube between his lips, tilting his head slightly as he finished the remaining ice cream. Setting the empty tube aside, he wrapped both arms around Yeongwon’s waist, pulling him closer.



    



    “What else is still cold?”



    



    Caught off guard, Yeongwon’s eyes darted around nervously before he mustered the courage to reach up and hold Yoo Seon-woo’s face with both hands. Sitting just close enough that even the smallest movement would bring them face to face, Yeongwon closed his eyes tightly. Slowly, he pressed a feather-light kiss on Yoo Seon-woo’s lips before pulling back.



    



    “…Here.”



    



    It was just a quick brush of their lips, but Yeongwon found himself breathless. Even such a small act felt overwhelming. As his reddened face lowered, Yoo Seon-woo tightened his hold around his waist, pulling him closer still. Startled, Yeongwon instinctively grabbed onto Yoo Seon-woo’s shoulders, his heart pounding wildly in his chest. As their eyes met, Yoo Seon-woo casually raised one hand from Yeongwon’s waist to check the time.



    



    “We’ve got ten minutes left.”



    



    The thought of limited time filled Yeongwon’s mind. For some reason, the idea made him restless. As their eyes met again, it felt as though he could hear the seconds ticking away. He didn’t want to let this moment slip by, lost in embarrassment. Yoo Seon-woo’s hand gently brushed the back of his neck and hair, and Yeongwon’s resolve grew. There couldn’t be more than nine minutes left now.



    



    “…Still… still a little cold,” Yeongwon murmured, not entirely sure of what he was saying. All he knew was that he wanted to feel Yoo Seon-woo’s lips on his again. Gathering every ounce of scattered courage, he leaned forward once more, and as he did, Yoo Seon-woo tilted his head, his lips parting slightly. Neither could say who initiated it, but they met again, holding onto one another as their kiss deepened.



    



    The abandoned music room shimmered with a mix of light and dust, carrying the faint taste of green grape, lips and tongues still faintly chilled. And an overwhelming joy that made Yeongwon feel like crying.



    



    
      Lunch wasn’t over yet. They still had eight minutes.
    

  
    "Whoa, that scared me. The door opening so suddenly surprised me too. Where are you going? Doesn’t look like school."



    



    "Uh… to the convenience store."



    



    "Is there something you need? Is it urgent?"



    



    "Well… you’re staying over tonight, so I was going to get some shampoo and… stuff like that."



    



    "Shampoo? Did you run out?"



    



    "I have some, but… the scent is really floral, and I thought… you might not like it."



    



    Yoo Seon-woo, who had been watching Yeongwon quietly as he spoke hesitantly while holding the doorknob, stepped closer to the open door. He leaned down, burying his nose in Yeongwon’s hair, and took a deep breath.



    



    "This scent?"



    



    "…Yeah."



    



    "I like it. Maybe it’s just because it’s on you."



    



    "…Still…"



    



    "If it’s because of me, you don’t need to buy anything. Why worry about that? Do I seem that picky? Like I’d refuse something unless it’s expensive or just right?"



    



    "No, no. It’s not that you seem that way… It’s just… I want to make a good impression on you…."



    



    Yeongwon hadn’t meant to say that last part aloud, but the words had already slipped out. Embarrassed, he bowed his head and bit the soft inner skin of his lips. His hand on the doorknob gripped tighter as his nerves took hold.



    



    "How could you possibly make a better impression?"



    



    Yoo Seon-woo stepped closer, his foot now precariously crossing the threshold between the outside and inside of the house. Yeongwon noticed the clean tip of Yoo Seon-woo’s sneakers barely passing over the doorstep and looked up. Seon-woo carried the scent of freshly washed clothes, a mix of cool and soft fragrances blending seamlessly.



    



    Yoo Seon-woo's hand gently rested on Yeongwon's hand, still gripping the doorknob, and his sneakers fully crossed into the house. As the door closed behind him, their lips met, parting and meeting again. Yeongwon closed his eyes, letting the scent and presence of Yoo Seon-woo envelop him as they shared a long kiss. It felt a bit different, doing this inside the house for the first time.



    



    "Ha…"



    



    "Ha… I brought a change of clothes. Thought I’d leave them here. I was about to knock, but then you opened the door."



    



    "Oh… clothes. Come in."



    



    With reddened ears, Yeongwon tugged on Yoo Seon-woo's sleeve and pulled him further inside. He carefully laid out the items Seon-woo brought on the neatly arranged bedding in the corner.



    



    "Then, I’ll just use the shampoo and stuff… Oh, I have a new toothbrush for you. But there’s no food in the house. Nothing to drink but water."



    



    "Then let’s pick some up on the way back later."



    



    "…Yeah, let’s do that. Hold on, let me just change my clothes…."



    



    Yeongwon hurriedly took off the hoodie he was wearing and put on his slightly oversized school blazer. Just having Yoo Seon-woo in the same house at this hour made him nervous, causing him to talk more and fumble with his actions.



    



    "The smell of the disinfectant is really strong, isn’t it? I used it to clean the bathroom, but it’s a bit much… Sorry. I’ll crack the window. If we leave it open, the smell should clear out by tonight."



    



    After opening the window slightly, Yeongwon looked back at Seon-woo with a small smile. In the already small one-room space, Seon-woo’s presence seemed to make the room feel even fuller, almost as if it could burst at any moment.



    



    "I cleaned as best as I could, but…."



    



    "Yeongwon."



    



    Yoo Seon-woo took Yeongwon’s flustered hands in his, his voice gentle as he smiled reassuringly.



    



    "It’s fine. The smell will clear with the window open, and the house is clean, why worry? As long as I can be with you, that’s all that matters."



    



    "…Yeah."



    



    "Don’t worry. I wouldn’t be disappointed by something like this."



    



    Yoo Seon-woo's words, so thoughtful and understanding, seemed to calm Yeongwon's restless heart. He nodded quietly, feeling grateful. Seon-woo was an exceptionally considerate person, and that made him all the more endearing.



    



    "Let’s go."



    



    As Yoo Seon-woo casually picked up Yeongwon's bag and slipped on his sneakers, Yeongwon reached out and lightly tugged on his arm. The way Seon-woo immediately turned to look at him filled Yeongwon's heart with an overwhelming sense of warmth. Rising slightly onto his toes, Yeongwon softly pressed a kiss to Seon-woo's cheek.



    



    "Thank you…."



    



    Seon-woo's wide, startled eyes wavered, betraying his surprise. Yeongwon released his arm and slipped his feet into his sneakers, fully aware of Seon-woo’s gaze lingering on him. He hadn’t planned to kiss him, but a fleeting impulse had driven him to do it. Maybe it was a bit too much? His face burned with embarrassment, and he couldn’t bring himself to look up.



    



    "…L-let’s go…."



    



    Before Yeongwon could reach for the door, Seon-woo gently but firmly grabbed his wrist, pulling him back. In an instant, Seon-woo moved closer, and the bag he was holding slipped to the floor. Yeongwon found himself pressed against the front door, completely enveloped by Seon-woo’s strong embrace.



    



    This was the assertive, impulsive Seon-woo he knew: quick to act and impossibly strong. But rather than feeling overwhelmed, Yeongwon’s first thought was that he wanted to meet this intensity head-on. Wrapping his arms around Seon-woo, he let their breaths mingle, anchoring himself in the moment. It was just another wonderful morning that he somehow managed to keep up with.



    



    Yeongwon breezed through his Saturday self-study session, eager to wrap everything up so he could head home and spend the day with Seon-woo. The thought of hanging out, eating delicious food, and talking about everything under the sun motivated him to focus. He finished all his assignments without a single mistake, and the notebook he had opened for corrections remained pristine and untouched.



    



    If there was time later in the evening, he could always study more, but even if he didn’t, there was no guilt lingering in the back of his mind—a rare feeling. He glanced up just in time to see Seon-woo approaching from the window-side desks.



    



    Seon-woo had intentionally sat farther away to let him concentrate, and though it had only been a few hours, seeing his face again made Yeongwon inexplicably happy.



    



    "Should we head out to get the things we need?"



    



    "Yeah, let’s do that. Where should we go? A convenience store? A supermarket?"



    



    "Hmm… A convenience store should be fine. These days, the big ones have everything."



    



    "How about the one next to the brunch place we went to? It’s on the way to your place, and it’s pretty big."



    



    Picturing the large convenience store, Yeongwon nodded as he and Seon-woo left the study room. The thought of being with Seon-woo continuously until he left tomorrow made Yeongwon’s heart pound wildly again.



    



    Since he rarely visited convenience stores, wandering through a large one felt like an adventure. There were so many snacks that weren’t available at the school store, and the variety of delicious fruit juices caught his eye at every turn.



    



    "Pick out anything you want to drink. There’s literally nothing at my place but water."



    



    Yoo Seon-woo scanned the shelves filled with drinks before placing a bottle of ionized water and a pre-made iced Americano into the plastic basket.



    



    "What about you, Yeongwon?"



    



    "Uh…"



    



    Drawn to his favorite apple juice, Yeongwon instinctively reached for the familiar Picnic carton, but Seon-woo lifted a round bottle and gave it a little shake.



    



    "You like apple juice, right? This one’s really good."



    



    "Oh, I’ve seen this at cafés before."



    



    Yeongwon had always been curious about the sleek glass bottle but had never bought it. Spending over 3,000 won on apple juice seemed excessive to him when a carton of Picnic sufficed just fine. But today felt different.



    



    "Add some ice to it, it’ll taste even better. I think you’ll like it. Try it today."



    



    Seon-woo placed two bottles of the apple juice and a couple of ice cups into the basket. Watching him, Yeongwon nodded. Today was their first time spending time together at home, so it felt right to splurge a little. Fretting over prices and dampening the atmosphere was something he wanted to avoid.



    



    "Should we order dinner later?"



    



    "Yeah, let’s do that."



    



    "Hmm, what else do we need?"



    



    Strolling leisurely through the aisles, Seon-woo added treats he thought Yeongwon might like: peach-shaped gummies, chocolate-coated snacks, and cute, sugary candies.



    



    "There's an ice cream shop next door. Let’s grab some there too. I know you love ice cream."



    



    As Seon-woo set the basket on the counter, Yeongwon nodded. Seeing Seon-woo as excited as he was made him feel even better.



    



    "I’ll pay for this," Yeongwon offered.



    



    "No, I got more stuff, so I’ll pay."



    



    Their earlier conversation about money lingered in Yeongwon’s mind, so he didn’t insist further. He thought, at the very least, he could carry the groceries, but Seon-woo wouldn’t allow that either.



    



    "How are you going to carry all that along with the bags?"



    



    "It’s not heavy."



    



    "Still, let me carry it. At least the bag…"



    



    "Alright, then carry the ice cream," Seon-woo said with a smile, leading them into the pink-signed ice cream shop.



    



    The colorful tubs of ice cream displayed neatly in rows were mesmerizing. Though he’d seen it before, Yeongwon had never tasted this kind of ice cream. Seon-woo left the choices entirely up to him.



    



    Carefully reading the labels and descriptions, Yeongwon selected a cotton candy flavor, one with popping candy, another with chocolate balls, and a cherry-infused option. Finally, he added a coffee-flavored ice cream he thought Seon-woo might enjoy. He was captivated by the staff’s technique of scooping and packing the ice cream into the tubs, like a child discovering something new.



    



    The whole time, Seon-woo silently watched Yeongwon’s expressions, savoring the sight.



    



    "Is that everything? Should we get anything else?"



    



    "I think we’ve got everything. We’ve got drinks, snacks, a toothbrush for you, and your clothes are already at my place. All that’s left is to order dinner once we’re back."



    



    Holding a pink paper bag filled with ice cream, Yeongwon looked up and smiled. Seon-woo leaned over to kiss the top of his head lightly. His laughter blended perfectly with the sweet warmth of April. It was beautiful, so beautiful that Seon-woo felt like repeating it aloud like a fool.



    



    "I really like you, Yeongwon. You know that, right?"



    



    "Wh-why so sudden…"



    



    "Because I just wanted to say it."



    



    Holding the straps of the pink paper bag tightly, Yeongwon nodded. He wasn’t the type to express his feelings freely, but he didn’t want to brush off Seon-woo’s words either. Missing out on precious moments out of embarrassment would only lead to regret.



    



    "...I know."



    



    So, when Seon-woo gently knocked on the door to his heart, Yeongwon answered, pulling his courage along with him.



    



    "...I like you too. A lot."



    



    
      The gentle brushes of their bodies sent shivers through him. He wasn’t sure if he could have said anything more eloquent, but his sincerity left no room for regret. As Seon-woo leaned in for a short kiss, warm like the descending evening light, Yeongwon smiled. Ahead, he saw the familiar streetlamp near the home he couldn’t wait to return to today.
    

  
    For dinner, I ordered a crispy pork cutlet from a place that Yoo Seon-woo had tried before, and it was an excellent choice. It was probably the most delicious pork cutlet I've ever had, and it was a thoroughly satisfying meal. Yeongwon, for the first time in a while, finished his entire meal without leaving anything behind. Even Yoo Seon-woo, who usually doesn't show much interest in food, finished everything while sitting across from Yeongwon.



    



    Although he said it was fine, Yoo Seon-woo helped with the cleanup. I felt a little guilty, thinking I might be making him work too much as a guest, but at the same time, I liked how he paid attention to everything I did and wanted to help. It made me smile.



    



    "It must be uncomfortable sitting on the floor. There's no table, no chairs..."



    



    "What's the big deal?"



    



    Seeing Yoo Seon-woo in comfortable clothes, Yeongwon took out the ice cream he had bought earlier and placed it on the low table. He also handed Yoo Seon-woo a pink plastic spoon from the bag. When he opened the lid, colorful, delicious-looking ice cream appeared.



    



    "Are we going to scoop it, or can we just eat it like this?"



    



    "Since it's just the two of us, let's eat it like this."



    



    "Mm... it looks delicious."



    



    Yoo Seon-woo, who had been quietly watching Yeongwon from across, stood up and sat beside him. As he leaned in as if to kiss Yeongwon, Yeongwon slightly puckered his lips, making a soft smooching sound. Without thinking, he put the pink spoon in his mouth. It wasn't bad, actually, it felt quite nice.



    



    "...This is really good. I picked this because it said cotton candy flavor in the name and description, and it really does taste like cotton candy. It pops in your mouth. I’ve always seen this kind of thing, but now I get why it's so popular."



    



    "If you want to eat anything from now on, just tell me. Let’s eat it together."



    



    "I will. Seon-woo, do you eat things like this often?"



    



    Yeongwon, deliberately scooping some coffee-flavored ice cream, shook his head. Whenever such topics came up, his parents' faces would inevitably come to mind first. Their faces were always devoid of any smiles, only giving orders to him.



    



    "My parents didn't like it, so I didn't really eat it while growing up. Even when I worked outside, my diet was always planned, and the maid at home would give me the food to check every day. They didn't like me eating snacks, so I never ate them and always refrained from it since I was a kid."



    



    "Ah... I see. Well, if there's anything you want to eat, just tell me. Let's try it together."



    



    "Okay, I will."



    



    There was no shortage of things to talk about, but the conversation didn't flow continuously. While trying to think of something to say, an awkward silence lingered, sticking to my skin. Yeongwon, holding the remote, looked at Yoo Seon-woo.



    



    "...Should we turn on the TV?"



    



    "Is it awkward?"



    



    "Not exactly... Just something quiet, like background music..."



    



    "You can turn it on."



    



    Yeongwon pressed the power button, which didn’t work easily, and turned on the screen. He lowered the volume when an advertisement for a university in the province came on, then turned to look at Yoo Seon-woo.



    



    "Seon-woo, you're going to apply to Korea University, right?"



    



    "Yeah, that's the plan for now. How about you, Yeongwon?"



    



    "I’m going to apply too. I’ve wanted to go there for a long time. Of course, just because you go to Korea University doesn’t mean you’ll get a great job... but I’ve been studying with that goal in mind, so I really want to go."



    



    "Yeongwon, you’ll definitely get in. If the top student from Han-young High doesn’t get in, who will?"



    



    "You'll get in too. It would be great if we both get in and go to college together..."



    



    The ice cream, which was just under half full, was melting. Yeongwon quickly closed the lid and put it in the freezer, then sat back down and started rummaging through a convenience store bag. Inside were colorful jellies and snacks that Seon-woo had picked out.



    



    "I'm going to move out as soon as the college results come out. I’ve already gotten the approval."



    



    "Really? Are you going to move near the university?"



    



    "Anywhere is fine as long as those people aren't around. As long as I leave the house, I never want to see them again."



    



    From the things Seon-woo had been saying, it seemed like his relationship with his parents was really bad. It wasn't just about fear or difficulty, but the fact that he didn't want to see them made it clear that there were more issues than I knew about.



    



    I wanted to hear more and offer some comfort where I could, but I didn’t ask Seon-woo about his family. I knew better than anyone that asking about family matters wasn't polite, and it would be incredibly difficult for him to answer.



    



    "I... After I graduate, I’ll move out and live on my own too. Even if it’s in a small room, I’ll work part-time as much as I can, study hard, and get out of here. I hope I can live better than now."



    



    "While you're working part-time and studying, will I be there too?"



    



    "Of course... I told you I’d buy you something delicious and get you gifts once I start earning money."



    



    "It’s okay if we can’t meet every day. Even if we meet just once a week, that’s fine. If you're having a hard time, we don’t need to see each other. Well, actually, I wouldn’t be okay with that, but I just hope you won’t abandon me."



    



    The fear of being abandoned didn’t suit Seon-woo at all. What kind of life has he lived? Every time I realized that behind his gentle smile and kindness to everyone was not love, but fear, my heart ached deeply. It made me feel like I was about to cry in frustration. Seon-woo’s loneliness was raw, unrefined, and exposed.



    



    "Seon-woo..."



    



    "Yeongwon, you're my first misfortune, my rebellion... and... I don't know if this might make you uncomfortable, but..."



    



    "......"



    



    "It’s love."



    



    Love. The word ‘love’ felt suffocating just by thinking of it. It was so unfamiliar, so awkward, that I wasn’t sure if I deserved to hear it.



    



    "When I started liking you, I was completely turned upside down. And when I was turned upside down, my home turned upside down, and my parents went crazy."



    



    "......"



    



    "It felt good. I felt like I could breathe, like I was alive. For all this time, I had been living doing everything I wasn’t supposed to do, but when I did things my way, I realized there were things my parents didn’t know. I only realized that when I started liking you."



    



    It was rebellion, and a childish desire to make my parents suffer, that led me to like Yeongwon. Those feelings were probably much stronger at the beginning. What would Yeongwon think if he knew about this first step of mine? He would probably be disappointed. That’s why I still didn’t want to say it.



    



    "…Don’t worry. No matter how busy I am, I’ll prioritize you. I promised, remember? I’ll always think of you first, no matter the situation."



    



    "......"



    



    "Even without that promise... you’re first in my mind. Before, my only goal was to get into a good college and get a good job. I didn’t want anything else, but now when I think about the future, I think of you first."



    



    "......"



    



    "I want to be able to see you more freely... Once I start earning money, we can do more things together... and since I’ll be an adult, maybe we could even have a drink together... That’s what I think about first now. There’s so much I want to do, and I want to do it all with you. One step at a time, for a long time."



    



    What I said to comfort Seon-woo, to make him feel better, wasn’t just empty words. These days, my focus was on Seon-woo. I still kept my guard up, trying not to lose sight of my goals, and making sure I didn’t get complacent, but at the center of it all, without a doubt, was Seon-woo.



    



    "I haven’t liked someone for as long as I have with you, but I like you too. So don’t worry... when I say something, it’s always about us, together."



    



    "Then, after we graduate, do you want to live together? Unless something unexpected happens, we’ll both get into Korea University, and it would be great to live together. We won’t need to make separate time to meet; we’ll see each other every day at home."



    



    "Together?"



    



    Yeongwon tightly grasped the peach-shaped jelly bag in his hand and imagined living with Seon-woo. As Seon-woo had said, it would be nice to see each other every day at home without having to make separate time for it. Going to school together, coming home together if the timing was right, eating together, and even sleeping together every day. No matter how much he thought about it, he couldn’t think of any downsides—only good things came to mind.



    



    "...Yeah. I want to live with you too, Seon-woo. Of course, when I think about the practical side of it, there are things that feel overwhelming. Like the money it would take to find a place to live... But I’m not going to think about that right now. It’s not something that’s happening immediately; it's just an idea, so I want to do whatever I feel like for now."



    



    "If you stay with me, I can handle all the practical stuff. Just keep liking me. As long as you think I’m great, I’ll clear away all the worries in front of you."



    



    Seon-woo's words never seemed like just casual remarks. It really felt like he could solve everything, leaving nothing for Yeongwon to worry about. If he just nodded and continued liking Seon-woo like this, it seemed so simple. But for Yeongwon, who didn’t want to act without considering everything, it wasn’t easy to just nod along.



    



    "I’ll do everything with you… If I need your help, I’ll gladly accept it. But I don’t want to just give you everything without making any effort myself. Things like… carrying my bag are enough."



    



    "Okay. We’ll do everything together. Anything."



    



    Seon-woo's smile was like that of an angel. Feeling shy for no reason, Yeongwon fiddled with the jelly bag, and Seon-woo opened it, feeding a peach-shaped jelly to Yeongwon. The sweet peach flavor and scent spread immediately in his mouth.



    



    "Wow… This is really delicious."



    



    Seeing Yeongwon holding the peach-shaped jelly in his hand and looking at it curiously, Seon-woo smiled, finding him cute, and tilted his head to kiss him. The fresh and sweet taste of peach filled Yeongwon's lips and mouth.



    



    "Tomorrow, I have tutoring from two o’clock, so you can eat lunch before that. And after tutoring, I’ll come by for a bit, even if it's just for dinner. I won’t come if you’re studying."



    



    "...Let me know when tutoring is over. I’ll be studying until then, so we can meet up for dinner."



    



    Seon-woo nodded, his eyes landing on the peach doll placed neatly on the bed behind Yeongwon. It was the doll Yeongwon had picked for him the first time they hung out together.



    



    "Do you sleep with the doll next to you?"



    



    "Huh? Ah... yeah. It's cute, right? And it’s so soft and squishy, it feels good to touch. It's kind of addicting. I just keep touching it."



    



    "Can I be over there today? I’m not saying you should sleep on the floor while I sleep in the bed or anything..."



    



    "...It’s a bit small to share the blanket, but..."



    



    "Oh, I just meant I’d sleep close by, but you were thinking about sharing the same blanket."



    



    At Seon-woo's teasing words, Yeongwon's ears, neck, and cheeks turned the color of the peach jelly. Laughing as he teased, Seon-woo lightly pushed his arm away without hurting him, and Yeongwon quickly fanned himself with his hand.



    



    "Okay. I’ll sleep under the same blanket."



    



    "Ah, no! I didn’t mean it like that..."



    



    "It’s fine even if the blanket is small. We’ll just sleep close together anyway."



    



    "If you keep saying that, I’ll tell you to leave..."



    



    "Really? Are you going to make me go, Yeongwon? Are you going to send me away?"



    



    Seeing Seon-woo's disappointed face made Yeongwon realize that jokingly telling him to leave was a mistake. How could he tell someone like Seon-woo to go? Slowly, Yeongwon shook his head. He couldn't bear to see Seon-woo's face like that.



    



    "Hold me, Yeongwon."



    



    Seon-woo’s broad shoulders straightened, and his arms opened wide. Yeongwon wanted to be close to him. Knowing how comforting Seon-woo’s embrace was, he didn’t hesitate for a moment. He kneeled slightly and leaned in, pulling Seon-woo’s neck into a hug. Seon-woo wrapped his arms around him and pulled him in tightly. Surprised by how his body tilted, Yeongwon held on to Seon-woo even more tightly.



    



    "I should have been doing this earlier. It’s so comfortable and nice."



    



    
      When Yeongwon opened his eyes, he met Seon-woo's gaze, which was looking down at him. It was only then that Yeongwon realized he was sitting on Seon-woo's lap, with his legs resting on Seon-woo’s thighs.
    

  
    "L-let go of your arms..."



    



    "Why? This is nice."



    



    "...How can we stay like this?"



    



    "Sitting separately on the floor and hugging isn't comfortable. Come on, hug me more."



    



    With that, Yeongwon was pulled back into Seon-woo’s embrace, holding him tightly. Though he’d occasionally sat on friends' laps or pretended to in playful moments when there was no room, this was the first time he experienced an intimate, non-playful touch, even though the words were teasing.



    



    Seon-woo, assertive and mischievous. Yeongwon should probably stop him, but instead, he found himself sitting on Seon-woo's lap and being held without resistance. Yeongwon gently patted Seon-woo's back, then, as if remembering something, lifted his head from Seon-woo's shoulder to meet his eyes.



    



    "Ah... I have something I'm curious about."



    



    "Yeah? What is it?"



    



    "Earlier... you said I was your first misfortune. Can you tell me more about that?"



    



    The word ‘misfortune’ could never be made into something good, no matter how you tried to spin it. It would have been better if he hadn’t brought it up at all, but discussing love inevitably involves some harsh realities, so it couldn't be helped. Seon-woo looked at Yeongwon with eyes full of mixed emotions.



    



    Lee Yeongwon. The name he had heard the most since he was born. For 14-year-old Seon-woo, it was not something that could be seen as fortunate. To avoid being crushed by his parents, he had to push down whoever stood in his way.



    



    "Can we talk about it later? I could, but I don’t want to do it today."



    



    "Did I... do something wrong?"



    



    "No. Yeongwon, you haven’t done anything wrong. Nothing at all. It’s not because of you."



    



    "...Then I’m relieved. Tell me when you want to talk about it."



    



    Seon-woo nodded and smiled as he looked at Yeongwon, who was now comfortably seated on his lap. Yeongwon tilted his head, confused.



    



    "It’s more comfortable than the floor, right? From now on, sit here at home."



    



    "Ah... Ah! I forgot about that."



    



    Seon-woo, pulling Yeongwon's waist back toward him, trapped him in a playful embrace as Yeongwon tried to move away, squirming in his arms. Each time their bodies touched and then separated, followed by the rejoining of their closeness, the heat between them seemed to rise.



    



    In the end, as Yeongwon leaned back, Seon-woo tried to catch him, but his body tilted with Yeongwon’s. Worried that Yeongwon might hurt himself if they fell, Seon-woo pulled Yeongwon’s head into his chest for protection. Looking at Yeongwon, now cradled in his arms, Seon-woo extended his arm and gently supported him with his arm under Yeongwon’s head, making Yeongwon relax and lie down comfortably. It was a sight that made him smile affectionately at how cute Yeongwon looked.



    



    "Are you okay? You didn’t get hurt, did you?"



    



    "Yeah... I'm fine."



    



    The image of Seon-woo pulling Yeongwon’s head into his chest to protect him at the moment of falling flooded Yeongwon’s mind. Thoughts rushed in, and as they flowed through his heart, they brought up feelings of warmth, almost like heat.



    



    "What does your friend do when they come here?"



    



    "Hmm... we just eat dinner together, then I study and Hyunjin plays games. During exam periods, we study together sometimes."



    



    "Doesn't he say anything about not hanging out?"



    



    "No. That’s why we get along so well. He understands what studying means to me... and we both think it’s fine to do what we want. So it’s comfortable. Usually, when a friend comes over, it feels weird to study alone."



    



    "If you need to study, just study. I’ll be happy just being with you."



    



    "...I don’t need to study. I really worked hard in school just so I could be with you."



    



    Yeongwon was always so honest. He filled the air with his words, letting his heart spill out openly. Seon-woo bent the arm under Yeongwon’s head and turned his body toward him. When their eyes met, Yeongwon's pupils trembled.



    



    Without thinking, their eyes closed, and their lips met in a soft kiss. What started as a gentle kiss deepened, and new sensations seemed to spark all over Yeongwon’s body. He couldn’t breathe, and the changes in his body felt overwhelming, so he gently pushed Seon-woo off of him. Seon-woo, willingly giving him space, sat up. He took Yeongwon's hand and helped him sit up as well.



    



    "So... are we going to do something fun... ha..."



    



    Trying to calm his breath, Yeongwon idly picked up the remote and flipped through the channels. He never had time to watch TV, so the celebrities and shows were all unfamiliar to him. Eventually, he settled on a variety show where everyone was laughing and glanced at Seon-woo.



    



    "...It must be boring being with me. I’m not good at talking, and I don’t know how to play games or anything."



    



    "I didn’t come here to play games with you. I really don’t care about that stuff. I came here to be with you. If you keep worrying, I’ll feel like I’ve come here just to make you uneasy, and that makes me upset."



    



    “I don’t mean to, but this is the first time I’ve spent so much time together without studying... I don’t know what we should do.”



    



    Seon-woo, who had been silently listening to Yeongwon, opened his arms. It felt like an invitation to be hugged, or perhaps he was asking for a hug. Yeongwon put down the remote and knelt down, standing up to embrace Seon-woo. As his waist was pulled back, his body tilted awkwardly toward Seon-woo’s lap, but he didn’t show any embarrassment and simply climbed up onto Seon-woo’s legs.



    



    As his legs spread and his body pressed against Seon-woo’s, he wrapped his arms around Seon-woo’s neck and buried his face against his shoulder, closing his eyes.



    



    "I’m happy just like this."



    



    “......”



    



    “If you’re bored, should we go out? Maybe take a walk?”



    



    Yeongwon quickly shook his head. He wasn’t bored at all. He was more worried about whether Seon-woo might find it boring. But honestly, just being with Seon-woo was enough for him.



    



    “No. I’m happy just being with you…”



    



    "Good to hear. Oh, right. I had something to ask. Has Jo Yu-min ever spoken to you harshly or started an argument before?"



    



    "Jo Yu-min? Hmm..."



    



    Yeongwon had once been made uncomfortable when asked if his job in the loan shark business was real, but there hadn’t been any real arguments. It wasn’t malicious, it was more about speaking thoughtlessly, not considering how his words might affect others.



    



    "It wasn’t an argument, but before... you know the rumor about me? He once asked if it was true. Other than that, we’ve just had normal conversations occasionally."



    



    "We’ve been in the same class, so I know he’s the type to speak without thinking. He just blurts things out, so his image isn’t great among the others. Except for a few who think it's funny and don't realize how weird it is, no one likes him. He mostly does that when I’m not around, but if it happens again, tell me."



    



    Yeongwon recalled Seon-woo asking if Jo Yu-min was going to transfer to another school. He also remembered Hyunjin mentioning that several students had been forced to transfer in the past.



    



    “…What will you do if I tell you?”



    



    “I’ll take care of it.”



    



    “......”



    



    “If it interferes with your studies, it shouldn’t happen.”



    



    “It won’t happen again. I’ve already explained that I’m not involved with loan sharks... and there’s nothing more to ask me about…It’s fine.”



    



    Seon-woo nodded. Yeongwon realized how powerful Seon-woo was. The mere thought of removing someone, not even an object, because they were disturbing his studies was impressive.



    



    “Ah… Should I tell you about it? You know the rumor, right?”



    



    “Kind of. If it’s too hard, you don’t have to bring it up.”



    



    “It’s just that I don’t like how it’s been twisted and spread. It was tough, and there’s probably a lot that’s not true about what you’ve heard... I just don’t want you to think of it that way.”



    



    Hearing that Seon-woo might have heard distorted stories about Yeongwon paying off debts through loan sharks instead of his parents made him feel sick to his stomach, to the point that it almost brought him to tears. Seon-woo would likely not believe it, but Yeongwon still wanted to explain things exactly as they were.



    



    "Then, Yeongwon, just do what you can handle."



    



    "...My dad tends to trust people too easily. When someone offers a good business idea, he just believes in them and invests without properly checking. He’s too trusting, and it’s been a pattern that hasn’t worked out well."



    



    Seon-woo listened quietly, slowly brushing Yeongwon's hair, neck, shoulders, and back. His touch was incredibly soothing, and it allowed Yeongwon to speak freely without becoming too overwhelmed by emotion.



    



    "I used to live in an apartment with several rooms. But over time, the house got smaller, and the neighborhood got worse... People started coming to the house looking for my dad, threatening him... they put red stickers on our door."



    



    "......"



    



    "When my dad couldn’t be reached, the loan sharks came to find me. They thought my dad would show up if I was humiliated."



    



    Yeongwon remembered that day vividly. Every time he thought about it, the events unfolded in front of him as if it had just happened. Maybe, in time, the details would blur, but how long would that take? How much time would need to pass before it started to fade?



    



    "People who had come to the house before, there were three of them. They called my name from the hallway. I thought I was going to faint... When I went outside, they suddenly grabbed my arm and dragged me. The teacher, Hyunjin, and some other kids tried to stop them, pulling me back... It was a mess. My uniform got torn, the loan sharks were cursing, the teacher was calling the police. Once they realized the police were coming, they left... That was it."



    



    It was shocking enough without needing to add more. Yeongwon recalled how the rumors had spread, growing bigger and bigger as time went on.



    



    "...I wasn’t dragged off by those people, I wasn’t sold to a bar. They came and caused a scene, and I got hurt a little. That’s all."



    



    "Thank you for telling me. That must’ve been hard, hearing those ridiculous things."



    



    "At first, I denied it, but then, in front of me, they would say they knew it wasn’t true... but when they were together, they laughed and talked about it like it was a joke. There wasn’t much I could do, so I just pretended I didn’t know."



    



    Seon-woo could vividly picture how Yeongwon must have felt at that time. He couldn’t stand the irrational things being said about him in the hallway, and the concern for Yeongwon’s well-being led Seon-woo to his classroom, where he saw things he never should have.



    



    A boy named Lee Jung-woo, who was known to be a troublemaker, had grabbed Yeongwon’s waist from behind and was making inappropriate motions. Yeongwon had turned around and told him to stop, but Lee Jung-woo responded with sexual remarks that made Yeongwon feel humiliated.



    



    Seeing Yeongwon on the verge of tears, Seon-woo made a silent vow: He would not let Lee Jung-woo stay near Yeongwon.



    



    "There was one boy who was the worst... but he transferred, and things got better after that."



    



    Removing someone like Lee Jung-woo wasn’t difficult at all. With just a few soft words, the boy who couldn’t control his emotions and spat out curses eventually repeated his behavior and was forced to transfer. The atmosphere in Yeongwon’s classroom became peaceful, and the stress-induced fainting episodes stopped. By May of the first semester of his first year, Yeongwon ranked first in the entire school. Seon-woo, seeing his own report card with second place, felt genuinely happy for him.



    



    “…Seon-woo, did you hear all those strange things too?”



    



    “I just heard them as passing remarks. Obviously, I didn’t believe them.”



    



    “Thank you. I’m glad you didn’t believe them…”



    



    “I don’t believe what others say about you. I only believe what you say.”



    



    Yeongwon, feeling completely captivated by Seon-woo, gazed at him as if he was lost in something bright and beautiful. The feeling of knowing they both cared for each other was so overwhelming it couldn’t be expressed in words.



    



    “…I only believe what you say too. I don’t believe what others say…”



    



    “What do they say? Do they think I’m crazy?”



    



    “It’s not like that… They think you’re easy to get along with because you smile a lot, but they say you’re hard to approach once they get to know you... That’s about it.”



    



    “So, what did they say about me? Tell me. Even when I stay quiet, they think I’m acting crazy, and even when I don’t try to get close, I end up going over to talk and acting like I’m about to die from thirst.”



    



    As Seon-woo repeatedly kissed his chin and cheek, Yeongwon let out a soft laugh. The words, the voice, and the sensation of his lips made him so ticklish that he couldn’t stop laughing.



    



    “Alright, I’ll tell you next time.”



    



    “Promise.”



    



    “Mm... Promise.”



    



    The hand that had been caressing Yeongwon’s cheek now wrapped around his neck. With a gentle pressure forward, Yeongwon willingly leaned into Seon-woo’s shoulder, his arms draping over his shoulder.



    



    
      On the TV, sounds of people laughing for some reason filled the room. Between their laughter, the sounds of their lips meeting and their breathing mixed together, continuing for quite some time, until the program ended and another one began.
    

  
    As Seon-woo entered the bathroom with clothes to change into, Yeongwon fidgeted, constantly changing his sitting position. He started by sitting cross-legged, then stretched his legs out, then knelt for no reason, and eventually sat with his knees tightly hugged, staring at the closed bathroom door.



    



    “......”



    



    Hearing the sound of water from the shower inside the bathroom, Yeongwon quickly buried his face in his knees. The thought of Seon-woo, using peach-scented soap and shampoo with a strong floral fragrance in the shower at his house, made him feel embarrassed but also strangely uneasy. The thought of him staying over and doing something so intimate made Yeongwon nervous, and he kept glancing at the closed door or listening to the sounds coming from inside.



    



    “......”



    



    What am I doing? Why can’t I stop listening? He shook his head, stood up from his seat, moved a small table aside, and spread out the bedding on the floor. His mother had washed everything clean before leaving, and the scent of freshly laundered sheets filled the air as he unfolded them.



    



    After setting up Seon-woo’s bedding about 50 cm from where he normally slept, Yeongwon sat on his own bed and stared at the spot where Seon-woo would sleep.



    



    “…It’s too far.”



    



    He thought it was too far, even though Seon-woo had said he would sleep beside him. Leaning forward, Yeongwon moved Seon-woo’s bedding closer, narrowing the gap to about 30 cm. He nodded, feeling this distance would be better. They would be able to talk, and it wouldn’t be hard to reach out and touch each other.



    



    The sound of water stopped. Yeongwon, pressing the peach-shaped doll tightly in his hands, glanced at the door, then back at the people on the TV who seemed to be having a serious conversation.



    



    “What are you doing?”



    



    As the door opened, the humid floral scent that had filled the small bathroom spilled into the room. Yeongwon set down the doll, got up, and flustered a bit.



    



    “Well, um... the dryer is here. It’s an old one, so it smells a little burnt, but it does blow hot air. And, uh... I’ve already pulled out the blankets.”



    



    “You’re going to sleep this far apart?”



    



    “…It’s not that far…”



    



    Originally, it had been farther apart than this, but how should he explain it? Yeongwon looked at Seon-woo, who was freshly showered and smelled like he had just been washed, unable to say anything. He quickly grabbed his clothes to change and fled into the bathroom. ‘Flee’ was the best word to describe his hurried movements.



    



    Locking the door behind him, Yeongwon looked at the neatly organized sink with no trace of water or hair anywhere. He knew Seon-woo was neat, but seeing the bathroom cleaned up so perfectly made Yeongwon realize even more how meticulous Seon-woo was.



    



    How can everything about him be so perfect? Yeongwon quickly showered, eager to see his face again. Outside the bathroom, he could hear the hum of the dryer.



    



    Once he finished showering and tidying up the bathroom, Yeongwon came out, and Seon-woo immediately gestured for him to come over. Thinking Seon-woo was going to dry his hair, Yeongwon sat obediently where Seon-woo had patted. As expected, the sound of the dryer began behind him.



    



    Even the buzzing sound of the dryer and the burnt smell felt endearing today. The feeling of Seon-woo’s fingers running through his hair was pleasant, and Yeongwon’s body leaned back naturally. By the time his hair was almost dry, Yeongwon leaned fully into Seon-woo’s embrace, tilting his head up to kiss him.



    



    Normally, he would have gone to sleep by now, but being together, it still felt a little too early. Yeongwon wanted to talk a bit more, or even if they didn’t talk, he just wanted to stay awake and enjoy being with Seon-woo a little longer.



    



    "Let's talk until we get sleepy. Should I turn off the lights?"



    



    "Yeah, that sounds good."



    



    Yeongwon got up and turned off the lights, then switched on the desk lamp, setting it to its lowest setting. It wasn’t romantic lighting, but it was better than complete darkness.



    



    "It’s too far, I won’t be able to hear you."



    



    "...I can hear you just fine."



    



    "What? I can’t hear anything."



    



    Seon-woo playfully tilted his head as if he couldn’t hear, then laughed before moving towards Yeongwon’s bed. Yeongwon, who had only thought Seon-woo would just bring the bedding closer, looked at him in surprise as Seon-woo positioned himself right next to him.



    



    "Are you going to sleep here?"



    



    "Yeah. Is that not okay? We said we’d sleep together."



    



    "It’s going to be uncomfortable... I’m fine, but isn’t it cramped?"



    



    "Let’s see if it’s cramped."



    



    Seon-woo wrapped his arm around Yeongwon’s shoulder and leaned back. Yeongwon, feeling shy, pulled the blanket up slightly as he laid down, using Seon-woo’s arm as a pillow, just like before.



    



    "It’s not cramped at all. Are you uncomfortable, Yeongwon?"



    



    "...I’m not uncomfortable."



    



    "Then it’s fine if I sleep here, right?"



    



    "...Yeah."



    



    As Seon-woo moved, the same scent as his own filled the air. Yeongwon found it both comforting and intriguing, so he turned toward Seon-woo, gently resting his nose against his shoulder. It felt so good, he almost wondered if this was really happening.



    



    "If we live together, we can just buy one bed, right?"



    



    "...Are we going to sleep together every night?"



    



    "Of course, are you going to sleep separately if we’re living together? If we sleep separately, it’s basically a share house."



    



    "Is that so...?"



    



    Seon-woo's words were strangely persuasive. Seeing Yeongwon nod in agreement, Seon-woo smiled softly and placed a gentle kiss on Yeongwon’s hair.



    



    "I heard from Hyunjin hyung before... living together is different from just dating, and people end up fighting a lot. Do you think we’ll fight?"



    



    "Hmm, I’m not sure. I think if we live together, we’ll see all the little things that might annoy us, so there will probably be more chances to argue. Our living habits are different, so I feel like small things could lead to problems."



    



    "Let’s not fight. We can solve everything with words before it even gets to that."



    



    Though it was still a distant thought, it felt so enjoyable to talk as if they had already begun living together. The thought of the day actually coming made Yeongwon’s heart swell with excitement.



    



    "Yeah. I couldn’t fight with you anyway."



    



    "Why?"



    



    "Just looking at your face makes everything okay. You’re too pretty."



    



    "...That’s how I feel. If you ask me to do something, I wouldn’t be able to refuse... I’d just nod along. Thinking about it now, I think it’s because of your face. Oh, and your eyes."



    



    "Why the eyes?"



    



    "Your eyes... yeah. When I look into them, I just want to do whatever you want."



    



    Seon-woo laughed out loud, and the sound of his laughter filled the small room, creating a pleasant echo. It had been so long since the sound of laughter had filled the house. Yeongwon lifted his hand and gently stroked the hair of Seon-woo, who was lying beside him.



    



    "Then from now on, just do what I say. I’ll do whatever you want."



    



    "We’ll listen to each other’s words? But what if we disagree?"



    



    "Then I’ll listen to you."



    



    Seon-woo, with his arm bent, gently ruffled Yeongwon’s hair. It felt so good, almost as if it shouldn’t be this perfect. Happiness seemed like a better word to describe it. Ever since moving to this house, Yeongwon had never really felt that it was a great place, but tonight, he felt at peace here.



    



    The duvet, which smelled of soap and fabric softener with every movement, felt comforting. Even the old refrigerator, which hummed loudly, didn’t bother him tonight. The ticking of the clock, which usually annoyed him, seemed quieter, and the occasional clinking of the window in the wind didn’t scare him. It was because Seon-woo was there.



    



    With his familiar scent, his warm embrace, and the way Seon-woo never took his eyes off him, everything felt right. And he was happy. As the night passed and they moved toward dawn, the quiet, gentle voices of the two filled the tiny room, warming even the smallest corner.



    



    ***



    



    When Yeongwon woke up in the morning, he realized he had overslept. He hadn’t checked the time, but he just felt it. It seemed like he had slept much longer than usual, and even though he was still a little hazy, when he opened his eyes, he saw someone he didn’t expect to be holding and who was holding him in return and his eyes went wide in surprise.



    



    Once his mind cleared, he remembered that Seon-woo had come over to his house, and they had slept together. He remembered talking until late into the night, but he never expected to have slept curled up in Seon-woo’s arms, which made his face heat up with embarrassment.



    



    "......"



    



    Yeongwon gently lifted his head to see Seon-woo still sleeping, his face peaceful and neat even in the morning. He couldn’t take his eyes off him. Seon-woo looked like an angel, even when asleep. It almost seemed unnecessary to look so handsome even while sleeping.



    



    His handsome forehead, eyebrows, gently lowered eyelids, long eyelashes, high nose bridge, and beautiful lips, each feature was beautiful on its own, but together, they formed an even more perfect harmony. Without realizing it, Yeongwon found himself falling deeper, then, without thinking, he kissed Seon-woo lightly on the cheek. The memory of their kiss last night, when Seon-woo had said it was a kiss before bed, made Yeongwon’s toes tingle as he recalled how long they had kissed.



    



    "Is it already morning?"



    



    Seon-woo, waking up from the movement, closed his eyes again and nuzzled his face into Yeongwon's chest.



    



    "Yeah, it’s almost ten."



    



    "I slept in so late. This hardly ever happens."



    



    "Me too. I slept all the way through without waking up even once. Didn’t even dream."



    



    "That’s a relief. That means you weren’t uncomfortable sleeping with me."



    



    Far from being uncomfortable, it had been so comfortable that Yeongwon could have slept all day if Seon-woo asked him to. As Seon-woo gently played with his hair, Yeongwon closed his eyes again, then opened them.



    



    "We’ve missed breakfast time... What should we eat for brunch? There’s nothing here, so I’ll go get something."



    



    "Where are you going? Let’s just order in. These days, you can get anything delivered."



    



    As Yeongwon tried to get up, he found himself trapped again in Seon-woo’s arms. His legs were tangled, and he couldn’t escape, but he actually enjoyed it. He laughed as Seon-woo nuzzled his face against his neck and shoulder, playfully kissing him. The cozy and ticklish moments on the bed continued for a while.



    



    For lunch, they had the brunch set they had enjoyed at the bakery cafe last time. Yeongwon was surprised that they could have it delivered straight to his house, and even more so when it arrived neatly packaged with no mess, still warm and perfect.



    



    After eating lunch slowly and finishing off the leftover ice cream, Yeongwon checked the time. It was already 1:30 PM, which meant it was time for Seon-woo to go home.



    



    "Isn't it getting late?"



    



    "If I take a taxi, I'll be there in no time. We still have plenty of time."



    



    Seon-woo, having packed his school uniform and the things he needed, moved towards the entrance. Yeongwon threw on a hoodie and followed him outside. Though they had only spent a short time together, less than a day seeing Seon-woo leave made Yeongwon's heart flutter.



    



    It was strange, really. Just yesterday, he had felt awkward being together at home, not knowing what to say. But now, it felt like he had adapted so quickly to being together, and now he felt sad to see Seon-woo leaving, wishing he could stay.



    



    "There's the taxi."



    



    Yeongwon raised his hand as he stepped onto the street to signal the taxi approaching in the distance. He gently held Seon-woo’s hand.



    



    "Want to come again next time?"



    



    "Is that okay?"



    



    "Yeah. I really enjoyed being with you."



    



    "Me too. I really enjoyed it too, Yeongwon."



    



    The time when they could laugh as much as they wanted, kiss when they wanted, hug or cuddle without worrying about anyone watching them, was so wonderful. It was great to be able to share the deepest thoughts from his heart. If Seon-woo was okay with it, Yeongwon wanted to be together again.



    



    "I'll call you after my tutoring."



    



    "Okay... Be careful. I’ll see you later."



    



    "Yeah. Go inside."



    



    Seon-woo kissed Yeongwon's cheek lightly before getting into the taxi. Yeongwon stood there for a long time, watching the taxi disappear in the distance before turning around and heading back to the house, now alone again.



    



    Inside the house, there was the lingering scent of Seon-woo. Feeling the emptiness, Yeongwon couldn’t bring himself to enter immediately. He stood in the entrance, staring at the empty house. What had Seon-woo done to him? How had he managed to make Yeongwon feel so strongly, to the point where just thinking about him made his heart melt?



    



    "......."



    



    What should I do? I miss him...



    



    Yeongwon rubbed his eyes, feeling the tears start to form. He took off his shoes and entered the house, quickly grabbing his study materials from his bag and setting them on the desk. To meet Seon-woo again tonight without feeling guilty, he needed to finish everything he had to do today. This was the only way he could keep dreaming of a future with Seon-woo, attending the same university, living together, and enjoying that sweet future together.



    



    
      As Yeongwon looked at the colorful jelly Seon-woo had left on the desk, he popped a peach-flavored jelly into his mouth and opened his workbook. With the setting sun, he took a deep breath and walked forward, ready to meet Seon-woo again later that evening.
    

  
    Seon-woo had two tutors. One was a third-year student at Korea University, and the other was a well-known instructor, whose name was recognized by most people. He had been helping Seon-woo with his studies ever since he had solved a personal issue for him.



    



    Today was the day when the tutor from Korea University would be teaching. Seon-woo arrived home on time, got ready, and went downstairs to meet his tutor, Kim Ji-seung, on the first floor.



    



    "From today, we're going to prepare for both the midterms and the June mock exams."



    



    "Okay."



    



    "How's studying at school going? Are there any difficult problems when you’re studying on your own? Is there anything difficult about school life?"



    



    "Why? Did my mom ask you to check on me?"



    



    "Huh? No, why would your mom come up in this conversation?"



    



    Seon-woo's awkward reaction made Kim Ji-seung laugh quietly. Seon-woo quickly skimmed through the study materials Ji-seung had brought.



    



    "I already know everything, so stop trying to pry. If you keep asking, I’ll just tell my brother that you’re interfering, and I won’t be able to work with you anymore."



    



    "...Well, the lawyer asked me to check on you. He's too busy to pay attention, but he’s really worried about you."



    



    "Even without my brother, there are plenty of people who’ll report back. You should step back. There’s nothing good in losing your tutoring position."



    



    It was clear that finding a tutoring job that paid this much, where he only had to work once or twice a week, was rare. Seon-woo knew that it was almost like getting money for nothing, so he had no patience for the tutor prying into his personal life anymore. It was frustrating that it had to be said out loud, but he wasn’t going to let them keep asking.



    



    "Well, when my mom asks, your brother should have something to say. Tell her I seem to have my head on straight now. It looks like I’ve made up my mind to be number one this time."



    



    "Really? You’ve really made up your mind? Good for you. I would’ve known what to do if you had ended up in the 10th or 20th rank, but every time, it’s just one or two questions that hold you back. I even wondered, 'Is he purposely avoiding first place?' Is he messing with me?"



    



    Seon-woo laughed out loud at Kim Ji-seung's words and leaned back in his chair. This was probably the first time he’d heard Kim Ji-seung say something like this. It must have been frustrating for him when Seon-woo was missing problems he already knew how to solve, and he had probably been at a loss about what more he could do.



    



    "Messing with you, but it’s not aimed at you, though."



    



    "What? Then who are you trying to mess with by avoiding first place like this?"



    



    “It's okay. Oh, and if you want to tell the lawyers about it, you can. They probably already know, so it won’t matter. But if you want to make it more interesting, just tell them what I mentioned earlier. Say that I really seem to have made up my mind this time. They’ll probably be excited.”



    



    Seeing Kim Ji-seung look at him as if he was tired of it, Seon-woo smiled softly and flipped through the study materials full of good questions. The thought of his parents possibly expecting something made him laugh genuinely, feeling it was so absurd.



    



    ***



    



    The tutoring session ended a little after seven. Seon-woo followed the tutor down the stairs, offering a polite ‘be careful’ and smiling as the tutor walked out.



    



    As soon as the door closed, Seon-woo pulled out his phone and called Yeongwon, sitting on the armrest of the living room couch. It didn’t take long for Yeongwon’s calm and pleasant voice to fill his ear.



    



    -Hey, Seon-woo. Did the tutoring finish?



    



    “Yeah, just finished. What about you? Do you still have a lot left to do today?”



    



    -Hmm… not really. I think I’ll be done in about... thirty minutes.



    



    Seon-woo quickly checked the time. He could wait a bit longer at home, and then head over by eight. It would be tough on his own, but he couldn’t interrupt Yeongwon’s study time.



    



    “Then I’ll come by by eight.”



    



    -Okay, I’ll hurry.



    



    “Take your time. I’ll wait, so don’t rush.”



    



    -I don’t like waiting alone… I’ll focus and finish quickly, and then I’ll call you. When I call, come out. Don’t wait outside. Got it?



    



    “Got it. See you later.”



    



    Listening to Yeongwon’s sweet voice until the end, Seon-woo hung up the phone and went back upstairs. He briefly checked himself in the mirror and touched his hair, but time felt like it was dragging on. Every time he looked at the clock, it felt like only a minute had passed. Unable to stand it any longer, Seon-woo grabbed his wallet, phone, and a file from the desk, then went back downstairs and left the house.



    



    Wanting to spend a little more time, he went down the alley and got into a taxi. As familiar sights passed by quickly, the closer he got to Yeongwon, the warmer his heart became, filled with a pleasant excitement.



    



    He got out near the entrance to the villa and, thinking about whether he should go inside, turned around and sat on a broken wall under a streetlamp instead. If he went inside, he would want to stay, and if he entered, Yeongwon wouldn’t be able to focus. He knew he could see Yeongwon in about fifteen minutes, so he didn’t want to disrupt his concentration.



    



    It was hard to follow Yeongwon’s request to stay at home and wait. Being this close made him feel at ease. He wanted to open his arms and ask Yeongwon to hug him right now. He needed to be held close, to feel all of Yeongwon’s warmth.



    



    Since they had spent the day at home yesterday, Seon-woo thought it would be nice to go for a short walk today. There was a large park near the apartment complex, and with the weather being so good, a drink while walking in the park seemed like a perfect idea. There were late-blooming cherry blossoms, and the cool air would make just being outside refreshing.



    



    I wonder if he’s eaten yet. Seon-woo thought about Yeongwon, who always enjoyed delicious food. He remembered how happy Yeongwon looked, even when eating something as small as a jelly, and a smile crept onto Seon-woo’s face.



    



    "Hello?"



    



    -Seon-woo, it's Yeongwon.



    



    "Yeah, Yeongwon. Are you done?"



    



    -Yeah, I’m done. Where are you? You’re outside again, aren’t you?



    



    "Sorry. I couldn’t wait at home. I’m outside, under that streetlamp near the villa. Wanna come out? The weather’s nice. Let’s go for a walk."



    



    -I’ll be right there. Wait for me, Seon-woo.



    



    Now, he just had to wait for Yeongwon to come out, but those few minutes felt like an eternity. Seon-woo reached out as Yeongwon appeared from the alley. Yeongwon ran into his arms, and Seon-woo pulled him close.



    



    "Ah..."



    



    Seon-woo stood Yeongwon between his legs, gently pulling him in and burying his face in Yeongwon’s chest.



    



    "I missed you."



    



    "...Me too."



    



    "When did you start missing me?"



    



    As Seon-woo lifted his head, their eyes met. Under the streetlight, Yeongwon’s face was adorably flushed.



    



    "...Since you left..."



    



    "Me too."



    



    As Seon-woo leaned in closer, Yeongwon kissed him lightly on the lips. The soft, sweet sensation lingered for a moment, making Seon-woo smile.



    



    "Oh, I have something for you."



    



    "What is it?"



    



    "This."



    



    Yeongwon, looking a little confused, took the file Seon-woo handed him and looked at the many worksheets inside, his face showing surprise.



    



    "What’s all this? Language, math, even English."



    



    "The tutor I’m getting lessons from picked out the questions. They’re for midterm and mock exam prep. They should be good. He has a great sense for this stuff. He’s smart."



    



    "...Why are you giving this to me? You should do it yourself."



    



    "I’ve already looked through it. I don’t really need it. So, it’s for you. I hope it helps."



    



    The questions in the file were more than just helpful; they were exactly what Yeongwon needed. It wasn’t easy to gather such well-targeted problems, and the more he looked at them, the more impressed he became.



    



    "Of course, this will help... Is it really okay for me to take it?"



    



    "Of course."



    



    "Thank you. This is amazing... If I were to gather all the questions like this, I’d need at least twenty textbooks."



    



    Seon-woo, smiling as he watched Yeongwon, gently tapped the file and tilted his head.



    



    "Is that all you're going to look at? Aren't you going to look at me?"



    



    "Ah... sorry."



    



    Yeongwon closed the file and held it close, meeting Seon-woo's gaze. He liked that Seon-woo always thought of him, whether it was with the phone or the study materials. He felt a mix of guilt and gratitude, but ultimately, all he could feel was how much he liked Seon-woo.



    



    "I'll leave this at home. I can't afford to lose it."



    



    "Let's go together."



    



    Yeongwon nodded and took Seon-woo's hand. It felt nice to walk hand-in-hand in a place where there were no people around at night. The sensation of their fingers tightly entwined, as if never to be let go, made Yeongwon smile repeatedly. It was a Sunday night, and he wished it wouldn't end.



    



    ***



    



    Before lunchtime ended, Seon-woo headed to the faculty room with his homeroom teacher, whom he had met in the hallway. Yeongwon, watching Seon-woo, who was always busy with people looking for him, walked into the classroom and sat down. As he took out the study materials Seon-woo had given him to solve, he noticed Jo Yu-min, who was sitting in front of him, subtly turning her body as if trying to avoid his gaze. Kim Seo-jun followed suit, turning away as well.



    



    "Class rep, are you still mad at me?"



    



    "...No. I said it was fine after you apologized. It's okay."



    



    "Then why don't you say anything? Did Seon-woo tell you not to talk to me?"



    



    "No, Seon-woo didn’t say that."



    



    Jo Yu-min, clearly displeased by Seon-woo’s closeness with Yeongwon, didn't hide her frustrated expression as she checked both the front and back doors, ensuring Seon-woo wasn’t around, before turning her attention back to Yeongwon.



    



    "I saw you getting really close to Seon-woo. Did you really catch him by the leash like the others say?"



    



    "...There’s no leash involved. We just sat together and got to know each other."



    



    "So, how did you get close? Seon-woo doesn’t just get friendly by sitting next to anyone, you know?"



    



    Yeongwon frowned at the crude language, not wanting to hear any more gossip about Seon-woo when he wasn’t around.



    



    "Oh, come on, class rep. How naive can you be? You really need to get away from him. Oh, where’s Seon-woo going to college?"



    



    "...I don’t know. He hasn’t mentioned it."



    



    They had talked about their futures before, but Yeongwon didn’t feel the need to share that with Jo Yu-min. He decided to avoid the topic, carefully folding the study materials and putting them back in the file.



    



    "He’s probably going to Korea University unless he’s going abroad, right? It’s really unfair, isn’t it? Some people have everything, looks, physical features, and parents who are everything. And then, on top of that, they’re smart?"



    



    "......."



    



    "I mean, I’m stuck, but you? You’d have to work your ass off just to get into Korea University, while Seon-woo will probably just breeze through it with his rich parents whispering in his ear."



    



    Yeongwon knew the world wasn’t fair. There were times in the past when he felt so frustrated by it that he almost cried, but nowadays, he tried not to think about it too much. He knew that focusing on those thoughts would only eat away at his self-esteem and gradually consume everything about him.



    



    The ugly thoughts, the inferiority complex, just exposed the worst parts of him and left him feeling powerless. Yeongwon hated that feeling of powerlessness. His body felt numb, his mind blank. If his mind was empty, it should have felt light, but his heart felt heavier than ever, and he couldn’t do anything. Breathing itself felt like a struggle. There had been moments when he felt like he didn’t have the energy to breathe, moments when he just wanted to die.



    



    "Seon-woo also works hard at studying. He doesn’t skip self-study."



    



    "It only looks like that on the outside. If he didn’t, it’d be obvious. I hope something blows up with him, honestly. Seon-woo and his college admissions scandal."



    



    
      Although Seon-woo had been careless in his words, Yeongwon hadn’t thought of him as a bad person. But now, he realized he was wrong. He looked at Jo Yu-min with a clear expression of discomfort. Kim Seo-jun, noticing the situation, slapped Jo Yu-min’s thigh hard, but Jo Yu-min didn’t care and continued speaking.
    

  
    "You're applying to Korea University too, right?"



    



    "...Yeah. I’m thinking of applying."



    



    "You’ll definitely get in if you don’t complain about the school. You’ve been number one in the entire school for three years, so the principal will definitely support you."



    



    There were sharp edges in the words, and Yeongwon tried his best to ignore them. He didn’t want to talk to Jo Yu-min any longer. The conversation felt too violent, and his head was starting to ache.



    



    "What if you end up going to the same university as Seon-woo? At least you’d be in different departments, right? Once you graduate, just cut ties with him. It might be hard to do that now while you’re still together, but you’ll feel awkward eventually."



    



    "Why? Seon-woo is nice. He’s a good person."



    



    Jo Yu-min clicked her tongue in disdain and sighed before adjusting her posture, leaning in closer.



    



    "He’s only nice to you because he’s pretending. I told you before, Seon-woo just acts like he’s nice. You guys are the only ones who think that. When I was in second year, I saw him smoking. It wasn’t just me; the chairman and the principal saw him too, and they just let it slide. Lucky that he didn’t set the place on fire."



    



    The mention of cigarettes made Yeongwon uneasy, but he didn’t let it show. Instead of worrying about the fact that someone knew Seon-woo smoked, he felt disturbed that it was Jo Yu-min, not him, who knew. The image of Seon-woo smoking, something he’d done so elegantly, flashed before his eyes, stirring his emotions. It was strange to be focused on such an insignificant detail and feel jealous, but he couldn’t help it.



    



    "If Seon-woo smokes during class, the teachers probably won’t care. Damn, this world is messed up."



    



    "……"



    



    "And be careful, class rep. Don’t go with Seon-woo to the rooftop or by the window."



    



    "Why?"



    



    "He might push you off. He might think, 'If you're gone, I’ll be number one.'"



    



    Watching Jo Yu-min laugh alone, Yeongwon couldn’t hide his disgusted expression.



    



    "Honestly, it’s a miracle you’re still here, Yeongwon."



    



    "What do you mean by that?"



    



    "You don’t know, do you? Seon-woo’s mom, when he was in first year... when was it? After the final exams of the first semester? The day after the report cards came out? She came to school and caused a huge scene. She asked if there was something wrong with the grading system. How could Seon-woo be second? Who was first? She said the school was giving him special treatment."



    



    This was the first time Yeongwon had heard such a story. It made sense, though. He wasn’t close with Seon-woo, and apart from studying, he didn’t pay attention to any of the rumors that everyone else seemed to know.



    



    “I feel bad saying this to you, class rep, but I actually bet with some of the others. I bet on when Yeongwon would transfer. I bet he wouldn’t come back after the break, and guess what? It turned out true. I even went to your class to see if you showed up.”



    



    Hearing that they had bet on something like this, Yeongwon couldn’t help but feel bad. The thought that everyone had been waiting to see when he would be 'disposed of' from school was absurd, and it left him speechless.



    



    "Hey, watch what you’re saying. Even after being told off, you’re still going to talk like that? Is that something you say to the class rep?"



    



    "Oh, it’s in the past, so whatever. It’s none of your business, so why are you freaking out? You really have some nerve."



    



    Jo Yu-min, who had been bickering with Kim Seo-jun, now lightly tapped Yeongwon’s desk. Trying not to escalate things, Yeongwon held back his emotions and looked up to meet Jo Yu-min’s eyes.



    



    "I’ll congratulate you on still being here, but be careful. You never know when Seon-woo might just push you out of the way. I’m telling you this because I know. Don’t cry later and thank me."



    



    "Hey, are you done yet?"



    



    "Alright, alright. I’ll stop and get out of here."



    



    Jo Yu-min, who had been mocking Kim Seo-jun, called out a friend’s name in the hallway and left the classroom. The sudden wave of stress filled Yeongwon’s mind, and he pressed his temple before releasing it. Kim Seo-jun, noticing his reaction, completely turned his body toward Yeongwon.



    



    "Don’t mind him. That guy never knows when to stop talking. Just ignore him. He’s been trying to get close to Seon-woo for a while, but Seon-woo brushed him off last year."



    



    "What do you mean, 'brushed him off'?"



    



    "Well, everyone was trying to get in Seon-woo’s good graces, talking to him, trying to sit with him during meals, and all that drama. Jo Yu-min was the same, he’d even take the spot next to Seon-woo in the self-study room and overreact to anything Seon-woo said. But Seon-woo flat-out rejected him. He told him straight up that no matter what he did, they’d never get closer and that there was no point in trying. You know that smile Seon-woo gives, right? It was exactly that one."



    



    Yeongwon couldn’t help but picture Seon-woo smiling while saying those hurtful words. It wasn’t happening now, but because Yeongwon had heard similar words from Seon-woo in the past, he could understand a little of the embarrassment and discomfort that Jo Yu-min might have felt at the time.



    



    "That's why he's like that. Too scared to openly insult anyone, so he just bitches behind their backs. He’s jealous of the class rep, so just ignore him like you didn’t hear it."



    



    "...Okay. Thanks."



    



    "But I do find it a little strange."



    



    "What's that?"



    



    "Everyone tried to get in Seon-woo’s good graces, but he never initiated talking to anyone. But with you, he’s always the one starting the conversation."



    



    The emotions that had been simmering suddenly surged uncontrollably. It felt like a whirlwind rising and then shaking in unpredictable ways. It was as if Yeongwon had been confirmed as having a different relationship with Seon-woo than with the others, and his heart fluttered. He wanted to ask Kim Seo-jun more about it.



    



    Did it really look like that? That Seon-woo liked him a lot, and that Yeongwon liked Seon-woo a lot too? Did Kim Seo-jun see that too? The impulse to ask was strong, but Yeongwon held back. He wasn’t foolish enough to act on it.



    



    "Jo Yu-min’s not entirely lying, though. I saw Seon-woo’s mom making a scene too. And after that, people were saying in our class that you were the next one to transfer."



    



    "...I didn’t know that."



    



    It was the first time Yeongwon had heard this. It was a little scary to know that such rumors had been floating around, not just exaggerations by Jo Yu-min. He had just been going to school and studying, so why did he have to become the subject of bets like this? He would have preferred to remain unaware. But now, with the thought of Seon-woo’s name making his emotions flood and his body feel warm, he regretted learning about it at this moment.



    



    "Really? First time hearing that? Everyone was talking about it. Anyway, after the break, you kept coming to school and still got first place in the second semester, so everyone thought it was pretty amazing."



    



    "...I see."



    



    "So when you were sick last time, people even said this: 'Did Yeongwon switch tactics to get closer and steal first place?' It was a joke, but when you got sick and missed class, they started saying it was part of the plan. There's that saying, right? Keep your enemies close. But it was just a joke."



    



    "......"



    



    "Anyway, what I’m saying is, Seon-woo acting like this is unusual. Just ignore Jo Yu-min’s words. I’ll make sure it doesn’t happen again."



    



    Yeongwon nodded, looking at Kim Seo-jun’s back as he turned to face the front again. He then lowered his head toward the study materials. If this had happened a little while ago, he would have seriously considered the idea that Seon-woo was pretending to be friendly just to take his first-place spot. But now, he wasn’t thinking about that at all. After all, Seon-woo wouldn’t give him study materials like this if that were the case.



    



    Even without that, there was no way Seon-woo would do something like that. Yeongwon still vividly remembered the warmth of their conversation and the feeling of their eyes meeting on that Saturday night. Every time he felt tired while studying, he’d close his eyes for a moment and think of Seon-woo’s voice, and everything would feel okay again, clear and full of happy memories.



    



    ‘Are you tired?’



    



    ‘Mm... a little. Not too tired, but my eyes keep closing.’



    



    ‘You can’t sleep yet.’



    



    ‘Why?’



    



    ‘We should kiss and sleep. If we’re sleeping together, we can’t skip that.’



    



    The warm, playful voice that had kissed his lips and the moment when their breaths tangled together lingered in Yeongwon’s mind. He couldn’t forget it; the warmth was something that couldn’t be mimicked.



    



    "……."



    



    It would have been better if he hadn’t known. But he had just happened to find out. And knowing it wouldn’t change anything. What bothered him more was that Kim Seo-jun and the others might see him as just a target of Seon-woo’s unusual behavior. He knew it shouldn’t be so obvious, but honestly, he liked it. He liked the feeling that he had become Seon-woo’s one and only in some way.



    



    He turned his head at the sound of laughter from the hallway, and through the window, he saw Seon-woo standing there. Several girls, shorter than Seon-woo, were talking to him, laughing. What could they be talking about? Seon-woo briefly replied to them and then walked past, entering the classroom. Their eyes met immediately, and Yeongwon smiled.



    



    “What’s going on? Did someone come to see you?”



    



    “Oh, they said they made something for me, but I refused.”



    



    “Ah...”



    



    “I don’t usually accept things, and I definitely shouldn’t now.”



    



    Yeongwon felt Seon-woo’s fingertips lightly brushing under the desk. Watching Seon-woo playfully dig into his fingers, Yeongwon suddenly felt awkward, pulling his hand back, and looked up again to meet Seon-woo’s eyes.



    



    ‘Did you change your tactics to get closer and steal first place?’



    



    The more he thought about it, the more absurd it seemed. It was just a passing comment, and there was no need to shout at Seon-woo over something like that. He decided to forget it completely. He’d already heard it, so it wouldn’t disappear immediately, but if he didn’t dwell on it, it would eventually just pass like an empty remark.



    



    “Ah, have I solved the problems?”



    



    “Yeah. They’re really the core ones, so it’s perfect. It might sound strange, but I’m saving them to solve later. Thanks.”



    



    “Ah, the tutor I’m working with is sending me some additional problems. Want to study at my house tonight? I’ll get them by email and send them to you.”



    



    Honestly, for someone like Yeongwon, who couldn’t afford any private tutoring, it was a tempting offer. But at the same time, he felt like he shouldn’t keep accepting things like this. After hearing that Seon-woo was second in the class and that his mother had come to the school, it made him feel even more conflicted. The lessons had to be expensive, and it didn’t feel right to just take something that wasn’t his to keep.



    



    “No, it’s fine. The things you gave me before are enough... Actually, I shouldn’t even have accepted those…”



    



    “Why are you saying that? You’re making me sad.”



    



    Seeing the look of disappointment on Seon-woo’s face, Yeongwon quickly shook his head, saying it wasn’t that. He was always so vulnerable to Seon-woo’s expressions. Who wouldn’t be? When someone that handsome looks upset, Yeongwon would have given anything to make that look disappear.



    



    “I’m giving it because I can. Because I want to. So, Yeongwon, it’s okay to accept it. Whatever it is.”



    



    “......”



    



    “You’ll come to my house, right? If it makes you uncomfortable, you don’t have to take it, but let’s study at my place today. My parents are away on a trip.”



    



    Honestly, Yeongwon was curious about Seon-woo’s house. He definitely wanted to see what kind of house and room Seon-woo lived in. Because he liked him, he wanted to know more about him.



    



    “…Okay. I’ll come over to your place.”



    



    
      At Yeongwon’s agreement, Seon-woo smiled. Yeongwon’s hand, which had been hiding from the tickling, was now gently placed back into Seon-woo’s hand.
    

  
    As soon as Yeongwon got into the taxi and entered the clean and wide alley, he stared out the window with a curious look. The atmosphere was completely different from where he lived.



    



    Was it because this was his first time in such a clean, nice area? When he got out of the taxi and stood in front of a large gate between high walls, he felt inexplicably nervous. Yeongwon cautiously stood next to Seon-woo as they approached the gate.



    



    “This is it.”



    



    Seon-woo, with familiarity, entered the password, and the heavy gate opened. It was Yeongwon's first time visiting a detached house like this, so he carefully followed Seon-woo inside. It felt like a house belonging to the rich, something out of a TV show.



    



    "Wow..."



    



    A gasp of wonder and awe escaped Yeongwon's lips. There was a path through a well-maintained, lush garden. As he walked along the path, Yeongwon admired the vibrant garden. It felt surreal to actually see a house like this for the first time, even though he was looking at it with his own eyes.



    



    He thought that just sitting at the table in the garden, looking at the sky or the plants, would make him really happy. It was so different from the cramped, walled-in house he was used to, and he liked that it wasn’t suffocating.



    



    "Let’s go inside."



    



    "Ah... okay."



    



    As they entered the front door, the sound of footsteps approaching was heard. Yeongwon tensed, wondering if Seon-woo's parents had returned from their trip. Seon-woo, noticing the nervousness on Yeongwon’s face, smiled and placed slippers in front of him. When Yeongwon put them on and looked up, a kind-looking lady approached him.



    



    "Seon-woo, you’re early today. Did you come with a friend? It’s the first time I’ve seen you come with someone. Welcome."



    



    "We’re going to study together today."



    



    "You’re having dinner here, right? It’s the day I cook, and I made a lot of good food."



    



    "Yes. Thank you."



    



    "I’ll call you when everything is ready. You two can go upstairs and wait."



    



    "Thank you."



    



    Following Seon-woo, Yeongwon bowed respectfully before passing the lady and stepping into the house.



    



    "...Wow."



    



    Yeongwon couldn’t help but be amazed by the spacious living room, which was just as wide as the garden he had seen earlier. He hadn’t meant to let out a sound of admiration, but the perfectly arranged furniture in the living room, without a single thing out of place, made it clear what kind of home this was.



    



    "My room is upstairs."



    



    "Ah..."



    



    Seon-woo, already a few steps ahead, was higher up than Yeongwon, as usual. But today, it felt a bit strange. Standing higher than him, Seon-woo’s gaze seemed to make Yeongwon hesitate to climb the stairs. Honestly, it felt somewhat awkward, like this space wasn’t meant for him. Feeling a bit self-conscious, he hesitated, unsure of how to act.



    



    "Yeongwon."



    



    "Uh? Ah..."



    



    Yeongwon’s mind wandered for a moment before Seon-woo’s voice cut through. Standing above him, Seon-woo reached out his hand. Yeongwon quietly took his hand and followed him up the stairs.



    



    "This is my room."



    



    Seon-woo's room was incredibly spacious and comfortable. It was even larger than the single room Yeongwon lived in. There was not a single thing out of place, and the room smelled nice. Above all, it was quiet, and that was something Yeongwon really appreciated.



    



    "Your room is really nice. It’s so quiet here, I think I could concentrate really well when studying."



    



    "It is quiet. You can't even hear the sounds from the first floor. Well, my parents are hardly ever home, so there’s no noise from them either."



    



    "Your room is just like you. No mess at all."



    



    "Make yourself at home. We're going to study after dinner, right?"



    



    "...Yeah. Can I look around your room? I’ll just look with my eyes."



    



    "Feel free to look around. You can touch everything, open things up, anything."



    



    Seon-woo smiled gently as he watched Yeongwon carefully explore the room. It was strange, seeing Yeongwon move around in his room. It was the first time warmth had settled into a room that always felt quiet and cold.



    



    "Is this a picture of you when you were little?"



    



    On the shelf, there was a frame with a picture of Seon-woo in a wrinkled kindergarten uniform, standing at attention.



    



    "Yeah. It was when I was in kindergarten. My mom likes to keep pictures around the house."



    



    "You're so cute... You look exactly the same, just grown taller."



    



    "Really? I don't really see it."



    



    "Look at your expression. You must not have liked it."



    



    Yeongwon chuckled softly as he looked at little Seon-woo, standing with a slightly pouty face, looking ahead. He almost wanted to sit him down and ask what was wrong, comforting him. It was just too cute.



    



    "They probably told you to take the picture, but you didn’t want to, huh?"



    



    "You can see it in my expression."



    



    After looking at the picture for a while, Yeongwon turned his head to look at the face of the present Seon-woo in front of him. It really did seem like Seon-woo had just grown taller; his face hadn’t changed much from when he was little. Yeongwon smiled as he gently cupped Seon-woo’s face with both hands, brushing his thumb across his cheeks.



    



    "You’re so cute."



    



    Seon-woo, caught off guard by Yeongwon's sudden touch and the compliment, seemed flustered, unsure of what to do, and leaned slightly forward. Yeongwon loved how Seon-woo had leaned toward him so he could touch him easily. Every time his fingers brushed Seon-woo’s cheek, his heart and stomach fluttered with warmth.



    



    "......"



    



    "......"



    



    In the moment their gazes locked, the atmosphere quickly became charged. Yeongwon couldn’t even remember how to breathe, unsure of what to say next. Still holding Seon-woo’s face with both hands, Yeongwon leaned closer and closed his eyes. Before they could even come close enough, Seon-woo, moving suddenly, closed the gap, and their lips met urgently.



    



    "Mm..."



    



    Overcome by the closeness, Yeongwon’s steps were involuntarily pushed backward. Seon-woo, holding Yeongwon tightly around the waist, lifted him up and gently placed him on the desk. Surprised that his feet were off the ground, Yeongwon quickly grabbed onto Seon-woo.



    



    "......"



    



    "......"



    



    Their eyes met again, and Seon-woo hurriedly tilted his head and leaned in. Yeongwon, feeling too good to stop, embraced Seon-woo's neck again. It felt so wonderful that he thought he could go even further.



    



    They continued kissing for a while until a voice from downstairs interrupted them, saying dinner was ready. Only then did their bodies part. With his face flushed bright red, Yeongwon quickly lowered his head, breathing heavily. Between his breaths, the sound of Seon-woo’s ragged breathing mixed with his.



    



    Yeongwon always felt strange when he heard Seon-woo’s breath like that. Seon-woo, who was usually so neat and composed, now exhaled messily, and somehow that felt strangely enticing.



    



    "......"



    



    What am I even thinking? Shaking his head, Yeongwon got off the desk and embraced Seon-woo’s back. He felt completely filled with Seon-woo, to the point that he didn’t even feel the need for dinner.



    



    "Let’s go downstairs."



    



    "Mm…."



    



    Seon-woo kissed Yeongwon’s cheeks in several places and smiled as he took his hand, leading him out of the room. The little Seon-woo in the picture frame must have looked just as beautiful when he smiled. What did Seon-woo think about every day when he was little? As Yeongwon’s feelings for him grew, his curiosity also deepened, and he wanted to know more.



    



    “Have you ever brought a friend home?”



    



    “No. I didn’t have any friends I’d bring home. Plus, my friends were ones my parents didn’t like. I used to deliberately hang out with kids they didn’t approve of.”



    



    Yeongwon thought of the delinquent-looking kids he’d seen behind the school and in the alleys. If he were Seon-woo’s parent, he honestly wouldn’t want his son hanging out with kids like that either. Of course, appearances aren’t everything, but still...



    



    “Seon-woo, come quickly. And bring your friend in too.”



    



    “Please, speak casually.”



    



    Yeongwon, feeling awkward because the lady used formal language only with him, hesitantly glanced at her. The lady, who had placed the clear soup and rice in front of them, smiled as she met his eyes.



    



    “Seon-woo, your friend is so pretty. You have such fair skin, you still look like a little kid.”



    



    “Ah… thank you for saying that.”



    



    “Eat up. I’ve cut up some fruit too, so you can eat while you study.”



    



    Feeling flustered by the compliment and unable to sit still, Yeongwon fidgeted, making the lady laugh and shift her gaze to Seon-woo.



    



    “I’ll do the dishes, so you two can eat. Don’t worry about it.”



    



    “No, I’ll do it. You can go ahead.”



    



    “You need to study with your friend. Don’t worry about the dishes. It’s my job to do them. Mr. Lawyer won’t like it.”



    



    “There’s a dishwasher, don’t worry about it. I won’t tell my mom.”



    



    Fortunately, the lady wasn’t oblivious. She understood the meaning behind Yeongwon’s words that he was more comfortable being alone with Seon-woo and nodded, heading off to the dining room.



    



    After bowing to the lady, Yeongwon finally sat down comfortably and looked at the table. There were at least ten different side dishes, and he was distracted by all the choices.



    



    “Eat a lot. The lady’s cooking is good, but I don’t know if it’ll suit your taste.”



    



    “Everything looks delicious. I’ll eat well.”



    



    Yeongwon tasted the clear soup, savoring it, and then looked at Seonwoo. His reaction wasn’t just out of courtesy, it was genuinely delicious. The soup was refreshingly light and cool. Yeongwon took another spoonful and then picked up his chopsticks, letting his eyes wander over the variety of side dishes on the table.



    



    There were three different kinds of seasoned vegetables, a stir-fry with mushrooms, vegetables, and shrimp. Next to it, there was braised beef, braised abalone, and grilled ribs in the center. There was also a dish of fish with the bones removed, and a fruit salad that looked delicious. With so many choices, it was hard to decide where to start. Yeongwon picked up a shrimp from the stir-fry and placed it in his mouth.



    



    “It’s really delicious.”



    



    “I’m glad. Take your time eating.”



    



    “Yeah, you eat too. Don’t just watch me eat.”



    



    “I’m worried. Even if she’s a good cook, not everything suits everyone’s taste.”



    



    “I’m telling you, it’s not just a polite response, it’s really good. So don’t worry anymore.”



    



    Seonwoo nodded and took a bite of his food. Yeongwon sighed in relief and continued to try everything on the table. Everything tasted so good, and he slowly finished his portion.



    



    It was the same feeling he had when he shared meals with his family at Hyunjin’s house, sitting at the table, talking, and sharing time together was so enjoyable. Maybe because it was something he no longer experienced at home, eating together and laughing like this made him feel so full inside.



    



    “I ate so well. I’ll help with the cleaning.”



    



    “No, you stay in the living room. There’s nothing to look at, but if you want to, feel free.”



    



    Though he wanted to help, Yeongwon couldn’t just start cleaning without Seonwoo’s permission. Seonwoo noticed his hesitation and smiled as he gently pushed Yeongwon towards the living room while guiding him by the shoulder.



    



    “I’ll clean up quickly.”



    



    “Mm-hmm.”



    



    Nodding, Yeongwon looked around the spacious living room, which seemed at least five times the size of his own home. The TV mounted on the wall was so large it looked like something out of a movie theater. The sofa in the middle of the room looked firm, as if one had to sit up straight. Yeongwon’s eyes roamed over a stack of ten different newspapers arranged neatly on the table both local and foreign papers.



    



    “……”



    



    The atmosphere in the living room reminded him of the neatly arranged newspapers, there was no disorder, just like Seonwoo’s room. The solid, orderly ambiance of the room matched the calming scent of wood. Yeongwon sat at the edge of the sofa, waiting for Seonwoo, feeling out of place in the perfectly organized home, unable to sit comfortably.



    



    “Were you bored by yourself? Let’s go upstairs.”



    



    Seonwoo’s voice, suddenly interrupting the stillness, was a welcome sound. Yeongwon, who had been tense like the furniture in the living room, quickly stood up and moved toward Seonwoo. As the familiar presence of Seonwoo surrounded him, the tension in his shoulders melted away.



    



    On the wooden tray Seonwoo was holding, there were fruits, cookies, and drinks, the same items the lady had mentioned earlier. Yeongwon followed Seonwoo, who was climbing the stairs ahead of him, up toward the higher floor.



    



    Compared to the living room, Seonwoo’s room had a much softer atmosphere. Seonwoo placed the tray on a long desk that almost covered an entire wall, then pulled out a chair for Yeongwon to sit on. Yeongwon sat down, while Seonwoo brought over another chair and sat beside him.



    



    “Have some fruit and try these too. The cookies are something my mom makes sometimes. She likes them. Oh, and drink this apple juice too.”



    



    “Ah... thanks, I’ll eat.”



    



    Yeongwon took a sip of the juice in front of him, savoring the fragrant apple flavor spreading in his mouth, and quickly took another gulp. It was clear that being an expensive apple juice, the taste was rich, and the aroma was absolutely delightful.



    



    “Oh, right. Hold on a sec.”



    



    Yoo Seon-woo pushed his chair slightly to the side, turned on his laptop, and clicked the mouse a few times, triggering the sound of the printer starting up. Yeongwon watched as Yoo Seon-woo brought over a stack of about twenty pages freshly printed from the printer at the far end of the desk.



    



    “This is something the teacher sent additionally.”



    



    “…I really appreciate it, but…”



    



    Wouldn’t your parents dislike it if they found out? The question reached the edge of his lips but stayed unspoken. He didn’t want to bring up their parents and ruin the mood.



    



    “It’s good if it helps anyone, isn’t it? It’s not like I’m not going to look at it myself, and we’re studying together, so what’s the problem? If I were hiding something for myself that you ended up seeing, that’d be an issue. But this is something I want to look at with you. Just think of it as us studying together with this, Yeongwon. Okay?”



    



    “…Alright. Thanks.”



    



    With a soft smile, Yoo Seon-woo gently rubbed Yeongwon’s cheek as if in praise, then stabbed a strawberry with a fork and brought it up to his lips, as though feeding him. When Yeongwon let out a soft "Ah" and opened his mouth slightly, mimicking him, Yoo Seon-woo found it adorable. Laughing cheerfully, he placed the strawberry into Yeongwon’s open mouth and gave a brief kiss on Yeongwon’s puffed cheek.



    



    “Let’s get to studying now. I won’t distract you.”



    



    “…We can take breaks every hour,” Yeongwon said cautiously.



    



    Checking the time, Yoo Seon-woo rested his chin in his hand and took a sip of coffee.



    



    “Then I’ll talk to you at 8:30.”



    



    “…Okay.”



    



    “And we’ll kiss too.”



    



    “…Okay.”



    



    “How about a real kiss?”



    



    
      Yeongwon only nodded in response to the last question, and Yoo Seon-woo burst into laughter. The sound of his laughter filled the room, an unfamiliar sound in a space where it hadn’t resonated for a long time. It was a warm sound, one that could only exist because of Yeongwon.
    

  
    Worries about whether he could focus and study at someone else’s house turned out to be completely unfounded. Yoo Seon-woo’s home had all the optimal conditions for studying.



    



    The desk and chair were at the perfect height, so even after sitting for long periods, his back didn’t ache. It was quiet, making it easy to concentrate, and the temperature was neither too hot nor too cold just right. On top of that, there was always a pleasant scent lingering in the air. Everything about it was flawless.



    



    Delicious juice, cookies, and wonderfully sweet fruit. And, of course, the fact that Yoo Seon-woo was someone he could freely talk to every hour and do things even more intimate without worrying about being judged made it even better. Yoo Seon-woo’s house, especially the room filled with his scent, was etched vividly in Yeongwon’s mind, keeping him awake at night.



    



    He appreciated how Yoo Seon-woo made the tightly packed schedule for preparing for midterms feel so warm and gentle. Even while focusing on his studies, during short breaks holding hands with Yoo Seon-woo or sharing a kiss made reality blur, leaving him surrounded only by soft, tender feelings. That’s why Yeongwon grew fond of going to Yoo Seon-woo’s house. The rigid and unfamiliar atmosphere of the house, which had initially felt daunting, gradually became more comfortable after a few visits.



    



    “Are you going to Seon-woo’s house to study again today?”



    



    “Yeah, probably.”



    



    “Lucky you. If I didn’t have tutoring, I’d be there too. His house must be amazing. I didn’t get to ask last time because Seon-woo was there, but it’s awesome, right?”



    



    “Yeah, it’s really great. It’s spacious, clean, has a garden, and even stairs.”



    



    “Damn, I’m so jealous.”



    



    Hyunjin, guzzling down a coconut drink, kept repeating how envious he was. Yeongwon quietly mulled over the word jealous. What about me? Was I jealous?



    



    Saying he wasn’t jealous at all would be a lie, but it wasn’t the kind of envy that led to jealousy or made Seon-woo seem out of reach. It was more of a simple, primal envy of being able to study in such a comfortable space. Even back when things were better, he’d never lived in a house like that.



    



    “Come to my place after the exams. Mom, Dad, and my brothers told me to bring you over. They said you haven’t been around in ages.”



    



    “Alright. I like going to your house too. It’s comfortable. Your parents are kind, and… your brothers are nice too.”



    



    “What about me?”



    



    “Do you want to hear it? You won’t regret it?”



    



    “No, ugh! Just thinking about it gives me chills.”



    



    Without a word, Hyunjin began rubbing both arms, prompting a laugh from Yeongwon, who sipped from his juice box. The taste brought to mind the richer, more fragrant apple juice he’d had recently. He hadn’t drunk it for days, yet he’d already grown accustomed to that expensive juice. Yeongwon shook his head. Growing fond of things beyond his means and getting used to them wasn’t a good habit.



    



    “Next time, ask Yoo Seon-woo to let me visit his house too. He listens to you, doesn’t he? It’s not like I’ll ever get to see a house like that otherwise. Honestly, it’s kind of weird that we hang out with him in the first place.”



    



    “Weird, huh? To that extent?”



    



    “Honestly, yeah. He’s on a whole different level from us. Some of our classmates saw me having lunch with him and asked why Yoo Seon-woo would hang out with someone like me. I wanted to argue back so bad, but I couldn’t think of anything to say.”



    



    “…….”



    



    “Right? Why does Yoo Seon-woo hang out with me? Even I don’t know. Maybe because he’s friends with you? But then, why is he friends with you, Yeongwon?”



    



    Hyunjin’s blunt words left Yeongwon’s mind equally tangled. It was a straightforward question, but not an unreasonable one. Like Hyunjin, Yeongwon began to question himself.



    



    Why does Yoo Seon-woo like me?



    



    It wasn’t a negative question. It was pure curiosity that surfaced every so often, especially before Yeongwon understood the moment when Seon-woo first noticed him. Why didn’t he want to talk about it? Though he couldn’t pinpoint any answers, he felt sure it wasn’t an ordinary beginning. If it were something simple or insignificant, there’d be no reason to keep it secret.



    



    ‘Yeongwon, you’re my first misfortune, my first rebellion, and… also… this might make you uncomfortable, but… my first love.’



    



    What about me made you unhappy?



    



    “…….”



    



    Yoo Seon-woo, someone far above Yeongwon. Yoo Seon-woo, who seemed as though he couldn’t live without him. Warm, kind, and determined.



    



    “Yeongwon.”



    



    Yoo Seon-woo, who loved him. Yeongwon smiled as he watched Seon-woo approach the desk lamp. If he let his thoughts wander too deeply, they’d only spiral down, dragging him into darker conclusions. Like growing accustomed to the taste of expensive apple juice, he’d end up thinking that dating someone as high above him as Seon-woo was beyond his reach.



    



    So Yeongwon stopped his thoughts right there. The strange unease made him want to reach out, hold Seon-woo close, and cling to him tightly, but he held back, instead biting lightly on the thin straw. The warm hand brushing over his head felt like it might bring tears to his eyes on that quiet afternoon.



    



    * * *



    



    The classroom, the study room, Yoo Seon-woo’s house, and my own house where I slept. Occasionally, a café. Spending every day with Yoo Seon-woo, following a similar routine of studying, made the weeks blur together, passing as if they were a single day. Even up to the day before the midterms, my mom had only come home once, and there was still no word from my dad.



    



    Out of curiosity, I sent him a text to check if he was doing well, but the reply I got was, ‘Who is this?’ Dad had even changed his phone number. What kind of life was he living now? Mom still didn’t talk about him, and I didn’t ask her either. There was no point in digging into something that would only bring pain.



    



    “You don’t need to take me home today. You have an exam tomorrow too, so if you have more to study, stay home and go over it, or take a break.”



    



    “Stopping suddenly because of an exam is worse. It’s better to stick to your usual routine so you stay in good condition.”



    



    “I can’t win against you when it comes to arguments.”



    



    “I just want to spend even a few extra minutes with you on the way. Plus, if I don’t come with you, you’ll end up walking home, won’t you? Even if I paid for a taxi, I’d feel uneasy and worried sending you off alone.”



    



    In the end, I nodded. After all, I felt the same about wanting to spend as much time together as possible, so I couldn’t say no any longer.



    



    We sat in the taxi Yoo Seon-woo had called, holding hands in the darkness instead of talking. The interlocked fingers and shared warmth made my heart race and filled me with happiness, almost to the point of tears. Sometimes, when he teased me with playful touches, I couldn’t help but let out a small laugh. It made me want to wrap both arms around him and hold him close.



    



    And that longing was fulfilled every day in front of the door to Room 102. The time we spent hugging grew a little longer each day. Even though we embraced daily, it never felt tiresome or bothersome, it was always just pure joy. Even when I thought we’d been close enough, it felt disappointing when we parted. The same went for kisses. Even when I was left breathless and overwhelmed, it always felt bittersweet when our lips separated.



    



    “See you tomorrow. Sleep well.”



    



    “Yeah. Be careful on your way, Seon-woo.”



    



    “You seem a bit down today. Did something happen?”



    



    “Oh… well…”



    



    “If it’s hard to talk about, you don’t have to.”



    



    I hesitated for a moment before taking a deep breath. Should I really bring up my dad changing his number and share this unsettling feeling with Seon-woo? But then again, I didn’t want to hide anything from him. We’d promised to talk about anything and everything we could.



    



    “…After my dad moved down to Busan, I haven’t heard from him even once. I thought he might be busy, and I didn’t want to be the first to reach out, so I just didn’t contact him at all.”



    



    “Yeah.”



    



    “And my mom doesn’t mention him either… but I started to worry, so I sent him a text. The reply I got was from someone else, asking who I was. It looks like he changed his number.”



    



    “That must’ve been shocking. And worrying.”



    



    “…Yeah. I have a feeling about what might be going on, but I’m too scared to confirm it. I’m just pretending not to know. Right now, the exam is more important… but even as I focus on the test, I feel like I’m selfish and awful for not caring enough about it.”



    



    Seon-woo shook his head and pulled me into a tight embrace. Knowing I’d been carrying such heavy thoughts while studying made him think about how exhausted I must’ve been. Even though talking about it wouldn’t erase or fix everything immediately, he hoped it would at least ease my heart a little.



    



    “You’re not awful. Not at all. Everyone has priorities, and right now, what’s important to you is your future a few months from now. That’s why tomorrow’s exam matters so much. That’s not selfish. I’m sure your dad would understand and want that for you too.”



    



    “…Thank you for saying that. I just wanted to say it out loud, thinking it might make me feel less weighed down. I think it was the right choice.”



    



    “From now on, whenever you feel this way, tell me everything. Don’t keep it to yourself.”



    



    Yeongwon nodded, then leaned forward and gave Yoo Seon-woo a brief kiss in the familiar darkness. The sound of soft kisses echoed a few more times before Seon-woo finally left for home.



    



    After midnight, when the exam day officially began, Yeongwon finally went to bed. He placed his soft peach-shaped plushie next to him, pulled the blanket over it as well, and closed his eyes. He knew he needed to fall asleep quickly, but whether it was because of how much things had changed compared to last year or because it was the first exam of his final year, he felt more nervous than usual and struggled to drift off.



    



    “……”



    



    Is Seon-woo asleep? Lightly tapping the peach plushie in the darkness, Yeongwon chuckled quietly. Thinking about how warm Seon-woo’s embrace had been during the lazy mornings when they slept in together, the elusive sleep finally began to wash over him. As he drifted off, he found himself wishing he could sleep next to Seon-woo again.



    



    ***



    



    The four days of midterms went remarkably well. Most of the material they had studied appeared on the tests, and nothing felt particularly difficult. The practice problems Seon-woo had given him had been especially helpful, and Yeongwon felt a strong urge to express his gratitude properly. Just treating him to something nice wouldn’t be enough; he wanted to do everything he could for him.



    



    “Seon-woo, are you free today? Want to hang out since we couldn’t yesterday?”



    



    “Sure, why not? Are you feeling better now?”



    



    “Yeah, I’m fine now.”



    



    “Then how about we hang out at my place today? We can order some good food and relax.”



    



    Although the exams had ended yesterday, the stress of needing to do well had taken a toll on Yeongwon, leaving him feeling unwell. He had gone straight home after the exams, barely remembering how he had managed to shower before collapsing into Seon-woo’s arms. The last thing he recalled was Seon-woo holding him tightly.



    



    Hearing from Seon-woo later that he had stayed by his side until he was sure nothing would happen made him feel guilty. At the same time, he regretted missing out on celebrating the end of exams. Seon-woo’s suggestion to spend the day together at his house lifted Yeongwon’s spirits.



    



    “Okay, let’s do that. But my mom dropped off some side dishes in front of our house, so can we stop by my place first to put them away?”



    



    “Of course. That’s totally fine. You seem better, but are you really okay?”



    



    “Yeah, I slept really well last night, so I felt great this morning. I even ate a good lunch earlier, didn’t I?”



    



    Seon-woo grinned and playfully shook Yeongwon’s fingers under the desk. Holding Seon-woo’s hand in return, Yeongwon glanced at the homeroom teacher as they entered the classroom. Standing at the podium, the teacher waited for everyone to settle down before speaking.



    



    “Judging by how quiet everyone got all of a sudden, I’m guessing you know what I’m about to hand out, the ranking sheets.”



    



    Groans of dismay echoed throughout the room at the mention of the rankings. Nervously, Yeongwon tightened his grip on Seon-woo’s hand. Based on his calculations, there shouldn’t be anything to worry about, but he couldn’t shake the anxiety of a possible marking mistake or oversight. Until he saw the results, he couldn’t feel at ease.



    



    “Alright, come up one by one in order. Kang Gi-yoon.”



    



    As each student went up to the podium to receive the slip of paper, Yeongwon waited anxiously for his turn. Unable to resist, he followed closely behind Seon-woo as he walked to the front. When the teacher handed him his ranking sheet, the teacher smiled, noticing his tense expression.



    



    “Well done, Yeongwon. You’re first place again this time. Congratulations.”



    



    The homeroom teacher’s words drew gazes from all around. Yeongwon glanced at Yoo Seon-woo, who was standing beside him, and then down at the ranking sheet in his hand.



    



    Class Rank: 1 / School Rank: 1



    



    Seeing the number 1, the unease that had weighed on him all this time finally lifted. He had been more distracted than usual, swayed by emotions he had never experienced before. The thrill of it all had sometimes left him ungrounded, so he had genuinely worried. But now, he was deeply relieved.



    



    “Congratulations, Yeongwon. I knew you could do it,” Seon-woo said with a smile.



    



    “…Thanks. It’s all thanks to you. So many of the questions came from the problems you picked out.”



    



    As they made their way back to their seats, Seon-woo whispered softly, and Yeongwon, holding back tears, finally managed to respond.



    



    “You got there because you worked hard. Just because I gave the same problems to the whole class doesn’t mean everyone ends up first. It’s because you put in the effort. This is all your achievement.”



    



    “Thank you so much.”



    



    “There’s no need to look so apologetic. I’m happy too, I got the score I wanted the most, so I’m satisfied.”



    



    Seon-woo placed his ranking sheet on the desk so Yeongwon could see it. Lowering his gaze, Yeongwon checked the numbers at the bottom of the paper.



    



    Class Rank: 2 / School Rank: 2



    



    It seemed like just a one-question difference. Seon-woo had aced the challenging math problems but made a mistake in one of the easier subjects. Was it a simple error?



    



    Normally, someone losing first place by a single question would show some regret. Yet, Seon-woo wasn’t the least bit disappointed. Instead, he was sincerely celebrating Yeongwon’s achievement. He had even gone so far as to share the expensive tutoring materials he’d received to ensure Yeongwon maintained his position at the top.



    



    Because he likes me? If Seon-woo had come in first and I had been second, could I have reacted like he’s doing now? Could I have smiled and called my score satisfying? Why does it feel like something’s missing?



    



    “Tomorrow’s Saturday. Why don’t you just stay over at my place? Since we’re stopping by your house anyway, you can grab a change of clothes.”



    



    Looking at Seon-woo’s gentle smile, Yeongwon realized what was missing in him: jealousy and envy. Those natural emotions that arise when someone else achieves what you couldn’t, those feelings simply didn’t exist in Seon-woo. Neither did any ambition or drive to win.



    



    "I got the score I wanted the most, so I’m satisfied."



    



    It wasn’t just a comforting remark to put him at ease. Seon-woo genuinely seemed happy. While that was a relief and heartwarming, it also made Yeongwon wonder—how could he be so detached, so different from everyone else? If their positions had been reversed, no matter how much he liked Seon-woo, he would have felt at least a little regret or frustration. How could Seon-woo be so unaffected?



    



    His words about having liked him for a long time came to mind. Time doesn’t necessarily determine the depth of affection, but maybe, after watching and caring for him for so long, these things had simply become unimportant to Seon-woo. While Yeongwon had always thought of him as different from others, this level of maturity and calmness was impressive. It also made him curious,what thoughts lay deep within Seon-woo’s heart?



    



    “Sure. If it’s okay with you, I’d love to. Let’s stay together tonight.”



    



    
      He wanted to be close to Seon-woo, in his warmly scented room, and talk about everything. All the moments that Seon-woo remembered but he didn’t. All the stories behind emotions that were supposed to be there but were absent in Seon-woo’s heart.
    

  
    After organizing the side dishes left at the doorstep into the fridge, Yeongwon took a picture of his ranking sheet and sent it to his mom. The phone rang almost immediately, and hearing his mom cry as she kept saying how proud she was brought him a different kind of relief.



    



    Knowing how devastated and sad his mom would be if his grades dropped, he was genuinely grateful he hadn’t let her down.



    



    “Should I change into something else before we go?”



    



    “Yeah, wear something comfortable and just pack something simple to sleep in. Or, you can wear mine if you want.”



    



    “Your clothes would be way too big for me. Hmm, I’ll just grab a T-shirt and pants….”



    



    After emptying his bag of textbooks, Yeongwon packed some clothes and toiletries. He loosened his tie and took off his vest but paused before unbuttoning his shirt, aware of Yoo Seon-woo’s gaze fixed on him.



    



    “C-could you, um… look somewhere else for a bit?”



    



    “Alright, I’ll face the wall.”



    



    With an amused smile, Seon-woo turned around. Looking at his broad shoulders and back, Yeongwon unbuttoned his shirt. Though Seon-woo couldn’t see him, he still felt strangely self-conscious. Maybe it was because Seon-woo had been watching him before he turned around.



    



    “Are you done changing?”



    



    “Not yet, just a second….”



    



    Deciding to keep his uniform pants on since he’d change again for bed anyway, Yeongwon slipped on a light T-shirt and pulled a hoodie over it. He tapped Seon-woo lightly on the shoulder.



    



    “All done.”



    



    “You know, you look really cute in hoodies.”



    



    “…….”



    



    “Maybe it’s because the clothes are oversized.”



    



    Pulling the hoodie up over Yeongwon's head, covering his small face entirely, Yoo Seon-woo laughed out loud and planted kisses all over his face. The playful barrage of kisses tickled, making Yeongwon squint and scrunch up his nose until he finally burst into laughter alongside him.



    



    “What should we have for dinner? Is there anything you want? I’ll treat you today. It’s not nearly enough to repay you, but at least let me cover dinner.”



    



    “You’re stubborn, aren’t you? I told you there’s nothing to repay.”



    



    “I just feel better doing this. Come on, let me treat you, okay?”



    



    Watching Yeongwon tilt his head and ask again, Seon-woo couldn’t help but nod. He looked so endearing that there was no way to refuse. It wasn’t as if he was intentionally being cute, but the way he tilted his head or slightly pouted his lips was overwhelmingly charming.



    



    “Alright. How about pizza? You like pizza, right?”



    



    “Are you okay with that?”



    



    “Of course. I’m fine with anything. We could eat pizza and watch a movie or something. If we turn off the lights in the living room, it’ll feel like a theater.”



    



    Yeongwon thought about the huge TV in Seon-woo’s living room. Watching anything on that giant screen would definitely be fun.



    



    “Let’s do that.”



    



    Nodding, Yeongwon grabbed his bag, which only carried clothes and a few essentials. Despite it being light, Seon-woo took it from him without hesitation, slinging it over his shoulder as if it were the most natural thing in the world. Smiling helplessly, Yeongwon instead wrapped his arms around Seon-woo’s arm and clung close as they stepped out of the house.



    



    “I didn’t realize this before, but you’re pretty affectionate, Yeongwon.”



    



    “…Me? No way. I’m not like that. You’re the one who’s more affectionate.”



    



    “Me? I’m not like that at all.”



    



    Hearing Seon-woo mirror his own response made Yeongwon laugh out loud. Waving down a taxi approaching from the distance, he climbed in with Seon-woo.



    



    After giving the driver the address, Seon-woo began to lightly play with Yeongwon’s fingers in the dimly lit taxi before leaning his head against his shoulder. The affectionate gesture made Yeongwon smile silently, and he whispered softly.



    



    “Isn’t this being affectionate?”



    



    “Maybe? But I’d never do this with anyone else.”



    



    “……”



    



    “I don’t care about being adored by others at all. But with you, Yeongwon, I want it so badly I could die.”



    



    The soft voice and the gentle movements of Seon-woo’s fingers tickled, making Yeongwon lean his head against Seon-woo’s. He thought, if they could stay like this in the taxi forever, it would be pure happiness. Their intertwined fingers remained firmly locked together until they arrived at their destination.



    



    Today, the house was quieter since the housekeeper wasn’t coming in. Not knowing much about how to order food, Yeongwon chose the pizza with Seon-woo’s help. They picked two different half-and-half pizzas with various toppings, a large bottle of cola, and an oven-baked spaghetti.



    



    While waiting for the food to arrive, Seon-woo changed into more comfortable clothes and brought plates and cups to the living room table. They sat together on the couch, scrolling through movie summaries to decide what to watch.



    



    Though Yeongwon had heard of OTT services like Netflix, he’d never used them before. Just seeing the endless rows of thumbnails was exciting. Staring at the screen, he absorbed the summaries of the movies Seon-woo pulled up.



    



    “What kind of genre do you like, Yeongwon?”



    



    “Hmm… I’m not sure. I haven’t watched many movies before. I think anything would be fun. You pick for me.”



    



    “Then how about this one? It was a big hit last year.”



    



    “Yeah, let’s watch that. It looks fun.”



    



    Seon-woo selected a Korean movie about thieves and got it ready to play with just one button. Then he turned toward Yeongwon with a mischievous smile.



    



    “This is technically my house, so… shouldn’t you sit here?”  



    



    “Huh?”



    



    With a playful look, Seon-woo lightly tugged on Yeongwon’s arm.



    



    “…Are you crazy?”



    



    “Do you regret it? Picking a crazy guy as your boyfriend?”



    



    Seeing that having him sit on his lap might be difficult, Seon-woo leaned forward instead and captured Yeongwon’s lips in a deep kiss. The moment their lips met, their breaths mingled as if they had become one.



    



    The kiss continued until the doorbell rang several times, announcing the arrival of the pizza. With a frustrated expression, Seon-woo reluctantly pulled away, glaring at the door as if it had personally wronged him. Meanwhile, Yeongwon, lying back against the couch’s armrest, adjusted his tousled hair and slowly sat up.



    



    “……”



    



    The lingering sensation of being tightly pressed against was still vivid, and his face felt unbearably warm. Seon-woo really is crazy… How can he kiss for so long? As he recalled the shadow cast over his face by Seon-woo’s gaze, his ears burned once again. Pulling his hoodie forward, he covered his face with it and buried his cheeks in his hands. His heart, beating wildly against his palms, seemed to mock him.



    



    The pizza was delicious, and the movie was incredibly entertaining. They alternated between eating spaghetti and pizza, and as the movie played, Seon-woo even fed him potato chips. Occasionally, they’d discuss the film, and when their eyes met, they’d sneak in another kiss. They ended up missing large chunks of the movie, rewinding it three times to rewatch parts, which turned out to be fun in its own way.



    



    Leaning against Seon-woo’s shoulder, Yeongwon watched the movie until the very end. It had been so long since he’d last seen a film that he enjoyed it more than usual. The giant screen and booming sound made it feel like a real movie theater experience.



    



    “Did you enjoy it?”



    



    “Yeah, I loved it. The twists were great. What about you?”



    



    “I enjoyed it too. Let’s watch another one together next time.”



    



    “Sure. Sounds good. Ah, we should clean this up now.”



    



    As Yeongwon stood up and started tidying the table, closing the pizza box with a few slices left, Seon-woo caught his hand and gently pulled him back into his seat. Pressing a soft kiss on the back of his hand, Seon-woo spoke, his lips brushing against his skin with every word, tickling him.



    



    “You don’t have to do this. I’ll clean up.”



    



    “But you helped clean up when you came to my house.”



    



    “That’s different. It’s natural for me to help at your house, but it’s also natural for you not to clean up here.”



    



    “…Why?”



    



    “Because I can do it. Why should you bother? Just sit here. I’ll be right back.”



    



    With a playful nip at Yeongwon’s hand, Seon-woo stacked the trash on top of the pizza box and carried everything out of the living room. Watching him walk away, Yeongwon let out a small sigh. Seon-woo is really too kind for his own good.



    



    “……”



    



    While he wanted to browse through the programs displayed on the screen, he hesitated, afraid of accidentally breaking something. Instead, he glanced at his buzzing phone and saw that it was Hyunjin messaging him.



    



    [Kim Hyunjin: OMG, today’s ranking sheet is insane! I made it to 11th place! Isn’t that amazing?]



    



    The news made Yeongwon sit up straighter. It seemed that all the extra tutoring and effort Hyunjin had been putting in had paid off, his rank had improved by ten places. Smiling, Yeongwon quickly typed a reply.



    



    [Congrats! That’s a huge jump! I knew you could do it with all your hard work.]



    



    [Are your parents happy?]



    



    [Kim Hyunjin: My brothers tried to mess with me, but Mom totally shut them down, telling them not to touch me LOL. Man, getting better grades really is the best.]



    



    [Seriously, congratulations.]



    



    [Kim Hyunjin: What about you? Did you keep your 1/1 rank?]



    



    [Yeah, thankfully.]



    



    A burst of celebratory emojis filled the screen: fireworks, clapping squirrels, drumming bunnies, and more. After a flood of these emojis, Hyunjin’s message popped up.



    



    [Kim Hyunjin: So proud of you, my son.]



    



    [What the heck? Gross, lol.]



    



    [Kim Hyunjin: I’m legit tearing up. You went through so much stress this time. I’m so relieved for you. Congrats, congrats.]



    



    The sincerity of Hyunjin’s congratulations warmed Yeongwon’s heart, making his nose tingle with emotion. He sent a simple thank-you message and chuckled softly at the absurd number of crying emojis flooding the chat. How does Hyunjin even have so many weird and unique emojis?



    



    Click. Suddenly, the sound of a door opening broke the silence. Startled, Yeongwon instinctively turned toward the front door. Was he hearing things? But then the unmistakable sound of slippers sliding against the floor grew closer.



    



    “……”



    



    Could it be Seon-woo’s parents? He had said they wouldn’t be back until Tuesday. Maybe the housekeeper? But it wasn’t her day to come, and it seemed unlikely she’d show up unannounced at this hour. Then who…?



    



    The approaching footsteps finally reached the living room, and someone stepped into view. The moment Yeongwon saw the person’s face, he immediately knew—it was Seon-woo’s mother. Her eyes and facial features bore such a striking resemblance to Seon-woo that it was impossible not to recognize her.



    



    Startled, Yeongwon quickly got up from the sofa and approached her, his hands trembling slightly from the unexpected encounter. Her gaze was sharp, as if she were assessing him, her eyes moving slowly and deliberately over him. The piercing look froze him for a moment before he hastily collected himself, bowing deeply as he greeted her.



    



    “Hello, I’m Seon-woo’s friend—”



    



    “I know. Lee Yeongwon.”



    



    
      Before he could finish his sentence, she said his name. Surprised, he looked up, meeting her unflinching, cold eyes.
    

  
    “…Do you know me?”



    



    The gaze that had been fixed on Yeongwon shifted over his shoulder. Yeongwon turned his head to see Yoo Seon-woo striding forward and standing in front of him.



    



    “What brings you here? I thought you said you’d come on Tuesday.”



    



    “I left my headache medicine here and came to pick it up. Am I not allowed to come? Why do I have to hear this from my son when I come to my own house? And what’s with your attitude, Seon-woo?”



    



    “……”



    



    “I have something to discuss, so send your friend away.”



    



    “You’ll be leaving soon anyway. I’ll tell him to stay in my room.”



    



    “Then should I talk to Yeongwon too? I was curious about him anyway, so this works out.”



    



    In the tense standoff, Yeongwon lightly tugged at Yoo Seon-woo’s shirt from behind, signaling that there was no need for this on his behalf. Though he couldn’t involve himself in Yoo Seon-woo’s family matters, he wasn’t so oblivious as to remain there and make things worse.



    



    “…Seon-woo, I think I’ll get going.”



    



    Yoo Seon-woo’s face as he looked back at him was filled with devastation. His eyes held a dreadful, despairing look that made Yeongwon want to embrace him, but he couldn’t. Instead, Yeongwon forced himself to smile as if everything was fine.



    



    “…It’s okay. Just bring me my bag, will you? It’s in your room, right? I’d rather not go in there myself…”



    



    Feeling Yoo Seon-woo’s mother’s gaze still fixed on him, Yeongwon spoke softly. He hadn’t done anything wrong, but he couldn’t wait to leave this place.



    



    “Come with me. Don’t stay here.”



    



    “…I’m fine. Really, it’s okay…”



    



    Saying it was okay, Yeongwon gently patted Yoo Seon-woo’s back and watched as he climbed the stairs before lowering his head.



    



    “I heard you and Seon-woo have grown close.”



    



    “……”



    



    “I didn’t realize it was close enough for you to come over to the house.”



    



    “…It’s just that the exams ended… We decided to hang out for the day. I think I caused some trouble. I’m sorry.”



    



    “Celebrating the end of exams… Well, I suppose you have something worth celebrating, Yeongwon.”



    



    “…Yes?”



    



    The interaction felt strangely off. The gaze and words directed at Yeongwon were all laced with sharp edges. Clasping his hands together, Yeongwon could only wait for Yoo Seon-woo to come back downstairs. Each minute felt as long as an hour. It was only when Yoo Seon-woo finally stood before him that Yeongwon could breathe a little easier.



    



    "Yeongwon, let's go out together. I'll take you home."



    



    "...No, I'll go by myself. Your mother is here... Stay at home."



    



    "Then at least let me hail a taxi for you."



    



    Yoo Seon-woo didn’t pay the slightest attention to his mother. Feeling that this wasn’t right, Yeongwon became even more self-conscious and tried to stop him. All he could think about was leaving this place as quickly as possible.



    



    "...I’ll be going now."



    



    "Alright. Take care."



    



    "...I’m sorry for causing trouble."



    



    Bowing once more, Yeongwon hurried to the front door. As he slipped on his sneakers, he shook his head at Yoo Seon-woo, who seemed ready to follow him. Perhaps understanding his silent plea not to come outside, Yoo Seon-woo simply nodded goodbye. Seeing his devastated expression hurt, but there was no other way. Forcing a smile that wouldn’t come naturally, Yeongwon rushed out the door like he was escaping.



    



    "......"



    



    Once he escaped the cold tension of the house and felt the warm air outside, his thoughts began to pour in, filling his dazed mind. Yeongwon carefully closed the gate behind him and walked slowly down the dark alleyway. He didn’t know if this was the right direction, but for now, he just needed to walk and gather his thoughts.



    



    It was his first time meeting Yoo Seon-woo’s mother. He’d heard she was an impressive woman, but seeing her in person made him realize how overwhelming her presence was—it was hard to even open his mouth.



    



    Although her sudden appearance had surprised him, it wasn’t entirely unexpected. After all, Yoo Seon-woo lived with his parents, so it was only natural they could appear at any moment. The real issue was how foolishly unprepared he had been for it.



    



    At least he had been sitting alone in the living room. If they had been kissing or, worse, sitting on each other’s laps, unaware of her arrival… it would have been a disaster beyond words.



    



    "Ah..."



    



    Even imagining it was so mortifying that his head throbbed. Shaking off the thought, Yeongwon recalled Yoo Seon-woo’s mother, who had been staring at him.



    



    ‘I know you, Lee Yeongwon.’



    



    Yoo Seon-woo’s mother knew who I was. I wasn’t wearing a school uniform, nor did I have a name tag, yet she looked at my face and spoke my name with absolute certainty. The moment she said my name, I felt a mix of surprise and an inexplicable fear that made my shoulders shrink.



    



    How does she know me? Did she hear about me from Yoo Seon-woo? But that didn’t seem to fully explain it. Her gaze and tone leaned more toward hostility, and I couldn’t shake off the sharp look in her eyes. The way she said she’d been curious about me also gave me the feeling that there was something I didn’t know.



    



    Seon-woo had known about me for a long time. And now, so did his mother. What had happened? Letting out another deep sigh, I looked back down the dark alley. Thinking about it alone wouldn’t solve anything. All I could do was hope that Yoo Seon-woo wouldn’t be scolded too harshly.



    



    ***



    



    With two headache pills and a glass of water downed, Choi Jeong-hyun, Yoo Seon-woo’s mother and the owner of the largest law firm in the country, glanced disapprovingly at the pizza boxes and the mess in the kitchen. It wasn’t so much about the fact that her son had invited a friend over, it was the fact that the friend in question was Lee Yeongwon that left her utterly speechless.



    



    Did her son even understand how she felt when she saw that unfamiliar yet strangely familiar face standing in front of her? Choi Jeong-hyun left the kitchen with an exhausted, irritated expression and made her way to the living room, where Yoo Seon-woo was waiting.



    



    “Sit down.”



    



    “Just say what you want. There’s nothing much to talk about.”



    



    “Don’t waste energy resisting. Sit. I don’t have much time before I need to leave.”



    



    Watching his mother settle onto the sofa, Yoo Seon-woo sighed heavily and reluctantly sat down. The surge of frustration he felt at this moment was overwhelming. Why did this have to happen now? He hated that his mother had come. He hated that Yeongwon, who was supposed to stay over, had left the house alone because of it.



    



    He just wanted to make Yeongwon happy. He wanted to stay up late talking, fall asleep side by side in the same bed, and wake up together in the morning. But his mother had ruined it all. Fine, he could accept that her sudden arrival was an inevitable hazard of sharing a home. But for her to actively acknowledge Yeongwon, make those strange remarks, and completely shake everything up was something he couldn’t forgive.



    



    “Why was Lee Yeongwon here?”



    



    “I invited him.”



    



    “Why?”



    



    “The exams are over. Spending a day together isn’t a big deal.”



    



    “That’s not what I’m asking. I’m asking why you’re hanging around with Lee Yeongwon like this.”



    



    Because I like him. The reason was clear, but he couldn’t spit it out in defiance or rebellion, as a way to provoke his parents. He couldn’t afford for Yeongwon to suffer the consequences of his impulsiveness.



    



    “It’s only natural to grow close when you spend time together. Bringing a friend over and having them stay for a day isn’t unusual.”



    



    “You think I let you spend time with Lee Yeongwon to build nice memories together? I told you to stay close to him so you could see for yourself. See how humiliating it is to lose to someone so insignificant, someone with nothing to their name, and feel that shame firsthand.”



    



    How could his parents remain so unchanging? As the law firm grew in size and prominence, handling major corporate cases and gaining an ever-greater reputation, the vulgar superiority embedded in them also swelled. Their disdainful gaze toward those they deemed poor or of low social standing was clearer than ever.



    



    “Mother, you must have been really busy today.”



    



    “What? What’s that supposed to mean all of a sudden? Stop dodging the question and answer me.”



    



    “I just thought maybe you hadn’t heard the news yet.”



    



    His mother was always quick to hear news, especially when it came to his grades or noteworthy events at school. She had so many eyes watching him that she often knew about his actions almost as soon as he did.



    



    Normally, she would have slapped him the moment he walked through the door. After all, first place went to Yeongwon again. Despite telling his private tutor that he was determined to take first place this time, he had ended up in second yet again. If she already knew, she wouldn’t be sitting there so calmly. Yoo Seon-woo smiled as if he were enjoying himself.



    



    “I got second place.”



    



    “…What?”



    



    “You must have been so busy that you missed the news. How unlike you, Mother.”



    



    Her face turned pale, and seeing that made it hard to hold back his laughter. Oh, it was too entertaining, so much so that even as he tried to suppress it, the laughter kept bubbling up. Unable to resist, Yoo Seon-woo started laughing outright at his mother’s furious expression.



    



    “Yoo Seon-woo.”



    



    “Oh, if I’d known you didn’t hear, I would have told you earlier. Then maybe Yeongwon could have joined in the celebration.”



    



    “……”



    



    “Yeongwon came in first place again. It seems I just can’t beat him. I’ll never catch up.”



    



    Looking up at his mother as she stood, Yoo Seon-woo grinned. Seeing the face of the elegant Choi Jeong-hyun, brimming with anger, betrayal, and a sense of defeat, brought him immense satisfaction. These were emotions she likely had never experienced in her life. He loved the idea that he could continue to make her feel this way.



    



    “You’ve gone mad.”



    



    “Yes.”



    



    “Yoo Seon-woo!”



    



    A hysterical scream echoed through the living room. Choi Jeong-hyun, unable to control her emotions, struggled to catch her breath as she retrieved a bottle of sedatives from the drawer in the living room. After swallowing a pill, she sat back on the sofa, pressing her forehead with her hand and closing her eyes.



    



    "I should’ve gotten rid of him earlier… I should have…."



    



    Her muttered lament wiped the smile from Yoo Seon-woo’s face.



    



    "Keep your promises. You agreed not to touch Lee Yeongwon until he graduates, and I agreed not to openly disgrace you and Father in return."



    



    There had been a time when, after learning about their plans to expel Yeongwon from school, he had climbed to the rooftop of the law firm. He had seriously considered jumping off, creating a scandal they couldn’t possibly cover up. An article about the only son of the renowned lawyers Yoo Myung-woo and Choi Jeong-hyun leaping to his death from their law firm’s rooftop would be quite the legacy.



    



    As the standoff on the rooftop dragged on, employees of the firm began to gather, curious about what was happening. His parents, who cared deeply about appearances, were forced to promise they wouldn’t touch Yeongwon until graduation. It was a reluctant promise, but it was the only way to prevent their son’s impulsive actions. For now, they had no choice but to tolerate the ‘thorn in their side’ that was Yeongwon.



    



    "You’re not just letting yourself lose to someone like Lee Yeongwon, but now you’ve even brought him into our home?"



    



    "He’s someone worth learning from. Seeing how hard he works is inspiring."



    



    Although it was a different kind of inspiration. Smiling slyly, Yoo Seon-woo rose from his seat, glancing at his mother’s trembling hands.



    



    "I’m attending school without causing any trouble. And I’ll quietly get into Korea University, so don’t worry."



    



    Of course, that, too, was because of Yeongwon. He wanted to attend the same university, share the same home, talk about the same subjects, and face each other with the same feelings. By then, expressing his love wouldn’t feel strange, awkward, or playful anymore.



    



    "I’m heading upstairs now."



    



    "Are you planning to invite him back over as soon as I leave?"



    



    With one foot on the stairs, Yoo Seon-woo tilted his head slightly, looking at his mother with an expressionless face. Her features, so similar to his own, felt more repulsive than ever today.



    



    "Then stay right here and keep guard."



    



    His mother’s hysterical voice reached him, but Yoo Seon-woo didn’t respond and continued up the stairs. Once inside his room, he closed the door and leaned against it, finally letting all the tension crumble.



    



    "......"



    



    Images of Yeongwon flooded his mind: sitting on the desk, kissing him; standing by the bookshelf, smiling at his childhood photos; perched on the edge of the bed, laughing. He hated being apart from him when they should be spending time together. He hated everything.



    



    "...Shit."



    



    
      Cursing under his breath, he pulled out his phone and dialed Yeongwon’s number. He hoped he’d taken a taxi, but something told him he’d walked down the alley alone. Did he know the way? What if he was still wandering around? As the call connected, the ringing stopped, and Yeongwon’s voice came through.
    

  
    -Yeah, it’s me, Yeongwon.



    



    "Yeongwon, where are you? Did you get home?"



    



    -…No, not yet.



    



    "You’re outside? You’re not walking, are you?"



    



    -Not exactly… I’m just outside for a bit, trying to clear my head before I go.



    



    Pacing around his room, Yoo Seon-woo listened anxiously to Yeongwon’s voice. He was worried about him being alone outside in the dark and couldn’t stop thinking about how he had been forced out of the house so abruptly. He didn’t want to leave Yeongwon alone.



    



    "Where are you? I’ll come to you."



    



    -It’s okay. Your mother’s still there.



    



    "She’ll leave. She might already be gone. I have things I want to say... and I want to see you. Just tell me where you are. Don’t stay alone, Yeongwon."



    



    -…I don’t know the name of this place, but it’s the park you pass when you come down the alley from your house. Do you know where that is?



    



    Yoo Seon-woo immediately thought of the large park near his house. Grabbing his wallet, he left his room. His mother was likely gone; the argument with him was over, and she had already taken the headache medicine she came for. She wasn’t the type to waste time lingering unnecessarily at home.



    



    Descending the stairs, he glanced at the empty living room. As he expected, she wasn’t there.



    



    Even if she had been, he would have left anyway. But knowing she wasn’t made it even clearer, there was no reason to hesitate. Without a second thought, Yoo Seon-woo stepped outside and headed toward the park.



    



    ***



    



    Sitting on a bench in the park, watching passersby, Yeongwon smiled as a dog wagged its tail and approached him during its walk. The owner, after striking up a brief conversation, gave permission to pet the dog.



    



    Yeongwon stood up from the bench, crouching down to the ground to gently pet the dog, whose tail wagged even more energetically.



    



    "Poppo, do you like him? You seem to really love him," the owner said with a laugh.



    



    As the dog rolled over, exposing its belly, Yeongwon chuckled and continued stroking its fur. After a while, he stood back up, waving to the dog.



    



    "Goodbye, Poppo."



    



    The dog, reluctant to leave, was eventually carried away by its owner. Only then did Yeongwon sit back down on the bench, glancing around. He had mentioned that the bench was located deeper inside the park near the exercise equipment, but he worried that his vague directions might not have been clear enough.



    



    Just as he was considering sending a follow-up message with more details, he spotted Yoo Seon-woo approaching from a distance. Even from afar, there was no mistaking it was him, and Yeongwon felt a wave of relief as he stood up.



    



    "Yeongwon."



    



    Breathing heavily, Yoo Seon-woo reached him, his forehead glistening with sweat. He must have run all the way there.



    



    “…You could have taken your time.” 



    



    "How could I take my time after what happened to you?"



    



    "That wasn’t your fault. The situation just didn’t allow it. It wasn’t like I could stay any longer with how things were."



    



    “I’m sorry.”



    



    "It’s really fine. If you keep saying that, it makes me feel worse. Don’t, okay? I’m fine."



    



    Seeing the guilt etched on Yoo Seon-woo’s face made Yeongwon’s heart slowly crumble. It wasn’t even something to be this upset about, but just looking at Seon-woo brought those feelings up. It seemed like just being together made their emotions overflow into one another.



    



    "My mother usually stays at the second house when she’s working, since it’s closer to the firm. She rarely comes here. She must have just stopped by on her way somewhere. But… why today, of all days?"



    



    "Don’t think about it. I’m really okay."



    



    "…But I’m not."



    



    "Seon-woo…"



    



    "I wanted to spend this day with you. Exams are over, and I really wanted to make it special."



    



    Beneath the surface of his frustration was a simmering anger toward his parents. Noticing this, Yeongwon grabbed Seon-woo’s arm gently. Truthfully, he had been looking forward to the day too, and he felt disappointed. But more than anything, he didn’t want Seon-woo to dwell on it or let his anger consume him.



    



    "Then we’ll spend the night together next time. We’ll plan it properly…"



    



    “…They’ll never approve of something like that. All they ever do is say no."



    



    "Then next time, we’ll pick a day when your parents definitely won’t come home. We’ll stay in your room, and if they show up, I’ll just hide somewhere. It’ll be fine."



    



    Yeongwon wanted to comfort him however he could. He spoke in a calm, soothing tone, gently patting Seon-woo’s back. For a moment, Seon-woo had feared that Yeongwon might stop talking about any hopeful ‘next times,’ but hearing those words made him finally lift his head and meet his gaze.



    



    "I’m really okay. So, let’s stop worrying about it, alright?"



    



    "…Alright."



    



    "Good boy."



    



    As Yeongwon patted Seon-woo’s back, he gently ran his fingers through his hair before checking their surroundings to ensure no one was nearby. Then, he pressed a brief kiss to Seon-woo’s cheek. Feeling slightly better, Seon-woo leaned in and softly captured Yeongwon’s lips for a moment before pulling away. Yeongwon smiled faintly, holding onto Seon-woo’s hand and fidgeting with it for a while before speaking cautiously.



    



    "Seon-woo, I’m curious about something…."



    



    "Yeah? What is it?"



    



    "Earlier… your mom seemed to already know me. I was about to introduce myself, but she said my name before I could."



    



    "Ah…."



    



    Seon-woo’s eyes wavered, and Yeongwon watched his expression shift, sensing a hint of unease. It was clear there was something Seon-woo wasn’t telling him.



    



    "……."



    



    Seon-woo struggled to decide how much he should tell. Should he explain everything from the beginning? No, he didn’t want to. He couldn’t bring himself to tell Yeongwon that his parents’ interest stemmed from their desire to crush him, to overwhelm him. The thought of saying such things out loud was unbearable.



    



    "My parents are… kind of obsessed with grades. They also want to know everything about my school life. They just assumed I’d naturally be first place, so when that didn’t happen, they probably looked into who was."



    



    "Ah… so that’s how she knew."



    



    Seon-woo looked at Yeongwon, silently pleading for him not to press further. His mouth felt dry, and his breathing became shallow.



    



    "I was just surprised. I thought maybe you’d told them we’ve been spending time together, but that wouldn’t explain how she knew my face. I got curious."



    



    "…I’m sorry. It must feel awful."



    



    "I’m not sure. It doesn’t feel completely bad, but it’s not good either. Actually, I heard something recently from the others."



    



    "Who?"



    



    Yeongwon recalled what Jo Yu-min and Kim Seo-jun had told him. It wasn’t a pleasant story, nor did it bring him and Seon-woo closer, but now that the topic had come up, he felt it was better to address it all at once.



    



    "Jo Yu-min and Kim Seo-jun."



    



    At the mention of Jo Yu-min’s name, Seon-woo’s expression hardened visibly. Sensing the cold tension, Yeongwon gently squeezed Seon-woo’s fingers resting on the bench.



    



    "They told me that back in our first year, the others made a bet about me."



    



    "A bet?"



    



    "Yeah… They said I’d end up being forced to transfer because I kept taking first place. They thought you’d have me sent away."



    



    "……."



    



    It wasn’t entirely unfounded. Seon-woo vividly remembered how, in their first year, whenever Yeongwon placed first, his house would descend into chaos. There had even been serious discussions about transferring Yeongwon to a rural school to keep him out of Seoul entirely. His parents, in their elegant yet volatile way, had been adamant.



    



    During those times, Seon-woo had to hold his parents hostage emotionally, using himself as leverage to stop them. His only demand was simple: leave Yeongwon alone. Though he couldn’t confirm it with certainty, there was a strong chance his parents had sent debt collectors to the school to rattle Yeongwon. They would’ve done anything to shake his confidence and make him fail his exams. Those ‘esteemed’ individuals were more than capable of such actions.



    



    "I had no idea about any of that. Hearing it… it felt strange. It made me upset, even a little scared. I was just doing my best, but they were watching me, waiting for the day I’d disappear from school."



    



    "…I’m sorry, Yeongwon."



    



    "Why are you apologizing? Don’t tell me you actually wanted to transfer me." 



    



    "No. I was so happy to end up at the same school as you."



    



    He thought about how much he had worked just to get to this point, how much he had endured to stay here. If his parents had been allowed to ruin everything, he wouldn’t have held on for years like this. He refused to let their actions destroy what he had built.



    



    "Then that’s fine. It’s all in the past now."



    



    "Why didn’t you tell me when you heard that from Jo Yu-min?"



    



    "It wasn’t something you’d want to hear, and it wasn’t your fault either. That’s why I didn’t mention it. But since the topic came up, I figured I might as well get it off my chest. I wanted to leave all the bad feelings here in the park."



    



    Seon-woo was relieved that Yeongwon didn’t push any further. Still, he couldn’t stop thinking about Jo Yu-min and the unnecessary things he’d said to Yeongwon. He had tried to brush everything off for Yeongwon’s sake, but he now felt that letting it slide wasn’t an option.



    



    "Seon-woo, do you feel better now?"



    



    "…Yeah."



    



    "I feel better too. Want to go for a walk and then stop by a café? Let’s get something nice to drink."



    



    "Yeah, let’s do that."



    



    As Yeongwon stood, Seon-woo followed, intertwining their fingers beneath the long sleeves of their jackets. He slung his unusually light schoolbag over his shoulder, and the sight made Yeongwon smile. Tightening his grip on Seon-woo’s hand, he held it firmly, their fingers locked together.



    



    Seon-woo sighed softly, so quietly that Yeongwon couldn’t hear it. The feeling of their clasped hands so tightly intertwined that they seemed unbreakable, gave him both relief and an underlying sense of dread. With each step, he was filled with a fleeting comfort that the moment had passed, but his unease lingered, like a shadow following him.



    



    ***



    



    The official grades were released, and the rankings remained unchanged. Yeongwon held his usual spot at the top, with Seon-woo right behind him. That night, Seon-woo endured over an hour of verbal abuse from his father. It was the same monotonous insults as always, so predictable that they hardly hurt anymore.



    



    Throughout the hour, Seon-woo kept thinking of Yeongwon. He remembered how they had kissed so intensely in the music room during lunch that the desk had been pushed back. The memory made his fingertips tingle even as he was being scolded.



    



    As the days went by, Seon-woo’s anxiety about losing Yeongwon grew. He tried to quell that fear by staying as close to Yeongwon as possible. Touching him, seeing him, being with him—only then could Seon-woo breathe properly. Whenever he had the chance, he would take Yeongwon somewhere, press their bodies together, and lose himself in the feeling of closeness. Though overwhelmed at times, Yeongwon never pushed him away. If anything, he kept pulling him closer.



    



    Seon-woo loved that about Yeongwon. The more he looked at him, the more he wanted to touch him. The more he touched him, the deeper he wanted to go, emotionally, physically, completely. How far can I go with you? he wondered. He wanted to reach the deepest part of Yeongwon, a place so profound that, once he filled it, Yeongwon wouldn’t be able to endure without him.



    



    I don’t want you to live without me.



    



    
      So, day by day, and sometimes with a forcefulness that overwhelmed Yeongwon, Seon-woo leaned further into that deep, dark place. A place where neither of them could escape, where Yeongwon couldn’t pull him out, and where he couldn’t pull himself away.
    

  
    Bright voices echoed across the park, where students were gathered to take their graduation photos. Yeongwon stood facing Yoo Seon-woo, helping to fix his hair and adjust his clothes. The sunny weather and being out in the park instead of school made the day feel special, and Yeongwon couldn’t stop smiling.



    



    A few students, eager to take funny photos, had brought silly props and struck ridiculous poses. Of course, they ended up getting scolded by the teachers. Watching them, Yeongwon laughed, but when his turn came, he awkwardly stood where he was told, looking stiff as he faced the camera. With everyone’s attention on him, he couldn’t help but feel self-conscious, his body and face becoming rigid.



    



    "Alright, let’s see a natural smile, just a light one. Yes, like that."



    



    Still feeling awkward, Yeongwon glanced at Seon-woo, who was standing nearby with his phone raised, seemingly taking pictures of him. When their eyes met, Seon-woo grinned and made a gesture with his hand as if pulling up the corners of his mouth. Following his playful gesture, Yeongwon couldn’t help but smile, which was when the shutter clicked. The photographer praised the result, calling it perfect, and Yeongwon gave a polite bow before quickly walking over to Seon-woo to peek at his phone.



    



    "Did you take my picture?"



    



    "Yeah. You looked so pretty."



    



    "I probably look weird because I was so stiff."



    



    "Look at this. You’re really pretty. You’re the prettiest in the whole school."



    



    As Seon-woo whispered this and showed him the picture, he noticed the tips of Yeongwon’s ears turn red, which made him laugh. Every time Seon-woo called him pretty or cute or honestly, said anything at all, Yeongwon’s ears or the back of his neck would flush. It was something Seon-woo found endlessly adorable.



    



    "You’re the one who looks good in pictures, Earlier, even kids from other classes were crowding around you to take photos. The girls kept saying how handsome you are."



    



    "They did?"



    



    "Yeah…."



    



    "Didn’t anyone take pictures of you?"



    



    "…They did. Kind of…"



    



    Yeongwon pulled out his phone and showed a photo he had taken from a distance. It was clear it was Seon-woo, but the picture was too far away to make out any details. It seemed like he had been pushed to the back by the crowd while trying to take the photo. Seeing this, Seon-woo gently patted Yeongwon’s head, noticing his slight pout.



    



    "Why do you look upset all of a sudden?"



    



    "…I’m not upset..."



    



    "You’re not, huh?"



    



    "I just… I wanted to take a good picture of you too, but everyone kept rushing forward…. This is all I managed to get."



    



    The reason for Yeongwon’s pout feeling sad about not being able to take a good picture of him was so endearing that Seon-woo couldn’t hold back a laugh. Giggling, he stepped away from the crowd of students, turned on his phone’s camera, and crouched slightly to fit both their faces into the frame.



    



    "Then let’s take one without anyone else in it."



    



    Yeongwon, who had been watching Seon-woo’s face through the screen, tilted his head slightly and moved closer. He liked the idea of having a photo with just the two of them.



    



    The shutter clicked several times, capturing a handful of pictures. Afterward, Yeongwon browsed through the photos on Seon-woo’s phone and had all five of them sent to him. Since he rarely took photos with friends or selfies in general, seeing his face on the screen felt a little unfamiliar and awkward. Still, he was glad to have this record of the day, laughing alongside Seon-woo. It would undoubtedly become a cherished memory.



    



    "Your friend’s coming." 



    



    "Huh?"



    



    Turning his head, Yeongwon saw Kim Hyun-jin running toward them. Always full of energy, Hyun-jin grinned widely, waving back at Yeongwon, who gestured for him to hurry over. It had been a while since they’d been out in broad daylight like this, and Hyun-jin’s face was practically glowing with joy.



    



    "What’s this, What’s this? I want a picture too! Me too!"



    



    Demanding a photo with Yeongwon, Hyun-jin shoved his face into the frame. But when he caught Seon-woo’s glance, he quickly straightened up and stood politely next to him, clasping his hands in front of him like a model student. The sight made both Yeongwon and Seon-woo chuckle. Though still somewhat awkward, the dynamic between Hyun-jin and Seon-woo had improved since before.



    



    Yeongwon took a photo of the two. Though they weren’t close enough to pose cheek-to-cheek or anything like that, it still felt nice to see two of his favorite people in one frame.



    



    "Wow, Yoo Seon-woo’s face is so small. Damn it, I should’ve stood farther back."



    



    "It’s not that different?" 



    



    "Yeah, sure, you guys are all I have left. Huhu." 



    



    Laughing at Hyun-jin’s theatrics, Yeongwon glanced at Seon-woo, who was intently staring at something.



    



    "Yeongwon, wait a second." 



    



    Seon-woo said abruptly. Before Yeongwon could ask why, Seon-woo excused himself and walked off. Watching him go, Yeongwon turned back as Hyun-jin draped an arm over his shoulder.



    



    "I’m starving. What’s the point of coming all the way out here if we’re just going to eat back at school?"



    



    "We have indoor photo sessions this afternoon, so there’s no choice. At least we don’t have to sit through much class today."



    



    "That must make you sad, huh? Missing out on class."



    



    "A little." 



    



    Hyun-jin, playfully pretending to be exasperated, shook Yeongwon’s shoulders lightly, making him laugh.



    



    "It’s ridiculous. Wow, next time I’m reborn, I’m going to be you. I want to live a life where studying is fun, and solving problems drives me crazy with excitement just once."



    



    "I thought you said you wanted to be Yoo Seon-woo?"



    



    "Oh, right. I have to be Yoo Seon-woo too."



    



    Watching Kim Hyun-jin seriously deliberate his choices made Yeongwon laugh. He turned to look for Seon-woo again, but there was no sign of him. Had a teacher called him? Or was he off talking to someone? He would explain later, but not seeing him around now made Yeongwon uneasy.



    



    "Oh, the teacher’s calling. I’ll see you at lunch."



    



    "Okay."



    



    After Hyun-jin left to join his classmates, Yeongwon helped their homeroom teacher check attendance, lining up the students and calling out names.



    



    "Everyone’s here except for Yoo Seon-woo and Jo Yu-min." 



    



    "Seon-woo and Yu-min? Are they together? They’re not the kind of kids to worry about, so maybe you can go find them and bring them back, class rep."



    



    "Okay, I’ll do that."



    



    The teacher’s nonchalance was understandable; she didn’t know about the strained relationship between the two but it left Yeongwon feeling uneasy. Before he could leave, Kim Seo-jun, who had strayed from the group, grabbed his arm.



    



    "Seon-woo said he wanted to talk to Jo Yu-min and took him somewhere."



    



    "Do you know where?"



    



    "Not exactly, but they’re probably somewhere in the park. I’d help look, but I’m sorry."



    



    "No, it’s fine. Thanks for telling me. Go on."



    



    After sending Seo-jun back, Yeongwon began searching for Seon-woo. He weaved through groups of students heading back to school, checking benches and secluded spots in the park, but there was no sign of him. Had they left the park entirely? Were they arguing somewhere? His mind spiraled with worst-case scenarios as he made his way toward the restrooms at the far end of the park.



    



    "......"



    



    He stepped inside briefly, but there was no one there. As he exited, faint voices reached him from behind the building. Moving closer, he recognized one of them as Jo Yu-min’s.



    



    "What are you going on about? What did I even do to you?"



    



    It was Yu-min. Just one more step around the corner, and he would see them but he couldn’t bring himself to move forward.



    



    "I told you to stop saying weird things to Yeongwon. Is that so hard to understand?" 



    



    "What weird things? I didn’t make anything up."



    



    "Don’t talk about things that actually happened, either. Why are you bringing up old stuff to Yeongwon now?"



    



    Hearing his name, Yeongwon froze. He felt uneasy about eavesdropping, but his curiosity outweighed the discomfort. Leaning quietly against the brick wall, he stayed where he was.



    



    "Oh, fine. Since I don’t care about being on your good side anymore, I’ll just be honest. I told him because I felt sorry for him. Your class rep keeps saying what a nice guy you are, but he doesn’t know who you really are. I felt bad for him."



    



    "Sorry for him?" 



    



    "Yeah. Your mom came to school and lost it, saying there was no way someone like Yeongwon could ever beat you. Everyone in the office heard it me, Kim Seo-jun, even the teachers. Don’t act like it’s some big secret."



    



    Three years of being second place always losing to the same person had finally made his mother snap. Normally poised, always mindful of her social standing and status, Seon-woo’s mother had, for the first and only time, lost her composure in front of the homeroom teacher, principal, vice principal, and even the school director. Her raised voice had carried through the teachers’ office, and the chaos had been overheard by students like Jo Yu-min.



    



    Seon-woo remembered it all too well the shameful incident that had spiraled out of control.



    



    “It was right after you sent Lee Jung-woo to Kangjeon, so naturally, we thought Lee Yeongwon would be next. It wasn’t just me; everyone who heard about it thought the same. That’s why we made the bet. But then, months passed, and he didn’t leave. Even after finals, he stayed at the top. Man, I thought for sure your mom was going to lose her mind, but when nothing happened, it got boring.”



    



    Seon-woo listened to Jo Yu-min’s words, all too familiar with everything he was saying. The incessant gossip, the bets, the petty jokes it had been impossible not to know. He vividly remembered the shame and despair of realizing that his mother, of all people, had been the root cause of this childish and malicious drama. He had wanted to disappear.



    



    “Those few months were hilarious. Every morning, we’d go to Yeongwon’s class to check if he showed up, and whoever guessed wrong had to buy snacks. It wasn’t just me everyone was in on it. Don’t pretend you didn’t know. You must’ve known, even if you acted like you didn’t.”



    



    “Yeah, I knew. How could I not? It all started because of my mother, so of course, I felt responsible. That’s why I put up with you all doing that right in front of me.”



    



    “Sure, you probably didn’t want to make a scene because it’d be embarrassing for you, but what about the class rep? How much crap did he put up with because of you? He doesn’t even know anything. He actually thinks you’re a good guy. He says you’re hardworking and kind, and that you’re not like that. But I know better.”



    



    Jo Yu-min no longer cared about staying on Seon-woo’s good side or avoiding his wrath. He spoke freely, his words flowing nonstop like a dam had broken. Hidden behind the wall, Yeongwon felt like he couldn’t breathe. He should have turned back, but his feet refused to move.



    



    “I don’t care what bets you made or how much fun you had. It’s none of my business. But if you think it’s surprising that Yeongwon thinks well of me, it’s not. I treat him well.”



    



    “Well? Do you even realize how much he’s gone through because of you?”



    



    “That’s why I’m telling you, for the first and last time: stop dragging him into this. Leave him out of it. Don’t bring up things that don’t concern him. I’m asking you nicely this time. But if I have to ask again, it won’t be a request.”



    



    Seon-woo’s tone was calm, almost too calm, but the words carried the weight of a threat. Unlike Jo Yu-min, who was shouting and fluctuating between anger and frustration, Seon-woo’s voice never wavered.



    



    “Are you threatening me right now? What, are you going to send me to Kangjeon too? Go ahead and try! You think I’ll go quietly?”



    



    “You’re quick to catch on. If you at least understand that much, you won’t end up like Lee Jung-woo. You’ve got enough sense to avoid that.”



    



    “Honestly, the worst thing for the class rep isn’t us, it’s you. You’ll betray him in the end, won’t you?”



    



    At that, Seon-woo let out a loud laugh, his shoulders shaking with amusement. Hidden around the corner, Yeongwon bit hard on the soft inside of his lip. Hearing things he wasn’t meant to hear left a bitter taste in his mouth.



    



    “Yeah, that’s it. You think I’m being nice to him so I can pull the rug out from under him and take first place, right? Is that what you want me to admit? Too bad. I don’t care about being first. Listen carefully, Yu-min, because I’m only going to say this once.”



    



    Yeongwon’s heart thudded loudly in his chest. Even though he knew Seon-woo wasn’t speaking sincerely, just hearing those words made his pulse race.



    



    “From now on, first place will always belong to Yeongwon. I’ll make sure of it.”



    



    “What?”



    



    “If you’re so curious about whether I’ll betray him, just watch. You’ll see for yourself. The June mock exams, the finals, the midterms, the September exams all of them. Yeongwon will come out on top every single time.”



    



    Yeongwon’s lips parted slightly in disbelief. What did Seon-woo mean by that? How was he going to make sure Yeongwon stayed in first place? The memory of the problem sets Seon-woo had given him, saying they were from his private tutor, suddenly came to mind.



    



    “Say something that makes sense. What are you even talking about?”



    



    
      “I’m saying, the only people I’m betraying are my parents, not Yeongwon. Got it?”
    

  
    Seon-woo’s uncharacteristic use of profanity made Yeongwon’s heart drop to the floor. The words ‘I’m not betraying you, I’m betraying my parents’ echoed relentlessly in his mind. It wasn’t difficult to understand, yet somehow, it felt impossible to grasp the full picture. He stood there, paralyzed, trying to piece it together.



    



    "You get it now, Yu-min?"



    



    "……."



    



    "Leave Yeongwon alone. This is my last request."



    



    "……."



    



    "I’ve said everything I needed to. Do you have anything else to say?"



    



    "…No."



    



    Even though the conversation had clearly ended, Yeongwon couldn’t move his feet. He stayed frozen, hoping desperately that Seon-woo and Jo Yu-min would walk away in the opposite direction from where he was standing.



    



    When he heard footsteps retreating toward the opposite path, he finally exhaled the breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. He pressed himself harder against the wall, waiting until their voices faded completely before his body sagged with relief. His legs felt weak, and cold sweat drenched his back.



    



    ‘From now on, first place will always belong to Yeongwon. I’ll make sure of it.’



    



    Seon-woo’s words looped endlessly in his mind. Crouching down, Yeongwon buried his head in his hands, trying to calm his dizzy thoughts. Slowly, he began to analyze what Seon-woo had said.



    



    "……."



    



    Was that why Seon-woo had given him problem sets, not as a gesture of camaraderie, but to ensure he stayed in first place so that his parents would suffer? Was that why he didn’t disturb him when he studied, or why he seemed so genuinely happy when Yeongwon ranked first? Had everything been part of some greater plan to use him against his parents? The realization that these actions might not have been for his sake left a strange, hollow feeling.



    



    Was his confession of love real? Or was it just part of keeping him close, to savor the triumph of defying his parents? Confusion clouded his mind, his thoughts spiraling in every direction. Pressing his hot, damp eyes with his palms, Yeongwon tried to steady himself, only to be startled by the vibration of his phone in his pocket. It was Seon-woo.



    



    "……."



    



    He didn’t want to answer. Staring at the name ‘Seon-woo’ on the screen, he hesitated before flipping the phone face down. The vibrating stopped, followed shortly by a notification.



    



    [Seon-woo: Where are you, Yeongwon?]



    



    Sighing heavily, Yeongwon closed his eyes again, overwhelmed by everything. He regretted coming this far. If he hadn’t, he wouldn’t have overheard that conversation. He wouldn’t be thinking these things.



    



    What scared him most was the possibility that Seon-woo didn’t truly love him. What if he only loved the idea of Yeongwon, his consistent first-place ranking, his role in tormenting his parents? And what if, the moment Yeongwon failed to secure first place, he became unnecessary?



    



    The thought brought tears to his eyes. Even as his phone vibrated again, he stayed still, his eyes shut tightly, trying to rein in the chaotic emotions threatening to consume him. He knew he couldn’t resolve this alone. For now, he just wanted to calm down, to create a space in his heart where he could listen to Seon-woo when the time came.



    



    The quiet around him was intermittently broken by the phone’s vibrations, which rang and stopped, rang and stopped, again and again.



    



    ***



    



    As lunchtime was halfway through, Yeongwon returned to school and found Seon-woo in the hallway outside their classroom, on the phone. When Seon-woo noticed him, he immediately ended the call, and the vibration in Yeongwon’s pocket stopped.



    



    “Yeongwon! Where were you? Why didn’t you answer your phone? I was so worried.” 



    



    Seeing Seon-woo’s anxious face, Yeongwon raised his head and met his gaze.



    



    “Did something happen? I looked everywhere for you at the teacher’s office, even asked Kim Hyun-jin, but no one knew where you were.”



    



    “…….”



    



    “Yeongwon. Lee Yeongwon.”



    



    Yeongwon wanted to act like everything was fine, but it wasn’t working. He let out a small sigh before speaking.



    



    “I overheard what you were saying with Jo Yu-min.”



    



    “…What?”



    



    “I was looking for you and couldn’t find you anywhere. While searching, I happened to overhear. I wasn’t trying to eavesdrop, but when I heard my name, I couldn’t step forward or just walk away because I was curious. I’m sorry for listening in.”



    



    Seon-woo quickly replayed his conversation with Jo Yu-min in his head. Most of it had been about telling Yu-min to stop bringing up past events with Yeongwon, so there wasn’t much to worry about. But looking at Yeongwon’s face now, it was clear something was bothering him. Then it hit him the last thing he’d said to Yu-min.



    



    ‘I’m not betraying Yeongwon; I’m betraying my parents, damn it.’



    



    Ah… If Yeongwon had overheard everything, it was easy to see how he might have misunderstood. Saying he’d make sure Yeongwon stayed in first place could easily be taken the wrong way. Seon-woo took a deep breath, trying to stay calm.



    



    “Yeongwon, let me explain everything.”



    



    He reached out to guide Yeongwon to a quieter spot, but they were interrupted by a loud voice calling his name. It was Hyun-jin again, rushing toward them.



    



    “Bang! Where were you? Why didn’t you answer your phone? If you were my mom, you’d have gotten a few smacks on the back by now! We were so worried.”



    



    “Sorry, I stayed at the park to deal with something.”



    



    “A chore? You could’ve at least sent a text! We thought you’d been kidnapped. Seon-woo and I were running around the school like crazy looking for you.”



    



    “I’m sorry. I won’t do it again.”



    



    “Lunchtime’s almost over! Let’s go, quick. Seon-woo, you too!”



    



    Yeongwon had no appetite, but with Hyun-jin enthusiastically grabbing his wrist and pulling him along, he couldn’t find it in himself to refuse. Seon-woo, trailing behind, glanced at the hand on Yeongwon’s wrist. He tried to reason with himself, Hyun-jin was just a close friend, and there was no deeper meaning to the gesture but watching someone else lead Yeongwon away still didn’t sit well.



    



    “Why don’t you go eat first?”



    



    “Dude, friends come first, not food. What kind of person eats while someone’s missing? Right, Seon-woo? We seriously turned the school upside down looking for you earlier.” 



    



    At the cafeteria, Hyun-jin quickly started eating, his energy undiminished. Seon-woo chuckled faintly at the sight but kept glancing at Yeongwon, who was barely touching his food. The earlier misunderstanding weighed heavily on his mind. He knew he needed to clear things up but felt like he’d missed the perfect moment.



    



    “Yeongwon.” 



    



    As the time passed and the school day drew to a close, Seon-woo barely had a chance to speak with Yeongwon. His attempts to initiate a conversation were repeatedly thwarted by circumstances or avoided by Yeongwon. The tension between them hung heavily, and it was clear that something was deeply wrong. By the time they finally left the classroom together, Seon-woo’s patience was running thin.



    



    “Can we talk now, Yeongwon?” 



    



    “…Yeah. Where should we go?”



    



    “Do you want to go out? We could have dinner and study somewhere.”



    



    “…No, let’s stay here. The music room is quiet, isn’t it?”



    



    “Alright, let’s go.”



    



    The lack of conversation as they walked to the music room was suffocating for Seon-woo, but he reminded himself that what mattered most was having the chance to explain everything to Yeongwon. The sun had started to dip, and the soft afternoon light filtered into the empty room as they entered. Without going near the windows, Yeongwon stopped by a desk near the door, his posture tense.



    



    Seon-woo took a deep breath and began. 



    



    “I asked Jo Yu-min to stop saying unnecessary things to you. That’s all. It was supposed to be a simple conversation, but he kept dragging it out.”



    



    “…….”



    



    “I don’t know how much you overheard, but everything you heard was true. I won’t lie about it.”



    



    “…What did you mean when you said you’d make sure I kept coming in first? I know you don’t get along with your parents, and I know they want you to be first. But…”



    



    Hearing those words from Yeongwon stung. Seon-woo had tried so hard to shield him from the ugliness of his parents’ actions, but it seemed inevitable that pieces of the truth would slip through. He realized now that no secret could be kept forever. The thought that someday Yeongwon might learn the full extent of how everything began terrified him.



    



    “The problem sets you gave me, asking me to study with you—was all of that just to make your parents angry? Because me being first is what lets you win against them?”



    



    “I can’t say it wasn’t a reason,” Seon-woo admitted, his voice low. “I knew that if you stayed first, it would drive them crazy. But that’s not the whole reason.”



    



    “…Then if I stop being first… you won’t need me anymore?”



    



    The words spilled from Yeongwon’s mouth hesitantly, and his eyes shimmered with unshed tears. Seon-woo’s breath hitched, and he immediately reached for his hand, shaking his head.



    



    “No, that’s not true, Yeongwon. It’s true that your success bothers my parents, but that’s not why I care about you.”



    



    “…Then what is it? What do you want from me? You said you’d make sure I stay first. Does that mean you’re losing on purpose? I thought… I thought you gave me those problem sets and studied with me because you cared about me. Because you liked me…”



    



    
      “Yeongwon, I do like you. More than anything. And yes, I want to see you stay first, but not because it’s part of some plan to hurt my parents. I gave you those problems because I wanted to help you. I wanted you to have everything you deserved. I never wanted you to doubt how much I care about you. Please believe that.”
    

  
    Seon-woo’s uncharacteristic use of profanity made Yeongwon’s heart drop to the floor. The words ‘I’m not betraying you, I’m betraying my parents’ echoed relentlessly in his mind. It wasn’t difficult to understand, yet somehow, it felt impossible to grasp the full picture. He stood there, paralyzed, trying to piece it together.



    



    "You get it now, Yu-min?"



    



    "……."



    



    "Leave Yeongwon alone. This is my last request."



    



    "……."



    



    "I’ve said everything I needed to. Do you have anything else to say?"



    



    "…No."



    



    Even though the conversation had clearly ended, Yeongwon couldn’t move his feet. He stayed frozen, hoping desperately that Seon-woo and Jo Yu-min would walk away in the opposite direction from where he was standing.



    



    When he heard footsteps retreating toward the opposite path, he finally exhaled the breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. He pressed himself harder against the wall, waiting until their voices faded completely before his body sagged with relief. His legs felt weak, and cold sweat drenched his back.



    



    ‘From now on, first place will always belong to Yeongwon. I’ll make sure of it.’



    



    Seon-woo’s words looped endlessly in his mind. Crouching down, Yeongwon buried his head in his hands, trying to calm his dizzy thoughts. Slowly, he began to analyze what Seon-woo had said.



    



    "……."



    



    Was that why Seon-woo had given him problem sets, not as a gesture of camaraderie, but to ensure he stayed in first place so that his parents would suffer? Was that why he didn’t disturb him when he studied, or why he seemed so genuinely happy when Yeongwon ranked first? Had everything been part of some greater plan to use him against his parents? The realization that these actions might not have been for his sake left a strange, hollow feeling.



    



    Was his confession of love real? Or was it just part of keeping him close, to savor the triumph of defying his parents? Confusion clouded his mind, his thoughts spiraling in every direction. Pressing his hot, damp eyes with his palms, Yeongwon tried to steady himself, only to be startled by the vibration of his phone in his pocket. It was Seon-woo.



    



    "……."



    



    He didn’t want to answer. Staring at the name ‘Seon-woo’ on the screen, he hesitated before flipping the phone face down. The vibrating stopped, followed shortly by a notification.



    



    [Seon-woo: Where are you, Yeongwon?]



    



    Sighing heavily, Yeongwon closed his eyes again, overwhelmed by everything. He regretted coming this far. If he hadn’t, he wouldn’t have overheard that conversation. He wouldn’t be thinking these things.



    



    What scared him most was the possibility that Seon-woo didn’t truly love him. What if he only loved the idea of Yeongwon, his consistent first-place ranking, his role in tormenting his parents? And what if, the moment Yeongwon failed to secure first place, he became unnecessary?



    



    The thought brought tears to his eyes. Even as his phone vibrated again, he stayed still, his eyes shut tightly, trying to rein in the chaotic emotions threatening to consume him. He knew he couldn’t resolve this alone. For now, he just wanted to calm down, to create a space in his heart where he could listen to Seon-woo when the time came.



    



    The quiet around him was intermittently broken by the phone’s vibrations, which rang and stopped, rang and stopped, again and again.



    



    ***



    



    As lunchtime was halfway through, Yeongwon returned to school and found Seon-woo in the hallway outside their classroom, on the phone. When Seon-woo noticed him, he immediately ended the call, and the vibration in Yeongwon’s pocket stopped.



    



    “Yeongwon! Where were you? Why didn’t you answer your phone? I was so worried.” 



    



    Seeing Seon-woo’s anxious face, Yeongwon raised his head and met his gaze.



    



    “Did something happen? I looked everywhere for you at the teacher’s office, even asked Kim Hyun-jin, but no one knew where you were.”



    



    “…….”



    



    “Yeongwon. Lee Yeongwon.”



    



    Yeongwon wanted to act like everything was fine, but it wasn’t working. He let out a small sigh before speaking.



    



    “I overheard what you were saying with Jo Yu-min.”



    



    “…What?”



    



    “I was looking for you and couldn’t find you anywhere. While searching, I happened to overhear. I wasn’t trying to eavesdrop, but when I heard my name, I couldn’t step forward or just walk away because I was curious. I’m sorry for listening in.”



    



    Seon-woo quickly replayed his conversation with Jo Yu-min in his head. Most of it had been about telling Yu-min to stop bringing up past events with Yeongwon, so there wasn’t much to worry about. But looking at Yeongwon’s face now, it was clear something was bothering him. Then it hit him the last thing he’d said to Yu-min.



    



    ‘I’m not betraying Yeongwon; I’m betraying my parents, damn it.’



    



    Ah… If Yeongwon had overheard everything, it was easy to see how he might have misunderstood. Saying he’d make sure Yeongwon stayed in first place could easily be taken the wrong way. Seon-woo took a deep breath, trying to stay calm.



    



    “Yeongwon, let me explain everything.”



    



    He reached out to guide Yeongwon to a quieter spot, but they were interrupted by a loud voice calling his name. It was Hyun-jin again, rushing toward them.



    



    “Bang! Where were you? Why didn’t you answer your phone? If you were my mom, you’d have gotten a few smacks on the back by now! We were so worried.”



    



    “Sorry, I stayed at the park to deal with something.”



    



    “A chore? You could’ve at least sent a text! We thought you’d been kidnapped. Seon-woo and I were running around the school like crazy looking for you.”



    



    “I’m sorry. I won’t do it again.”



    



    “Lunchtime’s almost over! Let’s go, quick. Seon-woo, you too!”



    



    Yeongwon had no appetite, but with Hyun-jin enthusiastically grabbing his wrist and pulling him along, he couldn’t find it in himself to refuse. Seon-woo, trailing behind, glanced at the hand on Yeongwon’s wrist. He tried to reason with himself, Hyun-jin was just a close friend, and there was no deeper meaning to the gesture but watching someone else lead Yeongwon away still didn’t sit well.



    



    “Why don’t you go eat first?”



    



    “Dude, friends come first, not food. What kind of person eats while someone’s missing? Right, Seon-woo? We seriously turned the school upside down looking for you earlier.” 



    



    At the cafeteria, Hyun-jin quickly started eating, his energy undiminished. Seon-woo chuckled faintly at the sight but kept glancing at Yeongwon, who was barely touching his food. The earlier misunderstanding weighed heavily on his mind. He knew he needed to clear things up but felt like he’d missed the perfect moment.



    



    “Yeongwon.” 



    



    As the time passed and the school day drew to a close, Seon-woo barely had a chance to speak with Yeongwon. His attempts to initiate a conversation were repeatedly thwarted by circumstances or avoided by Yeongwon. The tension between them hung heavily, and it was clear that something was deeply wrong. By the time they finally left the classroom together, Seon-woo’s patience was running thin.



    



    “Can we talk now, Yeongwon?” 



    



    “…Yeah. Where should we go?”



    



    “Do you want to go out? We could have dinner and study somewhere.”



    



    “…No, let’s stay here. The music room is quiet, isn’t it?”



    



    “Alright, let’s go.”



    



    The lack of conversation as they walked to the music room was suffocating for Seon-woo, but he reminded himself that what mattered most was having the chance to explain everything to Yeongwon. The sun had started to dip, and the soft afternoon light filtered into the empty room as they entered. Without going near the windows, Yeongwon stopped by a desk near the door, his posture tense.



    



    Seon-woo took a deep breath and began. 



    



    “I asked Jo Yu-min to stop saying unnecessary things to you. That’s all. It was supposed to be a simple conversation, but he kept dragging it out.”



    



    “…….”



    



    “I don’t know how much you overheard, but everything you heard was true. I won’t lie about it.”



    



    “…What did you mean when you said you’d make sure I kept coming in first? I know you don’t get along with your parents, and I know they want you to be first. But…”



    



    Hearing those words from Yeongwon stung. Seon-woo had tried so hard to shield him from the ugliness of his parents’ actions, but it seemed inevitable that pieces of the truth would slip through. He realized now that no secret could be kept forever. The thought that someday Yeongwon might learn the full extent of how everything began terrified him.



    



    “The problem sets you gave me, asking me to study with you—was all of that just to make your parents angry? Because me being first is what lets you win against them?”



    



    “I can’t say it wasn’t a reason,” Seon-woo admitted, his voice low. “I knew that if you stayed first, it would drive them crazy. But that’s not the whole reason.”



    



    “…Then if I stop being first… you won’t need me anymore?”



    



    The words spilled from Yeongwon’s mouth hesitantly, and his eyes shimmered with unshed tears. Seon-woo’s breath hitched, and he immediately reached for his hand, shaking his head.



    



    “No, that’s not true, Yeongwon. It’s true that your success bothers my parents, but that’s not why I care about you.”



    



    “…Then what is it? What do you want from me? You said you’d make sure I stay first. Does that mean you’re losing on purpose? I thought… I thought you gave me those problem sets and studied with me because you cared about me. Because you liked me…”



    



    “Yeongwon, I do like you. More than anything. And yes, I want to see you stay first, but not because it’s part of some plan to hurt my parents. I gave you those problems because I wanted to help you. I wanted you to have everything you deserved. I never wanted you to doubt how much I care about you. Please believe that.”



    



    “I just didn’t want to be first. At first, it wasn’t because of you, but because of me. I didn’t want to give my parents the satisfaction. I liked seeing them lose their minds whenever I did that. It was the only time I could breathe.”



    



    Seon-woo’s voice was calm, even detached, as he continued. Yeongwon, leaning against the door of the music room with his head slightly bowed, felt drained. He didn’t want to look at Seon-woo. If he met his gaze, he was afraid he’d want to understand everything, to forgive everything.



    



    “Those people who always pretend to be so elegant, forgetting their pride and composure, screaming at me calling me a failure, telling me to die… Seeing that side of them was satisfying. It meant they were angry enough to show their true selves.”



    



    “…….”



    



    “After I started liking you, though, seeing you get first place made me happy. Sure, I still liked seeing my parents lose it, but more than that, I loved seeing you smile on the day the rankings came out seeing how happy you were because you worked harder than me and cared more than I did.”



    



    “…….”



    



    “Choosing the wrong answers on purpose was my decision. It wasn’t for you, it was for me. Because I couldn’t even risk accidentally taking first place.”



    



    There was a strange conviction in Seon-woo’s words. Even things that seemed nonsensical began to feel plausible as he spoke. Still, Yeongwon shook his head, avoiding his gaze.



    



    “You heard what I said to Jo Yu-min. I only said those things because he kept implying I’d take your spot. It frustrated me. That’s why I said I’d make sure you stayed first.”



    



    “…….”



    



    “I’m not doing this to get back at my parents through you, Yeongwon. I can handle that on my own, in other ways that don’t involve grades.”



    



    “…….”



    



    “Do you really not believe me anymore? Do you think I’m just using you? Is that what all my actions have looked like to you?”



    



    It had felt warm. Seon-woo was kind so much so that sometimes it seemed unbelievable how much care and attention he directed toward him. Even though his mind was a storm of doubt, Yeongwon couldn’t fully believe that all those moments of tenderness were fake.



    



    “Like Jo Yu-min said, I’m not a good person. I appreciate that you see me that way, but I’m not. You’ve seen it yourself, I do what I want, however I want.”



    



    “…….”



    



    “Still, I wanted to do things right this time. Are you sick of me?”



    



    “…….”



    



    “Do you want to break up with me?”



    



    The question hit like a heavy blow to the chest. Yeongwon, who had been avoiding Seon-woo’s gaze, instinctively looked up. The moment their eyes met, tears spilled uncontrollably down his cheeks. He couldn’t hold them back. Just the thought of breaking up not even doing so, but the mere suggestion hurt so much he could hardly bear it.



    



    “Yeongwon, I know the situation made you doubt me. I responded emotionally to Jo Yu-min, and in the process, I said something that made you question me. It’s my fault, and I’m sorry.”



    



    “…I’m honestly so scared.”



    



    “…….”



    



    “I didn’t know anything… and I genuinely fell for you. If you don’t have any ulterior motives and you really like me, then that’s a relief. But if you don’t… what am I supposed to do?”



    



    Yeongwon knew too well that feelings didn’t just disappear because you willed them to. He remembered the agony of not eating, not sleeping, and thinking about Seon-woo constantly until he collapsed. The memory tightened his chest, reminding him of the pain he never wanted to endure again.



    



    “If I just keep getting first place… will that be enough?”



    



    “Yeongwon.”



    



    “Then will you keep… liking me?”



    



    Everything felt chaotic. His heart and mind were in turmoil. Tears streamed down his face as he clung to Seon-woo’s arm, his trembling hands betraying his emotions. Seon-woo, seeing him shaking uncontrollably, bent down and pulled him into his arms.



    



    “It has nothing to do with that. I don’t like you because you’re good at studying. It’s because it’s your dream because it’s something you want to achieve. I just want to help you. It’s not something I care about, but it matters to you. That’s why. And it’s not even like I’m really helping; it’s your hard work that gets you there. All I’m doing is trying not to get in your way.”



    



    “…….”



    



    “Liking you has nothing to do with grades.”



    



    “…….”



    



    “I love you, Yeongwon. Even if you do nothing, even if you stop believing in me, nothing will change for me. I won’t let go of you. I can’t.”



    



    Hiding his face against Seon-woo’s shoulder, Yeongwon slowly raised his arms and wrapped them around Seon-woo’s waist. He couldn’t tell if he was making the right decision anymore. The only thing he knew for certain was that he couldn’t imagine living without Seon-woo.



    



    If Seon-woo insisted it was a misunderstanding, if he kept saying it wasn’t what Yeongwon thought then maybe it was okay to believe him. After all, the countless moments of kindness and care couldn’t all have been fake. The raw, burning emotions he’d seen in Seon-woo’s eyes couldn’t be a lie.



    



    “Honestly, I don’t know anymore. Ever since you asked if I wanted to break up, I haven’t been able to think about anything else.”



    



    “…….”



    



    “But… you’re saying it’s not true, so I’ll believe you this time. What you’re saying… it’s not like it doesn’t make sense.”



    



    “Thank you.”



    



    Pulling back slightly, Yeongwon met Seon-woo’s gaze. Seon-woo gently cupped his face and used his thumbs to wipe away the tears on his cheeks and near his eyes. Looking into his eyes made him want to hold on tighter.



    



    “…I guess it’s not surprising that you’d go to such lengths against your parents. Family stuff… it’s not something I can really understand or judge. So I won’t say anything about how you handle your grades. Like you said, that’s your choice.”



    



    “Thank you for understanding.”



    



    “…But from now on, I’m not taking any more problem sets from you. You know this already, but I need to be first. And I don’t want to do it with your help. I want to do it on my own. It’s the only thing I have. If I work hard enough, at least grades reflect my effort.”



    



    No matter how hard he tried, his father’s overly trusting nature couldn’t be fixed, nor could he prevent his family from falling apart financially. He couldn’t stop their home from getting smaller or solve their lack of money. But grades were different. Grades were fair they reflected his effort.



    



    Sure, there was pressure to get into a good university, but at the root of it all, he simply liked that his hard work paid off. His rank as the top student in the school was the result of his own efforts, achieved without expensive tutoring or attending academies. If even that turned out to be because of someone else’s help, he didn’t think he could bear it.



    



    “…I won’t take your help. I’ll study on my own. I don’t want to think that I only managed to stay first because you let me. I worked so hard for this.”



    



    "Alright. Maybe it came out wrong, but I haven’t done anything to help you. Everything you’ve accomplished it’s all been your own effort."



    



    "…I’m willing to let everything else slide. I just want one thing to be true… that you really like me."



    



    "It’s true, Yeongwon. You don’t have to believe anything else, but please believe that I like you."



    



    "……."



    



    "Look at me, please. Yeongwon, you like me too, right? You still do, don’t you? You’re not going to leave me, are you?"



    



    Hearing the words leave me again, even though there was no intention of breaking up, brought tears to his eyes. With effort, Yeongwon finally lifted his head and met Seon-woo’s gaze. The worried eyes staring back at him couldn’t possibly be fake. They were too warm, too fearful. And even if, somehow, they weren’t real, he wanted to pretend they were.



    



    "…I’m not leaving you."



    



    Because I like you too much right now.



    



    As these words settled in his mind, Yeongwon quietly wrapped his arms around Seon-woo’s waist and leaned his tear-soaked face against his shoulder. How had it come to this? How had he come to love someone so much that just the thought of parting made it hard to breathe, made him cry so easily? Realizing how deeply he cared made him afraid of his own emotions. Too much of anything wasn’t good.



    



    But Yeongwon didn’t know how to love Seon-woo in a way that wasn’t overwhelming. In Seon-woo’s embrace, he closed his eyes, feeling his warmth. Seon-woo gently stroked his hair, neck, and back, pressing soft kisses wherever he could reach. For now, Yeongwon let himself ignore the faint ember of doubt that still lingered in a corner of his heart.



    



    ***



    



    Their relationship didn’t change much after that day. Seon-woo remained kind and caring, and it became impossible for Yeongwon to doubt him anymore. He accepted that he could never fully understand Seon-woo’s situation, nor was it his place to pry further into what was essentially family business.



    



    Seon-woo wasn’t trying to take his place but to protect it, and while it was a thought that could have hurt his pride, it was also something that reassured him. After all, it was ultimately a good thing for him. Deciding to forget the conversation he overheard between Seon-woo and Jo Yu-min, Yeongwon focused on moving forward.



    



    Though their relationship largely stayed the same, there were subtle changes. The idea of breaking up lingered in the back of his mind, filling his thoughts whenever there was a moment of silence. It drove him to actions he couldn’t quite explain. If Seon-woo so much as stood up to leave, an anxious glance would follow, and his hand would reach out to grab him without even realizing it.



    



    "……."



    



    Sitting alone, Yeongwon reflected on his recent behavior, which bordered on obsession. Was he losing his mind? They weren’t breaking up, and he had no reason to think they would, yet the worry gnawed at him, leaving him constantly on edge.



    



    "Yeongwon."



    



    "……."



    



    "Yeongwon. Lee Yeongwon."



    



    "…Huh?"



    



    Startled by the shadow falling over his face, he looked up to meet Seon-woo’s gaze.



    



    "What are you thinking about so deeply? It’s PE, isn’t it? Aren’t you going to change into your gym clothes?"



    



    "Oh… yeah, I should."



    



    Although the boys and girls were separated for PE, and most students simply changed in the classroom, Yeongwon always went to the bathroom to change. At first, it was because he was embarrassed to change in front of Seon-woo. Now, it was because he enjoyed the playful moments they shared when they snuck into the same stall together.



    



    Normally, they would head to one of the closer bathrooms on their floor, but when Seon-woo began climbing the stairs, Yeongwon tilted his head in curiosity.



    



    "Where are you going?"



    



    "Teacher’s restroom."



    



    It was true that the teacher’s restroom was quieter and less crowded than the students’ bathrooms, but with the break almost over, Yeongwon couldn’t understand why Seon-woo was going so far out of the way.



    



    "Break’s almost over…."



    



    Seon-woo smiled at Yeongwon’s concerned tone, then peeked into the quiet, pristine teacher’s restroom before gently pulling Yeongwon inside. Only when they were in the last stall, farthest from the door, did Seon-woo let go of his hand.



    



    "Yeongwon, I’m not feeling well."



    



    "What? You’re sick? Where? Do you have a cold?"



    



    Seon-woo chuckled at Yeongwon’s alarmed questions, then leaned forward, pressing his forehead against Yeongwon’s shoulder.



    



    "I’m too sick to go out to the field. What should I do?"



    



    It didn’t take long for Yeongwon to realize Seon-woo was just looking for an excuse to skip PE. Lightly tapping Seon-woo’s arm, he tried to push him away.



    



    "Come on, change your clothes. We need to go."



    



    "I didn’t even bring my PE uniform."



    



    "What? Really?"



    



    Seon-woo’s hands were empty, and he wasn’t holding a uniform anywhere. Realizing he wasn’t lying, Yeongwon laughed in exasperation and cupped Seon-woo’s cheeks, playfully pressing them as if scolding him.



    



    "Are you really not going? Should I just go by myself?"



    



    "You can’t leave me alone. Stay with me."



    



    "…People will think it’s weird if we both skip."



    



    "We can just say we went to the nurse’s office. They’ll probably give us free time anyway. You don’t even like PE, right?"



    



    "…That’s true, but… what if we get caught?"



    



    "We won’t. I’ll take care of it."



    



    In the past, Yeongwon might have tried to coax Seon-woo into going to the field anyway. But now, his thoughts were different, and so were his decisions. Whenever he had to make a choice, Seon-woo’s words ‘Are you going to leave me?’ echoed in his mind. The thought made his chest tighten, his thoughts scatter, and his anxiety rise.



    



    In the end, he made a decision tilted entirely in Seon-woo’s favor.



    



    "Alright. Let’s stay together."



    



    The PE uniform that had been clutched in his arms fell to the floor, forgotten. As Seon-woo pressed closer, their bodies collided, and his vision was filled with Seon-woo before darkness enveloped them. Even as the bell signaling the end of break rang, Yeongwon ignored it, pulling Seon-woo closer. The heat that consumed them was enough.



    



    Lately, he really felt like he’d gone crazy. But knowing it didn’t change anything. Feeling Seon-woo’s lips on his, Yeongwon let himself get lost in the moment. When Seon-woo pulled back to let him breathe, he instinctively cupped the back of his head, pulling him close again. He didn’t want to let go, not even a little.



    



    Call him crazy, it didn't matter.



    



    ‘Do you want to break up with me?’



    



    What if, in that moment, I had said yes? Out of anger, or maybe out of pride?



    



    Seon-woo, with his cool and decisive nature, might have walked out of the music room without looking back. He would’ve started calling me "class president" again, moving to another seat, avoiding my gaze as if we were strangers.



    



    We wouldn’t walk home together anymore, wouldn’t embrace each other at the door, wouldn’t share kisses like this ever again.



    



    Just the thought of it was enough to bring tears to my eyes again. Clinging tightly to Seon-woo, I kept reminding myself, over and over, that it wasn’t real, that this wasn’t what had happened. That he was still here.



    



    I don’t want to break up with you….



    



    
      The relentless anxiety filled my mind once more, banging against the walls of my thoughts. Everything I’d pretended to be okay about came crumbling down, leaving me back at square one.
    

  
    When Mom came home after a long time away, she seemed… different. It wasn’t just today, I’d noticed it for a while now. Her style had changed, from her clothes to her hairstyle, making her feel a little unfamiliar. Thankfully, it was a good kind of change she looked more elegant and polished than ever before.



    



    “Mom, do you know Dad’s new number?”



    



    “…What?”



    



    “I sent him a text recently to see how he was doing, but the reply came from someone else. I think his number might’ve changed.”



    



    “He must have changed it because of work. Oh, Yeongwon, here—this is herbal medicine. Warm it up and drink a pouch before school, and another one before bed. It’s supposed to be good for your brain and overall health. One of the moms I know recommended it, saying all the students preparing for exams are taking it. I got it prepared for you. Take it for three months, and if it works well, I’ll get more for you.”



    



    Mom shifted the topic so casually, as if my question about Dad never happened. I sighed softly. Normally, I would’ve just let it go, assuming she had her reasons. But now, I felt it was time to address it.



    



    “Mom… are you not in touch with Dad at all?”



    



    “…….”



    



    “You two weren’t on bad terms or anything. Before he left to look for work, you seemed to get along okay. But now, he’s unreachable, and it seems like you’re not contacting him either….”



    



    “Yeongwon, you shouldn’t worry about things like that. What matters right now isn’t whether your mom and dad are in touch.”



    



    “…Are you two living separately?”



    



    That was the worst-case scenario I could imagine. They hadn’t fought openly in front of me, but the truth was that our home hadn’t felt as warm or affectionate as it used to. With all the financial stress, it wouldn’t have been surprising if Mom had chosen to live apart for her own peace of mind.



    



    If I were in her position, I might’ve made the same decision. Watching Dad, even in his helplessness, try to rebuild and trust again was hard for me, too. For Mom, who had to witness it every day without any escape, it must have been unbearable, far beyond what I could comprehend.



    



    “Please tell me the truth. Even if you are living separately, I’ll understand. I know it’s been hard for you, and sometimes it’s better to take a break from each other than to keep struggling together….”



    



    “…….”



    



    “I’m asking because I want to stop overthinking it. It’s less stressful to hear the truth and accept it than to keep guessing and imagining the worst….”



    



    As she fiddled with the herbal medicine in her hands, Yeongwon’s mother let out a deep sigh and closed her eyes. She looked exhausted, as if the weight of the world was bearing down on her. Watching her, Yeongwon felt his heart race. The air was heavy, like he should interrupt her and say he didn’t want to hear it after all.



    



    “I was planning to tell you after you graduated... but it seems like you’ve figured it out, so I’ll tell you now.”



    



    He remembered hearing somewhere that couples often reconciled after living apart for a while. That the distance could make their bond stronger, the time apart allowing feelings of longing and care to grow. Who had said that? Maybe it was the woman from the third floor of their old villa?



    



    “…Your dad and I… we got divorced.”



    



    “…What?”



    



    The hopeful thoughts that had been circling his mind shattered with a deafening crash. Sharp fragments of reality scattered in every direction, cutting deeply without mercy. Somewhere inside him, the largest shard lodged itself in his heart, and he could feel metaphorical blood pouring out.



    



    “I just couldn’t… couldn’t live with your dad anymore. I was the one who asked for the divorce… and he agreed. You know how many times your dad has been betrayed, how many times he’s been hurt by the people he trusted.”



    



    Even as his mother’s words poured over him, it didn’t feel real. No, it felt too real so real that it seemed like some cruel trick, like someone had set this all up to deceive him.



    



    “We ended up in this dingy little room with no space for your studies. How could he still think about trusting someone and starting over again? I told him: give up that job in Busan or let’s get divorced. He refused to give it up. Said this time it would work, that it felt different.”



    



    “…….”



    



    “If I kept trusting and waiting for him, we’d eventually get thrown out of here too. And then… we’d really be on the street. I can’t let that happen. I’ve endured as much as I could, but I can’t do it anymore. I just can’t.”



    



    Yeongwon understood his mother. There wasn’t a single part of what she said that he couldn’t relate to. He had felt it all too the frustration, the helplessness, the fear. Even the thought of being evicted from their current home sent a chill down his spine. He understood everything she said, but the fact that they had divorced without a word to him was something he couldn’t easily accept.



    



    “Have you… already done it? Or are you going to?”



    



    “…We finalized everything the day before your dad moved out.”



    



    “Oh…”



    



    “I know it’s a shock, Yeongwon. Of course it is. I didn’t tell you because I was afraid it would shake you up. What if you found out and then messed up your midterms? As your parents, we couldn’t help you much, but at least we didn’t want to burden you with this and make things worse. Especially now, when you’re so close to the end.”



    



    Yeongwon didn’t want to hear any more. Nothing would change by listening further, and his mother had made it clear that she had kept it from him to protect his grades. There was nothing left to discuss. With a tired expression, he nodded. He wanted to cry, but strangely, the tears wouldn’t come.



    



    “You understand, don’t you, my son?”



    



    “Yes… I understand.”



    



    “I’m going to work hard. We’re already better off, aren’t we? I can even give you more allowance now that’s nice, isn’t it? I’ll live my best life.”



    



    “…Yes. I’ll work hard too.”



    



    “That’s my boy. Thanks for understanding. You must be shocked, but how about drinking this herbal medicine? I’ll heat it for you. It’s good for calming your nerves, helps you focus, and is supposed to be very effective.”



    



    His mother rose, poured the herbal medicine into a cup, and placed it in the microwave. She pressed the finicky buttons three times until the timer showed 1 minute and 30 seconds. As the seconds ticked down, she stared at the screen in silence. Yeongwon simply stared at the floor, listening to the hum of the microwave.



    



    “…….”



    



    He was utterly drained. Too tired to respond, too worn out to ask why she had waited so long to tell him. He took the steaming cup she offered and drank the bitter, black liquid in one go. Accepting reality always tasted this bitter and painful.



    



    “Are you okay, Mom?”



    



    “…Yes. I’m fine. At least we’re not on the streets.”



    



    “I see… If you’re okay, then I’m okay too. So, does that mean I won’t be able to contact Dad anymore?”



    



    “Since he changed his number, it’ll be hard unless he reaches out first. But he’ll contact you. All those mistakes he made it was all for you, to raise you well. He adored you so much. Don’t worry too much about it. That’s not what matters right now. You understand what I mean, don’t you?”



    



    Yeongwon nodded silently. His eyes lingered on the three crisp 50,000-won bills his mother handed him. He used to think having more allowance would make him happy, but now, even with the extra money, he felt nothing.



    



    His mother left shortly after 8 PM. After seeing her off, he sat down under the streetlight where Seon-woo always waited for him. He took out his phone. She had asked him to let her know when she left, so he should contact Seon-woo now. Yet he hesitated.



    



    It wasn’t that he didn’t want to see Seon-woo. He just hated that he always seemed to bring bad news. He wanted to share happy moments, to laugh together, but instead, it felt like all he ever did was share his sadness, seeking comfort. It scared him to think that one day, Seon-woo might grow as tired of it all as he was now.



    



    “…….”



    



    After sitting in the same spot for thirty minutes, lost in thought, Yeongwon finally mustered the courage to call Seon-woo. He knew Seon-woo was waiting for his call, and even if they couldn’t meet today, he needed to let him know.



    



    -Hey, Yeongwon. Did your mom leave?



    



    "…Yeah, just a little while ago. What were you up to?"



    



    -Just finishing up some tutoring homework.



    



    "Then… why don’t you finish your homework, and we’ll meet tomorrow instead?"



    



    -I’m almost done, so I can meet you. But do you not want to see me today? If that’s the case, we can meet tomorrow.



    



    His gentle voice stirred something deep within. Sitting under the streetlight, staring at his sneakers, Yeongwon found himself leaning into Seon-woo’s words. He knew he shouldn’t, knew he couldn’t let himself become too dependent but his heart couldn’t help but tip entirely in Seon-woo’s direction.



    



    -Yeongwon? Are you listening?



    



    "…Yeah."



    



    -Something’s wrong, isn’t it?



    



    "No, nothing’s wrong."



    



    -Then let’s meet. I want to see you. I’ll come to you now.



    



    He should’ve said it was fine, should’ve reassured Seon-woo. But the words wouldn’t come. He needed him needed to see him, needed to be with him. It was the only thing that could make everything okay again.



    



    "…Alright. Come, but take your time."



    



    -Okay. Should I bring anything? Something to eat or anything you need?



    



    Slowly, Yeongwon shook his head, even though Seon-woo couldn’t see. His mind was filled with only one thought: Seon-woo’s face, his warmth.



    



    "…Just you…"



    



    He didn’t even realize what he was saying, his voice barely audible.



    



    "Just you… that’s all I need."



    



    It was the absolute truth, a longing that came straight from his heart.



    



    "…As long as you’re here…."



    



    Just you. That’s all I need now. Truly, only you.



    



    ***



    



    Hearing the unease in Yeongwon's voice, Seon-woo wasted no time. He left the house immediately, his urgency growing as he tried to hail a taxi. When no taxis were readily available, he hurried to the main road. As he did, his parents' car passed by, the license plate clearly visible under the streetlights.



    



    Why now of all times? They would inevitably notice his absence at home and start looking for him. But as Seon-woo watched their car disappear down the road, he resolved not to turn back. What mattered right now was Yeongwon.



    



    Once on the main road, Seon-woo finally managed to catch a taxi and gave the driver the name of Yeongwon’s villa. Throughout the ride, his thoughts lingered on Yeongwon’s voice from their call. Something had happened, and Seon-woo knew he wouldn’t be able to relax until he saw him and found out what was wrong. Sitting upright, unable to lean back, he nervously took in the scenery rushing past the car window.



    



    As the taxi slowed down near the villa, Seon-woo spotted Yeongwon sitting under a streetlight. Without waiting for the taxi to come to a complete stop, he asked the driver to pull over and quickly got out.



    



    "Yeongwon, why are you sitting out here? Were you waiting for me?"



    



    "……."



    



    Yeongwon looked up and met Seon-woo’s eyes, nodding quietly. Seon-woo crouched down, gently cupping his face, scanning it carefully. Thankfully, it didn’t look like he had been crying.



    



    "Did you make the call from here too?"



    



    "Yeah…."



    



    "Weren’t you scared?"



    



    "No, I wasn’t. I knew you’d come."



    



    Under the glow of the streetlight, Yeongwon’s calm, unruffled face looked stunning. Seon-woo couldn’t help but lean in, brushing a soft kiss across his temple and cheek. Caught in the intensity of Seon-woo’s gaze, Yeongwon reached up and cradled his face. This time, it was Yeongwon who kissed him first.



    



    It was a brief kiss, but the warmth of it was enough to settle some of the turmoil in their hearts. Standing up, Yeongwon held onto Seon-woo’s hand, savoring the feeling of his steady presence. Even without looking, he could feel Seon-woo’s gaze firmly fixed on him. Turning to meet those eyes, he softly broke the silence.



    



    
      "…Do you want to stay over tonight?"
    

  
    A vibration buzzed from Seon-woo’s pocket. It was likely his parents, having discovered he wasn’t home. Seon-woo glanced at his phone to confirm the call but kept his eyes fixed on Yeongwon.



    



    “Can I interpret ‘stay over’ in the way I want to?”



    



    “…You’re such a pervert.”



    



    “I won’t deny it. I have some self-awareness.”



    



    Seon-woo’s playful remark eased the tension, and Yeongwon let out a small laugh. Being with Seon-woo always made him feel better. In a world where everything seemed to be falling apart where everyone, even his parents, had parted ways, Yeongwon wanted to be with someone who wouldn’t leave him.



    



    “Ah… but you don’t even have a change of clothes. Guess staying over isn’t an option.”



    



    “Why not? I’m already mentally prepared.”



    



    “…Prepared for what?”



    



    “To stay the night. You’re the one who suggested it.”



    



    Yeongwon’s face flushed red as Seon-woo grinned mischievously. ‘Stop teasing me!’ he muttered, pushing Seon-woo’s arm away and hurrying toward his house. But Seon-woo quickly caught up and wrapped an arm around his shoulder, whispering close.



    



    “Why are you treating me like a pervert when you’re the one who invited me?”



    



    “I-I just meant you could sleep over, like last time….”



    



    “I wanted to do more than sleep that time too.”



    



    “...You’re insane, seriously.”



    



    “There’s no such thing as a sane pervert.”



    



    When Seon-woo playfully prodded his side again, Yeongwon retaliated by pressing against his stomach not hard enough to hurt but enough to make a point. Unlocking the door, he stepped inside, followed closely by Seon-woo, who found the gesture endearing.



    



    “Want some juice? My mom bought a lot of stuff earlier. We’ve got orange juice, grape juice, and… grapefruit juice.”



    



    Seon-woo hugged him from behind, reaching over to tap the bottle of grape juice with his fingers. Smiling, Yeongwon pulled out the bottle and poured it into two clear glasses.



    



    “Oh, and we’ve got cookies too. The lady my mom works for uh, I guess I should call her Madam? She's into home baking. I don’t know her name, but she gave us a bunch of stuff like madeleines and cookies. Let’s eat them together.”



    



    He piled cookies, madeleines, and financiers onto a plate before clearing the books off the table to make space for the snacks.



    



    “Thanks for the meal.”



    



    “Yeah. Mm, this is good.”



    



    Taking a bite of the chocolate-coated madeleine, Yeongwon smiled faintly at Seon-woo. But Seon-woo could see the unease lingering behind that smile. Yeongwon seemed like he was trying too hard to act okay when he wasn’t.



    



    "Let’s watch something fun." 



    



    He turned on the TV and flipped through the few available channels. Unlike Seon-woo’s home, where entertainment was always at their fingertips, the lack of options made him feel a little self-conscious.



    



    "Seon-woo." 



    



    "Yeah?"



    



    "You remember I said my dad’s number seems to have changed?"



    



    "Yeah… someone else texted you back."



    



    Yeongwon continued flipping channels, cycling through the limited options on the screen.



    



    "I thought it was odd, so I asked my mom about it."



    



    "…Yeah."



    



    "They divorced."



    



    The words slipped out as casually as if discussing the weather. Yeongwon placed the remote down, settling on a new drama he knew nothing about. It wasn’t for the show itself but for the comfortable background noise it provided.



    



    "You don’t have to say anything. I’m fine," he added, voice steady but quiet. "I thought they might’ve been separated, so hearing it’s a divorce… I was surprised. But it’s more like finally facing what I’d been avoiding. Like, ‘Oh, so that’s how it is.’"



    



    "……."



    



    "I didn’t want to tell you at first, It’s embarrassing. I thought you’d get tired of me, of hearing nothing but this kind of stuff from me. But…"



    



    "……."



    



    "I figured it’d be worse if you found out later. I didn’t want you hearing it from someone else, like Hyunjin. And I know you didn’t mean for me to come to you just to dump all my baggage every time."



    



    His voice grew smaller and smaller, and he couldn’t bring himself to meet Seon-woo’s eyes. All he wanted to do was disappear. When Seon-woo moved closer, the overwhelming reality made Yeongwon shut his eyes.



    



    He felt the strong embrace of Seon-woo’s arms, grounding him as his emotions threatened to spill over. It was almost too much.



    



    "Thanks for telling me first, that’s what I’m here for. If you can’t lean on me during times like this, what’s the point of having a boyfriend?"



    



    Seon-woo wrapped his arms around Yeongwon’s waist and lifted him onto his lap, holding him tightly. Yeongwon, now fully enveloped in Seon-woo’s warmth, buried his face against Seon-woo’s shoulder.



    



    "So that’s why you didn’t want to see me today? Because you didn’t know how to say it?"



    



    "…Yeah."



    



    "Next time, just call me. Don’t stay by yourself. I’m here, so don’t be alone. If it’s something you need time to process alone, I’ll give you space, but today wasn’t one of those times, right? You wanted me here, didn’t you?"



    



    Yeongwon nodded silently, wrapping his arms tightly around Seon-woo’s neck and pulling himself even closer.



    



    "Did you cry?" 



    



    "…No. I wanted to, but the tears didn’t come. I think I got through it okay."



    



    "And now? If you want to cry, go ahead. I’m here."



    



    Yeongwon shook his head. He could cry if he wanted to, but he didn’t feel like it. He wanted to spend this precious time with Seon-woo in a happier mood.



    



    “I’m not going to cry. I don’t want to.”



    



    “Our Yeongwon has really grown up.”



    



    “I’ve always been grown up.”



    



    Seon-woo laughed softly near Yeongwon’s ear and whispered against it.



    



    “That’s right. Our Yeongwon has grown up. That’s why you’re the one boldly asking me to sleep over.”



    



    “…Do you really want to sleep with me?”



    



    “What?”



    



    “…If you want to, you can.”



    



    Their gazes met, and something flickered between them. Every word from Yeongwon seemed to drop like molten heat, pooling in Seon-woo’s lower abdomen. The emotions swirling in his chest trickled down, stirring sensations that teased at his senses.



    



    “Do you even know what you’re saying I want to do?”



    



    “…I know.”



    



    “Where’d you learn about it?”



    



    “Here and there… I’ve heard things, and besides, I don’t need to learn to know what it is.”



    



    Seon-woo laughed lightly and kissed Yeongwon gently on the lips, then slowly ran his fingers through his hair.



    



    “Of course I want to. I like you, and I’ve thought about it. But I don’t want to do something this sudden just because of my desires.”



    



    “…….”



    



    “When you want it as much as I do—when you feel like you absolutely can’t stand it—then we’ll do it.”



    



    “……I don’t really know how to recognize that. I’ve never done it before. What if I don’t even know when I feel that way…?”



    



    “I don’t know either. I’ve only imagined it myself. Hmm, but I think you’d know when the time comes. Like when you can’t hold back from wanting to kiss me. Haven’t you felt like that?”



    



    Thinking about it in terms of kissing, Yeongwon began to understand. There were definitely moments when he couldn’t resist the urge to kiss Seon-woo, when he felt like he couldn’t breathe without doing so. Quite often, in fact. If that kind of intense longing could feel so vivid, surely, he’d recognize something even stronger.



    



    “…I have.”



    



    “When?”



    



    “…….”



    



    “Now?”



    



    Seon-woo grinned and teasingly caught Yeongwon’s lips in a playful kiss. The mischievous glint on his face, so boyish and carefree, contrasted with the firm hold of his arms around Yeongwon’s waist, leaving him with an odd mix of emotions.



    



    Yeongwon unconsciously tightened his grip on Seon-woo. His fingertips felt strange tingling, almost heated. The emotions clouding his head seemed to flow downward, spreading through his heart and body, enveloping him. His vision grew hazy, and his temperature rose. When Seon-woo leaned in to kiss him again, Yeongwon instinctively responded, lips meeting in mutual longing. The moment their lips pressed together, a sharp, electric sensation gathered in his lower abdomen.



    



    “…….”



    



    “…….”



    



    Their eyes locked amidst the lingering heat of the brief but fervent kiss. Something felt different. His fingertips, his toes, everything seemed odd. Overwhelmed by the unfamiliar sensation, Yeongwon instinctively pulled back, a startled expression crossing his face as he quickly stood up. Something had brushed against him below.



    



    “…I-I’ll go shower first.”



    



    “Okay.”



    



    Holding a change of clothes to his chest, Yeongwon hurriedly retreated into the bathroom as if running away. Watching the door close, Yoo Seon-woo let out a long sigh and opened the window. He felt the need to calm himself completely by focusing on the kindest, most innocent thoughts he could manage until Yeongwon came out.



    



    The constant vibration of his phone didn’t stop. Standing in the bathroom, Yoo Seon-woo stared at his phone, which buzzed relentlessly until it grew hot. Every time the word ‘Mother’ appeared on the screen, his chest tightened, and it became harder to breathe. He knew all too well that she wouldn’t stop until he answered. She had always been that persistent.



    



    He was exactly like his parents relentlessly stubborn. The way he had silently watched over Yeongwon for years, loving him from a distance, wasn’t much different from how his parents behaved. If something stood in his way, he removed it. If he wanted something, he acted forcefully without hesitation. He hated himself for resembling the very people he despised. Yoo Seon-woo stared blankly at his phone, which vibrated again, before turning it off.



    



    If he had been a few years younger, his parents might have filed a missing person report. In fact, they were the kind of people who might still do that even now. The thought of the police showing up at Yeongwon’s house made Yoo Seon-woo chuckle quietly. Though he laughed, he wasn’t sure if it was truly funny.



    



    There would undoubtedly be chaos if he went home tomorrow. What would happen if they found out he had been with Yeongwon? It was obvious they’d cause a scene, going as far as tracking him down and making a fuss. Yeongwon wasn’t someone to be handled carelessly, not by lawyers Yoo or Choi. His parents would reveal their true selves, hurling verbal abuse and, perhaps, even raising their hands against him.



    



    “……”



    



    It was an irresponsible thought, but in moments like those, he didn’t know what to do. Should he just die in front of them? Would everything be resolved if he disappeared? Leaning over the sink, Yoo Seon-woo stared at the reflection in the mirror his face, so much like his parents'.



    



    ‘Don’t mess with Yeongwon.’ Did he have the right to give that warning to Jo Yu-min? Those words should have been directed at his parents, or perhaps even himself. After all, this was all because of him. If he hadn’t been there, Yeongwon wouldn’t have had to hear such things from Jo Yu-min or endure his mother’s piercing gaze. It was all his fault.



    



    Splashing cold water on his face repeatedly, Yoo Seon-woo leaned on the sink, exhaling deeply. He hated being trapped at the age of nineteen, still unable to freely do anything under his parents’ control.



    



    In the darkened room, their breaths intertwined. Fingers wove through damp hair scented with the same shampoo, and hands touched freshly washed skin. Neither wanted to pull away; they moved closer and closer to each other, as if drawn by an unspoken force.



    



    Yoo Seon-woo’s phone, now powered off, had gone cold. Whatever was happening in the disconnected world no longer mattered. Tomorrow’s troubles would belong entirely to tomorrow. He didn’t want to let go of Yeongwon at that moment.



    



    “You know, I’ve thought about this before… Normally, I don’t like the strong smell of shampoo or soap. I’ve never found it pleasant. But… when it’s on you, Seon-woo, I really like it. It’s strange.”



    



    Yoo Seon-woo gently bit Yeongwon’s ear, careful not to hurt him, before kissing him deeply on the cheek.



    



    “Do you like me that much?”



    



    “…Yeah.”



    



    “……”



    



    “…I like you so much.”



    



    Their lips met again, as if trying to consume each other’s breaths entirely. All he could think about was how he felt like he might die from how much he liked him.



    



    At the end of the long kiss, Yoo Seon-woo pulled Yeongwon, who had nestled into his arms, even closer, holding him tightly. The closeness of their bodies, pressed together with no space in between, felt perfect.



    



    “When I’m with you, Seon-woo, I forget everything that’s happened to me. It’s strange. It makes everything feel insignificant. Even my mom and dad are divorcing… it suddenly doesn’t bother me at all.”



    



    Yeongwon, so accustomed to misfortune, always seemed to get hurt. He said it didn’t matter, but Yoo Seon-woo knew those words weren’t spoken because they were true. Pain had a way of doing that making you numb. Sometimes, it didn’t hurt simply because it hurt too much. When you tried to ignore it for long enough, it became a feeling you learned to bypass.



    



    “Once you’ve had a good night’s sleep, you’ll feel better than now.”



    



    “…You’ll be here with me in the morning, right?”



    



    “Yes.”



    



    “…Tell me you like me. I want to hear it.”



    



    Holding the fragile Yeongwon in his arms, Yoo Seon-woo pressed his lips to Yeongwon’s ear and spoke in a voice only he could hear.



    



    “I like you.”



    



    The you who seeks me out in moments of pain. The you who walked through the sweet breezes of lighter seasons, laughing aloud. The you who always carried yourself so perfectly, no matter how many times our gazes met. The you who sat in the front row, looking up at me with wary eyes. You who, among countless uncertainties, came to like me. You who still don't know that I am your greatest misfortune.



    



    “…I really like you, Yeongwon. I like you so much…”



    



    Right now, holding your misfortune in my arms, I feel a sense of relief like no other. I wish you couldn’t live without me. No matter what you face, I want you to think of me. I want you to be unable to endure without telling me, without my touch. Even if you come to know this selfish, twisted part of me, will you still be able to say you like me? What kind of face will you make then? It won’t be like before, when you tried to understand me.



    



    “I like you too, Seon-woo.”



    



    Even so, I want you to say you like me. Just hearing those words will make me find a way to convince you again. So please, keep liking me.



    



    
      In the stillness of the darkness, it felt like he could hear the vibration of his phone. Yoo Seon-woo closed his eyes, thinking of the powered-off device. It was a calm night before the storm of another turbulent day.
    

  
    Seon-woo’s father, who was as tall and broad-shouldered as he was, had a notoriously hot temper. It was hard to understand how someone with such emotional volatility could work as a lawyer. Of course, he was fortunate to possess the acting skills necessary to present a perfectly professional demeanor to those who shouldn’t see his true self. Unfortunately for Seon-woo, he was one of the few allowed to witness that ugly side.



    



    When Seon-woo returned home and greeted his parents with a brief, half-hearted acknowledgement, his father, already at his limit, rose to his feet and approached him, raising his hand. The sound of the slap echoed through the living room with such force that it wouldn’t have been surprising if his cheek had split open.



    



    “Turning off your phone and staying out overnight? Really?”



    



    “I had something important to do.”



    



    “Something important? What could possibly be so important for a high school student? Are you already running around with a girl? Is that it?”



    



    Seon-woo almost felt he should be grateful that his parents didn’t monitor his private life too closely. If they had gone so far as to assign someone to follow him, this would have ended with much more than just a slap. Yeongwon’s face flashed through his mind, a face he had to protect. The one person he couldn’t allow these people to hurt.



    



    “Where did you go? Why was your phone turned off?”



    



    “I was with a friend.”



    



    “A friend? Since when do you have friends?”



    



    It wasn’t wrong. Thanks to his parents’ constant interference, any friendships he’d tried to maintain had been severed. Strictly speaking, even Yeongwon wasn’t a friend. No one kisses their friends until they’re out of breath.



    



    “Don’t tell me you were with Lee Yeongwon?”



    



    Now it was his mother’s turn. She, who hadn’t even flinched when he was slapped, sat on the sofa as usual. After swallowing a few painkillers out of habit, she finally spoke. Seon-woo, unfazed, turned his head toward her. The ability to lie shamelessly with a straight face was yet another trait he had inherited from his parents.



    



    “No, why would Yeongwon want to meet me? He’s busy preparing for his mock exams.”



    



    “Oh? You’re getting good at making up stories now. That loser title is starting to suit you perfectly.”



    



    “With two incredibly successful lawyers like you and Dad, there’s no need for me to succeed too. Whatever happens to me, wouldn’t you both be satisfied knowing I’ll always be second-best?”



    



    His father’s hand shot up again at those words. It seemed Seon-woo referring to them as ‘Lawyer Yoo’ and ‘Lawyer Choi’ had struck a nerve. Seon-woo didn’t flinch, didn’t close his eyes, and didn’t try to avoid the blow. He simply stared at his father, who was trembling with rage.



    



    “Lawyer Yoo and Lawyer Choi?”



    



    “Dear, stop it. The tutor will be here soon. He has to go to school, so don’t touch his face.”



    



    His father’s hand trembled uncontrollably. Yoo Seon-woo’s eyes flicked toward the shaking hand, and the sound of the doorbell from behind made him smile faintly.



    



    “Looks like the tutor’s here. Should we keep going?”



    



    “You’re grounded. No leaving the house without my permission. After school, you’ll get in the car I send and come straight home. Even at home, you’re not going anywhere unless I allow it. You brought this on yourself, so I assume you have no complaints.”



    



    “Complaints wouldn’t change anything anyway.”



    



    “Yoo Seon-woo!”



    



    At his father’s furious shout, Kim Ji-seung, who was just entering the house, flinched, her shoulders hunching instinctively. As though the earlier scene had never happened, Seon-woo’s mother greeted the tutor with a warm, welcoming smile.



    



    “Teacher, you’re here. It’s been a while.”



    



    “Oh… hello, ma’am.”



    



    “We’ll be heading out soon, so please feel free to start the lesson. I’ll bring up some drinks for you. Seon-woo, take the teacher upstairs.”



    



    No one would ever imagine that a person who wore such a kind expression could treat her child like a tool. Yoo Seon-woo lightly grabbed Kim Ji-seung’s arm and led her toward the stairs, the tutor still hesitant and glancing around nervously. His father, meanwhile, stood frozen, too furious to even compose his expression.



    



    “What’s going on? Did I hear wrong?”



    



    Keeping his voice low so it wouldn’t carry downstairs, Kim Ji-seung asked Seon-woo as they climbed the stairs. Her gaze lingered on the redness of his cheek.



    



    “You…”



    



    “Yes, I was hit. By my father.”



    



    Sitting down in his chair, Seon-woo smiled faintly at Ji-seung, who looked at him with an expression of disbelief. Most likely, his mother would offer money to the tutor later, on the condition that today’s events never left the house.



    



    “Why?”



    



    “Because I stayed out overnight.”



    



    “Without permission?”



    



    “Yes.”



    



    “Well, you shouldn’t have done that, but… still, hitting you is a bit much.”



    



    That’s just how they are. The words lingered on his tongue, but Seon-woo swallowed them down. Instead, he met the sight of his mother entering the room with a knock, her laughter preceding her.



    



    “Is teaching going okay? It’s not too difficult, is it?”



    



    “Oh, no, not at all. Seon-woo is a great student, so it’s been smooth.”



    



    “Thank you for your hard work. It’s an important mock exam coming up soon.”



    



    “Yes, of course.”



    



    “By the way, I have something I’d like to ask you about. I’ll give you a call this afternoon.”



    



    “Oh… yes, ma’am. I’ll be waiting for your call.”



    



    Placing fruits, drinks, and an assortment of finger foods on the desk, Seon-woo’s mother left the room. Yoo Seon-woo glanced at her retreating back before resting his chin on his hand and turning to Kim Ji-seung.



    



    “My mom’s probably going to give you money.”



    



    “What?”



    



    “You noticed the weird atmosphere in our house earlier, right? That kind of stuff can’t get out. If you act like you know I got hit, you’ll probably get even more money. The amount will be much higher.”



    



    “…That’s messed up. How can you say that?”



    



    “What does it matter? They have more money than they know what to do with. A few hundred or thousand isn’t even real money to them. Just make sure you act like you noticed. Consider it my tip for you.”



    



    “What exactly are you thanking me for?”



    



    Kim Ji-seung tilted his head, clearly confused by Seon-woo’s words.



    



    “For the predicted questions you gave me. A lot of them showed up on the test. Thanks to you, it helped a lot.”



    



    Noticing Ji-seung’s expression, which showed he wanted to ask more, Seon-woo turned his gaze toward the workbook they were supposed to cover today. Every fight, no matter how endless it seemed, would eventually come to an end. Graduation. For Seon-woo, that end was the college entrance exam.



    



    He planned to apply for early admissions with Yeongwon, and with both of their grades, it was certain they’d get into Korea University. The college entrance exam, though meaningless, would mark the finish line. Once they were both accepted, he’d take care of everything else from there.



    



    ‘Call me after your tutoring session. I’ll be waiting.’



    



    ‘Just a call? You’re not going to meet me?’



    



    ‘…Let’s start with the call. Then we can decide where to meet.’



    



    The memory of holding Yeongwon tightly just before getting into a taxi was still vivid. Normally, Seon-woo wouldn’t have embraced him openly on the street, worried someone might see. But recently, Yeongwon had grown more assertive. Whether skipping PE classes to kiss in the nurse’s office, a staff restroom, or the music room, or grabbing Seon-woo’s arm in alarm when he stood to leave for a teacher’s summons, he seemed to hate being apart.



    



    ‘Can I come too? I’ll wait for you outside the staff room.’



    



    Seon-woo recalled the way Yeongwon looked up at him, his expression so clear and lovely, his eyes wavering slightly as they met his.



    



    “…….”



    



    Even though they’d spent the entire night holding each other so tightly that not even air could pass between them, Seon-woo already missed him. He thought about how comforting it would feel if Yeongwon’s hand touched his heated, stinging cheek. With that, everything would feel fine.



    



    ‘Will you be okay by yourself? Should I skip my tutoring session?’



    



    ‘No, I’ll be fine. You’ve already been here with me, so I’m okay now. I don’t want you to miss what you need to do because of me. Let’s meet later.’



    



    Even while telling him to go, Yeongwon held tightly onto his arm until the very last moment. Seon-woo sighed softly at the memory. Though he said he was fine, Seon-woo knew Yeongwon wasn’t fine. His parents’ divorce was a huge deal. If it had happened to him, it would’ve been a welcome and joyous event, but for Yeongwon, it wasn’t. It might even be shaking him to his core right now.



    



    “Seon-woo, focus.”



    



    “Yes.”



    



    At the sound of Kim Ji-seung’s voice, Yoo Seon-woo shook his head slightly, scattering his thoughts to focus on the blurry text of the problem in front of him. Meaningless numbers intruded on his already tangled mind.



    



    After the long tutoring session ended, Seon-woo headed downstairs to find two men in suits standing near the entrance. Ji-seung shrank back in surprise, but Seon-woo didn’t react, this wasn’t the first time something like this had happened.



    



    The restriction on leaving the house and requiring permission even at home evidently meant bodyguards would be stationed. With emotionless expressions, the bodyguards only allowed Ji-seung to leave. Seon-woo didn’t even bother trying. No matter how well he fought, the two men were trained professionals. While they wouldn’t hurt him, any commotion would escalate the situation, making things worse.



    



    Pretending to comply for a few days was the best strategy. This had happened countless times before, and just as he always had, Seon-woo would play along, acting repentant and biding his time. Heading back upstairs, he called Yeongwon.



    



    “It’s me. Yeongwon.”



    



    -Seon-woo, is your tutoring done?



    



    “Yeah, it just ended. But there’s a problem, I don’t think I can meet you today.”



    



    -What’s wrong? Did something bad happen?



    



    “My parents are angry, so they’ve assigned people to keep an eye on me. I can’t leave. It’s probably better to stay quiet for a few days, no point in stirring things up.”



    



    There was a brief silence from Yeongwon. Seon-woo waited quietly, listening to the stillness Yeongwon created. Though silent, Yeongwon’s presence was palpable: the sound of his breathing, the faint hesitance, the imagined flutter of his pretty eyes. In his mind, Seon-woo could clearly see his face.



    



    -It’s because you didn’t come home yesterday, isn’t it?



    



    “I won’t lie, it is. I stayed out without telling them, and when they kept calling, I turned off my phone. That made them even angrier.”



    



    -…I’m sorry.



    



    “Why are you apologizing? It’s not your fault. I stayed out because I wanted to be with you.”



    



    The silence from Yeongwon tugged at Seon-woo’s heart. For a fleeting moment, he imagined jumping out of his second-floor window. It wouldn’t kill him, but it wouldn’t get him to Yeongwon either. There was no point in being reckless if he couldn’t reach him.



    



    “Yeongwon, let me hear your voice. I want to hear it.”



    



    -…I feel guilty.



    



    “Is that all? Don’t you miss me? I miss you.”



    



    -…I miss you. I miss you a lot. You’ll be at school tomorrow, right?



    



    “Of course. We’ll see each other at school like usual. But after school, I’ll be picked up. Just go along with it for a few days.”



    



    -I’m worried about you, Seon-woo. Are you really okay?



    



    Seon-woo tried to say he was fine, but no words came out. After opening and closing his mouth a few times, he leaned back and lay on his bed. His chest felt tight, his eyes hot. Because Yeongwon wasn’t there. Because nothing about this felt okay.



    



    “I’m not okay.”



    



    -……



    



    “You’re not here.”



    



    -…Wait a second. Let me hang up and call you back.



    



    Before Seon-woo could ask why, the call ended. He stared at the now silent phone screen, watching as the vibration returned and Yeongwon’s name appeared again. Answering, light from the screen illuminated Yeongwon’s face.



    



    -Seon-woo, can you see me? Is this how it works? I can see your face…



    



    
      It seemed he was a little shy, even embarrassed about the video call. He glanced at the screen, only to lower his head awkwardly. Watching Yeongwon muster the courage to look up again, Seon-woo smiled. As he smiled, the image of Yeongwon smiling back at him filled the screen. Only then did he feel like he could finally breathe.
    

  
    It was their first time video calling, and at first, it felt a little awkward to see each other through the screen. However, as the conversation continued, they both grew more comfortable with it. Behind Yeongwon, the familiar setting of his house, which Seon-woo had visited so many times before, came into view. It felt like they were talking at the low table where they had often shared meals together, the phone propped up on it.



    



    At first, Yeongwon avoided making eye contact, glancing away or pretending to look at something else, but soon he got used to it and kept his eyes on the screen as they chatted about various things. At one point, he got thirsty and went to get some orange juice, and the camera followed him in his hoodie as he walked to the fridge. Even the way he poured the juice, the bottle making a soft glugging sound, was endearing.



    



    Seon-woo couldn’t stop smiling as he watched Yeongwon drink the juice in small, deliberate gulps. Though he had felt down earlier because he couldn’t meet Yeongwon in person, those feelings completely disappeared thanks to him. While it was frustrating to see such a lovely face only through the screen, it was still far better than not seeing him at all.



    



    After talking for two hours, their phones grew too warm, so they decided to take a break and call again before going to bed. Thinking of Yeongwon, who lingered vividly in his mind, Seon-woo halfheartedly drank a protein shake for dinner. He wasn’t a big eater to begin with, and seeing the bodyguards stationed near the entrance only killed his appetite further. The thought of preparing a proper meal felt too burdensome.



    



    Showering earlier than usual, Seon-woo got ready for bed and waited for Yeongwon’s call. He replayed the sound of Yeongwon’s voice promising to call before they slept, his heart oddly light as he stared at his phone. It felt silly to just sit there, waiting, but at the same time, it was nice.



    



    “Ah…”



    



    The vibration finally came, just past 10 p.m. Answering quickly, the screen lit up with Yeongwon’s face again.



    



    “Are you ready for bed? I’m all cleaned up.”



    



    -Yeah, I showered, put on lotion… closed the windows, and now I’m lying on my blanket.



    



    “I was there just yesterday.”



    



    -I know… but it feels like it was so long ago, even though it was just yesterday.



    



    Seon-woo nodded as he leaned back against the headboard, the warm light from his bedside lamp casting soft shadows. Even though he had seen Yeongwon this morning and was now seeing him again through the screen, he still missed him. Glancing briefly at the window, the thought of jumping out flashed through his mind again, but he dismissed it with a small sigh.



    



    “What if… I couldn’t even go to school or they took my phone away and I ended up stuck at home? What would you do?”



    



    -…Has that ever happened before?



    



    “No, but just in case. They’re too obsessed with appearances, so they always send me to school.”



    



    -If that happened… if you didn’t show up at school and I couldn’t reach you, I’d wait for a few days. But if I still didn’t hear from you, I think I’d come looking for you.



    



    “They wouldn’t let you see me even if you did.”



    



    -I’d still try. There’s no way I could just not see you forever. Just thinking about that… 



    



    Yeongwon bit his lips tightly, looking dejected. Watching his expression, as if he were on the verge of tears, Seon-woo unconsciously leaned closer to the screen and gave it a light kiss.



    



    -…What was that…



    



    “You’re cute.”



    



    -Just thinking about not seeing you makes me feel weird. I’ve never felt like this before… it’s strange.



    



    “If you just keep liking me, we’ll never be apart. No matter what happens, I’ll hold onto you, as long as you don’t tell me to let go.”



    



    When Yeongwon smiled at his words, Seon-woo kissed the screen again, making a soft sound. Even though it wasn’t a real kiss, it seemed to embarrass Yeongwon, who couldn’t keep his eyes on the screen and kept glancing away nervously. Then, gathering a bit of courage, Yeongwon puckered his lips and made a small kissing sound back. Seon-woo laughed aloud at how adorably flustered he looked, his cheeks slightly pink.



    



    It hadn’t been a great day, but thanks to Yeongwon, it had turned into a surprisingly happy one. The sting of his father’s slap had faded entirely from his memory.



    



    They continued their casual conversation for a long time, both lying in bed with only the glow of their lamps lighting their faces. It felt so much like they were together that Seon-woo’s longing to hold his hand or pull him into a hug became almost unbearable. He watched as Yeongwon’s voice grew softer, his eyelids heavier, until finally, he fell asleep.



    



    “…Yeongwon.”



    



    Staring at his sleeping face, Seon-woo smiled and lightly traced his fingertips over the screen as if touching him. Knowing that Yeongwon was there, even beyond the cold screen, was a huge comfort. Watching him sleep, Seon-woo softly spoke.



    



    “Goodnight, Yeongwon. Thank you… for staying with me.”



    



    Though he could’ve stared at Yeongwon’s sleeping face all night, he knew hanging up would let him rest more comfortably. With reluctance, Seon-woo took one last look at Yeongwon before ending the call. The screen turned black, and the phone displayed their call duration, two and a half hours.



    



    “……”



    



    Placing the warm phone next to him, Seon-woo let out a quiet sigh. The space that had been filled with Yeongwon only moments ago was now empty, replaced by a suffocating loneliness. He forced himself to close his eyes and reached out to turn off the bedside lamp. Darkness engulfed the room, bringing with it the familiar, inevitable silence.



    



    ***



    



    The next morning, as Seon-woo came downstairs to leave for school, one of the bodyguards greeted him with a slight bow. This one, it seemed, was assigned to escort him to school.



    



    “I’ll take you to school.”



    



    “Okay.”



    



    He didn’t want to waste his energy on resistance so early in the day. He had already told Yeongwon that they wouldn’t be able to walk to and from school together for a few days, so there was nothing weighing on his mind. Though he hated not being able to go with Yeongwon, the best way to end this ridiculous surveillance quickly was to comply for now.



    



    As Seon-woo stepped outside, he noticed two more bodyguards standing near the front gate. He got into the waiting car without a word and stared out the window with an indifferent expression. He didn’t speak to the driver for the entire ride to school.



    



    “I’ll be here when your self-study session ends. If you try to leave through another exit or don’t cooperate, the lawyer instructed me to wait directly outside your classroom. I’d rather not do that.”



    



    “That’s quite the warning. I get it without the need for all this elaboration.”



    



    “My apologies.”



    



    “Just don’t be late. I hate waiting.”



    



    “Yes, sir.”



    



    As the bodyguard reached to open the car door for him, Seon-woo waved him off and stepped out on his own. He walked through the school gates, grateful that at least the surveillance didn’t extend into the school grounds.



    



    Yeongwon was probably in the classroom. Unable to contain his eagerness, Seon-woo quickened his pace across the field, breaking into a run. Entering the central hallway, he took the stairs two at a time and reached the classroom. As the door opened, Yeongwon, who had been sitting alone studying, looked up. The moment their eyes met, all the negativity that had been stirring inside Seon-woo vanished.



    



    “Seon-woo.”



    



    Yeongwon stood up, and Seon-woo walked over to him, taking his hand and sitting down beside him. There was a deep concern in Yeongwon’s gaze as he looked at Seon-woo.



    



    “Are you okay? Did you sleep well?”



    



    “Yeah, I slept fine. The bodyguard gave me a ride, so it was an easy morning.”



    



    “Really… So now you’ll always have someone taking you to and from school?”



    



    “For a few days, yeah. I guess I’ll just have to make the most of seeing you here at school for now.”



    



    Seeing him in person was so much better than seeing him through a screen. Seon-woo gently cupped Yeongwon’s face with both hands, rubbing it lightly as if to reassure himself he was real.



    



    “I missed you.”



    



    “But we talked and saw each other all night yesterday.”



    



    “Yeah, but seeing you on a screen isn’t the same as seeing you in person.”



    



    “You’re right. It’s not the same.”



    



    Noticing the workbook open on Yeongwon’s desk, Seon-woo lifted Yeongwon’s hand and kissed the back of it lightly.



    



    “Are you studying for the mock exams?”



    



    “Yeah, there’s not much time left now.”



    



    “Are you worried?”



    



    “Not worried exactly… but it’s just so close now. Even though I’m applying for early admission, I still want to give it my best for the official test.”



    



    “You’ll do great. Go ahead and study. Can I hold your hand while you do?”



    



    “Of course. Don’t let go.”



    



    Even though he wanted to keep looking at and touching Yeongwon, he didn’t want to distract him from preparing for the upcoming June exams. Holding Yeongwon’s hand under the desk, Seon-woo occasionally glanced at him as he studied. His focus was unwavering, even under Seon-woo’s gaze. It didn’t bother Seon-woo; he knew that when they were together, Yeongwon’s attention was entirely on him.



    



    “……”



    



    The words ‘Don’t let go of my hand’ lingered in his ears. Seon-woo glanced down at their clasped hands resting on his lap. Just having Yeongwon with him made everything feel better.



    



    As the classroom began to fill with students, the movements around them eventually caused their fingers to separate. Watching Yeongwon’s hand slip away, Seon-woo instinctively reached out before curling his fingers into a fist. A pang of restlessness tugged at him.



    



    ***



    



    The surveillance, which he thought would last only a few days, stretched into a week. Frustration built from not being able to commute with Yeongwon or spend the weekends together, leaving Seon-woo more unsettled than he’d expected.



    



    Yeongwon felt the same. With their time outside school restricted, he clung to every opportunity to be with Seon-woo during school hours. Some days, they skipped lunch to hide away in the music room, their bodies pressed together as they shared breath. Other times, after finishing his work early, Yeongwon would sneak away to the dark, empty staff restroom, where they would hold each other tightly in stolen moments.



    



    Neither of them wanted to part. They lingered until the very last second, lips locked, bodies pressed close. The heat between them fueled their desire to stay connected, making separation unbearable. Watching Seon-woo’s breath hitch, his face flushed, Yeongwon cupped it gently and kissed him again. The way their lips fit together, the way they moved with abandon, made everything else fade away.



    



    “…This feels good…”



    



    Meeting Seon-woo’s equally uneven breaths, Yeongwon planted a few more soft kisses before pulling him into an embrace. When Seon-woo’s breath tickled his neck, Yeongwon shivered slightly, overwhelmed by how much he liked it so much that he felt capable of doing anything in that moment.



    



    “That tickles…”



    



    Seon-woo, having caught his breath, planted a few teasing kisses on Yeongwon’s neck, making him laugh softly as his shoulders tensed. When their cheeks brushed, they met each other’s eyes again, and without hesitation, their lips connected once more. In the dark, quiet space, their mingled breaths filled the air, broken only by the sudden sound of a phone vibrating.



    



    “…Your phone.”



    



    “Ah…”



    



    Exhaling deeply, Seon-woo pulled out his phone to see an unknown number on the screen. He immediately recognized it as the bodyguard’s number they always called when he was late.



    



    “They must be calling because I haven’t come out yet.”



    



    At Seon-woo’s words, Yeongwon checked the time and was startled to see that it was already close to eleven o’clock. They had come to the staff restroom around ten, yet somehow an hour had passed while they were lost in warm, sweet, and tingly kisses. Thinking back to how good it had felt to be so close without realizing how much time had slipped by, Yeongwon lightly hugged Seon-woo and patted his back.



    



    “Time flies. Maybe it’s because I enjoy being with you so much. I didn’t even realize an hour had gone by.”



    



    “Same here. Ah… I can’t take it anymore. I feel like I’m going to lose it. I thought I could hold out for a few days, but it’s been a week now.”



    



    “Let’s hang in there a bit longer. It’d be a waste to give up now. With the mock exams next week, they’ll probably ease up before then, don’t you think?”



    



    “I hope so. I can deal with everything else, but not being able to go with you to and from school, and not seeing you on weekends… that’s the hardest.”



    



    Hearing Seon-woo’s honest words, Yeongwon continued to pat his back comfortingly, though the persistent vibration of the phone eventually made them pull apart completely.



    



    “At least we can still be together at school.”



    



    “……”



    



    “We can see each other… and kiss… a lot.”



    



    “Just kiss?”



    



    The playful tone in Seon-woo’s voice made Yeongwon feel a bit more at ease. Smiling faintly, he grabbed Seon-woo’s arm lightly, pretending to protest before letting go. Stepping carefully out of the restroom, he found the hallway dim and eerily quiet.



    



    They grabbed their bags from the classroom and walked across the field together, saying their goodbyes near the school gate. Seon-woo climbed into the car as the bodyguard held the door open, while Yeongwon stood a little distance away, watching the car drive off. He didn’t start walking toward home until the car had completely disappeared from sight.



    



    “……”



    



    There was a time when walking home alone was perfectly normal for him. And then there was a time when walking home with Seon-woo had become so natural that he had forgotten what it felt like to walk alone. Now, once again, he was alone.



    



    Yeongwon thought of Seon-woo’s arm draped over his shoulder, his face leaning in close, and the moments in the darkness when walking together, despite not being able to see a step ahead, never felt scary because they were together. Those memories illuminated his mind, like a faint light in the dark.



    



    
      Letting out a small sigh, Yeongwon quickened his pace. As he walked, he found himself hoping that he wouldn’t grow used to being alone on the way home again.
    

  
    On the morning of the June mock exams, Seon-woo arrived at school with a bodyguard, further proof that his parents weren’t just trying to scare him, they were fully serious. Having already endured two weekends without seeing Yeongwon, Seon-woo was at his limit. His usual sharp wit had dulled, and even his typical smiles were absent. Worse, he found himself taking his frustration out on Yeongwon, unable to stop even though he knew he was going too far.



    



    During the mock exams, his focus wavered. The questions weren’t particularly difficult, but his mind constantly drifted elsewhere. After hastily filling in his answers, Seon-woo turned his gaze to the window, trying to calm his racing thoughts.



    



    He was exhausted. The stress had built up so much that he couldn’t sleep properly, leaving him mentally frayed. Resting his heavy head on the desk, he hoped the endless silence of the exam would pass quickly.



    



    ***



    



    The surveillance lasted for another three weeks. By the time the results of the mock exams were released, the bodyguards were gone. His parents had no choice but to remove them; having them around during such a significant academic milestone would only invite unnecessary scrutiny.



    



    By then, word had already spread about Yeongwon’s perfect score. The moment the answers were posted, and Yeongwon self-graded his test, it was clear he hadn’t missed a single question. Assuming no marking errors, it meant he had achieved a flawless result. The news quickly circulated around the school and became a hot topic for several days, something Seon-woo’s parents were undoubtedly aware of.



    



    Despite knowing this, his parents hadn’t confronted him sooner out of sheer pride. They clung to the slim possibility that the official score report might show a different result, hoping that even one question had been answered incorrectly. Their childishness and pettiness disgusted Seon-woo.



    



    When the official results confirmed Yeongwon’s perfect score, his parents’ rage erupted. They yelled at him in turns, shaking his score report in fury. Yet, Seon-woo felt nothing. It was as if he were detached from reality, their loud voices merely irritating background noise.



    



    “...It’s so noisy.”



    



    The quiet muttering silenced the chaotic shouting in the room.



    



    “What did you just say?”



    



    “You’re too loud. How many times are you going to repeat the same thing? You’ve been saying this since I was fourteen, how many years has it been? Don’t you ever get tired of it? I’m sick of hearing the same thing over and over.”



    



    He hadn’t meant to say it aloud, but now that he had, he felt a weight lift off his chest. He looked calmly at his parents’ shocked faces.



    



    “You’ve been associating with someone without proper background, someone beneath you. Now you’ve sunk to their level and tarnished your family’s name.”



    



    “You keep talking about ‘background’ and ‘beneath you.’ What does that even mean? Why is Yeongwon someone without a proper background? Why do you keep calling him beneath me? Because he’s better than me? Does it bother you so much that you have to make up lies to tear him down just to feel better?”



    



    The slap came as no surprise. Seon-woo took two hard blows to the cheek but didn’t look away from his father. He tasted blood in his mouth, likely from a cut inside his cheek.



    



    “I’m going to kill that bastard today.”



    



    Unable to contain his anger, his father stormed off to grab a golf club. It was Seon-woo’s mother who stopped him, not out of concern for her son but because visible injuries or legal issues would tarnish their carefully constructed image. Her intervention, though necessary, wasn’t appreciated.



    



    “You promised not to hit him again! Do you want to cause trouble?”



    



    “And you’re okay with what he just said?” 



    



    “You know he’s not the type to listen just because you hit him. If he were, we wouldn’t be stuck in this tiresome situation for years. And calm down, are you planning to meet the chairman with that face?”



    



    At his mother’s intervention, Seon-woo’s father let out a scream-like yell before grabbing his jacket from the sofa and storming out of the house. Mentioning the chairman likely meant he had another one of his important appointments.



    



    “Go upstairs. I’m exhausted from dealing with you.”



    



    “Get rid of the bodyguards.”



    



    “If you disappear without notice again like last time, I’ll keep them around until you graduate.”



    



    It was a harsh threat, but what mattered was that the bodyguards were finally gone. Taking two slaps to get rid of them didn’t feel like a loss.



    



    “They won’t be back until Monday. I’ll call occasionally, so answer. If you don’t, we’ll both just be more miserable. It’s the weekend, so stay home as much as possible. Focus on your tutoring, I’ll be checking.”



    



    “Yes.”



    



    “Go. I don’t want to see your face today.”



    



    Were there any other parents in the world who couldn’t stand to look at their child over something as trivial as a mock exam score? With his cheeks still stinging from the slaps, Seon-woo climbed the stairs. Passing through the darkened second-floor living room, he entered his room. The accumulated fatigue and stress came crashing down on him all at once. He felt so drained that he didn’t want to move.



    



    “……”



    



    Still wearing his school uniform, Seon-woo collapsed onto his bed. His tongue grazed the inside of his mouth, where the metallic taste of blood lingered, and he stared at the dark ceiling. He missed Yeongwon.



    



    Why do I think of you first during the worst moments? Is this really love? Or am I just so used to seeing you that I’m mistaking it for something else? I want to know if I think of you during good times too, but there’s nothing good in my life except for you.



    



    The sound of the garage door opening outside signaled that the two lawyers had left the house. Seon-woo let his heavy eyelids droop. He wanted to sleep without thinking, but no matter how tired he felt, his mind wouldn’t shut down. Letting out a deep sigh of frustration, he opened his eyes at the sound of his phone vibrating in his pocket.



    



    [Yeongwon: Seon-woo, are you asleep?]



    



    The moment he saw Yeongwon’s name, his eyes burned. Without hesitation, Seon-woo called him. It didn’t matter if it was reckless or weak. Right now, he needed Yeongwon.



    



    -Seon-woo.



    



    “……”



    



    -Are you alone? Did something happen? I thought you wouldn’t be able to stay in touch late if your parents were home, so I was worried.



    



    “Yeongwon.”



    



    -Yes, Seon-woo?



    



    “…I’m scared to be alone.”



    



    -…….



    



    “Will you come?”



    



    Yeongwon’s promise to always come if Seon-woo was scared replayed in his mind. Tonight, he simply wanted to be with Yeongwon, to hold him and fall deeply asleep, just as they had done at Yeongwon’s house.



    



    -I’ll come right away, Seon-woo. I’ll be there quickly, so just wait a little, okay?



    



    “Okay. I’ll wait.”



    



    He liked that Yeongwon didn’t ask if his parents were home or if the bodyguards were still around. The fact that he came without hesitation, without fear, made Seon-woo’s heart tighten. Lying in the faintly brighter room, he stared at the ceiling. Just knowing Yeongwon was on his way brought an end to his despair.



    



    ***



    



    Without a second thought, Yeongwon grabbed only his phone and wallet as he left his house, sprinting to the main road when he realized taxis didn’t often pass near his street. As soon as he reached the main road, a taxi appeared.



    



    When asked where he wanted to go, his mind blanked for a moment. All he could think of was that he needed to get to Seon-woo’s house, but he couldn’t remember the exact address or even the neighborhood name. He had never written it down, so it was only natural he couldn’t give it.



    



    After a brief pause, Yeongwon remembered the name of a park near Seon-woo’s house. He wasn’t exactly sure where the house was, but if he got close enough, he figured he could navigate the rest. He felt grateful he hadn’t taken a taxi that day and had instead walked through the alleys.



    



    Catching his breath after running so hard, Yeongwon sent Seon-woo a message. Something had definitely happened. It was the day the mock exam results came out, and it seemed like there had been another issue with his parents. Ever since the bodyguards had been assigned, Seon-woo had mentioned their worsening relationship, and it left Yeongwon anxious.



    



    [I’m in a taxi now. I’ll be there soon, so wait for me, Seon-woo. Are you okay?]



    



    Yeongwon’s fingers flew over his phone screen, sending the message in one breath, and he stared at it nervously.



    



    
      [Seon-woo: I’m okay. Take your time.]
      


    

    [Seon-woo: I’ll wait for you no matter how long it takes.]



    



    Though Seon-woo said he could wait, Yeongwon didn’t want to make him wait any longer. He couldn’t stop worrying about how scared and overwhelmed Seon-woo must have been to ask him to come. Resting his forehead against the taxi’s headrest, he took a deep breath to calm himself.



    



    “Should I drop you off in front of the park?”



    



    “Ah… just a moment.”



    



    Looking out the window, Yeongwon tried to get his bearings. Though he wasn’t familiar with the area, he thought he could recognize the path he had taken before.



    



    “Could you go up that road over there?”



    



    The taxi climbed a slight incline, and soon Yeongwon spotted the familiar gate he had seen before. Asking to be dropped off, he stepped out in front of the gate, its imposing presence confirming it was Seon-woo’s house. He quickly sent another message.



    



    
      [I’m here, Seon-woo. I’m in front of your house.]
      


    

    [Seon-woo: I’ll come down.]



    



    Moments later, the gate opened. Walking through it carefully, Yeongwon closed it behind him, making sure it locked, and moved toward the house. Even in the dark, the garden looked beautiful.



    



    “…Ah.”



    



    Reaching the front entrance, he saw the door open, revealing Seon-woo. Without hesitation, Yeongwon hurried toward him.



    



    “…Are your parents home?”



    



    “They’re out.”



    



    “What about the bodyguards?”



    



    “They’re gone. I’m alone. Well… not anymore.”



    



    Seon-woo grabbed Yeongwon’s hand and pulled him inside. Without a word, Yeongwon wrapped his arms around Seon-woo’s waist, noticing he was still wearing his school uniform. It was clear something had happened.



    



    “You won’t feel scared anymore. I’m here with you.”



    



    “……”



    



    “It’s okay. It’s okay, Seon-woo.”



    



    As he gently rubbed Seon-woo’s back, soothing him like a child, Yeongwon slowly pulled away to study his face.



    



    “…Your face…”



    



    At a glance, it was obvious Seon-woo had been hit—one side of his cheek was slightly swollen and red. Gently, Yeongwon placed his hand over Seon-woo’s cheek. Feeling the heat radiating from it, his chest tightened, and tears welled in his eyes.



    



    “They hit me. Twice.”



    



    “……”



    



    “It hurts.”



    



    Seon-woo, seeing Yeongwon on the verge of tears, gave a small, playful smile. He felt an overwhelming urge to act spoiled, to show Yeongwon every bit of his pain and demand comfort.



    



    “…This is too much. How could they hit you like this?”



    



    Tears quickly spilled over from Yeongwon’s eyes, streaming down his cheeks. Watching the tears wet his face, Seon-woo leaned closer and pressed his lips to the corner of Yeongwon’s eye.



    



    “You’re so beautiful, Yeongwon.”



    



    “……”



    



    “Thank you for crying because of me.”



    



    Seon-woo carefully kissed away all the tears on Yeongwon’s cheeks, holding his arms gently to keep him from moving. After planting soft kisses all over his face, he finally captured his lips. Only then did Yeongwon wrap his arms tightly around Seon-woo’s neck.



    



    “Ah…”



    



    Tasting blood during the kiss, Yeongwon pulled back slightly and looked at Seon-woo with concern. That’s when it dawned on him—getting hit like that must have also hurt the inside of his mouth.



    



    “Does it hurt? I’m sorry. I didn’t think about that. Are you hurt badly? Is it bleeding a lot?”



    



    “It’s not that bad. I’ll be fine soon.”



    



    “…Let’s go upstairs. You need to rest. When something bad happens and you’re in pain, you need to sleep well to feel better. I’ll help you sleep. Whatever you need, I’ll do it.”



    



    Taking Seon-woo’s hand, Yeongwon led him out of the entryway and up the stairs. Seon-woo followed quietly, his eyes fixed on Yeongwon’s back. Though smaller than him, tonight Yeongwon somehow seemed bigger, stronger.



    



    “Go wash up and change your clothes first.”



    



    “Wash me.”



    



    “…What?”



    



    “You said you’d do everything.”



    



    “…You must be crazy. Seriously. Just because I said I’d do everything doesn’t mean I’m going to… to wash you.”



    



    Seon-woo tilted his head slowly, feigning innocence as he watched Yeongwon stutter, his face growing redder by the second.



    



    “I just meant my face. Did you think of something else?”



    



    “……”



    



    “Looks like our Yeongwon had a dirty thought. Your face is all red.”



    



    “Stop saying weird things and just… just go wash up.”



    



    
      With his face still flushed, Yeongwon pushed Seon-woo out of the room, shutting the door behind him. Left alone in the quiet room, Yeongwon looked around at the neatly arranged space filled with Seon-woo’s familiar scent. Tonight, for some reason, it felt lonelier than ever.
    

  
    Although it was the room of someone he was closer to than anyone else, Yeongwon felt he couldn’t touch or wander freely. He sat quietly on the bed, waiting for Seon-woo, his eyes roaming around the room. He hadn’t expected to be back here it had seemed impossible, but here he was, on Seon-woo’s bed, in Seon-woo’s room.



    



    “……”



    



    What had Seon-woo been feeling when he called him? The warmth of Seon-woo’s cheek lingered vividly on his palm, and the faint taste of blood still seemed to tinge his tongue. Thinking about how Seon-woo must have endured it all alone tightened something in Yeongwon’s chest. He felt relief and gratitude that Seon-woo had called for him and that he could come right away.



    



    “Why are you sitting so still? So cute.”



    



    Seon-woo, now back in the room and no longer in his school uniform, looked more at ease. Sitting beside Yeongwon, his freshly dried hair soft to the touch, he smiled faintly as Yeongwon reached out to smooth his hair.



    



    “Do you want something to drink?”



    



    “I’m fine. Oh, do you want something warm? It might help you sleep better.”



    



    “You’re here. That’s all I need.”



    



    Those were the same words Yeongwon had said to Seon-woo the day he found out about his parents’ divorce: “You’re all I need.” Knowing the emotions behind those words, Yeongwon’s heart ached faintly hearing them now. He leaned forward, wrapping his arms around Seon-woo’s waist as Seon-woo rested his head on his shoulder. He gently stroked Seon-woo’s back, finding something endearing about how such a tall, broad body folded into his embrace.



    



    “Wait a second. Let me take this off…”



    



    After gently easing Seon-woo off him, Yeongwon unzipped his hoodie and slipped it off. He felt Seon-woo’s gaze linger on him, and for some reason, his face grew warm.



    



    “I’ll turn off the light.”



    



    Standing, Yeongwon switched off the light and returned to the bed. In the darkness, he felt Seon-woo’s arm wrap tightly around his waist, pulling him close. As Seon-woo buried his face into his chest, Yeongwon gently cradled his head. The warm scent of his hair made Yeongwon feel light and at ease.



    



    “I thought you’d never come back to this house again.”



    



    “……”



    



    “After being chased out like that, who would want to return? If it were me, I wouldn’t have come back either.”



    



    Seon-woo’s voice, low and warm, resonated from where he rested in Yeongwon’s arms. The sound of it, paired with his closeness, filled Yeongwon with a comforting warmth. He curled himself tighter, capturing all of that warmth within the embrace. Their legs tangled together, arms wrapped around each other, their bodies pressed completely close.



    



    “When you asked me to come earlier, I didn’t think about anything else. All I could think about was getting to you as quickly as possible. I grabbed just my phone and wallet and ran out, but there weren’t any taxis. I couldn’t wait, so I ran to the main road. Then, when I got in a taxi, I realized I didn’t know where to go. I froze for a moment, but luckily, I remembered the park near your house.”



    



    “Oh… right. You didn’t know the address. I didn’t even think to give it to you. You came all the way here without knowing?”



    



    “Yeah… I went up the road by the park and saw the gate. I thought it had to be your house.”



    



    "Our smart Yeongwon." 



    



    Seon-woo teased softly, his playful compliment making Yeongwon laugh. In return, Yeongwon pressed a gentle kiss on the top of Seon-woo’s head, which was nestled in his arms. Though Seon-woo kept burrowing deeper into his embrace, as if there were still space to close, Yeongwon found it endearing and ticklish all at once.



    



    "You're not scared anymore, right? Because I'm here."



    



    "No, not scared at all."



    



    Seon-woo felt like he could finally sleep. All the memories he didn’t want to remember faded away, leaving only the warmth of Yeongwon’s presence. For the first time in what felt like forever, he thought he might be able to rest. With his face buried in Yeongwon’s chest, he closed his eyes. The surrounding darkness felt comforting and kind.



    



    “Sleep well, Seon-woo. Don’t worry about anything, I’ll be here the whole time.”



    



    Seon-woo nodded faintly and placed a brief kiss on Yeongwon’s chest. The gentle strokes through his hair melted the tension from his body, lulling him to sleep. Even as he drifted off, he held onto Yeongwon tightly, unwilling to let go.



    



    “…Asleep?”



    



    After a long while, as he stroked Seon-woo’s hair, Yeongwon softly asked, noticing the steady breathing and the loosened grip of Seon-woo’s arms. Without a response, he was sure Seon-woo had fallen asleep.



    



    Though Seon-woo often claimed he slept fine, Yeongwon had worried endlessly, seeing the constant weariness on his sensitive face. Watching him struggle under the weight of surveillance and control, while being unable to help, had been frustrating. Tonight, he felt relief knowing he could do at least this much.



    



    “Goodnight, Seon-woo. Don’t worry about anything, just tonight.”



    



    Whispering softly, Yeongwon kissed Seon-woo’s hair before closing his own eyes.



    



    ***



    



    Yeongwon ended up spending the weekend at Seon-woo’s house. After attending school on Saturday, he went straight there, making up for the time they hadn’t been able to spend together before. They watched fun movies on the big screen, ordered delicious food, and shared moments of nervous closeness in the living room, on the stairs, in the upstairs lounge, and even the bathroom.



    



    “This shirt might be a bit small on me, but it’ll probably be big on you. The underwear is here, it's clean, never worn.”



    



    While finding clothes for Yeongwon to change into after his shower, Seon-woo had stolen yet another long kiss from the wardrobe. His cheeks slightly pink, he handed Yeongwon a white t-shirt and comfortable pants. Yeongwon draped the pants over his arm and held up the t-shirt, stretching it out to inspect it. It was visibly much larger than his usual clothes.



    



    “Well, as long as I can wear it. Bigger is better than smaller. I’ll go shower now.”



    



    “Want me to wash you?”



    



    “What?”



    



    Caught off guard, Yeongwon stared blankly before remembering Seon-woo’s playful teasing from the night before. With a smirk, he leaned his face closer to Seon-woo’s, as if to challenge him.



    



     



    



    “Your face?”



    



    “No, all of me.”



    



    “…You’re insane, seriously.”



    



    “Do you hate me because I’m crazy?”



    



    Seon-woo leaned down and placed a soft kiss on Yeongwon’s cheek. Though he looked at him with feigned annoyance, the continuous kisses on his cheek made Yeongwon smile helplessly before leaning in to meet Seon-woo’s lips.



    



    “I’m really going to shower now.”



    



    In the bathroom, Yeongwon couldn’t help but feel delighted as the pleasant scent of the body wash and shampoo filled the air. The subtle fragrance was so nice it made him want to shower again just to enjoy it more.



    



    “Ah…”



    



    After drying off with a fresh towel, Yeongwon put on the clothes Seon-woo had given him. The oversized t-shirt hung loose, almost comically so, falling down to the middle of his thighs. He had expected it to be big, but not this ridiculously large. Feeling a little self-conscious, he stared at his reflection in the mirror, then pulled on the pants.



    



    The pants were also far too large, the waistband threatening to slide down. Fortunately, they had an adjustable drawstring, which he pulled tight and tied into a bow. He rolled up the cuffs twice to keep them from dragging. While the pants still looked baggy, at least they wouldn’t fall off.



    



    Though he felt embarrassed by how silly he looked, going out undressed wasn’t an option. With his own clothes in hand, Yeongwon cautiously walked back to Seon-woo’s room.



    



    “…These are way too big. Don’t I look weird?”



    



    Seon-woo, who had been sitting on the bed scrolling through his phone, looked up. His gaze traveled slowly from Yeongwon’s face down to his feet, making Yeongwon instinctively curl his toes.



    



    “…Why aren’t you saying anything…?”



    



    “You… look weird. I feel weird.”



    



    “…Weird how?”



    



    “Seeing you in my clothes… makes you feel like you’re really mine.”



    



    Seon-woo got up from the bed, took the clothes Yeongwon was holding, and carelessly tossed them onto the desk. Then, guiding Yeongwon to sit on the bed, he gently pushed him back until he loomed over him. Yeongwon couldn’t say a word, his heart pounding as he repeatedly opened and closed his eyes, overwhelmed by the closeness.



    



    “You’re so beautiful.”



    



    “……”



    



    “Can I… touch you?”



    



    They touched each other’s faces daily, their hands often brushing against shoulders, arms, and backs. The question felt strangely out of place. It took Yeongwon a moment to understand what Seon-woo meant. When he met Seon-woo’s steady gaze, filled with something meant only for him, he realized.



    



    “…Your eyes are strange, Seon-woo.”



    



    “Yeah. That’s because I’m crazy.”



    



    Seon-woo kissed the back of Yeongwon’s hand as he murmured softly. Yeongwon traced Seon-woo’s lips with his fingers before brushing them against his cheek, then nodded.



    



    “…You can touch me.”



    



    Even if the request had been for something else entirely, Yeongwon would have agreed. He closed his eyes, holding his breath as he felt Seon-woo’s touch slip beneath the oversized t-shirt.



    



    It was unfamiliar, but he didn’t want to push it away. Every thought blurred until only Seon-woo remained in his world. Even if it felt wrong, even if they were doing something they shouldn’t, it didn’t matter. As long as it was with Seon-woo, everything was okay.



    



    “……”



    



    “……”



    



    Hot breaths, gazes that never wavered, the restless beating of young hearts—and a nineteen-year-old’s inability to resist impulse.



    



    Their eyes met and drew closer until, at last, that familiar heat filled Yeongwon’s mouth, making his eyes flutter shut.



    



    Seon-woo’s hand moved to untie the bow at Yeongwon’s waist. With a gentle tug, the strings unraveled, falling apart between Seon-woo’s fingers. As the boundary between them dissolved, the unfamiliar yet intoxicating warmth became something entirely theirs to share.



    



    ***



    



    It was the rainy season. Except for brief moments when the rain subsided, it poured relentlessly all day, making people wonder how it would rain so much. It had been a week of nonstop downpours, with reports of flooding coming in from all directions. Smiles had disappeared from people’s faces, and the atmosphere was no different in the high school senior classroom.



    



    The classroom, thick with humid air, lacked any sense of joy. Perhaps it was the constant sound of rain pounding down from above, but everyone listened to the lesson with lethargic expressions.



    



    “It’s so humid…”



    



    Even though the rain kept the temperature relatively low, the damp air clung to their skin, leaving a sticky discomfort. It was too chilly to wear just the summer uniform, but putting on a gym jacket felt too warm in this odd weather.



    



    “Yeongwon, I feel so depressed.”



    



    “Why? Because of the rain?”



    



    “Yeah. Last night, I was just watching the rain before going to bed, and it felt exactly like my life.”



    



    “……”



    



    “Like it’s just plummeting to the ground.”



    



    Despite claiming to be depressed, Hyunjin didn’t stop eating bread. Yeongwon laughed and patted his shoulder reassuringly.



    



    “Why would your life be plummeting? It’s not.”



    



    “When finals are over, it’s vacation, right? But then I’ll still have to come to school during the break. After a few days off, it’ll be the second semester. Once that starts, I’ll apply for early admissions, take a few more tests, and then it’s the college entrance exam. Ugh… I really don’t want to retake the exam.”



    



    Ever since Hyunjin’s grades had improved, he occasionally expressed significant anxiety about the future. He seemed to regret developing the desire and determination to do better so late, now that they were seniors. Yeongwon could fully understand Hyunjin’s feelings.



    



    “But your grades are improving. You did much better on the last mock exam.”



    



    “I wanted to go to the same university as you.”



    



    “You still can.”



    



    “How am I supposed to get into Korea University? Honestly, if you and I both got in, it wouldn’t be fair. You’ve been working so hard since middle school, while I haven’t.”



    



    “Well… Studying was the only thing I could do. It was also the only way I could get out of my situation.”



    



    “You’re going to do amazing. I just know it.”



    



    Hyunjin suddenly clenched his fists, cheering him on. Laughing, Yeongwon tugged lightly at the front of his gym jacket, trying to cool himself down in the sticky air. He felt caught between the chill that made him wary of catching a cold and the humidity that made him uncomfortable. Getting sick during such a crucial time was out of the question, so he had to manage his condition carefully.



    



    “Seon-woo went to the staff room, right?”



    



    “How’d you know?”



    



    “I saw your homeroom teacher call him earlier. She said his mother was here.”



    



    “…His mother?”



    



    
      At the mention of his mother, the image of Seon-woo’s sharp-eyed mother flashed in Yeongwon’s mind. Without realizing it, he clenched the hem of his gym jacket tightly, feeling a wave of nervousness wash over him.
    

  
    “It seems like it’s counseling day. Our homeroom teacher said the first round of counseling starts today.”



    



    “Ah… right. My mom’s scheduled for next week. So Seon-woo’s mom came today…”



    



    Hyunjin, who had been watching Yeongwon mumble to himself, stretched his arms across Seon-woo’s desk and sprawled out.



    



    “Ah, I’m so hungry. You’re waiting for Seon-woo to come back, right? Ugh, I can’t wait for dinner.”



    



    “You forgot you just ate a piece of bread, didn’t you?”



    



    “Oh, right. Maybe it’s because I’m feeling down these days. I’m hungry even while I’m eating.”



    



    “You’ve always been like that.”



    



    “So cold, babe.”



    



    “Don’t. That’s gross.”



    



    Yeongwon grimaced in mock disgust, shaking his head, as he glanced toward the open front door of the classroom, where no one seemed to be coming or going. He worried about Seon-woo, imagining how uncomfortable he must be.



    



    “Hey, Yeongwon, even when you go to college, you better not ditch me.”



    



    “You were just talking about being hungry, and now you’re jumping to that? Why… Do you think I would?”



    



    “I don’t know. There’s a good chance we’ll end up at different colleges. You’ll get busy with your own life, and I’ll have to adjust to mine. We won’t see each other every day anymore. What if we only see each other at reunions or something?”



    



    Patting Hyunjin’s shoulder to calm him, Yeongwon shook his head. It seemed like Hyunjin had been thinking a lot about life after graduation. His usual playful demeanor had given way to more serious worries.



    



    “We can make time to see each other. Even if we can’t meet every day, we could hang out once or twice a week.”



    



    “Not just hanging out with Seon-woo.”



    



    “Why Seon-woo?”



    



    “You two are going to the same college, aren’t you? I mean, Seon-woo’s crazy about you, so I get it, but still, don’t ditch me.”



    



    “That’s not true.”



    



    As Yeongwon tried to soothe Hyunjin, his phone buzzed. Seeing Seon-woo’s name, he quickly checked the message.



    



    
      [Seon-woo: Eat dinner with Hyunjin first]
      


    

    [Seon-woo: I’ll be late]



    



    [Are you still in counseling?]



    



    [Seon-woo: The counseling is over, but the teacher said she has more to talk about, so I’m waiting.]



    



    [Hyunjin’s starving, so we’ll wait for you in the cafeteria. Come there later.]



    



    Relieved that the counseling session had ended, Yeongwon patted Hyunjin’s back, where he was sprawled, listening to the sound of rain and drifting off to sleep.



    



    “Seon-woo says he’ll be late and that we should eat first. Let’s go.”



    



    “Really? Let’s go, let’s go! They’re serving gochujang pork belly today, so we need to savor it properly.”



    



    Smiling at Hyunjin, who immediately began reciting the day’s menu, Yeongwon led the way out of the classroom. The sound of rain filling the hallways felt harsher than usual, almost unnerving.



    



    "Ah! I'll be right back. I think I left my earphones on my desk in the classroom."



    



    "Okay. I'll stay here."



    



    As Hyunjin ran toward the classroom, Yeongwon turned to look out the window. Except for a brief pause during lunchtime, it had been raining non-stop all day. Yeongwon hoped the rain would stop before heading home, as drying wet sneakers was inconvenient and not an easy task.



    



    Hearing approaching footsteps, Yeongwon turned, expecting it to be Hyunjin.



    



    "The earphones… Ah…."



    



    It wasn’t Hyunjin. Quickly clasping their hands together, Yeongwon bowed politely.



    



    "…Hello."



    



    "We meet again here."



    



    "……."



    



    "Can we talk for a moment? Since I’m here, I thought it’d be good to have a word."



    



    "…Sorry? Ah… Sure."



    



    "This isn’t the best place. Hmm… Follow me."



    



    Just standing there made Yeongwon’s hands tremble uncontrollably. Watching Yoo Seon-woo’s mother pass by, Yeongwon caught sight of Hyunjin standing frozen at the classroom door with earphones in hand. Shaking their heads to signal they couldn’t come along, Yeongwon turned and quickly followed Yoo Seon-woo’s mother to the end of the hallway, a quiet place.



    



    "……."



    



    Through the slightly open window, the sound of incessant rain filled the air. It was dark and noisy. Yoo Seon-woo’s mother reached up to shut the window completely, and an almost eerie silence followed.



    



    "I heard you got a perfect score on the mock exams."



    



    "…Ah… Yes."



    



    "Impressive. Maintaining such grades under those circumstances can’t be easy."



    



    "Sorry?"



    



    Not understanding what ‘those circumstances’ referred to, Yeongwon asked back. Choi Jeong-hyun, who had been looking at Yeongwon with an expressionless gaze, spoke nonchalantly as if it was no big deal.



    



    "I came for the parent-teacher consultation, and your homeroom teacher mentioned something. They said Seon-woo has been consistently maintaining high grades, just as always, and that being close to you seems to be a great help to both of you. They said there’s nothing to worry about."



    



    "……."



    



    "What a strange thing to say. Not a single part of it is true."



    



    "……."



    



    "They’re not showing good grades, they’re not getting any great help from being close to you, and there’s nothing but worries. So why would the teacher say that? When people try to see only the good in everything, they end up making such mistakes. It was quite enlightening."



    



    Although there was nothing outright harsh in the words, hearing them hurt deeply and shook Yeongwon’s heart. The remarks came from displeasure at Yoo Seon-woo and Yeongwon being close.



    



    "Before Seon-woo entered middle school, they used to listen so well. Actually, they still did, even after entering. At least until their midterm grades came out."



    



    This was something Yeongwon didn’t know. It was a story closer to the “starting point” that Yoo Seon-woo hadn’t shared. Raising their head, Yeongwon met Yoo Seon-woo’s mother’s gaze.



    



    "Of course, the fault largely lies with me. I told them to look at you and figure out a way to win, but instead, it seems they had other thoughts. I should’ve just told them not to look at you at all. If I had, they wouldn’t have done something so childish as losing on purpose just to spite us."



    



    "……."



    



    "You must find it laughable. They lose on purpose to annoy their parents, so it makes them easy to take lightly, doesn’t it?"



    



    "…No. Laughable? That doesn’t make any sense. I’ve never thought of them as easy to take lightly. I’ve never had such thoughts…."



    



    "It’s laughable because they lose on purpose. Was it like this in middle school too? When did you two start this absurd nonsense? I’m asking why someone who once said, 'Okay,' to the idea of stepping on someone like you is now the one being stepped on. Did the two of you plan this together?"



    



    The rising emotion was evident, yet her voice remained steady, without fluctuation. Unable to hold her gaze against the resentful, almost hateful, look in Yoo Seon-woo’s mother’s eyes, eyes so similar to Seon-woo’s, Yeongwon looked away. It was impossible to meet her eyes for long.



    



    "...Back in middle school, I didn’t know Seon-woo. He might’ve known me, but I had never even spoken to him. It wasn’t until this year, in 3rd grade, that we were in the same class for the first time. This year is the first time we’ve ever talked. I didn’t know anything about his grades either. Honestly, I don’t really understand what you’re saying right now. I’m sorry. I don’t think I have anything to say."



    



    "That’s right. Seon-woo knew you. Because I told him about you."



    



    Yeongwon was curious what she meant by telling him about her. Her words about ‘finding a way to win’ and everything else swirled in her mind, leaving it hard to comprehend. A part of her felt that it might be better to remain unaware, but her feet were rooted in place, unable to move.



    



    "He’s always excelled at everything, mastered the senior year curriculum before even entering middle school, and then, he took the midterm exams and came in second."



    



    "……."



    



    "I couldn’t believe it. Who could dare beat Seon-woo? So I looked into it, and it was you. Your father had failed multiple businesses, your mother was a tutor for home-study programs, and the name of the house you lived in… what was it again? It was such a tacky name. Oh, right. Rose Villa."



    



    Details about her life spilled out effortlessly, dropping to the cold, damp floor like raindrops. They weren’t things one could learn just by observing. The word ‘investigation’ filled her mind. The humid air of Rose Villa, which smells heavily of mildew and leaked during rainy days like today, seemed to sting her nose again. It was chilling to hear someone recount events from her life so trivially.



    



    "I told him that losing to someone like you would be a blow to his pride. That he should keep an eye on you to see how insignificant you really are."



    



    It was yet another story about the ‘beginning.’ The very beginning that Seon-woo had avoided talking about, no matter how many times it came up. That first moment when he saw her.



    



    ‘I’ve known you for a long time and heard a lot about you.’



    



    ‘…From who?’



    



    ‘I don’t want to talk about that right now. Maybe later.’



    



    Seon-woo’s firm dismissal, painting that part black and refusing to discuss it, came back to her. It seemed that his mother had been at the start of it all. A bitter feeling twisted inside Yeongwon.



    



    "I told him to find a way to win, but I guess he found a way to use you instead."



    



    "……."



    



    "That’s when it started. Seon-woo’s odd behavior. Every problem began when he met you."



    



    "……."



    



    "So could you please stop now?"



    



    "...I haven’t done anything. I just…."



    



    She had simply liked Seon-woo. Liked the way he’d smile and tell her he’d been watching her for a long time. She’d liked the warmth of his embrace when he’d openly confess his feelings without hesitation. She’d liked the way his eyes focused only on her, the touch of his hand on her cheek, and the gentle strokes of his hand over her head, the warmth of his hand on her back. That was all.



    



    "……."



    



    Yeongwon’s lips quivered, but no words escaped them. There was no way to say aloud to Yoo Seon-woo’s mother that she liked him, that every day she’d seek out the smallest, most private places to be close to him, to mix their breaths, that the unfamiliar pleasure she felt left her thinking about those moments and heating up all over again.



    



    "...We ended up in the same class for the first time, sat next to each other, and I found out he’s a good person. That’s why we became friends, and that’s all there is to it. We eat together, study together, go home together… I don’t think any of that is wrong."



    



    "You must’ve seen Seon-woo’s new bodyguard recently since you’re so close to him. Have you ever thought that might be because of you? They say it’s not, but on nights when he doesn’t come home, he’s probably been with you. So, eating together, studying together, going home together, that’s all it is? And none of that’s wrong? You’re clever. Smart enough to look out for your own interests."



    



    "...About that night, I’m sorry. I was going through something bad…."



    



    "The way you had your 'bad time,' meeting you has been the worst thing to happen to Seon-woo. Since getting involved with you, he’s been scolded, compared to you, and punished for six years."



    



    Yeongwon was at a loss for words. She couldn’t refute the statement that meeting her was the worst thing to happen to Yoo Seon-woo. After all, it was true that her being first in class led to Seon-woo facing harsh treatment from his parents.



    



    “I know I shouldn’t be saying this to you instead of my own child. I know it’s a family matter that should be resolved within my family. But we have done all we can. And I’ve come to realize that no matter what I say to Seon-woo, it’s useless.”



    



    “…….”



    



    “You’re a smart kid, so I trust you’ll understand what I’m saying. If you really think of Seon-woo as a friend, shouldn’t you ensure he doesn’t end up unhappy?”



    



    “…….”



    



    “I don’t want to hear about you from Seon-woo ever again. Could you do that for me?”



    



    Yeongwon said nothing. She had no words to offer. Watching her, Choi Jeong-hyun let out a small sigh and adjusted her bag.



    



    “There aren’t many exams left anyway, so it doesn’t matter if you keep taking first place. Seon-woo will keep helping you regardless, ignoring everything we say. I’ve come to understand just how obsessed he is with pitying you and helping you, to the point he won’t listen to anyone else anymore.”



    



    “…….”



    



    “Fine, let’s say second place or first place doesn’t matter; they both get you into a good university. Even so, I don’t want to see him siding with you, calling you his friend, and spending time with you anymore. Pity only goes so far. You’ve already gotten enough out of him.”



    



    The word ‘help’ made Yeongwon think of everything Seon-woo had done for him. He’d comforted him in tough times, carried his heavy bag, waited for him, bought things he liked. Expensive phones, delicious brunches, various candies, trips to the arcade, a peach plushie. The memories of Seon-woo’s help swirled in his mind.



    



    “He let you take first place, made sure you stayed at the top, and even forced the kid who bullied you to transfer schools.”



    



    But the help Choi Jeong-hyun spoke of wasn’t that kind. At the mention of ‘forced transfer,’ Yeongwon frowned slightly.



    



    “…Forced transfer?”



    



    Choi Jeong-hyun answered a call as her phone vibrated, her voice steady and unshaken. After a few words, she looked back at Yeongwon.



    



    “Looks like Seon-woo didn’t tell you. I have another appointment to get to, so you can ask him yourself. You should know, too. Then you’ll see just how distorted the relationship you two have is. You’re smart—you must realize by now that the two of you can’t be friends.”



    



    “…….”



    



    “Thanks for your time.”



    



    Choi Jeong-hyun finished speaking with an unwavering tone and walked away. The sound of her heels clicking on the damp hallway floor echoed as she left. Left standing at the dim end of the hallway, Yeongwon stared blankly into the darkness. It was all too shocking, the truth about Seon-woo’s ‘beginning’ and his ‘help.’



    



    Her father’s debts, her mother’s exhausting days, the damp and dreary Rose Villa. Imagining Seon-woo looking at her, knowing all of that, made it hard to breathe. Her already unsteady heart sank into the rain. How could a gaze that began with the intent to ruin her turn into love? How ridiculous must I have looked to you?



    



    ‘I haven’t just been watching you for a few days. I’ve seen enough to know I like you.’



    



    Lies. You were watching me to break me.



    



    ‘I hope we can be together for a long time. I’ve liked you for quite a while.’



    



    
      All lies….
    

  
    The rain continued to pour relentlessly, even as Yoo Seon-woo finished his consultation and returned to the classroom. Finding it later than expected, he opted to head to the classroom instead of the cafeteria. Upon arriving, his eyes landed on Yeongwon's empty seat. Thinking she might still be in the cafeteria, he turned to leave, but stopped when Hyunjin peeked into the classroom, looking around.



    



    "Where’s Yeongwon?"



    



    "Isn’t he in the cafeteria? Did he go home?"



    



    "His bag’s still here. Didn’t you eat together?"



    



    "We were going to, but we didn’t."



    



    "Why not?"



    



    "Well…"



    



    Hyunjin trailed off, avoiding Seon-woo’s gaze, shifting uncomfortably. Seon-woo observed him silently before letting out a small sigh. While he could wait as long as necessary for Yeongwon’s response, waiting on others’ answers felt endlessly frustrating.



    



    "Why. Did something happen?"



    



    "Someone said they wanted to talk to him…"



    



    "Who?"



    



    "…I’m not entirely sure, but… I think… it was your mom."



    



    "What?"



    



    "I mean, I saw her near the teachers’ office earlier. Your mom’s kind of well-known, you know? Pretty sure it was her."



    



    Though Hyunjin was fairly certain, he hesitated to state it outright. After all, it wasn’t just anyone, it was Yoo Seon-woo’s mother. Saying too confidently that she’d taken Yeongwon away with a frightening expression didn’t seem like a smart idea.



    



    "……."



    



    Seon-woo furrowed his brows deeply. Hyunjin, startled by the sight of a tensioned Seon-woo so different from his usual relaxed demeanor shifted his gaze around nervously, not knowing where to look.



    



    "Did you see where they went? Did they leave the building?"



    



    "No, they stayed inside. I saw them talking near the windows at the end of the hallway. I couldn’t just walk up and listen in, you know? But it looks like they’re gone now… probably finished talking."



    



    "…Shit."



    



    Whoa. Yoo Seon-woo just swore. Hyunjin instinctively stepped back, realizing he might have gotten caught up in something he definitely didn’t want to be involved in.



    



    "Did you just come back upstairs?"



    



    "Yeah… Where could he have gone? He’s been disappearing a lot lately."



    



    Seon-woo quickly pulled out his phone and called Yeongwon. Anxiety surged through him, making it impossible to stand still. He paced back and forth, turning on his heels as he waited. The phone rang, but there was no answer. Seon-woo didn’t hang up, letting the call ring through until the very end.



    



    "…Please."



    



    Please, Yeongwon. Don’t be alone. Answer. Please. Yoo Seon-woo froze in place as the endless ringing tone was finally interrupted by the sound of the call being picked up.



    



    "Yeongwon."



    



    “What? Did Lee Yeongwon actually pick up?”



    



    Hyunjin, wide-eyed, moved closer to Seon-woo and strained his ears to listen. Seon-woo tried his best to remain composed, waiting for Yeongwon to speak. No words had come yet, but just the fact that the call was answered brought some relief.



    



    "Yeongwon, where are you? I came back to the classroom after the consultation, but you weren’t there."



    



    - The music room.



    



    "Ah… I’ll come to you right now."



    



    - Just tell Hyunjin everything’s fine and send him back. I don’t want to worry him.



    



    "Alright. Don’t go anywhere, okay? Wait for me, Yeongwon."



    



    Yeongwon didn’t reply, and soon the call ended. Seon-woo stared at the blank screen for a moment, the lingering sound of Yeongwon’s voice and the abrupt disconnection feeling unfamiliar. Even the warmth he usually felt when talking to him seemed different this time.



    



    "Where is he? What did he say?"



    



    "Ah… he’s running an errand."



    



    "An errand?"



    



    "Yeah… got caught up with something, I guess. He said not to worry."



    



    "Well, that’s a relief. Jeez, what’s with him lately? Anyway, I’m heading back to class. If you see Lee Yeongwon, tell him to text me."



    



    "I will."



    



    It wasn’t until Hyunjin waved goodbye and left the classroom that Seon-woo finally headed toward Yeongwon. His grip on his phone was so tight that his fingers ached. As he descended the dim staircase, the sound of the rain grew louder, and as he moved toward the old building, the darkness overhead deepened. Seon-woo sprinted through the unlit hallway and stopped in front of the music room.



    



    "……."



    



    The damp, cold air of the corridor seeped through his clothes, sending a chill down his spine. The oppressive atmosphere felt unsettling. Catching his slightly labored breath, Seon-woo opened the door. Though the room was dim, the faint light filtering through the curtains allowed him to spot Yeongwon immediately. He was perched on the desk near the window, where the light streamed in.



    



    "Yeongwon. Why are you sitting here alone?"



    



    Did you meet my mom? What did she say? Don’t believe her. It’s not true. Seon-woo had so much he wanted to say, but the fear of where to start—and what might happen if he did—kept him silent for a moment.



    



    "…Seon-woo, I met your mother. She said she had something to talk about."



    



    "……."



    



    "…After hearing what she said, I have some questions. Can I ask you?"



    



    "……."



    



    "I want you to answer me this time."



    



    "…Okay."



    



    A moment of silence settled over the dim room, the air so cold and damp it felt suffocating. Yoo Seon-woo glanced at the rain hammering violently against the window before turning his gaze back to Yeongwon. The raging downpour outside mirrored the storm inside his heart, refusing to calm.



    



    "You said you’ve liked me for a long time."



    



    "I did."



    



    "What made you like me?"



    



    "Well… I kept watching you, and…."



    



    "Why were you watching me?"



    



    "……."



    



    The cold energy pooled on the ground crept up, engulfing Seon-woo’s heart and pulling it downward. The sharp drop in his chest rendered him momentarily speechless. His vision alternated between blinding white and pitch black.



    



    "Was it because you found it fascinating? That a kid like me, with a father who failed in business, a mother working as a home tutor, living in that shabby Rose Villa, was managing to take first place?"



    



    "…Yeongwon."



    



    "Did you start watching me because of what your mother said?"



    



    So, she had told him everything. Seon-woo closed his eyes tightly before opening them again. The realization hit him hard: his belief that he could forever keep that ‘beginning’ a secret if he wanted to was pure arrogance and naivety. His thoughts wavered violently.



    



    "The thing you didn’t want to talk about this is it, isn’t it? That you started noticing me because of what your mother said."



    



    "…Yeah. That’s right. It wasn’t something good, and I was worried you’d misunderstand. We finally got close, and I was scared you’d pull away if I told you."



    



    "So, from the first time you saw me, you already knew everything. My situation, all of it."



    



    "…Yeah. I knew everything."



    



    "And? What was it like? Did you find me ridiculous?"



    



    "I was curious. How someone in that situation could manage to get near-perfect scores."



    



    Yeongwon avoided looking directly at Seon-woo. He knew too well that if he met those eyes he adored so much he wouldn’t be able to say or ask everything he wanted.



    



    "I went to see you, and I saw your notes… and I wondered, How could anyone do this much? All I thought was that someone who worked as hard as you deserved to be at the top. I never found you ridiculous."



    



    "Then why did you just keep watching from a distance? You could’ve stepped forward. We could’ve become friends."



    



    "…If I’d approached you back then, my parents wouldn’t have let it go. I was younger then, and I just did as I was told. I didn’t have the strength to defy them. And I didn’t have a good reason to talk to you. I couldn’t just say I’d been watching you. I couldn’t say I liked you. I couldn’t go up to someone who wasn’t even in the same class and try to get close without any reason."



    



    In the dimly lit room, silence lingered briefly, heavy with unsaid words. The cold and damp atmosphere felt oppressive, making it hard to breathe. Yeongwon recalled the first day of their third year when Yoo Seon-woo had stood at the teacher’s desk, smiling down at him. That smile, for some reason, felt like it would remain vivid in his memory for a long time. It had been strange, fascinating… and beautiful.



    



    ‘It’s our first time being in the same class.’



    



    Seon-woo had spoken to him like they were old friends, his expression oddly joyful.



    



    ‘Anything else you want to say?’



    



    ‘No, not really. I just want to look at you a little longer.’



    



    ‘Why?’



    



    ‘Because I like being in the same class as you.’



    



    Being in the same class must have been the perfect justification for Seon-woo. A reason to start a conversation, to pretend familiarity, to close the gap between them at an extraordinary pace.



    



    "…Fine. Even if that’s how it started, you could’ve told me the truth at some point. There were chances, like when you were at my house. There were plenty of opportunities."



    



    "……."



    



    "I would’ve understood if you had told me yourself. Sure, I might’ve been embarrassed, you knew everything about my flaws. But I would’ve tried to understand because you were the one who told me. And eventually, I would’ve moved past it. Because I like you."



    



    "……."



    



    "You already knew everything about me, but I didn’t know anything. I didn’t even know how to present myself to you or how to tell my story. I wanted you to see me in the best light. Because I liked you, I wanted to be good enough for you."



    



    Yeongwon’s past held no good stories. Every memory was tainted with someone crying, someone yelling, or someone forcing unrealistic futures onto him. Despite all of it, Yeongwon had wanted to be honest and had tried to share what he could with Seon-woo.



    



    "I wanted you to know what my life was like. To know how barely I managed to get by so you’d understand if you ever came to my house. So you’d know if you could stay there, sleep there… under that threadbare blanket that still faintly smells of fabric softener. I wanted you to be able to think about it, so I told you."



    



    "Yeongwon, I never…."



    



    "Even if that wasn’t your intention, the fact that I spent all that time thinking about how to explain myself, deciding what to say and how much to say to you—it makes me feel so… ashamed."



    



    "…I’m sorry. I didn’t think about it that far. I was just so happy to get close to you, so happy that I could do all the things I wanted with you, that I only thought about myself. I’m sorry."



    



    Yeongwon exhaled slowly. The more he spoke, the more he felt on the verge of tears, making it hard to continue. Yet, he couldn’t suppress or swallow his feelings any longer. He knew unresolved emotions could flare up into something worse with the smallest spark.



    



    Looking back, he realized that covering everything up in the name of understanding and not wanting to lose Seon-woo had only allowed the issue to fester and grow into the colossal mess it had become.



    



    "Fine… I think I can try to understand. What matters now is the present, not the beginning. I can accept that you might’ve kept quiet to spare my feelings, knowing my situation. I can try to believe that. Because I still like you."



    



    Still. Seon-woo caught the word ‘still’ as it left Yeongwon’s lips, and it pierced him sharper than anything else. As it echoed in his ears, it felt like everything his hearing, his thoughts, his heart was unraveling.



    



    "Let me ask you one more thing."



    



    "……."



    



    "Did Lee Jung-woo transfer because of me?"



    



    Hearing the name Lee Jung-woo, Seon-woo frowned. His mother must’ve mentioned it. The forced transfer had been her doing, citing Jung-woo’s poor treatment of him. But his parents had also known that the person Jung-woo had bullied the most wasn’t Seon-woo, it was Yeongwon. That much had been easy to uncover with a few questions to their classmates.



    



    "Did you do it because of me? Was it not because he bullied you but because of me? Did you do it behind my back, without me knowing?"



    



    Of all things, removing Jung-woo from Yeongwon’s life was something Seon-woo did not regret. Even if he’d known he would be hated for it, he still would’ve done it. Seon-woo took a step closer, standing in front of Yeongwon. His shadow blocked the light from the window, casting a darkness over Yeongwon’s face. As their eyes met amidst the storm’s reflection, Seon-woo’s gaze held Yeongwon’s as if swallowing him whole.



    



    
      "And what was I supposed to do? Just stand by and watch while he treats you like that?"
    

  
    Sometimes, when talking to Yoo Seon-woo, there were moments like this. Moments when Yeongwon wondered if he was the only one taking things too seriously, being overly sensitive. It felt strange, as though he was the only one overreacting to something that didn’t really matter. Rising from the desk he had been sitting on, Yeongwon faced Yoo Seon-woo. The gaze that Seon-woo cast down on him felt unbearably pitiful today.



    



    “You should’ve left it alone. Just because you knew me didn’t mean you had to do that behind my back.”



    



    “Why shouldn’t I have? I saw that jerk grabbing you and spewing disgusting words while pulling you around. How could I just stand by?”



    



    “You should’ve. We were nothing to each other. Not even in the same class. You couldn’t even approach me, couldn’t even say a single word. We were complete strangers, you should’ve just ignored it.”



    



    “Why would I? When I saw Jung-woo putting his hands on you, saying things that made me want to kill him, why should I have ignored it? Tell me why.”



    



    Even now, the memory of that day made Yoo Seon-woo seethe with anger. He couldn’t forget Jung-woo grabbing Yeongwon’s waist as he leaned toward his locker. If Jung-woo hadn’t transferred, Seon-woo was certain he would’ve killed him.



    



    “When you came to my house before, this came up. But you didn’t say anything about it. You didn’t tell me about the first time you saw me, and you didn’t say anything about Jung-woo. That day, I thought we’d had a real conversation, one I’d never had with anyone else, but it turns out it was just me. What were you thinking while I was talking? Did you find it funny? Me talking about Jung-woo when I didn’t even know anything? Was it amusing?”



    



    “I thought it was the right thing to do. I don’t regret it.”



    



    “…You just keep saying the same thing.”



    



    “No matter how many times you ask, my answer won’t change. I don’t regret it. If I could go back, I’d do the same thing. I’d get rid of Jung-woo. In front of you.”



    



    “…Fine, maybe it was something to be thankful for in the end. But I can’t just thank you and move on as if nothing happened. It was my life too. Your parents knew about it, but I was the only one left in the dark….”



    



    Yeongwon shook his head. Yoo Seon-woo, who had stepped closer, gently cupped Yeongwon’s cheek with his hand. Yeongwon turned his head away, avoiding the touch.



    



    “When I said I was your first misfortune, it was because of the grades, wasn’t it?”



    



    “I started watching you because I was curious about someone I’d been told I couldn’t beat. And then I started liking you. At first, you were a misfortune.”



    



    “…….”



    



    “I liked you. I liked you so much I couldn’t think straight. I tried to protect you. I did my best to make sure my parents couldn’t lay a hand on you.”



    



    “…….”



    



    “I did it because I liked you.”



    



    Even in this dark, cold, and suffocatingly damp moment, Yoo Seon-woo’s words of affection were so gentle and sweet. They made Yeongwon want to let everything go, lean into those words, and fall into his arms. So, that’s how it was? He wanted to brush it off as no big deal. But he couldn’t. Not when he still remembered Yoo Seon-woo’s mother’s voice, the way she looked down on him with that gaze full of disdain, standing above him as if she were untouchable.



    



    "…Sometimes, liking someone isn’t enough of a reason. If I had just stayed as your misfortune, maybe things would’ve been better."



    



    "Don’t say that."



    



    "If I hadn’t started liking you, it would’ve been better. If you had just beaten me, your parents would’ve been satisfied. Sure, I would’ve been upset for a while, but second place is still a good rank. I would’ve kept going, trying my best, and lived fine."



    



    "Yeongwon."



    



    "Maybe it would’ve been better if I had transferred somewhere else. At least then, I wouldn’t have ended up being pitied by you…."



    



    As Seon-woo watched Yeongwon shake his head, he leaned down and firmly gripped his shoulders. Surprised by the sudden force, Yeongwon looked up and met Seon-woo’s eyes, which were filled with a despair that shook him to his core. The tears brimming in Seon-woo’s eyes made Yeongwon’s heart tremble.



    



    "Don’t say that. Do you know what I did and what lengths I went to just to keep you here, just to keep watching you?"



    



    "What lengths? Was it just forcing Jung-woo to transfer, or was there more?"



    



    "……."



    



    "Can you tell me?"



    



    Seon-woo couldn’t bring himself to admit he had practically staked his life and threatened his parents to make sure Jung-woo was removed. He was terrified that the truth would completely alienate Yeongwon. If even he found himself horrifying, how could Yeongwon possibly love someone like that?



    



    "You’re still hiding so much from me."



    



    "……."



    



    "…I’ve shown you everything. Even the ugliest parts of me. It was the first time I ever felt so comfortable with someone, so I must’ve gotten carried away. I didn’t even realize I was exposing all my flaws because I thought it would be okay with you. I thought you’d understand."



    



    Yeongwon didn’t believe that everything Seon-woo had done or said was a lie. Just as he himself had his own complicated feelings, he understood that Seon-woo must have had his reasons. Even so, it didn’t stop him from feeling hurt, especially now, when Seon-woo still refused to tell him the full truth.



    



    "I’m sorry  for making you hear things from my mother that you shouldn’t have."



    



    After a long silence, Seon-woo finally spoke, apologizing for his mother’s actions. Yeongwon waited quietly, anticipating what he would say next. Outside, the rain was growing heavier, its sound filling the room.



    



    "I don’t think I did anything wrong."



    



    "……."



    



    "It was the best I could do at the time, and no matter how much I think about it, there wasn’t a better choice."



    



    "Yoo Seon-woo."



    



    "How to approach someone? How to make friends naturally? I don’t know. I’ve never done it before. I stayed quiet because I didn’t want to hurt you. I liked you, so I wanted to help you."



    



    Seon-woo lowered his gaze to the floor. His voice, heavy with emotion, sank as if it were slowly falling to the ground, and the weight of it pierced through.



    



    "What could I have done?"



    



    "……."



    



    "I couldn’t even control my feelings for you."



    



    "……."



    



    "You didn’t know. It could’ve been something I ended by myself, and no one would’ve ever had to know. But I couldn’t even do that."



    



    Seon-woo lifted his gaze from the floor and looked at Yeongwon. For Seon-woo, the feeling of liking someone was like that, it was something that could never be hidden or kept low.



    



    "I did everything I could to avoid hurting you, to hold on while trying to protect you…."



    



    "……."



    



    "My feelings… I know now they’re the biggest problem. You’re right. Liking someone isn’t always enough of a reason, and it can’t solve everything."



    



    "……."



    



    "I’m sorry."



    



    "……."



    



    "If I’d known I’d keep upsetting you like this, I wouldn’t have let it show. I could’ve kept it hidden. I’d been doing that all along anyway… but I got carried away. I was just so happy to have a reason to act like I knew you."



    



    Even though he felt hurt and disappointed, those feelings didn’t make his affection disappear. Yeongwon stayed silent for a moment, taking in Yoo Seon-woo as he continued speaking in his calm voice. But even as he spoke steadily, his trembling gaze and occasional ragged breaths betrayed his composure.



    



    "Yeongwon, you don’t need to make that face. Why do you look like you’re the one who has to be sorry? Don’t. I’ve resented you before, you know. When I heard about you from my mother, I thought you weren’t a big deal. I even went to watch you out of curiosity."



    



    "……."



    



    "I pitied you, too. Seeing someone trying so desperately to survive… I even thought it would be cruel of me to beat you."



    



    "……."



    



    "And I’ll admit, I thought it would be funny. Losing over and over to someone my parents assumed I’d easily crush? That idea amused me."



    



    Humans are truly selfish creatures. Yeongwon had wanted to know everything, but hearing it all now didn’t bring any relief it was painful. He shook his head.



    



    "…I don’t want to hear any more."



    



    "Keep listening. You said you wanted to know. You wanted to see the bottom of me."



    



    Seon-woo grabbed Yeongwon’s raised arm and pulled it down, stopping him from covering his ears. He pressed him against the wall, trapping him. Meeting Seon-woo’s intense gaze, Yeongwon’s voice wavered.



    



    "I struggled, too. Do you think it was easy for me to fall for you? Someone I barely knew, someone I’d only seen a few times? And a guy, at that."



    



    "……."



    



    "I don’t know either. I only realized it when I couldn’t look away from you. I didn’t know why I liked you, why I kept searching for you, why I couldn’t stop wanting to see you… even though I first thought you’d be easy to use."



    



    "……."



    



    "You called it pity earlier. Sure, there was pity. You were pitiful. Without proper study materials, scribbling in your notebook over and over until it was full. A cheap, worn-out mechanical pencil and a tiny eraser. Those free tri-color pens handed out on the street."



    



    "…Stop it. Please, stop."



    



    Finally, tears fell from Yeongwon’s eyes. Seon-woo seemed intent on pushing him to the edge, acting as if he wanted to be hated. Even as he watched the tears stream down Yeongwon’s face, soaking his cheeks, he didn’t stop.



    



    "You were pitiful and admirable at the same time. That’s all there was to it. And then I started liking you. I liked your smile. I liked just watching you walk down the hallway or eat lunch. Everything about you made me happy."



    



    "……."



    



    "I couldn’t even say a word to you, but being in the same high school as you made me happy. I wanted to go to the same university, so I worked hard without beating you. Then I saw Jung-woo. I couldn’t even reach out to you, but that bastard was calling your name in that disgusting way, grabbing you, touching you… and you expect me to do nothing? Why should I have stood by and let it happen?"



    



    Trapped between the wall and Seon-woo, Yeongwon took a deep breath and wiped his wet cheeks. He tried to push Seon-woo’s arms away, but they wouldn’t budge.



    



    "…Move."



    



    "Keep listening."



    



    "Move."



    



    "Why are you talking so coldly? Do you hate me now? Do you not want to be around me?"



    



    "…Please, just stop. You don’t need to say any more…."



    



    "But what am I supposed to do? I still have so much more to tell you things that’ll make you hate me, make you disgusted, make you want to run away. If this is too much for you already, how will you handle the rest?"



    



    Seon-woo’s eyes looked strange. He seemed both utterly resigned and disturbingly resolute. Holding onto Seon-woo’s arms, Yeongwon looked straight into his eyes. If it were just about telling the truth, he could listen. But Seon-woo wasn’t in his right mind. Just looking into his eyes, it was clear that he wasn’t okay.



    



    "…Later. Let’s talk later. I wanted to hear it all earlier, but hearing it like this… so bluntly… it’s too much. I can’t listen right now."



    



    "……."



    



    "…Seon-woo, please."



    



    As Seon-woo watched tears stream down Yeongwon’s face once again, he finally snapped out of it. His mind was still hazy, but at least he realized he couldn’t push Yeongwon any further.



    



    "Okay. I know you’re someone who keeps their promises."



    



    "……."



    



    "Let’s talk again later. Promise me."



    



    "…Okay."



    



    "Let’s go back to the classroom together."



    



    Seon-woo stepped back, letting his arms fall away from where they had trapped Yeongwon. He watched as Yeongwon walked past him and out of the music room. The sight of his retreating figure tugged at his chest, and he couldn’t help but wonder when this ‘later’ Yeongwon spoke of would come or if it ever would. The image of Yeongwon’s tear-streaked, frightened face lingered in his mind. It made him want to cry.



    



    "……."



    



    Yeongwon walked away quickly, never looking back. Seon-woo deliberately slowed his steps, dragging them as if to avoid realizing the painful truth: that no matter how fast he tried to catch up, Yeongwon would only keep moving further away.



    



    By the time Seon-woo reached the classroom, Yeongwon was already at his desk, gathering his bag and umbrella. He was just stepping into the hallway as Seon-woo approached. Seon-woo opened his mouth, wanting to say something, but no words came out. The wounds from their earlier conversation felt raw, as if they had risen to his throat, making speech impossible. His whole body hurt.



    



    "…I’ll go ahead."



    



    In the end, it was Yeongwon who spoke first. Seon-woo managed only a faint nod, watching as Yeongwon walked past him and descended the stairs.



    



    Come with me. Let me walk you home. Don’t go alone. Stay with me. There were so many things he wanted to say, but he knew that none of them were what Yeongwon wanted to hear right now. So he stayed silent.



    



    Returning to the classroom, Seon-woo absentmindedly tidied up the things on his desk and grabbed his bag. His eyes fell on Yeongwon’s now-empty desk, and the sight made his fingertips tingle with a dull ache. His heart, frayed and tattered, throbbed painfully. He wanted to ask, When is your ‘later’?



    



    
      Holding onto the words he could finally say aloud, Seon-woo hurried out of the classroom.
    

  
    Yoo Seon-woo quickly descended the stairs, slightly damp from the rain, and found himself face-to-face with Yeongwon standing at the main entrance. He wondered why Yeongwon, who had left earlier, was still there and wet at that. His gaze fell on the broken umbrella in Yeongwon’s hand. It seemed that the umbrella had broken while he was using it, forcing him to return.



    



    The weather was too severe to walk home without an umbrella. The rain was so heavy that the school field looked like a flowing stream. Walking home in such rain would surely lead to getting sick for several days. Seon-woo quickly pulled a black umbrella out of his bag and handed it to Yeongwon.



    



    "Take this."



    



    "…No, you need it."



    



    "Then let’s go to the front gate together. I’ll hail a taxi for you."



    



    "…I’ll wait until it stops raining. You go ahead."



    



    "And what if it doesn’t stop? It’s been raining all day. If you wait and then end up walking in the rain, you’ll catch a cold. You can’t afford to get sick."



    



    "……."



    



    Seon-woo wasn’t wrong. The chances of the rain suddenly stopping just to let him go home were slim. He had seen an article earlier predicting it would only ease up by tomorrow morning, making him hesitate further.



    



    "…Then just to the front gate. Please."



    



    An hour ago, they wouldn’t have needed this conversation. They would have naturally shared an umbrella, their shoulders brushing as they stepped into the rain together. But in just an hour, even the simple act of walking together to the gate under one umbrella had become a difficult thing to ask. Under the main entrance’s bright lights, Seon-woo looked at Yeongwon’s pale face before opening the umbrella.



    



    "Let’s go."



    



    Seon-woo tilted the umbrella more toward Yeongwon as they stepped into the rain. The rain felt even harsher when they were in it. Seon-woo’s school shirt, exposed beyond the umbrella’s edge, quickly became soaked. Without concern for himself, he tilted the umbrella further toward Yeongwon and closed the gap between them.



    



    "……."



    



    "……."



    



    The wet sand on the field squished under their shoes, dirtying their once-white sneakers. Extending an arm, Seon-woo pulled Yeongwon’s shoulder closer, pressing their bodies together. He noticed Yeongwon flinch slightly, just as he used to when touched, but this time it felt different. It didn’t seem like shyness—it felt like something else, and it didn’t sit well with him.



    



    At the gate, they waited for a taxi, but the rain and late hour made it difficult to find one. Even calling for one on his phone yielded no results. For twenty minutes, they waited in the rain with no luck. Looking at the failed ride request notification on his phone, Seon-woo handed the umbrella to Yeongwon. There was no other solution.



    



    "Take this and go."



    



    "If I take it, what about you…?"



    



    "I’ll be fine."



    



    "How can you be fine? It’s pouring rain."



    



    "I’ll be fine as long as you’re fine. Take it and go. I’m sorry I couldn’t see you home."



    



    Yoo Seon-woo took the broken umbrella from Yeongwon’s hand and placed his own in its stead. Yeongwon glanced at Seon-woo’s school shirt, already half-soaked, and tears began to fall before he could stop them. Unable to bear the sight, Yeongwon quickly tried to return the umbrella.



    



    “How are you supposed to get home if I use this? Yoo Seon-woo!”



    



    As Yeongwon extended the umbrella toward him, Seon-woo took a step back without hesitation. The pounding rain, heavy enough to hurt, soaked his thin summer uniform in seconds. Smiling faintly, he waved and turned away, walking off into the distance. He knew that only if he left first would Yeongwon actually go home. The rain obscured his vision and chilled him to the bone, but he felt a strange relief that it was he, not Yeongwon, enduring the pain. Keeping Yeongwon safe from harm, that reason alone made it all okay.



    



    ***



    



    When Yeongwon arrived home, he carefully removed his soaked and dirty sneakers. Although he had shaken off the water before coming inside, droplets still fell from Seon-woo’s umbrella as he set it gently in a corner of the entryway. As he walked into his room, wet socks left faint water stains on the floor.



    



    "……."



    



    Even though he had used an umbrella, he was drenched. Seon-woo, who had braved the rain without one, must have been in far worse shape. The day-long rain had lowered the temperature, and the night was colder still. Worry consumed him. He can’t get sick…. Standing there in his wet clothes, Yeongwon couldn’t shake his concern. He pulled out his phone and opened their chat.



    



    ‘Did you get home?’ He typed the seven characters, but pressing send felt insurmountable. Memories of everything that had happened: the music room, the umbrella, meeting Seon-woo’s mother swirled in his mind, making it difficult to think. After hesitating for a moment, he glanced at the umbrella in the entryway and mustered enough courage to press send.



    



    [Did you get home?]



    



    He stood there, unable to even think about changing his clothes, staring at his phone. Before long, a read receipt appeared, followed by Seon-woo’s reply.



    



    
      [Seon-woo: Just got back. Did you make it home?]
      


    

    
      [Yeah, I got home thanks to you.]
      


    

    
      [I’m sorry.]
      


    

    
      [Seon-woo: No, it’s fine. As long as you got back safely. Boil some warm water and drink it just in case.]
      


    

    
      [Okay, I will. You too, drink something warm and, just in case, take some medicine and stay warm.]
      


    

    
      [You got soaked in the rain.]
      


    

    [Seon-woo: Thank you, Yeongwon.]



    



    Staring at Seon-woo’s message, Yeongwon felt his heart ache. Why are you thanking me? I pushed you away, doubted you, said hurtful things… And even after you lent me your umbrella, you got soaked in that freezing rain. So what on earth are you thankful for? He kept reading and rereading the last message.



    



    [Thank you, Yeongwon.]



    



    The rain outside hadn’t stopped.



    



    ***



    



    Seon-woo didn’t come to school. It had been three days now. The homeroom teacher didn’t mention anything, and no one seemed to know what was going on. The only person who thought he might be sick from walking in the rain was Yeongwon. He stared quietly at Seon-woo’s empty seat beside him.



    



    "……."



    



    It would’ve been strange if he hadn’t gotten sick. Anyone who walked through that kind of relentless rain would fall ill. Opening their chat, Yeongwon saw that the messages he had sent two days ago remained unread.



    



    He must be too sick to even check his phone. Looking at the five messages he had sent, his gaze returned to Seon-woo’s last message above them.



    



    [Thank you, Yeongwon.]



    



    The words tore at him. His heart ached unbearably. Resting his head on his desk, he thought of that rainy night. The damp, cold air, the sharp exchanges, the moments of kindness that felt out of place.



    



    "……."



    



    I only liked you. That’s all. So why did it end up like this? I just… liked seeing you in front of me. That’s all.



    



    A slow breath escaped through his slightly parted lips. Nothing had been resolved, yet he missed Seon-woo and worried about him. At that moment, that was all that mattered.



    



    ***



    



    It had been five days since Yoo Seon-woo last came to school, and Yeongwon couldn’t bear it any longer. He went to Seon-woo’s house, unable to sit and wait idly any more. Seon-woo hadn’t read his messages, hadn’t answered his calls, and hadn’t shown up at school.



    



    While their last parting hadn’t been warm and happy, Yeongwon still liked him. It was true that he felt hurt, a little angry, and even entertained the thought that they might break apart but above all those feelings, there was still affection. Deep, heavy affection. Yeongwon couldn’t dismiss his feelings for Seon-woo lightly.



    



    "……."



    



    Standing in front of Seon-woo’s gate, Yeongwon bit down on the soft flesh inside his lip so hard it nearly drew blood. He had come all this way but didn’t have the courage to call. Yet, he couldn’t bring himself to leave without trying, so after a few moments of hesitation, he mustered his resolve and hit the call button.



    



    The ringing tone played more than ten times, but Seon-woo didn’t pick up. Could he be hospitalized? Or is it something even worse? Growing increasingly anxious, Yeongwon chewed at his fingertips, only to freeze at the sound of a window opening. He instinctively looked up toward the sound. A window on the second floor, previously closed, was now open.



    



    "Seon-woo!"



    



    Without thinking, he called out urgently, staring at the half-open window. Judging from the view of the street he’d once seen from Seon-woo’s room, he was certain it was Seon-woo’s room.



    



    "Yoo Seon-woo!"



    



    He didn’t know if the person who opened the window was Seon-woo, his parents, or the housekeeper, but he couldn’t just stand there. Calling his name again, Yeongwon focused on the window, trying to see who was coming closer.



    



    "Who’s there?"



    



    Thankfully, it wasn’t Seon-woo’s parents. The voice belonged to the housekeeper, whom Yeongwon had met once or twice before. Recognizing her, he bowed politely.



    



    "Hello. I’m… I came over with Seon-woo once before…."



    



    "Oh, you’re Seon-woo’s friend, the one who had dinner here?"



    



    Relieved that she remembered him, Yeongwon nodded. The quietness of the area meant that he didn’t have to raise his voice much to be heard.



    



    "…Seon-woo hasn’t been coming to school."



    



    "You came because you’re worried about him. Wait just a moment. I’ll come down and let you in."



    



    "No, it’s fine. I shouldn’t… I might run into his parents…."



    



    "The lawyers aren’t home. Something urgent came up, so they left not too long ago. They said they won’t be back until tomorrow evening, so it’s okay. Just wait a moment—I’ll be right down."



    



    Although he had hoped to see Seon-woo, the thought of going back into his house made him nervous. His mind replayed the emotionless tone of Seon-woo’s mother calling his feelings pity, her words hitting him like sharp blows to his chest.



    



    "……."



    



    The sound of the gate opening pulled Yeongwon out of his thoughts. Through the intercom, he heard the housekeeper inviting him in. Taking a deep breath, he carefully pushed open the heavy gate and stepped inside.



    



    The garden, damp and slightly drooping from the prolonged rain, exuded a strong scent of grass and soil. As he walked toward the front door, he watched it open.



    



    "Come on in."



    



    "Hello…."



    



    "You should’ve rung the bell."



    



    "I… thought your parents wouldn’t like it if they were home. They don’t seem too fond of me coming over…."



    



    "I see. Well, it’s lucky I was here. Otherwise, you might’ve come all this way for nothing without seeing Seon-woo. Come in quickly."



    



    "…Thank you. I’ll just be here for a moment."



    



    After bowing politely, Yeongwon stepped into the foyer and changed into slippers. Hesitating at the stairs, he glanced at the housekeeper, who gently patted his back.



    



    "Seon-woo’s been really sick. His fever only started going down today, it wouldn’t break until yesterday. While he was having porridge earlier, he even mentioned his friend. He was scared you might not have sent him any messages."



    



    The thought of Seon-woo not checking his messages because he was too afraid to see nothing crushed Yeongwon’s heart.



    



    "He said he feels like he’s wronged you a lot. It’s the first time he’s ever opened up to me like that, so I guessed you two might’ve had a fight. Poor kid… he’s like my youngest, so I can’t help but worry."



    



    "……."



    



    "That’s why it’s so wonderful that you came all the way here. I’m sure it’ll mean a lot to him."



    



    Noticing the name tag on his school uniform, the housekeeper smiled and gently nudged him toward the stairs. Finally, Yeongwon began to climb.



    



    "I’ll bring something for you to drink in a little while."



    



    "…Thank you."



    



    Reaching the top of the stairs, Yeongwon found himself standing in front of Seon-woo’s door. He placed his hand on the handle, hesitating. It wasn’t his first time entering this room, and he had even shared moments on that bed moments that left him feeling a mix of guilt and inexplicable happiness. Yet, standing here again after so long, he felt his nerves creeping in.



    



    "……."



    



    What if it’s awkward? What should I say first? Should I ask if he’s okay? And then what? The flood of questions swirled in his head until he forced himself to silence them. Summoning his courage, he pressed down on the door handle. But before he could push the door open, it moved on its own. Startled, he stepped back slightly as the door creaked open.



    



    
      Through the gap, he caught sight of Seon-woo. His face, slightly thinner than before, appeared familiar, vulnerable, and achingly missed.
    

  
    "Ah…"



    



    Even though Yeongwon had prepared himself, seeing Yoo Seon-woo’s face made him feel awkward and shy, leaving him momentarily speechless. Letting go of the doorknob, he stepped back, trying to calm his racing heart.



    



    "…Yeongwon."



    



    "…You weren’t coming to school, and you weren’t answering my messages, so… I came. Are you really sick? It’s because of the rain that day, isn’t it?"



    



    Gathering his courage, Yeongwon lifted his head and slowly took in Seon-woo’s pale, still-ill-looking face.



    



    "…This is a dream."



    



    "Huh?"



    



    "You wouldn’t come here… This has to be a dream. Don’t get my hopes up."



    



    Seon-woo murmured as if speaking to himself. Watching him shake his head and close his eyes tightly, Yeongwon instinctively reached out and grabbed his arm.



    



    "Yoo Seon-woo… Seon-woo."



    



    "…Last time, it was the same. I was this sick, and when I opened my eyes, you were in my room."



    



    The memory of Seon-woo telling him about being bedridden for ten days flashed through Yeongwon’s mind. Seon-woo had said it was after that period of illness that he realized he liked him. Raising his other hand, Yeongwon held onto Seon-woo’s arm with both hands, wanting to assure him this wasn’t a dream.



    



    "That time must’ve been a dream. I didn’t know you back then."



    



    "……."



    



    "But this time, it’s not a dream. Coming here… wasn’t easy for me. I struggled to make it. If this is all just a dream, it’d be too cruel for me, too. It’s not a dream."



    



    "Not a dream?"



    



    "No."



    



    "You really came here… to see me?"



    



    "…Yeah."



    



    As Seon-woo’s long eyelashes lowered, tears slipped from his eyes. Stunned, Yeongwon stood frozen, barely able to breathe as he watched Seon-woo cry.



    



    "…Seon-woo."



    



    "I thought I wouldn’t see you again."



    



    "…Why wouldn’t you? I’d see you at school. You look exhausted. Let’s go inside and sit down."



    



    Noticing Seon-woo’s bloodless face, Yeongwon guided him into the room and sat him down on the bed. He then pulled the chair from the desk and carefully positioned himself opposite Seon-woo, meeting his gaze.



    



    "Your face…"



    



    Though he’d been focused on Seon-woo, he hadn’t noticed until now. A scratch, long and raw, stretched across Seon-woo’s cheek, resembling a fingernail mark. Staring at it in alarm, Yeongwon felt his stomach churn. Something must have happened.



    



    "…Did someone hit you?"



    



    "It’s nothing."



    



    "Did you get scolded? Was it because of me? That day, I couldn’t hold back and said a few things to your mom… Is it because I was too rude?"



    



    "No, it’s not because of you. You know they fight all the time. Those people… they’re the kind who get upset even when I just breathe. This is normal for them."



    



    Yoo Seon-woo let out a small laugh as he looked at Yeongwon, whose face seemed on the verge of tears. He had thought Yeongwon would never look at him again after everything, but the fact that he had come all the way here proved how soft-hearted and kind he was. If it had been him, he would never have forgiven someone like himself.



    



    "Have you been really sick? You didn’t even check your messages…. I was worried."



    



    "I’m sorry. I couldn’t bring myself to check my phone…. And honestly, I was scared. Scared you wouldn’t look for me, Yeongwon."



    



    Seon-woo picked up the phone lying by the head of his bed. The screen was shattered almost beyond recognition.



    



    "What happened to it?"



    



    "My dad threw it."



    



    Yeongwon quietly reached out and held Seon-woo’s hand. His hurt feelings aside, his concern was real. They hadn’t broken up, and his feelings for Seon-woo hadn’t disappeared completely, he couldn’t help but worry. The injury on Seon-woo’s face and his broken phone suggested there was a lot he didn’t know.



    



    "…I was really worried. Hyunjin was worried about you, too."



    



    "Kim Hyunjin? Tell him thanks."



    



    "But I’m just relieved to see you. Now that I have, I feel a little better."



    



    "Yeongwon."



    



    "Yeah."



    



    "Stop worrying about me."



    



    Seon-woo looked him in the eye, his words heavy with meaning. It wasn’t something Yeongwon could understand easily.



    



    "Having someone who cares about you… it’s such a heartwarming and wonderful thing. But not being able to share what’s happening to you with that person, it’s exhausting."



    



    "……."



    



    "So I’ve decided. I won’t give you a reason to worry anymore. So, Yeongwon, don’t worry about me either."



    



    "…How can I not worry when you’re like this? Why would you say something so hurtful? You know people only worry if they care. Do you even know how I felt coming here? Is it because of what I said last time?"



    



    "No. It’s because I hate seeing you upset because of me. I don’t want that anymore."



    



    Hearing Seon-woo’s words filled Yeongwon with unease. Holding Seon-woo’s hand tighter, he feared it might slip away even though he was holding it firmly.



    



    "Yeongwon."



    



    "……."



    



    "I’ve thought about it while I’ve been sick. If I could go back, I’d still do the same thing. Because that was the only way I knew to protect you. I wouldn’t just stand by."



    



    "……."



    



    "Even if it means you’ll hate me for it, I’d still do it. But this time… I wouldn’t say goodbye to you."



    



    The words hurt. They stung deeply. Yet, even so, Yeongwon didn’t let go of Seon-woo’s hand. He told himself that Seon-woo was just speaking out of weakness because he was unwell. After all, it was he who had said before that he wished he had remained Seon-woo’s misfortune.



    



    "Do you regret it?"



    



    "…I regret it."



    



    "Do you… not like me anymore?"



    



    "I like you."



    



    "……."



    



    "I like you so much it makes me regret it."



    



    Yeongwon felt a wave of anxiety and fear. He didn’t want to hear any more of Seon-woo’s fragile words. Once he had rested, once he had fully recovered, everything would go back to normal at least, that’s what Yeongwon told himself.



    



    "Let’s talk about things like this later, once you’re better. Right now… I can’t argue with someone who’s sick. It’s unfair to me, don’t you think?"



    



    "…When is ‘later’? That’s what I went out to figure out that day when we can finally talk again. Whether you’ll really give me another chance. I couldn’t say it when I saw your broken umbrella, but…."



    



    "Anytime. When you’re fully recovered, when that scar on your face is gone… then."



    



    Gently touching the scratch on Seon-woo’s cheek, careful not to hurt him, Yeongwon met his gaze. Seon-woo leaned in, tilting his head slightly, and their lips brushed. Closing his eyes, Yeongwon let the moment sink in.



    



    "Oh, wait. The flu. You’ll catch it from me. Sorry."



    



    "…I don’t care."



    



    As Seon-woo pulled back, Yeongwon took the initiative this time, drawing him closer for another kiss. Even though Seon-woo’s lips were dry and rough, Yeongwon didn’t mind. Their kisses deepened, their lips brushing and parting, gradually growing wetter with each moment. With one hand cradling the uninjured side of Seon-woo’s face, Yeongwon kissed him more passionately than usual. It had been a while, and it still felt as warm and intoxicating as ever.



    



    Their tongues intertwined, sharing the same breath, and their lips pressed together until they were soaked with each other’s warmth. It crossed Yeongwon’s mind that he might actually catch a cold from this, but he didn’t care. If it meant Seon-woo would recover faster, he’d gladly bear the fever and fatigue for a few days.



    



    "Are you tired? Let’s get you lying down. I’ll stay until you fall asleep."



    



    "Yeongwon."



    



    "Yeah?"



    



    "I love you."



    



    "……."



    



    "I know love can’t justify everything I’ve done. But for me… it was always my reason."



    



    Hearing the word love from Seon-woo felt like being wrapped in a soft, warm blanket. It made him want to cry, overwhelmed by the sheer tenderness of it. This kind of love so sweet, so heavy was something he knew he would never experience again with anyone else. He didn’t want to share these feelings with anyone else, not in this lifetime. Meeting Seon-woo’s gaze, he closed his eyes as Seon-woo leaned in again.



    



    It was warm and intense, just like every kiss they shared. No matter how many times their lips met, it never felt like enough. The connection deepened with each touch, their breaths mingling as they held onto each other. Even as their lips parted, they came back together, again and again, reluctant to let the moment end. It was dizzying yet grounding, dry yet wet it was uniquely Seon-woo, embodying contradictions that always felt perfect together.



    



    "……."



    



    Yeongwon didn’t respond. His heart was trembling, and he wasn’t sure how to answer. He wanted to think carefully, to say something Seon-woo would never forget, but not yet. Later. Yes, later. He’d tell him everything then.



    



    He helped Seon-woo lie down and tucked him under the covers. Turning off the room’s main light, he turned on the soft glow of the bedside lamp. Seon-woo’s hand slipped out from under the blanket and clasped Yeongwon’s fingers.



    



    "Yeongwon."



    



    "Yeah."



    



    "Promise me we’ll talk again."



    



    "Yeah. We’ve still got so much to talk about."



    



    "I’ll get better. I’ll come find you, I promise. So… please meet me again."



    



    "…Okay. I’ll wait. Don’t get too sick."



    



    Yeongwon stayed by Seon-woo’s side long after he fell asleep, reluctant to leave. An inexplicable unease clung to him, pulling at his sleeves and urging him to stay. For over an hour, he watched Seon-woo’s sleeping face, unable to tear his gaze away.



    



    Finally, he stood, pushed the chair back under the desk, and picked up his bag. Before leaving, he leaned down and pressed a soft kiss to Seon-woo’s cheek.



    



    "…I’m just going to let myself lose to you."



    



    Yes, he liked Seon-woo. Despite everything, he couldn’t let go of the feelings that filled the moment so completely. They might waver, but they’d never truly disappear.



    



    "I’ll wait, so come back soon. School feels so empty without you."



    



    Even though Seon-woo couldn’t hear him, Yeongwon wanted to say the words that had been building up as he watched him. Leaning down once more, he placed the lightest kiss on Seon-woo’s scar.



    



    "Goodnight, Seon-woo. I…."



    



    As he whispered the last words, his ears turned slightly red in the darkness.



    



    "…I love you, too."



    



    Whispering words only Seon-woo could hear, Yeongwon straightened up. He had spent enough time with him, said some of what he wanted to say, yet his feet felt heavy, reluctant to leave. Standing there for a moment longer, he gazed at Seon-woo’s sleeping face before finally forcing himself to leave the room.



    



    Descending the stairs, the housekeeper, sensing his presence, came out from the kitchen to see him off. She walked him all the way to the front gate, her kindness leaving Yeongwon feeling deeply grateful. Bowing slightly in the dimly lit street, he thanked her.



    



    "Are you staying here tonight?"



    



    "Yes, I’ll be here. Seon-woo is sick, so I’ll keep an eye on him. Don’t worry too much."



    



    "…Thank you."



    



    "Did you make up with him?"



    



    "Ah… yes."



    



    "That’s good to hear. Keep in touch, you know? High school friends last a long time. My closest friends are the ones I made back then. These days, it’s easier to stay in touch because of phones, but in the past, if someone moved, that was it—you’d lose contact."



    



    Yeongwon didn’t entirely understand why she was telling him this, but he knew conversations often meandered. He nodded politely, letting her continue.



    



    "Ah, I’m rambling. Thanks for coming today. I’m sure Seon-woo feels a little better knowing his friend visited him."



    



    "Thank you for letting me in. Because of you… things went well. I’ll head off now."



    



    "Take care. Stay healthy."



    



    Stay healthy? The way she said it felt oddly final, like she wouldn’t see him again. It struck Yeongwon as strange, but he dismissed the thought. Even if he never saw her again, it wasn’t something that would matter to him.



    



    As he walked down the dark street, he checked the time. It was already past ten. Walking home alone at this hour might worry Seon-woo, and Yeongwon didn’t want to give him another reason to be concerned.



    



    "……."



    



    For the first time, he downloaded a taxi app, completed the verification process, and entered his home address. To his surprise, a taxi was available within seconds. Perhaps it had just been passing by, as its lights soon appeared in the distance. Boarding the taxi, Yeongwon turned to look out the rear window, watching Seon-woo’s house grow smaller.



    



    "……."



    



    He thought of Seon-woo’s scarred cheek, his pale, sickly face. The words Seon-woo had said, I regret loving you so much…and his plea to talk again someday felt unbearably heavy. Even the confession, Love was my only reason for everything, tore at his heart. Suddenly, tears began streaming down Yeongwon’s face, and he wiped them with the back of his hand. Why am I crying? Why does it hurt so much?



    



    "……."



    



    Come back soon, Seon-woo. I have so many things I haven’t said to you. Next time, I’ll tell you everything while you’re awake. I’ll say it clearly: I love you. On a bright day, while looking into your eyes. I’m sorry I didn’t have the courage to say it today.



    



    Yeongwon cried for a long time. He cried in the taxi, then in his quiet, dark room after arriving home. Even while looking at the peach plushie Seon-woo had given him, he couldn’t stop.



    



    
      And after that, Seon-woo didn’t return to school.
    

  
    Even after Yoo Seon-woo disappeared, school went on as if nothing had happened. The homeroom teacher, as though bound by some unspoken agreement, said nothing about Seon-woo’s absence, and the other students quickly lost interest in the matter. Jo Yu-min loudly declared that Seon-woo had transferred, mocking him, while his friends joined in, sitting in Seon-woo’s seat and carelessly spewing all the things they’d never dared to say to his face.



    



    In the midst of everyone’s indifference, the only one who wasn’t okay was Yeongwon. After waiting for ten days following his visit to Seon-woo’s house, he went back, only to find someone he’d never seen before. The unfamiliar woman told him she had just moved in recently and regarded him with suspicion.



    



    For a moment, Yeongwon thought he might have gone to the wrong house. He walked around the neighborhood several times, searching until he couldn’t take another step. But in the end, he returned to the house he had started at the same one with the sturdy gate and the window of Seon-woo’s room visible above. He had come to the right place, but Seon-woo was no longer there.



    



    Only then did he realize that Seon-woo’s words had been far from ordinary. Standing in front of the closed gate, now belonging to strangers, he stared blankly for a long time. Sweat and tears mixed on his face, which had already been a mess, and the tears continued to fall without stopping.



    



    ‘Yeongwon.’



    



    Seon-woo’s voice still sounded so vivid. Beyond this gate, he had once called his name. Why wasn’t he here now? Leaning against the warm wall, Yeongwon closed his eyes.



    



    ‘Talk to me later, okay?’



    



    What had Seon-woo meant by later? For him, later meant just a few days. He’d never thought of a later that extended further than that.



    



    ‘I’ll get better and come back to you.’



    



    When would Seon-woo be okay? Was he still hurting? Was the scar still there?



    



    "……."



    



    I told you I’d let myself lose, didn’t I? That it was fine, that I liked you so much I didn’t care. But what am I supposed to do now that you’ve disappeared like this? You should’ve told me when ‘later’ was. Or better yet, you shouldn’t have gone at all. Don’t leave me alone like this.



    



    Having spent days unable to sleep or eat properly, wandering around the neighborhood until he used up every ounce of energy, Yeongwon collapsed. A car driving through the alley found him some time later and called for help.



    



    The driver dialed the name Seon-woo in Yeongwon’s call history repeatedly, but no one answered. Eventually, the driver called Kim Hyunjin, who arrived within thirty minutes. The alley was soon filled with Hyunjin’s panicked cries and his older siblings’ worried voices.



    



    Yeongwon was bedridden for three days, crying whenever he was awake and saying nothing to anyone. Hyunjin’s parents, siblings, and Hyunjin himself stayed by his side. At Yeongwon’s request, his mother was not contacted—he didn’t want her to know.



    



    Each time Yeongwon closed his eyes, Seon-woo appeared in the darkness. He was walking ahead, his pace faster than Yeongwon’s. No matter how hard Yeongwon ran, he couldn’t catch up. Even when he tripped and got back up, even when he was out of breath, he kept chasing after Seon-woo. And just as his hand was about to reach him, Seon-woo disappeared. It was a nightmare.



    



    "Hey, you’re sitting up today. Feeling better?"



    



    "I’m better now. I’m being discharged."



    



    "Are you sure you don’t need to rest more? You look terrible. Don’t tell me this is all because Seon-woo transferred. That has to be it, right? I can’t think of any other reason."



    



    As soon as Hyunjin said Seon-woo’s name, tears streamed down Yeongwon’s cheeks. Startled, Hyunjin quickly grabbed two tissues and handed them to him.



    



    "Sorry! I’m sorry! I won’t talk about it anymore, I swear. Damn it, that jerk just up and disappears, doesn’t answer his phone… Look at what he’s done to you."



    



    "I was so… oblivious."



    



    "Huh?"



    



    "There were signs. Something felt off. Seon-woo, and even the housekeeper she told me to keep in touch, said to stay healthy. I should’ve realized then. But I didn’t…."



    



    "I get why you’re upset, but did you really have to get this sick over it? If I transferred schools, would you be like this? You wouldn’t, would you?"



    



    Yeongwon wiped his tears with a tissue and took a deep breath. Though his heart had felt empty just days ago, it was clear now that Yoo Seon-woo still filled every corner of it. He realized that the reason he had watched Seon-woo sleep for so long that day was because, deep down, he had known he wouldn’t see him for a while. His mind hadn’t understood it, but perhaps his heart had.



    



    "Come stay at my house after you’re discharged, Mom and Dad want you to. Your house probably doesn’t even have food, and you might get sick again if you’re alone."



    



    "It’s okay. Really, I’m fine now. I need to catch up on studying, and I can just order porridge or something. I’ve already relied on your family so much, I don’t even know how to repay you. Thank you, though."



    



    "Seriously? You’re gonna be like this? At least stay for a few days. It’ll make my parents feel better. You have no idea how worried they’ve been about you."



    



    In the end, Yeongwon went to Hyunjin’s house with Hyunjin’s parents, who had come to help with his discharge. He told his mother he’d be staying with Hyunjin for a while, and, since this wasn’t unusual, she didn’t make a fuss.



    



    Even while staying at Hyunjin’s house, Yeongwon often found himself sitting in the bathroom late at night or crouched outside the door, crying quietly. He tried not to, but Seon-woo’s voice haunted him, telling him not to worry.



    



    What had Seon-woo been feeling when he looked at him and said those words? The unusually warm kiss, the regret-filled voice admitting he loved him too much, the promise to talk again later all of it circled endlessly in his mind, keeping him awake every night. Yeongwon spent each dawn with his face buried in his knees, tears falling uncontrollably.



    



    Lack of sleep made studying impossible. He had no desire to study and felt as though all his aspirations had vanished. Even though his goals weren’t tied to Seon-woo, it felt like everything had lost meaning. At school, he spent his days lying on his desk, uninterested in anything.



    



    Skipping meals, he would return to the classroom only to stare at the empty seat next to him where Seon-woo used to sit. He missed him desperately—missed holding his hand, meeting his eyes, and wrapping his arms around him. He wanted nothing more than to pull Seon-woo onto his lap and hold him tightly.



    



    "……."



    



    He longed for the days when they would sneak into the unlit teacher’s restroom to share secret kisses or fall asleep side by side on Seon-woo’s comfortable bed. He just wanted to be with him, as close as possible, for as long as possible.



    



    In his frustration, Yeongwon even mustered the courage to visit the law firm run by Seon-woo’s parents. But no matter how many times he asked, he wasn’t allowed to meet them. The staff barely noticed a high schooler in a uniform, and after repeated attempts, all he got was the same dismissive response: they weren’t available.



    



    At home, the quiet made it worse. Every time he sat alone, Seon-woo’s voice echoed in his mind. He regretted ever letting Seon-woo into his home, accepting his gifts, or keeping the phone Seon-woo had given him. They were all reminders he couldn’t escape. Every night, Yeongwon would look at the peach plushie Seon-woo had given him, eventually crying himself to sleep in the early hours.



    



    ‘When we graduate, let’s live together.’



    



    That voice, that smile, replayed endlessly in his mind. Closing his eyes, Yeongwon recalled the way Seon-woo had said it and opened them again, the memory burning in his chest.



    



    "…Live together…."



    



    For the first time in weeks, a spark of realization crossed his face as he looked at Seon-woo’s empty desk. Yes, they had planned to live together. If they both got into Korea University.



    



    "……."



    



    Seon-woo knew how much Korea University meant to him. If Seon-woo ever decided to find him again, the university would be the first place he’d look. He knew it wasn’t just a dream for Yeongwon, it was everything to him. Slowly, the fog clouding his mind began to lift. Korea University. He had to go there. If he wanted Seon-woo to find him, that was the only way.



    



    Taking a deep breath, Yeongwon opened his desk drawer and pulled out the workbook he hadn’t touched in days. He wiped the tears streaming down his face with the sleeve of his uniform. These would be the last tears he shed.



    



    ***



    



    The day was bright and clear, almost dazzling. Though the heat was intense, the sky was so vivid and beautiful that staying inside under air conditioning seemed like a waste. After their summer vacation supplemental classes, Yeongwon and Hyunjin strolled onto the school field, gazing at the clear, picturesque sky. Yeongwon couldn’t help but think that somewhere, Yoo Seon-woo might also be looking at this beautiful sky today.



    



    "Ugh, my ice cream’s already melting." 



    



    Hyunjin muttered, aggressively squeezing his softened tube ice cream. Yeongwon chuckled and popped open his now-lukewarm can of ion drink. Since some time ago, he had stopped drinking Picnic, his go-to juice, and instead chose the ion drink Seon-woo used to like. Occasionally, on Saturday mornings, he even visited the bakery café they had gone to together, sitting by the window and ordering the set menu they used to share. He always chose milk tea for his drink.



    



    "You don’t drink Picnic anymore? Did you graduate from it or something?" 



    



    "I just like this one better now. Seon-woo used to like it." 



    



    For a long time, mentioning Seon-woo had been an unspoken taboo between them. Not because they’d agreed on it, but because hearing his name alone was enough to bring Yeongwon to tears. Hyunjin had avoided the topic altogether.



    



    But these days, Yeongwon seems different. He had thrown himself back into studying and even started smiling now and then. Seeing this, Hyunjin had felt reassured, though he hadn’t expected Yeongwon to bring up Seon-woo’s name so casually. Surprised and a little worried, he cautiously studied Yeongwon’s face while chewing on his ice cream.



    



    "I’m okay. I’m not gonna cry.”



    



    "...You know, now that it’s come up, I’ve been thinking about it. No matter how close you were, I can’t figure out why you reacted like the world was ending just because someone transferred. Sure, it was sudden, and he kind of vanished into thin air, which was weird, but still…."



    



    Looking at the sparkling light spilling onto the field from outside the stands, Yeongwon opened his mouth to speak. Today, for some reason, he wanted to share everything in his heart. The light was so beautiful, it felt like the right time.



    



    "I liked him." 



    



    He was afraid that if he didn’t say it aloud, it would all fade away, as if it had never happened. He didn’t want his feelings to remain as something only he knew.



    



    "...What?"



    



    "I liked Yoo Seon-woo." 



    



    Warm sunlight poured over him, filling his heart. It still hurt a little, but the pain was no longer overwhelming. He knew it would linger until the day he saw Seon-woo again, but he was no longer consumed by it. He no longer cried at the mere mention of Seon-woo’s name or lost himself in endless, empty days.



    



    He couldn’t spend his life mourning. If he had truly given up on everything, maybe he could have. But there was too much for Yeongwon to do. He had to get into Korea University, the place they had promised to go together. To do that, he needed to study harder than ever. Every moment spent crying was a moment that could bring him closer to Seon-woo.



    



    "I liked him so much I wanted to do everything with him." 



    



    "……."



    



    "I’ve never liked anyone like that before. Being with Seon-woo made me laugh. It made me forget how hard things were. I just wanted to be with him all the time. For the first time, I stopped thinking about just making money for my future and started thinking about a future where I could be happy."



    



    "...Hey."



    



    "Seon-woo made me want to grow up faster. I thought I’d be happy if we could be together after graduation."



    



    It was the first time he had said it all out loud. He didn’t want these feelings, which he hadn’t been able to show Seon-woo or tell him, to remain trapped in his heart forever. The weather was too beautiful for that, and he felt brave enough to let the light touch his feelings, too.



    



    "I still like Seon-woo. I miss him." 



    



    "……."



    



    "If he hugged me, I feel like I could breathe again."



    



    Hyunjin, holding the now-liquid remnants of his ice cream, stared at Yeongwon in stunned silence. He had always been something of a hopeless romantic, falling for good looks in an instant, and had helped Yeongwon navigate a handful of fleeting crushes. But this was different. Yeongwon wasn’t like him. He had always been so focused on studying, uninterested in relationships, and content with Hyunjin as his only friend.



    



    When Seon-woo came into the picture, Hyunjin had felt a twinge of jealousy. Still, he had been happy for Yeongwon. Having Seon-woo around had meant that no one dared to bother them. And beyond that, Hyunjin had been grateful to Seon-woo for treating Yeongwon with genuine kindness, without prejudice or judgment.



    



    But now, hearing this confession, Hyunjin understood. This wasn’t just grief over a missing friend. It was something much deeper, much more profound. Everything made sense: the tears, the sleepless nights, the overwhelming sadness. It wasn’t just about missing a friend. Yeongwon had loved Yoo Seon-woo.



    



    "Did you like him by yourself?"



    



    "...Together."



    



    "What? So, were you two dating, and then he just left without saying anything to you? Is that it?"



    



    "There were circumstances."



    



    "Circumstances, my ass!"



    



    "Seon-woo’s parents hated me… a lot. Because of me, Seon-woo got scolded every day… so we argued sometimes. I don’t think he left because he wanted to. Even if it was his choice… it was probably because of me. So, I don’t blame him. I just… want to see him again soon."



    



    Yeongwon smiled at Hyunjin, who looked like he was about to cry. Holding back tears, Yeongwon forced a smile, and watching this, Hyunjin finally let his own tears fall.



    



    "Why didn’t you tell me? Did you think I wouldn’t understand?"



    



    "I’m sorry. I was scared. It’s not exactly easy to explain or something people accept readily. I was scared."



    



    "From now on, tell me everything. Sure, I’m in total shock, but… seeing you cry like the world ended… I don’t know, it just kind of makes sense now. Like, ‘Oh, of course.’ It’s not something you’d cry over unless it was love."



    



    Hyunjin wiped his tears roughly with his palm and then looked at Yeongwon with eyes full of certainty.



    



    "...Seon-woo misses you too."



    



    "What?"



    



    "Come on. You think he didn’t? The way he looked at you was so obvious. Looking back, it was definitely not the way friends look at each other. Seriously, what kind of ‘friend’ opens a popsicle for someone with that look in their eyes? You two were mutual. No way you’re the only one missing him. If he left because he had no choice, he’s got to miss you too."



    



    "I hope so."



    



    The sparkling light touched Yeongwon’s toes. It reminded him of Seon-woo’s smile. As the beautiful light spread to his feet, ankles, and legs, Yeongwon allowed himself to be enveloped by it.



    



    Just like Seon-woo’s gaze from the teacher’s podium had once sunk into him, filling his entire being. Now, standing in the warm glow of the light, Yeongwon felt like it was his turn to send Seon-woo a message.



    



    "......"



    



    Seon-woo, I’m still waiting for our ‘someday.’ The day you’ll come back to me, healed and whole. Are the scars on your face all gone now? What are you thinking about these days? Do you miss me too? It’s been so hot lately—I can’t wait for summer to end and fall to come. I hope you’re smiling a lot.



    



    Until we meet again, send me a little message now and then. Through warm light like this that reminds me of you, through the rain you stood under so I wouldn’t get wet, through the flickering streetlamp in front of the villa that never quite goes out.



    



    And someday, not too far away, come back to me as if nothing ever happened. When that day comes, I’ll say hello first. I’ll be the one to take the first step this time, just like you did for me.



    



    I like you so much. Even today. You fill my heart so completely that it can’t feel empty anymore.



    



    
      
        And I love you so much....
      
    

  
    The night air brushing against Yeongwon’s cheeks was still cold, even though it was March. At least the relentless chill had eased somewhat, which was a relief. Carrying two trash bags as large as his body, Yeongwon stumbled out the café’s back door. The bags weren’t heavy since they only held recyclables, but their sheer size caused his body to sway as he moved.



    



    After setting the bags down at the disposal area, he let out a deep breath and felt the vibration of his phone in the apron pocket. Seeing ‘Kim Hyunjin’ on the screen brought a smile to his face. Leaning against the wall beside the back door, he answered the call.



    



    “Hey, Hyunjin.”



    



    -Bbang, are you done? I’m almost there.



    



    “I just need to change. I’ll be out soon.”



    



    Hyunjin had called while nearby for an appointment near Korea University. Since attending different universities, they couldn’t see each other every day like in high school. Whenever possible, they made time to meet for a beer or to chat until dawn at a park. Occasionally, Hyunjin’s parents would invite Yeongwon over for dinner, where he’d end up staying the night. But compared to their daily interactions in high school, these meetings felt rare, which made every call from Hyunjin feel special.



    



    After washing his hands, Yeongwon went into the changing room to switch clothes. A message from Hyunjin saying he’d arrived made him grin. Typing back, ‘Coming out now,’ he exited the messaging app, revealing his phone’s lock screen. There, he was greeted by two faces.



    



    Pausing briefly, he gazed at Seonwoo’s bright, smiling face, set against a sunny backdrop. No matter how often he looked at the photo, he missed Seonwoo deeply every time. And he still cherished him.



    



    The picture was from the day they took their graduation photos, a beautiful, clear day. That image, with their laughter frozen in time, had kept him going. It was proof that Seonwoo wasn’t just a fleeting memory but someone who had shared moments with him.



    



    Even though the longing often brought tears, Yeongwon never resented Seonwoo. His love for him remained far too strong for that.



    



    “......”



    



    While he wished Seonwoo was living happily somewhere, a small part of him hoped Seonwoo occasionally thought about him, too. Was it selfish to wish for that? For Seonwoo to have moments that weren’t entirely okay? Shaking off the thought, he tucked his phone into the pocket of his oversized hoodie and stepped outside.



    



    “Hyunjin.”



    



    “Bbang! It’s been ages.”



    



    “Yeah, like two weeks?”



    



    “You’ve lost so much weight. Are you feeling okay?”



    



    “I’m fine. Just haven’t had much of an appetite lately. Maybe it’s the changing seasons. I’ve also had a bit of a cold.”



    



    “I’m the opposite. The changing seasons make me eat like a pig. I’ve been having three bowls of rice per meal.”



    



    Hyunjin’s remark made Yeongwon laugh as he adjusted his slightly oversized hoodie. He had been eating just one meal a day over the past ten days, thanks to his lack of appetite, and it seemed to show.



    



    “I was thinking we could grab some beer at the park, but it’s a bit chilly today. Let’s go somewhere indoors. How about that pojangmacha from last time? They serve fish cake too, so we can warm up with some broth.”



    



    “Sounds good to me.”



    



    The pojangmacha they had visited previously was just around the corner. It was quiet, with private booths that made it perfect for conversation. Best of all, it stayed open late into the night.



    



    “Oh, there’s no line today! Last time we had to wait.”



    



    “Hope they’ve got a spot for us.”



    



    As they entered the restaurant, the staff warmly guided them to their seats. Hyunjin, expressing relief, took the corner seat, wide and clean, while Yeongwon chuckled and followed. Opening the menu, Hyunjin quickly ordered their favorite chicken skewers, sausage and bacon rolls, fried shrimp balls, along with a spicy fish cake soup with added udon noodles. He didn’t forget to order beer either.



    



    “You didn’t have dinner, did you?”



    



    “I ate something quick. A triangle kimbap.”



    



    “One?”



    



    “Yeah.”



    



    “Not three, just one? Why are you working while starving? You’re supposed to work so you can eat, not the other way around.”



    



    Hyunjin was one of the few people who worried about Yeongwon’s meals. Aside from the occasional check-ins from his mother, which were more out of routine politeness, no one else seemed to care.



    



    “You got something.” 



    



    Hyunjin said, noticing the faint light from Yeongwon’s phone alongside the spam notification that popped up. Reflexively glancing at the glowing screen in the dim corner, Hyunjin let out a soft sigh at the sight of Seon-woo’s face on the wallpaper.



    



    It had been four years since Seonwoo disappeared, four years without contact, without even knowing whether he was alive or dead. And yet, Yeongwon continued to wait for him. Hyunjin felt a mix of pity for his friend and resentment toward Seonwoo for keeping him waiting.



    



    “No messages?”



    



    “Huh?”



    



    “.......”



    



    “Oh…”



    



    Realizing Hyunjin’s gaze was fixed on his phone, Yeongwon awkwardly laughed and flipped it screen-down. Since the summer of their senior year, when he first confessed to Hyunjin that he had feelings for Seonwoo, they had never once brought him up again. Time moved on, and with no way to contact Seonwoo or find him, they had silently agreed to leave the subject alone. It was Hyunjin who broke that unspoken pact.



    



    “...No.” 



    



    “How long are you going to wait? Honestly, I don’t think there’s any chance left.”



    



    “I used to wait. Now… I just think maybe one day, if I keep living like this, we’ll run into each other. That thought feels stronger now.”



    



    “And if you meet him? If Seonwoo shows up tomorrow, what would you do? Would you ask to get back together?”



    



    “Tomorrow…”



    



    Truthfully, it was something Yeongwon had never thought about. His thoughts always ended with wanting to see Seonwoo again. The act of meeting him already felt so improbable that what might come after seemed irrelevant.



    



    “I don’t know… I just want to see his face. I want to know if he’s doing okay, ask why he left like that.”



    



    “What if he’s forgotten everything and moved on?”



    



    That was the most painful thing Hyunjin had said in recent memory. Yeongwon tried to respond, but his lips parted without any words coming out. Tears welled up and began trailing down his cheeks. Alarmed, Hyunjin fumbled for tissues and handed them over.



    



    “S-Sorry. I didn’t mean for you to cry. I’m sorry.”



    



    “No, it’s okay. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to cry either.”



    



    Dabbing his eyes and face with tissues, Yeongwon smiled as if nothing had happened. His gaze shifted to the beer and skewers being placed on the table.



    



    “This looks delicious.”



    



    “Yeongwon…”



    



    "You're right. Seonwoo could be living as if none of it ever happened, forgetting everything. And that’s okay. It would hurt, sure, but there’s nothing I can do about it. I just have to keep living my life. At least I’d know he’s alive. If I saw with my own eyes that he’s doing well… maybe I’d eventually be okay too."



    



    Yeongwon looked at Hyunjin, whose face was more tearful than his own. Hyunjin had always been like this, crying more than him whenever he was upset, feeling more hurt, and always siding with him. Seeing Hyunjin finally break down into full sobs, Yeongwon handed him a tissue and slid the biggest chicken skewer in front of him.



    



    "If that jerk says he forgot you when you meet again, I swear I’ll kill him. I’ve seen everything you’ve been through."



    



    "Thanks. That’s reassuring. Don’t cry. Eat up."



    



    "You need to eat too. You didn’t even have dinner."



    



    "I didn’t skip it entirely…."



    



    "By my standards, you basically starved. Eat now."



    



    Watching Hyunjin take a bite of the skewer through his tears, Yeongwon laughed and picked up his own food. Though the change of subject helped settle his emotions, the occasional pang of heartache lingered.



    



    ***



    



    It was nearly one in the morning by the time Yeongwon saw Hyunjin off in a taxi. As he headed toward his small studio near Korea University Station, his thoughts wandered. He’d spent one year living in a windowless gosiwon, followed by another in a rooftop room that felt like a metal container. Last year, he had finally managed to move into a rundown first-floor unit in an old villa near campus.



    



    It wasn’t a great place by any measure, but compared to the gosiwon or the rooftop room, it resembled a proper living space. He didn’t have many complaints.



    



    Unlocking the door with a key since there was no electronic lock he stepped into the chilly interior and turned on the lights. As usual, he switched on the boiler, set out fresh clothes outside the bathroom, and stepped into the shower to wash away the exhaustion of the day.



    



    After washing up in warm water, he dried his wet hair with a hairdryer that was already emitting a faint burnt smell, even though it wasn’t that old. Then he laid out his bedding and turned off the lights. The moment he closed his eyes, tiredness weighing heavily on him, Hyunjin’s earlier words echoed in the darkness.



    



    ‘He could be living as if he forgot everything.’



    



    His thin body curled up instinctively. Occasionally just occasionally there were days like this. Days when he was overwhelmed by sorrow and longing, when everything felt unsteady and uncertain.



    



    The thought that Seonwoo might have forgotten about him and moved on wasn’t something he hadn’t considered before. Whenever he thought about Seonwoo, that possibility always lurked in the back of his mind. Four years wasn’t a short time, after all.



    



    The four years Yeongwon spent working tirelessly at part-time jobs, tutoring, repaying student loans, and barely managing to cover food and rent were anything but short. There were days that felt like a month long and moments when he wanted to give up on everything. Those accumulated days formed the long stretch of four years—a span of time where so much could change.



    



    "……."



    



    From March to June at the age of nineteen—a fleeting three-month relationship. The word "relationship" itself felt too awkward and overly sentimental for a time when they were too young for seriousness, caught up in emotions that pulled them in every direction. But those three months had lingered, and waiting four years for someone who had long disappeared was anything but easy. Making that wait an everyday routine, and trying to live those days without being consumed by sadness, was even harder.



    



    That’s why Yeongwon didn’t think Seonwoo was stuck in those three months the way he was. Or perhaps he wanted to believe that but couldn’t. To think otherwise would mean holding on to hope, and hope, he knew, could shatter him in an instant.



    



    ‘Promise me we’ll talk later.’



    



    Whenever his heart wavered, those parting words would echo in his mind. Seonwoo’s voice, asking him to promise they would talk again, remained so vividly clear.



    



    ‘I’ll come back to you once I’m okay.’



    



    That voice, vowing to return only after things had settled, allowed Yeongwon to hold back his tears. The thought that the ‘later’ Seonwoo had spoken of simply hadn’t arrived yet steadied his turbulent heart. It was strange how much comfort that gave him. Wiping his tears away, Yeongwon opened his eyes and looked at the peach-shaped plush sitting next to his pillow.



    



    It was always the first thing he packed whenever he moved. He never dared to handle it too much, worried it might wear out. It was one of the few tangible reminders of Seonwoo. Slowly, he extended his hand from beneath the covers and gently brushed his fingers over the still-soft fabric of the peach. For the first time in a long while, he whispered a message into the silence.



    



    "……."



    



    Seonwoo, how are you? Are you feeling a little better now? It’s March again the same month we first said hello. I’m still waiting for you. And I still….



    



    
      
        love you.
      
    

  
    One early spring day, Yeongwon dropped by the department lounge with a warm milk tea in hand after a long time away from school. Inside, the lounge was filled with groggy students, looking as though they had barely survived an intense holiday break, slumped over chairs and sipping coffee. The sight made Yeongwon smile, and the others, noticing his arrival, greeted him warmly.



    



    "Yeongwon! You're here? Why didn’t you show up yesterday? It was Oh Youngjun’s birthday, and we got totally wrecked. You should’ve come and joined us. It didn’t matter if you came late."



    



    "By the time I get off work, it’s too late. I didn’t want to make the gathering drag on just because of me," he replied.



    



    "What are you even talking about? It’s never a problem when you’re there. You make everything more fun, so don’t overthink it next time, just show up." 



    



    "I make things more fun? That’s a first." 



    



    "Just seeing your face is entertaining." 



    



    After exchanging greetings with the others, Yeongwon sat down. Over the holiday break, he had been swamped with his part-time job and tutoring sessions, so he hadn’t been able to meet up with anyone. Still, his friends understood his situation well.



    



    Some of them even dropped by the café where he worked to grab coffee, while others waited for his shift to end so they could squeeze in some time to hang out, even briefly. Ever since his freshman year, when his work obligations made it hard for him to join social gatherings, his friends had always been considerate and supportive of him.



    



    Yeongwon thought to himself how lucky he was to have friends like these.



    



    "You’re coming to the general assembly, right?"



    



    "Oh, on the 5th?"



    



    "Yeah."



    



    "I think I can make it. The café’s closed on Thursday."



    



    "And you’re coming to the after-party, too?"



    



    "Sure."



    



    Soon, the group gathered around Yeongwon, sharing stories of what they had been up to during the break. Unlike them, all Yeongwon had done was work, so he listened quietly to their stories.



    



    Hearing about trips, relationships, and even leveling up in video games kept him entertained. Their lives felt like stories from a completely different world.



    



    "I’ve got to head out." 



    



    "Wait, Yeongwon! You’re taking Professor Lee Moonik’s class too?"



    



    "Yeah, I am. Why?"



    



    "Same here! Oh man, that’s great! I thought I’d be stuck taking it alone since no one else was interested. Let’s go together!"



    



    Ahn Jiho, who had been lounging in a corner playing a game on his phone, jumped up in excitement. Towering a head taller than Yeongwon, Jiho casually slung an arm over his shoulder as they left the lounge.



    



    From behind, the sound of their friends clicking their tongues followed them.



    



    Jiho was known for his habit of leaning on others and getting touchy, earning him the nickname ‘An Jingho’ (a pun meaning "creepy Jiho"). His tall, broad build made his clingy behavior even more noticeable. While Yeongwon didn’t use the nickname himself, Jiho’s tendency to lean on him always left him feeling a bit uneasy, as Jiho’s larger frame often made him feel like he might be pushed over at any moment.



    



    "I really survived this semester because of you. You know how much I hate being alone. How was I supposed to take an entire semester of classes by myself?"



    



    "You probably don’t realize it, but there are likely a few people you know in that class. I think I saw some people mention taking it in the group chat."



    



    "Really? How come I didn’t notice?"



    



    Watching Ahn Jiho tilt his head in confusion, Yeongwon laughed and continued walking toward the building, not far from the department lounge. Taking a sip of his still-warm milk tea, Yeongwon felt Jiho lightly tap the edge of the paper cup with his finger.



    



    "That’s not coffee, is it?"



    



    "No, it’s milk tea."



    



    "You never drink coffee; you always go for that. Is it good?"



    



    "Yeah, I like it better than coffee. I’ve always liked it since……."



    



    As Yeongwon spoke about the milk tea, his gaze shifted slowly. His face froze, as though he had just seen something unbelievable.



    



    "...Uh…."



    



    About five steps away, a tall man strode quickly into the building. Yeongwon’s eyes followed his retreating figure, his gaze trembling uncontrollably. Jiho tilted his head, noticing something off.



    



    "What’s wrong?"



    



    "...Yoo Seon-woo."



    



    "What? Hey, Lee Yeongwon! Where are you going?!"



    



    The milk tea slipped from Yeongwon’s hands and spilled onto the ground. He didn’t even notice as it soaked his sneakers. Without hesitation, he dashed into the Humanities Building, frantically scanning his surroundings.



    



    "Where… where did he go…."



    



    Glancing around wildly, Yeongwon caught sight of the man disappearing up the stairs. Without thinking, he sprinted toward the stairs, taking them two at a time. When he reached the corridor, he looked around, but the man was nowhere to be seen. Panting heavily, he began peering into every classroom, one by one, but no matter where he looked, there was no sign of the man.



    



    "...What do I do…."



    



    It was Yoo Seon-woo. He hadn’t seen his face directly, but it had to be him. Even after all these years, there was no mistaking it, Yeongwon could recognize him anywhere. His heart pounded painfully, as though it were about to burst, and he pressed his hand against his chest to calm himself. Even after four years, his stamina was still lacking.



    



    "……."



    



    But he couldn’t give up now. Determined, Yeongwon climbed to the third floor, checking every office and classroom he could find. Disappointment grew with every empty search, but he pressed on, climbing another floor, then another, scouring every possible place. He skipped his class entirely, wandering the Humanities Building in a desperate attempt to find Seonwoo.



    



    But in the end, he couldn’t find him. Exhausted and disheartened, Yeongwon collapsed onto the stairs.



    



    "...It’s not…."



    



    It couldn’t have been a mistake. It wasn’t a mistake. Tears burned in his eyes, spilling over as he shut them tightly. He had been holding himself together so well lately, but after hearing Jiho’s words about Seonwoo possibly moving on, every thought of him brought an uncontrollable flood of tears. The resolve he had worked so hard to build crumbled in an instant.



    



    This wasn’t the first time it had happened. There had been many occasions where he mistook someone’s silhouette for Seonwoo’s, only to spiral into confusion and despair. Each time, he would desperately confirm that it wasn’t him, only to have his hopes shattered. Deep down, Yeongwon knew there was a high chance that the man he had seen today wasn’t Seonwoo. No, it couldn’t have been him.



    



    "……."



    



    The vibration buzzed softly. After catching his breath, Yeongwon checked the messages from Ahn Jiho. Jiho had sent several, asking repeatedly what had happened, with the last one reminding him to grab his bag from the department lounge. Only then did Yeongwon realize he had abandoned both Jiho and his bag in his frantic state. Overwhelmed with guilt, he sent multiple apologies to Jiho before gripping the staircase railing and pulling himself to his feet.



    



    As he trudged back to the department lounge, his mind was still foggy. It would have been easier if he had confirmed for certain that it wasn’t Seonwoo—at least then, he could move on. The uncertainty left him restless. Letting out a heavy sigh, Yeongwon entered the business school building. On his way up to the lounge’s floor, he heard an unusually loud commotion from the lounge used by Class 3. Voices carried down the hallway, filled with excitement. He assumed something good must have happened. Without giving it much thought, he walked past the noisy room toward his Class 2 lounge.



    



    "Yeongwon! Jiho was looking for you earlier. Where’d you disappear to? He said you just vanished."



    



    "Ah… where is Jiho now?"



    



    "He went to check out the Class 3 lounge with some others."



    



    "Why? Something going on?"



    



    "Everyone’s checking out the new transfer student. Apparently, they only accepted one person this year, and their credentials are insane. They transferred from some big-name university in the U.S. Just hearing about it makes you wonder why they came here instead of staying there."



    



    "Ah… I see."



    



    Nodding absently, Yeongwon sat down in a chair, his gaze fixed on his abandoned bag. He didn’t have the energy to concern himself with the transfer student. His thoughts were elsewhere. Just as he started to lose himself in his muddled mind, the door opened, and Jiho’s voice broke the silence.



    



    "Hey! What was that about earlier? You scared the hell out of me."



    



    "Sorry… I thought I saw someone I knew and just… ran off."



    



    "I seriously thought you were going to collapse or something. You totally zoned out. Are you okay?"



    



    "Yeah, I’m fine. Sorry again. It won’t happen again."



    



    I need to get a grip. Muttering to himself, Yeongwon shook his head to dispel the lingering haze. He glanced at his classmates, now enthusiastically sharing what they had seen in Class 3.



    



    "He’s seriously good-looking. How can someone look like that?"



    



    "And so tall! I’ve never seen anyone that tall before. He’s even taller than Jiho."



    



    Kim Yeonhee and Jung Seoyoon gushed about the transfer student’s appearance, while Jiho and Choi Minjun focused on his expensive clothing and accessories.



    



    "Did you see his sneakers?"



    



    "Jordan?"



    



    "Yeah, the limited-edition pair that resells for up to ten million won. Remember that drama where Seo Jungwon wore them? It caused such a craze."



    



    "Oh, that’s the one? Wow, he must be loaded. His watch looked crazy expensive too."



    



    "My relative sense of deprivation is through the roof. Life is so unfair."



    



    The girls marveled at his looks and height, while the boys dissected the prices of his belongings. The room buzzed with chatter. Sitting quietly, Yeongwon felt out of place. Eventually, he grabbed his bag and stood up. Sitting there aimlessly felt like a waste of time. Heading home seemed like the better option.



    



    "Yeongwon, heading out? Got a class? Stay and have lunch with us."



    



    "Ah, I’ve got plans. Let’s eat together tomorrow."



    



    "Alright, see you tomorrow."



    



    Waving to his friends as they waved back, he forced a smile and left the lounge. Out in the quiet hallway, away from the lively chatter, he leaned against the wall and exhaled deeply.



    



    It’s fine. It’s fine. This isn’t the first time. You’ll be okay.



    



    He reminded himself not to waste energy over something that had happened more than once. No matter what, he still had responsibilities to handle. He wanted all the time he spent waiting for Seonwoo to feel worthwhile, not regrettable. The last thing he wanted was to meet Seonwoo someday as someone who had wasted his life doing nothing but waiting.



    



    With one final deep breath, Yeongwon steadied himself and walked down the quiet hallway.



    



    "……."



    



    Yeongwon’s thoughts scattered as the door unexpectedly opened. Startled, he instinctively stepped back, his gaze falling to the shoes of the person stepping into the hallway.



    



    "……."



    



    They were a pair of sneakers from a sports brand that Seonwoo often wore. His friends had always envied Seonwoo for owning limited edition pairs, marveling at how he always seemed to have the rarest ones. Yeongwon’s eyes lingered on the shoes before following the long legs upward to the man’s wrist. The rolled-up sleeve revealed a watch expensive-looking, even to someone like Yeongwon, who knew little about brands. His thoughts briefly flickered to what his classmates had said earlier about the new transfer student.



    



    "……."



    



    Even so, whoever it was had nothing to do with him. The business school was massive, its students split into four sections. It wasn’t possible to know everyone, and that included transfer students. Occasionally, schedules might overlap, but unless they shared classes, Yeongwon wouldn’t have any reason to interact with them.



    



    With a hesitant pause, he bowed slightly in silent apology and resumed walking. Footsteps followed him.



    



    "Why didn’t you check the face?"



    



    The voice echoed through the hallway, halting Yeongwon in his tracks. It felt as though all the blood in his body drained at once, leaving him frozen. The voice was too familiar, too vivid to be a hallucination. Yeongwon stood rooted to the spot, barely managing to take a breath. His body trembled, making even the act of breathing a struggle.



    



    “It’s been a while.”



    



    "……."



    



    “Yeongwon.”



    



    It wasn’t a hallucination. The voice called again, and Yeongwon, as if under a spell, turned slowly to face the man standing before him. Lifting his head felt like the hardest thing in the world, but he finally managed it, his movements stiff and deliberate.



    



    “Ah…”



    



    Reality slipped through his grasp like sand. Yeongwon stared, dumbfounded, as his gaze locked onto the man’s face.



    



    "……You…."



    



    It was the face he had seen countless times on his phone's lock screen, the face he had etched into his memory. Though slightly more mature now, it was unmistakably the face of the boy he had loved.



    



    "……."



    



    Deep, unwavering eyes, neatly styled hair, a clean, composed face with a hint of a warm smile. The gentle voice calling his name and the familiar, tender gaze looking down at him.



    



    “Have you been well?”



    



    
      It was Seon-woo.
    

  
    Yeongwon took a sip of slightly diluted green grape ade as the ice had melted and pulled out a notebook to review the plans he'd written for April. Slowly, he scanned his detailed schedule for the month from the beginning. The first week of April was already over. Spending time studying with Yoo Seon-woo seemed to make time pass faster, leaving him feeling that the days were flying by. Lately, he'd even wished time would flow more slowly because things had been so pleasant.



    



    Glancing at Yoo Seon-woo, who was sitting next to him working on some problems, Yeongwon noticed him sensing the gaze. Yoo Seon-woo turned his head slowly, their eyes meeting. Without a word, Yoo Seon-woo removed one of his earbuds, leaned his head against Yeongwon’s shoulder, and glanced at the meticulously organized April plan.



    



    “Are you planning out April?”



    



    “Yeah. Midterms are in May, and as soon as that’s over and grades are out, there’s the June mock exams. I thought it’d be good to prepare everything ahead of time.”



    



    “You’re amazing, seriously.”



    



    Yoo Seon-woo lifted his head and gave Yeongwon a brief kiss on the cheek. Embarrassed, Yeongwon awkwardly scribbled over the word "April" several times until it became thick and bold. After hesitating for a moment, he spoke up.



    



    “…Tomorrow’s Saturday.”



    



    “Yeah.”



    



    “…Mom’s not coming over.”



    



    He hadn’t forgotten Yoo Seon-woo’s comment about staying over at his place. That morning, when his mother had texted to say she wouldn’t be able to come this weekend, instead of feeling disappointed, he’d felt relieved—almost glad. It had been such a blatant reaction that he even felt a little guilty about it.



    



    If Yoo Seon-woo had brought it up first, it would’ve been easier to talk about. But since he hadn’t, Yeongwon had struggled to bring it up himself. He studied Yoo Seon-woo’s reaction nervously. Had he been the only one holding onto that idea while Yoo Seon-woo had forgotten about it? He began to worry that he’d set himself up for disappointment by getting ahead of himself.



    



    “…Why aren’t you saying anything? Don’t you remember?”



    



    “What did I say?”



    



    As expected, Yoo Seon-woo seemed to have forgotten, swept up in the mood when he mentioned it before. Meanwhile, Yeongwon had taken it seriously, spent time thinking about it, and prepared himself. If he’d known it would turn out like this, he wouldn’t have said anything in the first place. Now, embarrassment mixed with a hint of sadness, making him feel on the verge of tears. Or maybe it was disappointment.



    



    “…Never mind. Forget it.”



    



    Yeongwon averted his gaze from Yoo Seon-woo, straightened up, and began packing his workbook and notebook into his bag. His face clearly showed that he was upset, and Yoo Seon-woo, smiling, leaned closer. Sliding an arm between Yeongwon’s body and the chair, Yoo Seon-woo wrapped his arm around Yeongwon’s waist and rested his chin on his shoulder. Yeongwon twisted slightly, as if to signal for him to let go.



    



    “I was kidding. Do you know how much I’ve been waiting to go to your place?”



    



    “…Really?”



    



    “Of course. I get to actually go inside instead of just standing at the door. We can talk until dawn and even sleep together.”



    



    “…I thought you forgot. I thought maybe you just said it in passing, and I was the only one taking it seriously…”



    



    “You’re so cute; it makes me want to tease you more. It’s obvious you’re upset—your face gives it all away.”



    



    “Of course it does!” Yeongwon pouted, his expression clearly conveying his lingering displeasure. Seeing this, Yoo Seon-woo couldn’t help but laugh. Watching Yoo Seon-woo’s gentle, smiling face, Yeongwon felt his upset feelings dissipate completely, leaving no trace behind. Finally, he found himself laughing along, only to be met with Yoo Seon-woo’s face drawing closer.



    



    “If you’re not upset anymore, give me a kiss.”



    



    “…You saying the word ‘kiss’ somehow doesn’t fit.”



    



    “Why not?”



    



    “I don’t know… It just doesn’t suit you. Maybe because you’re too big?”



    



    “Hmm, then what does suit me?”



    



    The word “kiss” didn’t feel quite right for someone like Yoo Seon-woo. His deep, thoughtful eyes, the mature atmosphere he exuded, his voice, his gestures, and even the subtle, pleasant scent that followed his every movement all of it felt far removed from the typical demeanor of a nineteen-year-old. Everything about him was much deeper and more intense, making ‘kiss’ seem almost juvenile in comparison.



    



    “…A kiss?”



    



    Yoo Seon-woo’s eyes widened slightly, genuinely surprised by Yeongwon’s response. Clearly, he hadn’t expected that answer. Seeing Yoo Seon-woo’s momentary shock, Yeongwon felt heat flood his face, spreading across his entire body. He hastily stuffed his sharpener into his bag, abandoning any attempt to properly organize it, and zipped the bag shut in a fluster.



    



    “You’re seriously dangerous, Yeongwon. So seductive. This is a problem. You can’t talk to other guys like this. Not happening.”



    



    “…Wh-why… I was just answering you…”



    



    “If someone else asked, would you answer them the same way?”



    



    Yoo Seon-woo’s voice mingled with the sound of light kisses near Yeongwon’s ear. Yeongwon, his face flushed red, managed to zip his bag shut while stealing glances at Yoo Seon-woo, who was showering him with affectionate pecks. The boldness of Yoo Seon-woo’s affection wasn’t something Yeongwon disliked.



    



    “I want to kiss you.”



    



    “…Let’s go….”



    



    “Yeah, let’s go. Quickly.”



    



    Even the hurried way Yoo Seon-woo packed his bag made Yeongwon’s heart race uncontrollably. Was it possible to be this moved and stirred by such small things? Ever since falling for Yoo Seon-woo, every little motion, every glance, set his heart pounding painfully. Just watching Yoo Seon-woo’s sturdy fingers zip up his bag made Yeongwon’s chest tighten and flutter.



    



    With both bags slung over his shoulders and the tray of empty cups in one hand, Yoo Seon-woo effortlessly headed to the disposal station to pour out the leftover drinks and ice. Yeongwon tossed the wet tissues and straws into the trash bin.



    



    Their steps quickened as they descended the café stairs. Holding tightly onto Yoo Seon-woo’s hand, Yeongwon curled his fingers inward, clasping them more firmly.



    



    As they entered a dark, empty alley beside the café, Yoo Seon-woo turned, and the bags slipped off his shoulders, dropping to the ground. The thought registered, but Yeongwon’s gaze didn’t follow. Instead, he found himself entirely captivated by Yoo Seon-woo, who cradled his face with both hands and drew closer. Yeongwon instinctively closed his eyes.



    



    It was urgent, hot, and damp and it felt amazing. These moments with Yoo Seon-woo were unforgettable, better than anything he could imagine. Every day with him outshone the last—the day they started dating was amazing, but the next day was even better. Yesterday was incredible, but today was even more so. Tomorrow would surely surpass today, and a month, two months, or a year from now? The thought was overwhelming.



    



    “I… I need to breathe…”



    



    It was hard to catch his breath. Long kisses always left him breathless. Was it even possible to breathe while kissing? Would searching online give him an answer? Probably, since you could find anything on the internet, but he didn’t have the nerve to type that into the search bar. As he exhaled his scattered breaths, he met Yoo Seon-woo’s eyes, who seemed to be waiting, watching him closely. Yoo Seon-woo, too, was catching his breath.



    



    “Are you… okay?”



    



    “No, I’m not. I’m never okay when I’m looking at you.”



    



    “……”



    



    “When I used to only think about you, I could tell myself that we’d just graduate, and if we didn’t meet again, that would be the end of it. But now that you’ve stepped out of my thoughts and are right in front of me, I’m going crazy. I can’t get back to being okay, Yeongwon.”



    



    Wrapping his arms around Yoo Seon-woo, who was far too tall to fully embrace, Yeongwon pressed his lips to his shoulder and gently stroked his back. His mind was filled with one selfish thought: he hoped Yoo Seon-woo would never get over this. Even though it felt selfish, he couldn’t help but wish for Yoo Seon-woo to keep loving him this much, just as he was.



    



    “…You’re not the only one.”



    



    “……”



    



    “I’m the same. I’m not okay either…”



    



    “……”



    



    “I like you so much… that I’m not okay at all.”



    



    My heart’s a mess. You’re the first unplanned thing in my life. It’s all chaos. I’m not okay. Just one glance from you floods me with light, and just one expression casts me into a monsoon. When you smile, the wet soles of my feet brighten, and everything damp and dreary becomes dry and warm. Even the slightest movement lifts me off the ground, like I’m weightless. I should feel afraid, but I’m not. I’m not anxious, either. Every new emotion I feel because of you is just fascinating. I’m not okay, but I’m so happy. I like you so much.



    



    "I don't want to be okay. And I don't want you to get over this either, not for a very long time." The sweetness seeped deeply into his senses, paralyzing everything and leaving him craving more.



    



    “Just five minutes. Let me hold you for five minutes.”



    



    “…Ten minutes.”



    



    “Alright. Ten minutes.”



    



    Even though the embrace was so tight it almost hurt, Yeongwon didn’t push Yoo Seon-woo away. He simply wished for this moment to stretch on forever, a moment that could end up dominating an infinite amount of time.



    



    ***



    



    Despite it being Saturday, Yeongwon woke up early, changed into shorts, and headed to the bathroom, rolling his sleeves up past his elbows. He sprayed the multipurpose cleaner everywhere after drenching the bathroom with water from the shower head. The strong chemical smell stung his nose.



    



    If Yoo Seon-woo came over and stayed the night, there’d be no avoiding the use of this small bathroom. Though it was old and would never shine with immaculate cleanliness no matter how hard he scrubbed, he couldn’t bear the idea of it seeming dirty. Squatting on the floor, Yeongwon scrubbed every nook and cranny with a cleaning brush, rinsing with water over and over again.



    



    "Ugh, my legs." 



    



    His legs were numb from crouching for so long. After patting his thighs to shake off the pins and needles, he straightened up and resumed cleaning, wiping down the sink, mirror, and toilet with as much water and effort as he could muster.



    



    After more than an hour of cleaning, the bathroom no longer seemed dirty. While he didn’t know what Yoo Seon-woo’s house looked like, he was sure it was immaculate and luxurious, given Yoo Seon-woo’s well-off background. Though this bathroom wouldn’t meet that standard, at least it wouldn’t feel unpleasant, which was a relief.



    



    Taking a cold glass of water, Yeongwon pushed on, vacuuming the floor despite the machine's rattling and wiping it down on his hands and knees. By the time he was done, his whole body was drenched in sweat. Peeling off his sticky t-shirt, he placed clean clothes near the bathroom door and stepped into the shower.



    



    The strong scent of apricot soap and overly floral shampoo made him hesitate. Should he run to the convenience store to buy some peppermint-scented shampoo instead? As he dried his hair with a towel, he checked how much money he had left.



    



    When Kim Hyun-jin visited, he didn’t bother worrying about things like shampoo scents since they knew each other’s circumstances so well. But with Yoo Seon-woo, everything required extra care. Even though Yoo Seon-woo knew about his situation to some extent, the desire to leave a good impression was stronger.



    



    Quickly deciding to dry his hair before Yoo Seon-woo arrived, Yeongwon planned to go out and buy some fresh-scented shampoo and body wash. After all, they would be useful for continued use, and having pleasant scents would be nice for himself as well. Mentally estimating the cost and nodding to himself, he turned on the hairdryer, which smelled faintly of burning, and began drying his damp hair.



    



    "Ah… Seon-woo’s probably on his way."



    



    Better hurry. Throwing on a hoodie over his school shirt instead of his blazer, Yeongwon grabbed some money and his phone, slipping his feet into sneakers. Since there wasn’t a convenience store nearby, he’d have to walk briskly for about five minutes. Should he grab some snacks too? The house was practically bare… Maybe he could pick up some ion drinks that Yoo Seon-woo liked.



    



    “Oh my gosh!”



    



    
      As soon as he opened the door, he came face to face with Yoo Seon-woo, who had one hand raised as if to knock. Startled, Yeongwon instinctively stepped back, his eyes widening in surprise.
    

  EPUB/cover.xhtml

    [image: Cover Image]
  

EPUB/nav.xhtml

    
      Overlooking Your Eyes


      
        		
          Chapter 1
        


        		
          Chapter 2
        


        		
          Chapter 3
        


        		
          Chapter 4
        


        		
          Chapter 5
        


        		
          Chapter 6
        


        		
          Chapter 7
        


        		
          Chapter 8
        


        		
          Chapter 9
        


        		
          Chapter 10
        


        		
          Chapter 11
        


        		
          Chapter 12
        


        		
          Chapter 13
        


        		
          Chapter 14
        


        		
          Chapter 15
        


        		
          Chapter 16
        


        		
          Chapter 17
        


        		
          Chapter 18
        


        		
          Chapter 19
        


        		
          Chapter 20
        


        		
          Chapter 21
        


        		
          Chapter 22
        


        		
          Chapter 23
        


        		
          Chapter 24
        


        		
          Chapter 25
        


        		
          Chapter 26
        


        		
          Chapter 27
        


        		
          Chapter 28
        


        		
          Chapter 29
        


        		
          Chapter 30
        


        		
          Chapter 31
        


        		
          Chapter 32
        


        		
          Chapter 33
        


        		
          Chapter 34
        


        		
          Chapter 35
        


        		
          Chapter 36
        


        		
          Chapter 37
        


        		
          Chapter 38
        


        		
          Chapter 39
        


        		
          Chapter 40
        


        		
          Chapter 41
        


        		
          Chapter 42
        


        		
          Chapter 43
        


        		
          Chapter 44
        


        		
          Chapter 45
        


        		
          Chapter 46
        


        		
          Chapter 47
        


        		
          Chapter 48
        


        		
          Chapter 49
        


        		
          Chapter 50
        


        		
          Chapter 52
        


        		
          Chapter 53
        


        		
          Chapter 54
        


        		
          Chapter 55
        


        		
          Chapter 56
        


        		
          Chapter 57
        


        		
          Chapter 58
        


        		
          Chapter 59
        


        		
          Chapter 60
        


        		
          Chapter 61
        


        		
          Chapter 62
        


        		
          Chapter 63
        


        		
          Chapter 64
        


        		
          Chapter 65
        


        		
          Chapter 66
        


        		
          Chapter 67
        


        		
          Chapter 68
        


        		
          Chapter 69
        


        		
          Chapter 70
        


        		
          Chapter 71
        


        		
          Chapter 72
        


        		
          Chapter 73
        


        		
          Chapter 74
        


        		
          Chapter 75
        


        		
          Chapter 76
        


        		
          Chapter 77
        


        		
          Chapter 78
        


        		
          Chapter 79
        


        		
          Chapter 51
        


      


    
  

EPUB/cover.webp


