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    "I have everything you don't, and you can have me."

That was her initial proposal.
A rich, beautiful girl suddenly says she wants to have me.

"I'm not trying to buy you with money. I'll give you time to think."

This time she says she'll give me time.
In exchange, she wants us to be a couple for the entire semester,
and make a proper decision by the end of summer vacation.

And then she continues...

"I like you! Let's just get married!"

I have no idea what to do with this troublesome third-generation heiress who's intensely courting me before vacation even begins.


——

The illustration was commissioned from and created by Z&B.
The copyright belongs to Z&B, and commercial permission has been obtained.

  
    Chapter 1. The Lunchbox Incident

    
    With the gentle spring breeze, a fragrant and soft cotton scent gradually wafted toward me.

    

    And before my eyes, inari sushi topped with heaps of black granules drew closer.

    

    "Here, say aah~"

    

    "I can eat by myself."

    

    "Hmph~"

    

    The girl who had been holding out chopsticks puffed her cheeks and cutely protested.

    

    If I had been more at ease, I might have accepted such gestures comfortably.

    

    Her long black hair fluttered gently in the spring breeze.

    Delicately cute, pretty, and even exuding elegance—she is my girlfriend.

    

    ...Well, let's just say she's my girlfriend for now.

    

    Anyway, my one and only precious girlfriend is trying to feed me inari sushi with her own chopsticks.

    

    Could there be another dreamlike situation like this?

    ...Yes, if my heart had even a little room for ease.

    

    Fearing the food might fall if I kept my mouth closed, I finally accepted it.

    

    "Hehe, is it good?"

    

    A popping texture and slightly fishy yet salty juice burst in my mouth.

    Wanting to believe it wasn't what I thought, I asked about the contents.

    

    "Seohee, what is this?"

    

    "I topped the inari sushi with caviar."

    

    No wonder I couldn't see any rice in the inari sushi, just mounds of dark blue eggs piled like mountains on top.

    Just like Seohee to use such expensive ingredients so liberally.

    

    "I woke up early specially to make this. For you."

    

    In front of my girlfriend who proudly declared this with a puff of breath,

    any boyfriend would naturally say it's delicious even if it wasn't, to avoid deflating her.

    

    But it's also a boyfriend's duty to curb such wasteful habits early on.

    This too is for Seohee's sake.

    

    "It's a bit salty... Did you put too much?"

    "Really?"

    

    Seohee picked one up and put it in her mouth.

    Then she frowned.

    Don't tell me she didn't even taste it while making it?

    

    "Even with expensive, high-quality ingredients, more isn't always better."

    

    "You're right, Inwoo. It's not good."

    

    I regretted my words immediately.

    Seohee's eyebrows drooped, her brow furrowed, and she made a tearful face.

    Then she closed the lid of the lunchbox.

    

    "I should throw it away."

    

    "No!... What I meant was! Just a little! If you just reduce the caviar a bit, it would be fine. The inari sushi is delicious!"

    

    "Really?"

    

    But Seohee looked doubtful.

    She seemed to have realized it wasn't good after tasting it herself.

    Her smile, which had stretched to her cheekbones just moments ago, was still turned downward.

    

    "You don't have to force yourself to eat it..."

    

    I picked up another piece of Seohee's inari sushi with my wooden chopsticks and hurriedly ate it.

    

    Money popped in my mouth.

    How much was popping, I wondered.

    Still, if money was going to be wasted, better in my stomach than in the trash.

    

    Originally, I was someone who wouldn't even have occasion to utter the word "caviar," let alone see it, so I didn't know the exact price.

    But here I was eating caviar.

    And a lot of it.

    

    I was anxious about dropping any caviar while picking it up with chopsticks.

    Dropping it on the ground would be like throwing away hundreds of thousands of won.

    

    Knowing Seohee's habits, she must have used extremely expensive caviar.

    Especially regarding the white caviar in the center of the lunchbox... I just didn't want to ask.

    

    "Sigh..."

    

    A sense of guilt washed over me for having consumed such expensive food so unceremoniously.

    With such luxury overflowing, how could the heart of an honest commoner like me be at ease!!!

    

    "It tastes good now that I've tried it again."

    "Really?"

    

    I hid my true feelings and praised it.

    Seeing Seohee smile joyfully again, my heart softened.

    Yes, if I could see that smile, this guilt was worth it.

    But wasting money was still wrong.

    I worried I might get indigestion before getting full, as my body wasn't accustomed to such expensive foods.

    

    Let me briefly explain the current situation.

    

    Pretty girlfriend: OK

    Picnic date on a warm spring day: OK

    Girlfriend personally preparing lunch: OK

    Being fed by her: OK

    

    But... what was spread out on the blanket was far from OK.

    

    Inside the round black lunchbox were inari sushi piled high with caviar and what appeared to be sushi with tuna belly sashimi haphazardly mixed with wasabi and rice.

    

    And even the thermos of steaming hot coffee, prepared so I wouldn't choke, was a trap.

    

    "Drink some coffee."

    

    "Hmm. It has a unique aroma. What kind is it?"

    

    "Just kopi luwak."

    

    "...I'll drink it when it cools down."

    

    "Then try something else."

    

    Seohee, happy for some reason, smiled and offered me the lunchbox.

    

    The caviar was one thing, but there was an even bigger problem.

    

    "Aren't you going to eat more?"

    

    When I remained still, Seohee innocently asked.

    She gazed at me with her bright, double-lidded eyes.

    

    "I will."

    

    I picked up an egg roll with truffles and put it in my mouth.

    

    "Mmph..."

    

    "How is it?"

    

    Facing my girlfriend's cute face looking at me, I encountered another major problem.

    

    My girlfriend, So Seohee, can't cook.

    

    "It's delicious."

    

    "Really?"

    

    I'm a bad person.

    Lying to someone with such a bright expression.

    But seeing her happy face, I couldn't bring myself to say anything negative.

    

    "It would be better with a little less sugar."

    

    "Okay, I'll remember that."

    

    At least my feedback mixed with praise seemed to work.

    

    Sighing deeply, I looked down at the humble lunchbox I had brought.

    

    A rectangular plastic container wrapped in a cloth.

    I thought it was old-fashioned, but I had no lunch bag, so I reluctantly brought it like this.

    

    I was considering not taking it out, but when I raised my head—

    

    "Did you make that, Inwoo?"

    

    Seohee fixed her gaze on the lunchbox like a predator eyeing prey.

    

    "Yeah... want some?"

    

    The lunch she had spread out was already enough for both of us to eat our fill.

    Of course, I was planning to take leftovers home rather than waste them.

    

    "I do!"

    

    She took my lunchbox with a bright smile.

    Seohee opened it with the excitement of a child receiving a Christmas present.

    

    "It's just old-fashioned sausages and egg rolls though..."

    

    Stir-fried anchovies, kimchi, egg rolls, and old-fashioned sausages fried with leftover egg batter—that was all.

    Just a typical old-school lunchbox.

    

    Perhaps in the old days, when my mother was in elementary school, it was a luxury that only well-off kids could afford.

    But now it's just an ordinary, common lunchbox...

    

    What if she's disappointed?

    

    I cautiously checked Seohee's face.

    

    "Wow, looks delicious. I've only seen these, never eaten them!"

    

    "R-really?"

    

    "Yes, I was never allowed to eat them because they're supposedly unhealthy."

    

    That makes sense.

    I can't recall seeing wealthy people eating old-fashioned sausages even in dramas.

    Especially not a third-generation chaebol heiress.

    

    "Can I try it?"

    

    "Sure, it might not meet your expectations, but go ahead."

    

    "Just like this?"

    

    "Huh?"

    

    I was about to ask "How else?" when I picked up a sausage with my chopsticks.

    

    "You and I really understand each other, Inwoo."

    

    "H-here... aah..."

    

    Saying "aah" when feeding someone else is embarrassing.

    I started to say "aah" in a small voice but stopped.

    

    "Inwoo, you're really cute."

    

    "Just eat already."

    

    I watched as she chewed the sausage I had given her.

    

    Her face brightened as if it was delicious, and her cute cheeks wiggled from side to side.

    

    "Inwoo, you're a good cook too."

    

    "You think so?"

    

    I often prepare meals for my busy mother.

    It seems those skills have been appreciated.

    

    "Yes, this egg roll is perfectly seasoned."

    

    "Good, eat plenty."

    

    Seohee continued to express her appreciation while eating.

    Coming from a refined family, her manners were impeccable—she always swallowed her food properly before speaking.

    

    I kept my chopsticks moving to reduce the amount of food, but there was still a lot of what Seohee had prepared.

    

    "Phew~ Why did you prepare so much food anyway?"

    

    I had only brought one small lunchbox for the picnic.

    Of course, I had expectations when Seohee said she would prepare food herself, but I didn't expect this much.

    

    Even just looking at the macarons stacked on a three-tiered silver cake stand, it was more than the two of us could eat.

    

    "You mentioned it before," she said, putting a sausage in her mouth.

    

    "What I said before..."

    

    No way...

    

    "That you wanted to splurge on food just once."

    

    Seohee answered after swallowing her food completely.

    Looking at her, I realized my girlfriend had seriously misunderstood.

    

    "I was talking about convenience store lunch boxes!"

    

    That's right.

    This story began at a convenience store.

    

    One day, Seohee came to visit me at the convenience store where I work.

    At that time, I was waiting for lunch boxes that were about to be discarded, but the last customer took all the remaining ones, leaving me devastated.

    Eventually, starving, I was deliberating whether to buy a lunch box, trying to save even a few hundred won, when Seohee walked in.

    And she overheard what I was saying.

    

    "Just once, I'd like to splurge on food without worrying."

    

    Like buying several pieces of convenience store chicken, choosing lunch boxes without looking at the price, trying newly released cup noodles,

    not worrying about buy-one-get-one-free deals, freely choosing drinks...

    

    The rest of the story was omitted.

    

    "Yes, lunch boxes."

    

    Seohee smiled brightly as if expecting praise for listening well, showing me the lunchbox.

    

    "Is that why you suggested a picnic?"

    

    "Yes, I thought it would be nice to eat lunch boxes on a picnic."

    

    Judging by her bright, kind expression and the goodwill she showed me, she wasn't teasing me.

    

    "Thank you. For being so thoughtful."

    

    "Hehe. No one but me, right? It would be good if we could date for real."

    

    Now I naturally picked up an elegant macaron and put it in my mouth.

    Then I looked at Seohee with a bitter expression.

    

    Why would such a perfect third-generation chaebol—except for her cooking—like me?

    

    "But this is delicious."

    

    At my obvious change of subject, Seohee looked displeased but answered.

    

    "Ah, macarons are difficult and I didn't have time to make them myself."

    

    So that's why they're delicious.

    I nodded at this sad realization.

    

    "I had them imported from Italy in a hurry, so I'm glad they suit your taste."

    

    "I see."

    

    Nothing surprises me anymore.

    I nodded and fed Seohee a macaron made by an Italian master.

    

    "As expected, it tastes better when made by a master patissier."

    

    "Really? I think it tastes better because you're feeding me."

    

    Seohee began another blatant display of affection.

    

    "So, are you not going to answer me?"

    

    "We agreed to decide during summer vacation, didn't we?"

    

    "Tsk- you're totally playing with a woman's feelings."

    

    I burst into laughter at the absurdity of that statement.

    To think that I, who had maintained the tradition of being perpetually single, would hear such words.

    

    "I'm serious!"

    

    "I know. I'm thinking about it seriously too."

    

    Seohee puffs her cheeks and playfully punches my arm.

    It was just affection with no real force behind it.

    

    She wasn't like this when I first met her...

    Back then, she seemed really cold and difficult to approach.

    

    How did we end up in this kind of relationship?

    How did we agree to be a couple until summer vacation and then decide whether to date for real?

    

    The beginning of that first meeting and the start of this situation was about a month ago.

  
    Chapter 2. The Girl Next to Me with a Strange Nickname (1)

    
    The warm April breeze seeps in through the window.

    

    I trudge down the hallway, feeling that breeze against my skin.

    

    "Since it's still the beginning of the semester, you shouldn't have any problems mingling with friends."

    

    I hear the clear voice of a woman who appears to be in her early twenties coming from ahead.

    

    "The atmosphere is quite cheerful, so don't worry too much."

    

    "Yes."

    

    I give a short reply as I walk alongside her, listening attentively to her words.

    

    The corridor was quiet with just the two of us walking, which doubled the awkwardness.

    

    "If you ever feel uncomfortable at school, feel free to talk to me anytime."

    

    The woman who would be my homeroom teacher turned around and smiled brightly at me.

    

    "I've heard about you. I'm glad you don't seem like the type to cause trouble."

    

    When I returned a polite smile, the teacher nodded and faced forward again.

    

    *Sigh*

    

    No matter how close teachers and students are supposed to be,

    or perhaps precisely because it's a relationship with both closeness and boundaries,

    I can't help but feel tense in front of such a mature beauty.

    

    As my gaze drifts toward the homeroom teacher's back as she heads to the classroom,

    I keep my eyes fixed on the back of her head to avoid any inappropriate thoughts.

    

    I distance myself slightly, afraid I might get dizzy from the sweet and tangy shampoo scent wafting from her long brown hair.

    

    "By the way, you said you're from a provincial area?"

    

    "Yes, I came from Busan."

    

    "For someone from there, you barely have any dialect."

    

    "Yes..."

    

    "Busan means you must have seen the ocean a lot!"

    

    She continues to engage me in conversation with an innocent smile.

    

    "Yes, it gets a bit tiresome actually."

    

    "I visited Busan a few months ago. There..."

    

    The teacher stopped walking mid-sentence.

    

    Looking up, I see "Class 3" written on the door. This must be my classroom.

    

    "That's a shame. It would have been nice to chat more."

    

    When she smiles and says something like that,

    someone like me with zero experience with women can't help but feel my heart flutter.

    

    The teacher opened the door with a bright expression on her puppy-like cute and youthful face.

    

    "Hello, everyone!"

    

    "Hello, teacher!"

    

    "Everyone put your phones away and pay attention!"

    

    At her command, the boys hastily put their phones away.

    

    It seems the male students have already pledged their loyalty to the homeroom teacher.

    

    I might have done the same without even realizing it.

    

    Anyway, I stood awkwardly beside the teacher's desk.

    

    "Before we start homeroom today, we have a transfer student!"

    

    The homeroom teacher energetically began her announcement.

    

    "He's from out of town and might find many things unfamiliar, so please help him feel welcome!"

    

    "Yes~!!"

    

    The chorus of responses rang out, and the teacher, seemingly satisfied, nodded

    and turned her gaze to me.

    

    Our eyes met.

    

    Let me reiterate: I have no immunity to women, especially beautiful ones.

    

    The only females I know are my mother and my 6-year-old little sister.

    

    For a guy like me, making eye contact with a beauty who smiles kindly at me is lethal.

    

    After being frozen for a moment, I came to my senses and hurriedly bowed to my fellow students.

    

    "I... I'm from Busan. Actually, I used to live here before, so I'm somewhat familiar with the area except for what's changed. But there's still a lot I don't know, so please take care of me."

    

    I can't even remember what I just said.

    

    But having somehow finished my greeting, I turned back to the teacher.

    

    "What's your name?"

    

    A boy in front raised his hand and asked.

    

    "Oh, right."

    

    I forgot.

    

    Scratching the back of my neck, I wrote my name on the blackboard.

    

    The classroom erupted in laughter, which helped ease the atmosphere considerably.

    

    "My name is Kang In-woo. Please take care of me."

    

    I finished my introduction.

    

    There shouldn't be anything else to introduce, right?

    

    Usually, at the start of a new school year, all students stand up one by one to share their dreams, talents, or hobbies.

    

    But since I'm a transfer student, there wasn't really such a format for me.

    

    "Oh my, so you used to live here."

    

    "Yes."

    

    The homeroom teacher looked surprised but said it was fortunate since it would be easier for me to get accustomed.

    

    What an angel she is.

    

    "Now it's the teacher's turn to introduce herself."

    

    Come to think of it, I arrived at the faculty office just in time for homeroom, so I didn't have much time to talk with the teacher.

    

    Even while walking down the corridor, our conversation almost turned into casual chat.

    

    "My name is Lee Ha-yeon."

    

    The homeroom teacher extended her hand to me.

    

    I hesitated before shaking... holding the teacher's hand.

    

    My heart started pounding like crazy.

    

    "Hey, that guy's face is turning red!"

    

    "Damn, I'm jealous~"

    

    Ignoring the whispers from the side, I withdrew my hand.

    

    "Let's have a good year together~"

    

    The teacher's energetic yet gentle voice nearly melted my ears, but I managed to keep my composure and nodded.

    

    But with the homeroom teacher having this much impact, will I be able to survive this year?

    

    "Now for In-woo's seat~"

    

    The teacher looked around and pointed to a spot.

    

    "Yes, there's only that one... you can sit next to Seo-hee."

    

    Was there a moment of hesitation in her words?

    

    Maybe it's just my imagination.

    

    At her words, the surrounding students looked toward the back seat she pointed at,

    where a girl with long black hair was sitting.

    

    And then they quickly averted their gazes.

    

    I realized then.

    

    The teacher had indeed hesitated.

    

    Because sitting there was a girl who glared at everyone with cold eyes when they looked at her.

    

    "...Good luck."

    

    I thought I heard the teacher say quietly.

    

    I gave a slight nod to the teacher and headed to my seat.

    

    As I approached, a thought crossed my mind.

    

    How can there be two women as beautiful as celebrities in one public high school classroom?

    

    The homeroom teacher was already as beautiful as a celebrity,

    and now my seatmate too...

    

    Her cold-looking face somehow matched her pale skin,

    small, delicate, and pretty facial features,

    a slim but well-maintained figure with curves in the right places,

    and those protruding br—

    

    Ahem, I'll stop there.

    

    Any further would make me sound like a perverted creep.

    

    Anyway, she had an elegant, beautiful yet cold appearance that drew people's attention.

    

    She's prettier than most celebrities.

    

    Also, sitting next to her, I could smell a subtle, cozy cotton scent.

    

    "..."

    

    After glaring at me, she turned away when she saw I wasn't paying much attention.

    

    So her personality is cold, but not to the point of picking fights?

    

    "H...hello."

    

    I may not be immune to beauties, but it should be okay to at least greet someone sitting next to me.

    

    But she didn't respond to my greeting, either not hearing it or ignoring it.

    

    "Your name is Seo-hee, right? Nice to meet you."

    

    This time I even mentioned her name, but she just kept staring out the window.

    

    "Teacher!! Shake my hand too!!"

    

    "I'll shake yours when you get the top score in school, Tae-young."

    

    "That's so mean~"

    

    "Hahaha~"

    

    The chatter in the classroom spoke volumes about the atmosphere.

    

    It was as warm as the spring weather at the beginning of the semester.

    

    A classroom where everyone seemed harmonious and without problems.

    

    But there were two who hadn't yet blended in.

    

    One was me.

    

    It was my first day, so while I was happy, things were still awkward.

    

    And the second was

    

    So Seo-hee, who continued to stare out the window.

    

    She alone maintained a cold expression

    amidst the cheerful atmosphere,

    like the lingering winter chill in early spring.

    

    "That's all for the announcements! Everyone, pay attention in class today and don't cause any trouble!"

    

    "Yes!!"

    

    The bell rang, signaling the break before first period.

    

    The homeroom teacher left, and now it was just us students in the classroom.

    

    Finally, the real introduction time had arrived.

    

    The boy sitting in front turned his chair around to greet me.

    

    He had short sporty hair and a friendly smile.

    

    "How did you end up transferring all the way from Busan?"

    

    "My mom got reassigned to the headquarters of her company."

    

    "Really? What about your father?"

    

    "He passed away a few years ago."

    

    "Oh..."

    

    Realizing he might have created an awkward situation,

    he paused for a moment before apologizing to me.

    

    "I'm sorry."

    

    "It's okay, you don't need to apologize."

    

    It's not like he asked with bad intentions,

    and I wasn't looking for sympathy either.

    

    "What's your name?"

    

    "I'm Han Seok-yul. The guy standing next to me is Kang Tae-young."

    

    "Hi."

    

    "Oh, you have the same surname as me."

    

    He was the one who had asked the teacher to shake his hand earlier.

    

    He seems to be popular in this class.

    

    "Do you like sports?"

    

    When Seok-yul asked me that, I shook my head.

    

    "I don't really have time for that,"

    

    To be honest, I might be in a difficult position when it comes to making friends.

    

    I'm not interested in games or sports like soccer.

    

    My only option is to either force conversation topics or pretend to know things and just listen along.

    

    "But I like listening to stories, so you guys can tell me about stuff."

    

    Well, I do know about famous figures like "Mr. Son," who's famously not quite world-class.

    

    I should be able to follow along decently.

    

    Screech-

    

    I heard the sound of a chair being pushed back beside me and turned to look.

    

    So Seo-hee stood up expressionlessly.

    

    Were we being too loud?

    

    Whether that was the reason or not, Seo-hee trudged out of the classroom.

    

    I watched her leave along with the other students before turning back.

    

    "Come to think of it, you greeted her earlier, didn't you?"

    

    A boy who had been sitting on the opposite side of Seo-hee approached.

    

    When did he get here? More and more students were gathering around.

    

    "Yeah. Since we just met."

    

    Of course I can greet her.

    

    But why is she acting like that?

    

    While I was thinking this, the others smiled bitterly.

    

    "What's wrong?"

    

    "No matter how much you try to talk to her, it won't work."

    

    "Did something happen?"

    

    When I asked, everyone shook their heads.

    

    "We don't know either."

    

    "The truth is, everyone wants to get close to her, but she's like a painting you can't touch."

    

    Everyone nodded at Tae-young's words.

    

    The girls seemed to agree as well.

    

    "A painting you can't touch?"

    

    "When you try to get friendly, she coldly pushes you away."

    

    From what the others were saying, since their school days, girls,

    and some brave boys, had tried to befriend her but were met with cold responses.

    

    Even homeroom teacher Lee Ha-yeon, who had opened the hearts of all the students, had failed to conquer this impregnable fortress.

    

    "Really? I thought it might be something uncomfortable like bullying."

    

    I still don't know the details, but it doesn't seem like there's any hostile secret or awkwardness with the other students.

    

    "Pfft-"

    

    One of the boys next to me laughed at my comment.

    

    "What's so funny? In-woo wouldn't know yet."

    

    "Huh?"

    

    What does he mean?

    

    Tae-young, who had scolded the laughing boy, asked me:

    

    "In-woo, have you heard of Mokseong Group?"

    

    How could I not know that?

    

    Even the phone I'm using is a Galaxy phone made by Mokseong Electronics.

    

    "Seo-hee is the chairman's granddaughter."

    

    "...What?"

    

    What is he suddenly talking about?

    

    Even for a high school in the metropolitan area,

    why would an heiress be at a public school that isn't even expensive?

    

    "Is that a rumor going around?"

    

    It must be some strange rumor that got distorted.

    

    Rumors are usually not to be trusted.

    

    But everyone's reaction was unanimous.

    

    They must be playing a prank on me collectively.

    

    "This guy doesn't believe us."

    

    "Would you believe it if you were in his shoes?"

    

    While I was incredulous, Kang Tae-young continued:

    

    "You might not believe it, but probably no one in South Korea could bully her."

    

    A stunningly beautiful high school girl who is also the granddaughter of a global conglomerate's chairman, a third-generation chaebol.

    

    If that's true, what madman would dare mess with her?

    

    Even if someone crazy did try, they'd be immediately stopped by those around them.

    

    Or they might just disappear entirely...

    

    "Well, it must be both enviable and tough."

    

    The boy who first brought up Seo-hee patted my shoulder in encouragement.

    

    "Well, it's natural for someone who's just met her to greet her, since you don't know what she's called."

    

    "Does she have a nickname?"

    

    "Yeah, the Ice Queen."

    

    Ice Queen.

    

    It was certainly a fitting name for someone who exuded coldness in such a warm atmosphere.

    

    Immediately understanding, I nodded and said:

    

    "Is she going through a middle school syndrome phase?"

    

    That's so cringeworthy.
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    Chuunibyou is out of fashion.

    

    I'm not talking about the rebellious feelings and wandering that are common during puberty.

    

    You know, things like the Black Flame Dragon and stuff like that.

    

    I used to hear about it occasionally from older guys I knew before I moved here.

    

    They said that when an anime about a girl with chuunibyou falling in love became a hit, those kinds of novels, comics, and concepts became popular.

    

    Well, I don't know how it is now...

    

    Actually, I don't know if there are people who actually act like that at school,

    

    but at least I've never seen such a boom around me.

    

    Anyway, the reason I'm bringing this up is because I actually encountered a girl with a chuunibyou-like nickname.

    

    Well, I don't know if she really has chuunibyou,

    

    but that's what people around her call her.

    

    And honestly, as much as it pains me to admit, it suits her well.

    

    "So Seo-hui"

    

    When the male math teacher with glasses called her name, So Seo-hui stood up.

    

    "Come to the board and solve this problem."

    

    At those words, Seo-hui silently approached the blackboard

    

    and solved the problem in an instant.

    

    "Oh~ Well done. As expected of Seo-hui."

    

    Ignoring the teacher's praise and the applause from those around her,

    

    Seo-hui just slightly bowed her head and returned to her seat without saying a word.

    

    All of her actions felt somehow alien and cold.

    

    "..."

    

    "..."

    

    As I kept watching Seo-hui solving the problem,

    

    our eyes accidentally met as she was returning to her seat.

    

    "...Good job."

    

    Why did I speak to her again?

    

    Of course, wanting to talk to a pretty girl is probably a man's instinct.

    

    And getting tongue-tied and unable to speak properly when actually having a conversation is probably also a man's instinct.

    

    Is that why?

    

    When So Seo-hui ignored me again, I just kept my mouth shut.

    

    I didn't have the confidence to continue the conversation.

    

    Besides, it hurt quite a bit when a beautiful girl deliberately ignored me with a serious face.

    

    The others were right when they said there was no point in talking to her.

    

    The teacher, seemingly used to this, just scratched the back of his neck and moved on with the lesson.

    

    Seo-hui, now seated, turned her gaze back to the window.

    

    She seemed completely uninterested in the class.

    

    She was just staring at some distant place, at the high sky.

    

    What could she be thinking about in her life?

    

    Could she really be immersed in chuunibyou?

    

    I put aside such pointless thoughts and decided to focus on the class.

    

    Unlike Seo-hui, I need to concentrate on lessons to improve my grades.

    

    "Sigh~ She's good at studying too."

    

    Thinking about it this way, it seems unfair.

    

    Some people don't even have the luxury of having chuunibyou.

    

    Well, from now on, I decided to think of her as someone from another world and not pay attention to her.

    

    It would be my arrogance to try to get close to her anyway.

    

    ———

    

    Lunch time

    

    Unbridled colts... is that too much to say?

    

    Anyway, as soon as the lunch bell rang, students racing toward the cafeteria seems to be the same at any school.

    

    Even after eating lunch,

    

    maybe because they're at an age full of vigor, the lunch break was overflowing with energy to the point of chaos.

    

    Perhaps because it's high school, it was relatively quiet inside the classroom out of consideration for studying students.

    

    There were only occasional chattering sounds.

    

    A time when everyone was living their own version of youth.

    

    While sitting and chatting with friends,

    

    that kind of conversation suddenly came up.

    

    "You said you used to live here before, right?"

    

    "Yeah, it's been a while."

    

    "When was that?"

    

    "Hmm... let's see... I think I moved away just before entering elementary school?"

    

    The memories are now hazy.

    

    Actually, what feels familiar are just some neighborhood scenes,

    

    the locations of downtown areas and buildings.

    

    I only knew the geography to some extent.

    

    That's because I used to wander around like crazy when I was young.

    

    While I was recalling the few memories I had, the conversation continued.

    

    "Do you know any faces around here then?"

    

    Seok-yul asked.

    

    "Faces? Hmm..."

    

    I might have some vague memories...

    

    But there were almost none.

    

    According to my friends, there are quite a few locals here.

    

    "Which kindergarten did you attend?"

    

    It was a simple question out of curiosity about whether I knew any faces around.

    

    "...Cosmos Private Kindergarten."

    

    As I searched through my memories, I recalled a castle-shaped building with lots of cosmos flowers on the rooftop.

    

    "Isn't that place quite expensive?"

    

    "Huh? Was it?"

    

    How would I know if the kindergarten I attended was expensive or not?

    

    Well, I guess it's possible.

    

    "Oh, your family must have been well-off."

    

    I gave a rather bitter smile at those words.

    

    A wealthy family... I wonder what it would have been like if that had continued.

    

    Not wanting to talk about financial matters, I changed the subject.

    

    "So who else went there?"

    

    "Well... if it's that place, in the class next door..."

    

    Seok-yul, who had asked me the question, either had a wide network

    

    or impressive information-gathering skills,

    

    as he started listing names fluently.

    

    As I nodded along while hearing names of people I didn't know and might not even remember, I happened to glance away.

    

    "...!"

    

    "..."

    

    My eyes met with So Seo-hui's again.

    

    Well, our gazes had accidentally met earlier too.

    

    It wasn't particularly surprising.

    

    There was no reason for us to say anything just because our eyes met.

    

    I was listening to what Seok-yul was saying,

    

    and I wasn't thinking about talking to her now anyway.

    

    Seo-hui probably wasn't interested in me either.

    

    But wow, her eyes are really big.

    

    Those two eyes with beautiful double eyelids,

    

    as if widened in surprise, held large, dark, and charming pupils.

    

    I quickly turned my head away before falling for her beauty again.

    

    She'll probably give me that cold look again.

    

    I hurriedly averted my gaze.

    

    "Hahaha, I still don't really know even after hearing all that."

    

    "It's okay, I'm close with some of them, so I'll introduce you later."

    

    "Sure."

    

    "You'll probably remember once you get to know them."

    

    Seok-yul seems to be the type who likes to connect people with each other, with a wide social circle and a bit of a busybody nature.

    

    It's not bad to have a friend like this.

    

    After chatting through lunch break, the warning bell rang and my friend returned to his seat.

    

    I stretched out and turned my head from side to side.

    

    Just as I turned to the left to stretch my body,

    

    Seo-hui also turned her head to look out the window.

    

    "..."

    

    I've been feeling her gaze since earlier...

    

    Am I being self-conscious?

    

    Chuunibyou is really scary, so scary.

    

    Maybe I've been infected after hearing about that chuunibyou-like nickname earlier.

    

    With such idle thoughts, I prepared for the next class.

    

    ———

    

    After the end-of-day meeting,

    

    our lovely homeroom teacher

    

    encouraged us to do our best with our studies.

    

    I held back from melting at her bright smile and cute attempts to boost our morale.

    

    Around me, I could see boys grinning sheepishly.

    

    Fellow comrades.

    

    Loyal knights of Teacher Lee Ha-yeon.

    

    According to Seok-yul, there's a secret fan club for Teacher Lee Ha-yeon,

    

    the "Ha-yeon Knights," that exists within the school.

    

    No, it's not just that it exists—they created it themselves.

    

    Anyway, the kids in our class really like chuunibyou-like things~

    

    Has the chuunibyou boom returned without me knowing?

    

    Whatever the case, it seemed fun, so I said I'd join too.

    

    After all, it's just about

    

    listening well to Teacher Lee Ha-yeon,

    

    paying attention in her classes,

    

    and actively helping her when needed

    

    —all wholesome activities.

    

    After our homeroom teacher left, self-study time began.

    

    Similarly, students who don't participate in evening self-study can go home.

    

    The school policy is that everyone should participate, but they're flexible about letting people out based on individual circumstances.

    

    I had mentioned to the staff room when I first started that I probably couldn't do it.

    

    "You're not doing evening study?"

    

    "No, I'm not."

    

    In just one day, Seok-yul and I had become comfortable talking to each other.

    

    "Why not? Given up on studying?"

    

    "I have to take care of my little sister."

    

    "Ah, that's right, you said you look after her on weekdays."

    

    It's almost time for my 6-year-old sister's kindergarten to finish.

    

    Since mom works until late at night, I have to pick her up, look after her, and even prepare dinner.

    

    "Man~ You're such a good son. I knew I judged you right."

    

    "Thanks. Study hard."

    

    "Study? Pfft. As if I would."

    

    "Hey, Sir Knight Commander."

    

    Wasn't one of the principles of the "Ha-yeon Knights"

    

    to follow Teacher Lee Ha-yeon's instructions well?

    

    Are you ignoring what she just said about studying hard?

    

    "I'm only doing evening study because of my parents' pressure and Teacher Lee Ha-yeon's expectations."

    

    In other words, he had no excuse to skip it.

    

    "If you want, I could help you look after your sister. I'm confident in taking care of kids!"

    

    "I'll be going now."

    

    "Hey!"

    

    If you want to skip, find your own excuse.

    

    Leaving the school, I took out my phone and opened the map.

    

    From here to Hye-eun's kindergarten...

    

    Fortunately, I can walk there without taking a bus or anything.

    

    At this time, it would be rush hour, so traffic would be heavy.

    

    I wish my mom could leave work at this time like everyone else...

    

    She often works overtime, almost every day.

    

    She says she doesn't mind because they definitely pay the overtime.

    

    Plus, she's skilled enough to be assigned to headquarters.

    

    "Sigh~ How much more can she earn by working so hard."

    

    As I was walking dejectedly,

    

    "Excuse me"

    

    A female voice I'd never heard before reached my ears.

    

    It was a clear and pure sound, pleasant to hear.

    

    However, there was no way it could be related to me, and I didn't remember any girl in our class with such a voice.

    

    Our homeroom teacher's voice was also nice to listen to,

    

    but this wasn't her voice.

    

    Convinced that the call wasn't for me,

    

    I was just casually appreciating the nice voice.

    

    "Hey, stop right there."

    

    Hearing the voice again, I looked around.

    

    Come on, who keeps ignoring a girl with such a pretty voice?

    

    If it were me, I'd turn around immediately.

    

    Such opportunities don't come often.

    

    Especially for someone like me who had just been ignored by the beauty sitting next to me, this situation was incomprehensible.

    

    They could at least acknowledge the greeting.

    

    Thinking about it makes me feel bad again.

    

    "Kang In-woo!"

    

    "Huh?"

    

    The voice was calling for me.

    

    Surprised, I turned my head, only to be even more surprised.

    

    "Uh...what?"

    

    I tilted my head in confusion.

    

    Because the person I had just been complaining about,

    

    the one who had ignored me from the beginning until we left school,

    

    was now talking to me.

    

    By the way, even though she was right next to me in the classroom all day, this is the first time I'm hearing her voice.

    

    "I called you, why didn't you answer?"

    

    A red light illuminates the space between us.

    

    Only the distant cawing of crows echoes,

    

    and the school gate is quiet as all the students who were leaving have already gone.

    

    The evening of April, with warm spring breezes gently blowing,

    

    already had no traces of winter in its temperature.

    

    The girl known as the "Ice Queen" opened her mouth,

    

    breaking the freezing atmosphere,

    

    and spoke to me.

    

    "What is it?"

    

    When I asked, So Seo-hui looked at me clearly.

    

    As if confirming that the gaze I felt earlier wasn't my imagination.

    

    "Say something."

    

    "Do you remember anything about me or feel anything familiar?"

    

    "Huh?"

    

    What is she talking about?

    

    "Ah!"

    

    I immediately realized something!

    

    "What do you remember?"

    

    So Seo-hui took a step closer with an expectant expression.

    

    Wow, she's even prettier when her expression softens.

    

    Unconsciously admiring her beauty,

    

    I clearly expressed my thoughts.

    

    "Sorry, I'm not into chuunibyou."
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    "Sorry, I'm not into chuunibyou."

    

    "Huh?"

    

    "Ice Queen, was it? Nice name. But sorry, you should find someone else. I can't handle that kind of stuff."

    

    Of course, I did join the 'Hayeon Knights,' but that was just about being a well-behaved student.

    

    Not about becoming a chuunibyou.

    

    As I spoke, Seo Seo-hee...

    

    Her expression suddenly turned cold.

    

    Ah, is she disgusted because we're not the same type?

    

    She's pretty... what a shame.

    

    I'm not cool enough to build embarrassing memories with her.

    

    Actually, I don't even have time for that.

    

    I don't particularly feel the need to help Seo-hee break free from her chuunibyou phase either.

    

    She probably has her own circumstances.

    

    "What on earth..."

    

    Seo-hee stopped mid-sentence and looked past me.

    

    I heard a car entering through the school gate behind me.

    

    When I turned around, I saw a car I never expected to see at this school.

    

    A luxury limousine

    

    An expensive limousine with the "Jupiter Motors" logo prominently displayed on the front had arrived.

    

    "Wow, that's insane."

    

    Even someone with no interest in cars would be impressed.

    

    It was a sleek, luxurious vehicle with a sophisticated black finish.

    

    That must cost hundreds of millions of won.

    

    I don't know the exact price, but few people would ride in such a car.

    

    Who could be visiting the school as such an important guest?

    

    The answer came soon enough.

    

    *Click*

    

    The driver's door opened, and someone stepped out.

    

    "I've come to pick you up, Miss."

    

    Looking older but distinguished,

    

    With neatly styled black-dyed hair,

    

    A well-dressed elderly gentleman bowed toward us.

    

    "You seem to have business. I'll wait for a moment."

    

    "No need. Let's go now."

    

    The owner of the vehicle was none other than the Ice Queen... I mean, Seo Seo-hee.

    

    Seo-hee walked past me with unhurried steps.

    

    While I stood there dumbfounded,

    

    She stopped and suddenly turned back toward me.

    

    "..."

    

    "Goodbye."

    

    I flinched, thinking she was glaring at me, but somehow managed to raise my hand in farewell.

    

    But why has she been staring at me so intensely? Is there something on my face?

    

    "...Yeah."

    

    If I heard correctly, Seo-hee had acknowledged my goodbye.

    

    Seo-hee then continued toward the limousine with calm, practiced steps,

    

    Getting into the car through the door the driver held open for her.

    

    The car left through the school gate and vanished like the wind.

    

    "It was real!"

    

    I couldn't help but shout, frozen in place.

    

    I naturally thought the kids were just joking about the new transfer student, but

    

    What I just witnessed was unmistakably a chauffeur picking up a rich family's daughter after school.

    

    "Holy crap, did I just have a conversation with an heiress?"

    

    I cursed involuntarily.

    

    Right next to me, in the seat beside mine, was a girl who lived in a completely different world from mine.

    

    "Ah, this isn't the time."

    

    I was spacing out, but this wasn't the time for that.

    

    Right, it's none of my business anyway.

    

    What's important now is my little sister who must be anxiously waiting for me at kindergarten.

    

    I hurried toward the kindergarten.

    

    ———

    

    "Hye-eun. Let's brush your teeth now."

    

    "No!"

    

    "If you don't brush, your teeth will rot."

    

    "Uuu..."

    

    "If your teeth rot, you can't eat the snacks you like."

    

    "Ugh..."

    

    "And when you grow up, you won't be able to become Magical Princess Ppyoriring. Ah~ Because Hye-eun doesn't brush her teeth, the world is in danger~"

    

    "Fine! I'll brush them!!!"

    

    After finally convincing Hye-eun, we headed to the bathroom.

    

    My 6-year-old little sister, Kang Hye-eun

    

    Her dream is to become Magical Princess Ppyoriring.

    

    For reference, Ppyoriring is an animation that girls Hye-eun's age love.

    

    I don't know if Ppyoriring saves the world, but she did save my little sister's dental health.

    

    Thanking Ppyoriring once again, I reached for the toothpaste...

    

    "It's empty. Sigh~"

    

    If I had known, I would have bought toothpaste on the way.

    

    I suddenly remembered that toothpaste would be on sale in a few days.

    

    "Ugh... it's a waste, but I guess we have no choice."

    

    "What's wrong?"

    

    Hye-eun looked up at me.

    

    Her bright eyes filled with pure curiosity.

    

    "Nothing at all."

    

    I patted her head and shook my head.

    

    "Should we go buy toothpaste together?"

    

    "Then I want snacks!"

    

    "I'll buy you snacks another time."

    

    It was the first month since moving to Seoul, and we spent a lot on moving expenses,

    so this month's living expenses were tight.

    

    No matter how much overtime Mom worked, the overtime pay wouldn't come until next month.

    

    We had to make do with the remaining living expenses until then.

    

    "Okay..."

    

    Even a pure 6-year-old can sense things to some extent.

    

    Hye-eun nodded obediently.

    

    It was just like her not to throw a strong tantrum when she disliked something.

    

    "If you brush your teeth well, I'll buy you cake later."

    

    "Cake!!!"

    

    At the word "cake," Hye-eun's eyes lit up.

    

    Looking at me with sparkling eyes, her expression melted as if she was already tasting the cake.

    

    "Hehe, cake!"

    

    I'll definitely have to keep that promise.

    

    I wanted to reward Hye-eun, who always behaves well and doesn't whine even without Mom around.

    

    She doesn't cause problems because she worries about making things difficult for me.

    

    I patted her head again and headed for the front door.

    

    "Ah, the key."

    

    I almost left without locking the door.

    

    Turning back, I could see the entire apartment.

    

    A shabby single room with oil stains and marks from before we moved in.

    

    Except for the bathroom, my home consisted of just one small room with an attached kitchenette.

    

    We don't have much, so I wonder if a thief would even bother.

    

    They'd probably take a quick look and leave right away.

    

    But the world is full of bizarre crimes.

    

    "Still, just in case."

    

    This is our precious home that we struggled to find.

    

    I locked the door with the key and headed to the supermarket, holding Hye-eun's hand.

    

    "I'm glad you made lots of friends."

    

    "Yes!"

    

    We continued talking about Hye-eun's first day at kindergarten.

    

    I had carefully chosen her clothes so she wouldn't look poor, and fortunately, everyone approached her warmly.

    

    "How was your school, oppa?"

    

    Now Hye-eun was asking me.

    

    "Yes, oppa got along well with friends too."

    

    As I gave that simple answer, I suddenly recalled what happened at school today.

    

    Mostly about how pretty the homeroom teacher was, and how pretty the homeroom teacher was.

    

    The conversations I had with Han Seok-yul and the other boys.

    

    The boys snickering about the "Hayeon Knights."

    

    And Teacher Lee Ha-yeon...

    

    How pretty the homeroom teacher was.

    

    And there was also something strange...

    

    "Hye-eun, what are you doing?"

    

    Snapping out of my thoughts, I noticed Hye-eun had stopped walking.

    

    "Hye-eun?"

    

    I waved my hand in front of her face.

    

    Following her gaze, I saw

    

    'Ppyoriring~ Magic Set. With this, you can defeat any enemy!'

    

    A toy set with Magical Girl Ppyoriring was on display, accompanied by this slogan.

    

    She must want something like that when she sees it.

    

    But I can't afford to buy it right now.

    

    Suddenly, I remembered my encounter with Seo Seo-hee.

    

    The way she passed by me outside the school gate and went home in that luxury limousine...

    

    It was strange.

    

    At first, I thought she was just a girl with the weird nickname "Ice Queen."

    

    I thought she was just someone with a cold personality who didn't try to get along with others.

    

    It was surprising enough that Seo-hee approached me,

    

    But even more surprising was the fact that Seo-hee was an heiress.

    

    Right next to me, in the seat beside mine, was an heiress living in a completely different world.

    

    In that environment, a toy like this would be nothing.

    

    She might have bought it as soon as it came out.

    

    If Hye-eun could grow up in such a good environment without any lack...

    

    "Oppa, let's go."

    

    "Huh? Yeah."

    

    This time, Hye-eun tugged at my arm urgently.

    

    As if she didn't want to look at the toy anymore,

    

    As if she wanted to leave before she became attached to it.

    

    I patted her head again, touched by her thoughtfulness.

    

    "What's wrong?"

    

    "Nothing at all. Let's hurry and buy the toothpaste."

    

    "Okay!"

    

    Right, what would change by thinking about it?

    

    The rich are rich.

    

    We are who we are.

    

    Whether we envy them or feel jealous, it doesn't matter.

    

    Getting involved with such beings who live in different worlds, in different ways, is unthinkable.

    

    ———

    

    Or so I thought yesterday.

    

    "Hey, look at me."

    

    On the morning of my second day as a transfer student, before homeroom.

    

    It had been only a day since our first meeting.

    

    "Me?"

    

    "Who else would I be talking to?"

    

    Well, there's Seok-yul and Tae-young chatting with me?

    

    But seeing no point in such a retort, I stood up.

    

    And faced the person who had called me.

    

    Seo Seo-hee.

    

    Everyone around us... no, the entire class was now looking at us.

    

    Not a single person was looking at their phone.

    

    Some watched with excitement, others with genuine shock and alarm.

    

    The Ice Queen Seo Seo-hee, who never showed interest in others, was talking to someone!

    

    And to a boy, no less!

    

    "What is it?"

    

    I tried to act nonchalant as I asked.

    

    The classroom was so quiet that only our conversation could be heard.

    

    "Let's go somewhere together for a moment."

    

    She's not telling me what this is about.

    

    Is it something others shouldn't hear?

    

    "Um... homeroom is about to start."

    

    "Please."

    

    She's even making a request.

    

    Her voice had softened a bit, which made me incredibly curious about what was going on.

    

    What man wouldn't be curious when a beautiful girl who's usually distant suddenly asks to speak privately?

    

    Naturally, my feet followed Seo-hee.

    

    As soon as we opened the back door, music signaling the start of class played over the speakers.

    

    "Huh? Seo-hee, In-woo, it's time for homeroom."

    

    Our homeroom teacher's lovely voice called out to us from behind.

    

    But Seo-hee didn't stop.

    

    "Keep following me. It's fine."

    

    "But even if you say it's fine..."

    

    I quickly turned back and made a brief apologetic gesture to the teacher, then followed Seo-hee, who didn't even look back.

    

    Teacher, I'm really sorry.

    

    Sorry to the "Hayeon Knights" too.

    

    "Wait, where are we going?"

    

    If we wander around any longer, a teacher will catch us and send us back to the classroom.

    

    Seo-hee seemed to know this too, as she stopped walking.

    

    Then she opened the door to the "Science Resource Room" right next to us.

    

    After confirming it was empty, Seo-hee gestured for me to enter.

    

    The science research room, used as a storage for science experiment supplies, was dusty and had a musty smell.

    

    What on earth did she want to talk about that required bringing me all the way here?

    

    It was time to finally satisfy my curiosity.

    

    Standing face to face with me, Seo-hee stared at me with clear eyes.

    

    "Tell me now."

    

    As curious as I was, it was homeroom time, and I didn't want to cause any more trouble.

    

    Seo-hee finally spoke.

    

    And what she said was unexpected.

    

    "Kang In-woo, why did you come back?"

    

    Not mistaking me for someone else,

    

    But looking directly at me, Seo-hee asked.
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    "Kang Inwoo, why did you come back?"

    

    "Where?"

    

    She probably wasn't talking about school...

    

    Seemingly finding my question foolish, Seo-hee frowned and asked again.

    

    "I mean, how did you end up moving back here?"

    

    Unlike her piercing gaze, her voice was somehow softened.

    

    How much should I tell her?

    

    There's no need to carelessly talk about family circumstances.

    

    "My mom just got transferred to the headquarters of her company."

    

    I kept it simple.

    

    I don't understand why she's asking.

    

    "...No other reason?"

    

    Seo-hee continues to press.

    

    What kind of answer is she looking for?

    

    When I tilted my head in confusion, Seo-hee shook hers.

    

    "Then I'll move on to another question."

    

    "You have more questions?"

    

    "You didn't answer properly yesterday."

    

    Yesterday... I'd rather decline the recommendation for chuunibyou.

    

    But that doesn't seem to be the answer Seo-hee wants.

    

    "Don't you remember me?"

    

    This time, there was desperation in her voice.

    

    Usually, I couldn't tell what thoughts or emotions were behind her cold expression, but this time I could feel it.

    

    Sensing this wasn't a simple matter, I thought carefully.

    

    If she's saying I've seen her before, she must be talking about when I used to live here.

    

    "Perhaps Tulip Kindergarten?"

    

    "Yes!"

    

    Seems like my shot in the dark was correct.

    

    Seo-hee nodded vigorously while staring at me.

    

    Her breathing became rougher, which is making this increasingly scary...

    

    "So, we knew each other in kindergarten?"

    

    Were we close?

    

    If not, could she be an enemy!?

    

    I don't want to make an enemy of someone wealthy.

    

    "Sorry, I really can't remember anything."

    

    When I concluded this, Seo-hee's shoulders slumped.

    

    She seemed very disappointed.

    

    Her eyebrows drooped, and her eyes looked somehow sorrowful.

    

    She fidgeted restlessly with her fingers.

    

    "Ah... you really don't remember. No, it's fine."

    

    Then she turned her gaze away and brushed her side hair back with her left hand.

    

    "Wait!"

    

    "Yes?"

    

    "So... we were in the same kindergarten, right?"

    

    Seo-hee looked at me again.

    

    I could see hope in her eyes.

    

    Kindergarten days...

    

    Honestly, I don't remember those times clearly, but I do have a vague memory of being friends with some girl a long time ago.

    

    It was the first and last time I hung out with a girl my age.

    

    A girl who often brushed her hair back with her left hand.

    

    Unfortunately, I can't remember what she looked like.

    

    "Did you have a bob cut back then?"

    

    My words seemed to hit the mark again as Seo-hee's eyes widened.

    

    It's my fault for not remembering such a pretty girl.

    

    "Yes!"

    

    Seo-hee nodded firmly.

    

    "Ah, I remember now. Nice to see you again. It's been so long I couldn't recall."

    

    I forced a smile and scratched the back of my neck.

    

    Well, I thought it was something serious, but it's nothing special.

    

    "But if that's what you wanted to talk about, let's continue during break time. Right now..."

    

    However, my casual smile and words were cut short.

    

    My forced smile turned to bewilderment.

    

    "Hic... hic..."

    

    Seo-hee suddenly began to sob.

    

    "Hey, are you crying?"

    

    What's going on?

    

    Is she crying from joy at meeting an old friend?

    

    But would someone cry this much over that?

    

    I approached her to comfort her.

    

    One step, two steps toward Seo-hee.

    

    "Calm down first... Ah!! What are you doing?!"

    

    *Whoosh*

    

    I was ambushed.

    

    As I got closer, Seo-hee suddenly threw herself into my arms.

    

    The cotton scent that had been subtly emanating from her now strongly clung to my uniform.

    

    Her black hair tickled my nose with an intoxicating shampoo fragrance.

    

    "Um... excuse me!... Ah, let's talk separately for a moment."

    

    Despite my words, Seo-hee had no intention of letting go.

    

    Instead, she pressed her body even closer, as if in defiance.

    

    "Ah, wait, no!"

    

    I pulled my waist back.

    

    Any man would understand.

    

    Regardless of anything else, the lower body must not make contact right now.

    

    There's a part of me making an inconvenient assertion.

    

    "I finally found you."

    

    "So..."

    

    "I'm never letting go."

    

    Seo-hee said with a trembling voice.

    

    Sorrowfully, desperately.

    

    Her thin arms tightened their grip.

    

    "I'm never letting go, ever."

    

    "Excuse me, teacher? This is problematic... Oh right! Teacher!"

    

    In my confusion, I called Seo-hee "teacher" while trying to separate from her, then suddenly remembered our current situation.

    

    We had left the classroom, ignoring our homeroom teacher's call.

    

    "Let's talk about this later! We're really going to be late!"

    

    Coming to my senses, I grabbed Seo-hee's hand and left the resource room.

    

    Even though I took her hand without permission, Seo-hee didn't say anything.

    

    Well, she hugged me first, so this much should be fine.

    

    As I was opening the door, the bell rang.

    

    "Ah, homeroom period is over."

    

    I sighed deeply as I stepped into the hallway, only to find everyone's eyes on us.

    

    "Huh?"

    

    The corridor was filled with students.

    

    They all stood frozen, looking at us with interest.

    

    A boy and girl coming out of the empty resource room, holding hands...

    

    Everyone should have been in morning homeroom.

    

    "Everyone, first period has started. Why aren't you in your classrooms?"

    

    A male teacher who appeared from the opposite direction informed us of the current situation.

    

    The morning homeroom period had already passed.

    

    So from the perspective of our classmates watching us from the corridors, we were...

    

    A boy and girl who had ignored homeroom and spent time alone in a confined space until first period.

    

    Haha, but they'll probably just think we were talking.

    

    There shouldn't be any more misunderstandings.

    

    "Inwoo, let's go."

    

    While I was lost in thought, So Seo-hee clung to one of my arms with both of hers and urged me with a smile.

    

    Seo-hee's voice is sweet.

    

    A voice she never showed to anyone else at school.

    

    "Hey Seo-hee, please let go for a moment..."

    

    She hugs me tightly with both arms.

    

    As her upper body pressed against my arm,

    

    I began to feel a pleasantly soft sensation.

    

    My face flushed hot from the sudden succession of physical contact.

    

    "Seo-hee, everyone is staring."

    

    "Let them stare, what of it?"

    

    "What?"

    

    When I turned to look at Seo-hee, I noticed the tips of her ears were turning red.

    

    Is she deliberately doing this despite being embarrassed herself?

    

    More importantly, her attitude changed way too quickly from yesterday!!

    

    Yesterday she ignored my greeting, and now this happens overnight!

    

    ———

    

    First period class time.

    

    The teacher hasn't arrived yet.

    

    Have I ever wished so desperately for a teacher to come quickly and start class?

    

    I'm usually attentive in class, but not to the point of getting anxious when class is delayed.

    

    Normally, I'd just do some self-study while waiting.

    

    But now, I couldn't focus on self-study.

    

    Because too many students were looking at me.

    

    The entire class was staring at me.

    

    Some had even turned their chairs around from the front row to look at us.

    

    Guys, couldn't you at least look at your phones instead?

    

    Eventually, finding it boring to just watch us,

    

    One by one, they started looking at their phone screens.

    

    *Tok tok*

    

    *Tok tok*

    

    *Tok tok*

    

    But chat notification sounds were going off everywhere.

    

    Judging by their finger movements, they were all chatting,

    

    While alternating glances between their phones and us.

    

    "What's going on?"

    

    Taking the bullet for everyone, Han Seok-yul in the front seat asked me.

    

    "What do you mean?"

    

    With the start of conversation, everyone focused their attention again.

    

    Is this how people develop social anxiety?

    

    It's terrifying.

    

    "What happened between you two?"

    

    Surprisingly, Han Seok-yul directed his gaze not just at me but also at So Seo-hee.

    

    However, Seo-hee just...

    

    "..."

    

    Gave Seok-yul a cold look before turning away.

    

    Toward the window?

    

    No, toward me.

    

    She's looking at me.

    

    Is she telling me to answer?

    

    "We just knew each other in kindergarten, so we were saying hello. That's all."

    

    "..."

    

    Han Seok-yul stared at me with suspicious eyes, clearly not believing me.

    

    "So what were you doing in there?"

    

    "Nothing! I told you, we were just talking!!"

    

    "Really?"

    

    This guy Seok-yul is persistent.

    

    We really just talked...

    

    "Hey, your face is red, you know?"

    

    "I'm not feeling well."

    

    Damn.

    

    The memory of embracing Seo-hee in the resource room and feeling her scent flashed through my mind.

    

    I turned my gaze away to cool the heat in my face.

    

    That turned out to be a mistake.

    

    Since everyone, including the person to my right, was looking at me, there was only one place I could turn to.

    

    So Seo-hee, sitting by the window next to me.

    

    "Hehe"

    

    Seo-hee, who had been extremely cold until just now,

    

    Smiled warmly when our eyes met.

    

    "See! There is something weird between you two!!!!"

    

    "I wonder what Seok-yul finds so strange during class time~"

    

    "Ah, teacher."

    

    While my attention was diverted to Seo-hee, our homeroom teacher entered the classroom.

    

    The students silently turned their attention to the blackboard as if nothing had happened.

    

    Come to think of it, first period was with our homeroom teacher.

    

    The teacher approached Seok-yul and gave him a gentle warning.

    

    Phew~ I can relax for a moment.

    

    Though the thought of the upcoming break time makes me anxious,

    

    I could catch my breath for now.

    

    I needed to organize my thoughts after this series of overwhelming events.

    

    "And So Seo-hee, Kang Inwoo."

    

    Just as I was feeling relieved, the teacher called our names.

    

    "Yes."

    

    "...Yes."

    

    Seo-hee hesitated before answering very quietly.

    

    The teacher looked at us for a moment and said,

    

    "Come to the faculty office after class."

    

    Her voice was gentle and soft.

    

    It didn't sound angry at all.

    

    Still, wrong is wrong,

    

    I should apologize properly.

    

    Especially since this happened on my second day after transferring.

    

    "Everyone, please open your textbooks to page 34."

    

    Without further questioning, the teacher began the lesson.

    

    "Haah~ Exhausting from the morning."

    

    But the problems weren't over yet.

    

    My mind was still in chaos.

    

    Because of this, I couldn't concentrate on the lesson despite the teacher's beautiful, clear voice.

    

    Even now, Seo-hee shows no interest in the class,

    

    And instead of looking out the window as usual, she's looking at me.

    

    Why did Seo-hee cry in the resource room?

    

    After crying, she suddenly hugged me

    

    And said she wouldn't let me go.

    

    She clings to my arm and shows me expressions she doesn't show others.

    

    All this happened as soon as she realized I was the Kang Inwoo she played with as a child.

    

    Maybe we weren't just friends?

    

    Even trying to recall, my memories are hazy.

    

    "Sigh~ I'll just have to ask her later."

    

    There's nothing else I can do right now.

    

    I shook my head and tried to focus on the lesson again.
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    Time flew by so quickly that I couldn't even tell how the class was progressing.

    

    Even when I tried to focus on studying, the gaze I felt from beside me was breaking my concentration.

    

    If this is concentration training, I need to work harder at it.

    

    "That's all for today."

    

    The homeroom teacher said while organizing her textbook.

    

    She asked if anyone had questions, but everyone was just waiting for class to end.

    

    After confirming there were no questions, the teacher turned her gaze toward us.

    

    "Seohee and Inwoo, please come with me."

    

    I was worried about how to deal with the other students during break time,

    but it seems I'll be able to avoid that this time.

    

    I'm not sure if that's fortunate or just another problem.

    

    Anyway, Seohee and I crossed the classroom,

    under everyone's watchful eyes, and stepped into the hallway.

    

    We followed Teacher Lee Hayeon toward the faculty office.

    

    Looking at the teacher's expression as we headed to the office, she seemed gentle.

    

    At least she doesn't seem angry.

    

    "But what's with you?"

    

    I turned my head to look at Seohee.

    

    On the contrary, she seemed full of discontent,

    her cheeks puffed up as she glared at me.

    

    "We're the ones who did something wrong."

    

    "That's not why."

    

    "Then what?"

    

    Seohee glared at me for a moment before turning her gaze away.

    

    "She's not treating me the same way..."

    

    She mumbled in a small, trailing voice before closing her mouth.

    

    Seriously, this girl is so unpredictable.

    

    First she was cold, then crying, then laughing, and now she seems upset or angry.

    

    She shows so many expressions within an hour.

    

    Where did the Ice Queen go?

    

    I wasn't sure if Teacher Lee could hear our conversation, but she continued walking silently.

    

    When we arrived at the faculty office, she opened the door and asked us to come in.

    

    A secluded corner of the faculty office.

    We headed to a space where conversations with visitors could be held privately by drawing a curtain.

    

    Seohee and I sat side by side on what looked like a reception room sofa, facing our homeroom teacher.

    

    "Would you like some juice?"

    

    "Ah, no thank you."

    

    I looked at Seohee, and she declined as well.

    

    After sitting down, our teacher looked at us alternately with a bitter smile.

    

    I felt guilty seeing her unable to get properly angry.

    

    I heard she was a new teacher, and already students were leaving class without permission—she had reason to be concerned.

    

    "I'm sorry."

    

    I apologized first.

    

    The teacher looked back and forth between us.

    

    "What happened?"

    

    She said in a kind voice that she wanted to hear our story.

    

    What an angel!!

    

    "We had something to talk about."

    

    It wasn't me who spoke, but Seohee.

    

    Hearing this, our homeroom teacher looked surprised.

    

    "Why do you look surprised?"

    

    "Ah... no, I see. I understand."

    

    It wasn't something to just accept with an "I understand," but the teacher nodded.

    

    "Seohee, you have a nice voice."

    

    The homeroom teacher smiled brightly as she looked at Seohee.

    

    Seohee just turned her gaze away and briefly said thank you.

    

    "So, would it be difficult to tell me what you talked about?"

    

    We had rushed out, skipping morning attendance, to have that conversation.

    

    The teacher asked, judging that it might be sensitive information for others to hear.

    

    It's not really something to hide, but I don't understand the situation myself.

    

    I silently looked at Seohee.

    

    Seohee looked back at me and nodded.

    

    That meant it was okay to talk about it.

    

    "Well... it turns out we were friends who parted ways long ago..."

    

    How could I possibly explain that we hugged each other and Seohee started clinging to me?!

    

    Even when asked to explain, there were parts I had to omit.

    

    I don't even remember what kind of relationship we had in kindergarten.

    

    As I struggled to continue, Seohee stepped in.

    

    "We had some unfinished business. Business-related."

    

    "I... I see?"

    

    What do you mean "business-related"?

    

    The teacher looked bewildered.

    

    Understandably so.

    

    But she kept quiet in the face of Seohee's confident demeanor.

    

    Well, if a chaebol heir says it's important business, it must be important.

    

    Perhaps that's what she thought.

    

    The teacher thought for a moment and then nodded.

    

    "Alright, Seohee, you can go now."

    

    "Just me?"

    

    When Seohee asked, the teacher turned her gaze toward me.

    

    "Inwoo just transferred, so I have some things to discuss with him. Let me borrow him for a moment."

    

    Teacher, I'm not Seo Seohee's property.

    

    "Yes, since you're the teacher, I'll lend him to you specially."

    

    Hey, Seohee, don't talk like it's natural.

    

    Seo Seohee bowed her head in greeting and left the faculty office.

    

    Only the teacher and I remained facing each other on the sofa.

    

    Things to discuss?

    

    Maybe she kept just me behind because she thought conversation with Seohee wouldn't work?

    

    "It's only been two days, but how's school life going?"

    

    So it's just casual conversation.

    

    I smiled as brightly as possible to avoid worrying the teacher.

    

    "Everyone's been nice to me, and I'm doing well."

    

    "That's good to hear."

    

    The homeroom teacher seemed genuinely happy, as if she really cared about me.

    

    Ahh... why is she so pretty when she smiles while looking directly at me?

    

    While I was basking in happiness, the teacher quickly changed the subject.

    

    "I was really surprised. That you and Seohee get along so well. But I'm truly glad."

    

    She directed her gaze toward where Seohee had just left and placed both hands together at the center of her chest.

    

    Oh no, my eyes might drift toward her chest.

    

    As her assertive volume contrasted with her personality, I forcibly directed my gaze to her face when my eyes started to move.

    

    Her face is pretty too.

    

    It's hard on my heart to keep looking there as well...

    

    "Was Seohee always... cold at school?"

    

    I asked first, trying to change my train of thought.

    

    "Yes, she's been quiet since the beginning of the semester and doesn't mingle with the other students. She even has trouble talking to me..."

    

    "Is that so?"

    

    It seems the Seohee I first saw wasn't an illusion.

    

    Well, I can tell by watching how she acts with other students now.

    

    What is that reaction she shows only to me?

    

    "But seeing today, I'm relieved. Seohee seems to be talking a bit more, and she's getting along with you."

    

    "That's good."

    

    The teacher was genuinely happy as if it were her own affair.

    

    "Yes, Seohee might be a bit difficult."

    

    "Yes. She is difficult."

    

    This time I answered honestly.

    

    The teacher laughed out loud, though not quite a guffaw.

    

    "I like your honesty."

    

    The sound of "I like" resonated pleasantly.

    

    After stopping her laughter, the teacher spoke seriously.

    

    "As you probably know, Seohee is different from ordinary people."

    

    "You mean because she's from a wealthy family?"

    

    "Yes, I think she's been through a lot because of that. She seems to have trouble trusting people."

    

    Trouble trusting people...

    

    Looking at how she behaves with everyone except me, that makes sense.

    

    "I don't know the details either. But there's something I want to ask of you."

    

    "Yes, please tell me anything."

    

    As I nodded, the teacher said she would trust me.

    

    "Please continue to be friends with Seohee. No matter how comfortable being alone might be, spending your school days without anyone around isn't good."

    

    "Yes!"

    

    After finishing our conversation, I greeted her and left the faculty office.

    

    As soon as I came out, Seohee was standing right next to the door.

    

    "What? Were you waiting?"

    

    Seohee nodded and asked.

    

    "Um... what did you talk about?"

    

    "Huh? Nothing special."

    

    Seohee just stared at me silently.

    

    It was silent pressure to explain in detail.

    

    "Just about how school life is going."

    

    "That's all?"

    

    "That's all."

    

    It would be awkward to tell her in person that we were worried about her and that I promised to be friendly with her.

    

    "Really?... Inwoo, you smile a lot in front of the teacher."

    

    "Huh?"

    

    Seohee puffed her cheeks again and turned her gaze away.

    

    The tips of her ears were red.

    

    "I smile because it's in front of the teacher."

    

    "Tch-"

    

    Seohee didn't wait and started walking ahead.

    

    "Hey, let's go together."

    

    What's this, is she jealous?

    

    ———

    

    What is wrong with the kids in this class? Don't they ever get tired or bored?

    

    The class atmosphere was in chaos all day because of the one scandal that happened this morning.

    

    "So what happened anyway?"

    

    "Damn it! Think whatever you want!"

    

    I started shouting in frustration.

    

    "Wow, as expected... I thought he was a nice guy yesterday, but he's totally a wolf."

    

    "Okay, this guy is definitely in a relationship! Guys, bring out the pitchforks!!"

    

    The more annoying thing is that everyone keeps asking me, but no one approaches Seo Seohee, who was the one who dragged me away.

    

    Why am I the only one getting this treatment when Seohee was the one who caused the incident?

    

    I was getting tired of the blatant display of inferiority complexes from the boys surrounding me.

    

    The good thing is that the walls between me and the other students have completely broken down, so now we can curse at each other.

    

    Actually, that's not really a good thing.

    

    After enduring the curses of the singles, I faced the fourth period.

    

    "Sigh~ I wonder how much I'll suffer during lunch..."

    

    As I was opening my textbook and preparing,

    

    Seohee came into my view, hesitating and moving her lips without speaking.

    

    "Do you have something to say?"

    

    Seohee smiled, perhaps happy that I spoke to her first.

    

    That smile is deadly no matter how I look at it.

    

    Even when she had a cold expression, she was popular enough that the boys around her secretly had feelings for her.

    

    If she went around with an expression like that, how many hearts could she steal?

    

    Even if her personality brightens up, I think the title of "Queen" will still follow her.

    

    She could aim for the top of the school caste system, becoming the most popular student in school in an instant.

    

    Well, for now, she only shows her smile to me.

    

    "What is it?"

    

    When I asked again, Seohee hesitated before speaking.

    

    "Let's have lunch together later."

    

    I might get sick from the reactions of the other students while eating,

    

    but I nodded.

    

    Yes, when such a beautiful lady requests a meal,

    

    a gentleman should accept.

    

    ———

    

    "So where are we going?"

    

    Lunchtime arrived.

    

    The students rushed like crazy to the cafeteria.

    

    Seokryul and the others who had been bothering me tried to drag me to the cafeteria as if it were natural, but they missed their chance.

    

    As soon as lunch break started,

    

    Seohee grabbed my arm and started taking me somewhere.

    

    Thanks to that, we passed four pairs of resentful eyes as we left the classroom.

    

    It was something similar to the look in the eyes of an angered beast.

    

    "Seohee, the cafeteria is in the opposite direction."

    

    "Huh? I don't eat cafeteria food."

    

    "What? Is that allowed?"

    

    Seohee just shrugged her shoulders.

    

    I mean, you might not eat it, but

    

    I paid for my meal plan.

    

    But Seohee ignored my words and kept pulling me along.

    

    I could break free by force and go,

    

    but the homeroom teacher's words weighed on my mind.

    

    I should be friendly with Seohee.

    

    Even if she's hard to handle.

    

    But that doesn't mean I'll unconditionally give in to her stubbornness,

    

    so I decided to try persuading her again.

    

    "Seohee, wait a second, look at me. Where are we going to eat? I don't have a lunch box."

    

    "It's okay. I already got permission from the homeroom teacher."

    

    "What?"

    

    "I prepared enough for both of us."

    

    When did this girl who doesn't mix with anyone ask for permission?

    

    Puzzled but curious, I followed Seohee.

    

    We went outside the school building.

    

    As we headed toward the main gate, I saw a limousine waiting.

    

    "What's this?"

    

    "Get in."

    

    "......"

    

    Is this how I'm riding in a limousine for the first time in my life?
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    # Bright Sunshine and Warm Breeze

    

    The melody of a violin resonated through the surroundings.

    

    It was the perfect environment for dining on the grass.

    

    On an elegant table covered with a white tablecloth, various dishes were arranged alongside a massive roast beef.

    

    A chef standing nearby sliced the meat into pieces and placed them on two plates.

    

    "Don't like Western food?"

    

    When I remained still without picking up my fork and knife, Seo-hee asked.

    

    "I'll ask them to clear this and change it to Korean food."

    

    "No, it's fine!"

    

    I hurriedly grabbed the fork and knife as the chef beside us was about to clear the food.

    

    It would be a waste to throw away such food without even trying it.

    

    "Try it. It's our chef's specialty."

    

    I asked while cutting the beef steak.

    

    "But isn't this expensive?"

    

    "I don't know. They always prepare it for me."

    

    "Really?"

    

    How enviable.

    

    She's certainly different from me, who constantly calculates how to resolve daily meals more economically and efficiently.

    

    I put the cut beef in my mouth.

    

    The meat juice burst, and the texture melted in my mouth.

    

    The savory, slightly salty taste stimulated my appetite.

    

    "Delicious!"

    

    "Right?"

    

    Seo-hee wore a confident smile, looking triumphant.

    

    The chef standing nearby smiled and slightly bowed his head in gratitude.

    

    "I won't charge you, so eat as much as you want!"

    

    "Well, thank you then."

    

    My hands automatically moved to eat the food.

    

    Seo-hee beamed with delight at my satisfied appearance.

    

    I was at a loss for words seeing how happy she was.

    

    Excited about something, she propped her chin on both hands and watched me eat.

    

    Gradually feeling uncomfortable with her gaze, I spoke up.

    

    "Um... thanks, but..."

    

    "What? Is there something you don't like?"

    

    "It's not that."

    

    "Don't like the music?"

    

    I hurriedly stopped her when she called someone over to change the music.

    

    Honestly, it sounded like classical music, but I don't know much about classical music.

    

    I honestly stated the problem.

    

    "To be honest, we haven't finished our conversation. This sudden setup feels overwhelming."

    

    That's right.

    

    Right now, we're naturally having lunch side by side.

    

    Judging by Seo-hee's reactions, it seems like we're dating.

    

    But our conversation never actually concluded.

    

    I don't know what kind of relationship exists between Seo-hee and me.

    

    I still don't understand why she cried when she saw me, why she hugged me tightly, or why her cold attitude suddenly changed.

    

    "You said you remembered then?"

    

    "Not everything. I only remember seeing you in kindergarten."

    

    Seo-hee looked disappointed at my words.

    

    Her spirit deflated, she lowered her head, and her expression turned sad.

    

    "I guess it would be strange to vividly remember kindergarten days."

    

    Seo-hee bit her lip.

    

    I could see at a glance that she was feeling anxious.

    

    "But we are friends, right? I might not remember kindergarten well, but let's get along from now on."

    

    I smiled and extended my hand to salvage the situation.

    

    Yes, what does the past matter?

    

    The present is what's important.

    

    With our homeroom teacher's words in mind, I should become friends with her.

    

    This might be an opportunity for the Ice Queen to shed that title and become closer to people.

    

    "Friends..."

    

    "Yes, friends."

    

    Seo-hee had her head bowed so low that it was difficult to see her expression.

    

    But I could tell she was experiencing a subtle emotional turmoil.

    

    Could she be moved by the title of "friend"?

    

    No way~ Such developments only happen in anime.

    

    As expected, it wasn't such a common reason.

    

    "I don't like that."

    

    "What?"

    

    Seo-hee muttered quietly in a subdued voice.

    

    "After waiting for years... asking me to start over as friends is too much."

    

    Her answer far exceeded my expectations.

    

    Seo-hee, having made a firm decision, shot me an intensely fierce gaze and asked:

    

    "Did you really forget that you promised to marry me when you returned?"

    

    "Excuse me?"

    

    Seo-hee was uttering lines that seemed straight out of an anime, but in a different context.

    

    That came out of nowhere.

    

    I was dumbfounded and frantically searched through my memories.

    

    But no matter how much I tried, I couldn't recall such a memory.

    

    "Think hard. Maybe there's still some memory left somewhere!"

    

    She exhaled sharply, pounded the table forcefully, and asked.

    

    "First, calm down... marriage? We were too young."

    

    "I guess so... I got too excited."

    

    At my words, she took a deep breath and sat back down.

    

    "I apologize for not remembering. I'll try to recall it step by step."

    

    "Yeah... I'm sorry for pressuring you to remember."

    

    Seo-hee apologized repeatedly, seeming genuinely sorry.

    

    The atmosphere had become awkward.

    

    It felt uncomfortable to ignore the situation and continue eating the roast beef that Seo-hee had kindly provided.

    

    Looking at the gradually cooling roast beef, I continued to sift through my past memories.

    

    The sudden talk of marriage is making my head spin.

    

    Amusingly, all the puzzle pieces up to now fit together.

    

    "So, I made a marriage promise with you when we were young, and that's why you reacted that way this morning?"

    

    Seo-hee nodded.

    

    "It's a bit crazy, right? Hearing something like this suddenly."

    

    Seo-hee laughed resignedly.

    

    She seemed a bit embarrassed for having genuinely believed in a promise made in childhood jest and overreacting, as her ears began to turn red.

    

    "Honestly, it's shocking to hear something like that suddenly."

    

    Conversely, if I had remembered and Seo-hee hadn't, and I had reacted this way, it would have been strange.

    

    What if I had abruptly told a wealthy third-generation beauty that we had a childhood marriage promise and she should honor it?

    

    Wouldn't that have led to a forced transfer?

    

    The absurd thought made me chuckle.

    

    "Well, it's not a bad story. It's quite romantic in its own way."

    

    At my words, Seo-hee looked at me for a moment and said:

    

    "Are you trying to encourage me?"

    

    "It's a statement born from respect for my childhood self."

    

    Even though we were young, an engagement with a third-generation chaebol?

    

    How amazing must I have been back then to charm a chaebol heiress?

    

    "I wish my future self would come back and teach me how I charmed you. I'd like to try that technique."

    

    "On whom?"

    

    When I joked, Seo-hee glared at me with a displeased expression.

    

    "Haha, I'm just saying. A kindergartener's method wouldn't work now anyway."

    

    Seo-hee withdrew her gaze and sighed deeply.

    

    "You've become much slicker than before."

    

    "People change a bit as time passes."

    

    "Is that so? Well..."

    

    Seo-hee gazed into the distance.

    

    Soon, whether she had given up or decided to take her time, she nodded.

    

    "It's okay."

    

    With an understanding expression, she began to show acceptance.

    

    "Then let me say it again, Kang In-woo, will you marry me?"

    

    No, she wasn't showing acceptance; she was being persistent.

    

    "Excuse me?"

    

    A sudden confession.

    

    Or rather, a proposal—I don't know how to respond.

    

    If this were just a fictional story or if I were a third party, I might have said:

    

    "This is the perfect moment!"

    

    "You're hesitating about this? What a fool!"

    

    But for me, this is reality.

    

    "Marriage? Is that something you can decide so easily?"

    

    "I've already made up my mind. I decided to marry you."

    

    Seo-hee spoke quite resolutely.

    

    "If I don't hold onto you, I might end up marrying a man I'm not interested in."

    

    "That's too extreme."

    

    "Not really... I've already had several meetings with people the company matched, something like arranged marriages."

    

    "Isn't that too early?"

    

    "There are various circumstances."

    

    "Circumstances?"

    

    "Yes, getting married quickly is my way out of this situation."

    

    I don't know the details, and even if I heard them, the world of the wealthy is hard to understand.

    

    Well, I'm not even middle class, let alone wealthy, so maybe that's natural.

    

    "But according to my common sense, such matters usually start with being lovers, or at least friends, and then are decided calmly."

    

    So I approached it with my common sense.

    

    "Then let's start dating right away."

    

    Seo-hee spoke as if it wasn't a difficult problem.

    

    It's not a difficult problem, indeed.

    

    "I don't really want to date."

    

    If I were to change my mind, that is.

    

    "What do you mean?"

    

    "I'm busy with studies. I also have to take care of my younger sibling."

    

    I rejected her outright.

    

    I just kicked away an opportunity to date a chaebol, which could potentially become quite a deep relationship.

    

    "Wh-what are you saying? I hate to say this, but do you know who I am when you say that?"

    

    Seo-hee tilted her head as if wondering if there was something wrong with my head.

    

    "Yes, you're the granddaughter of the Jupiter Group's chairman."

    

    "Right, I can take care of your family even if you don't study."

    

    Seo-hee frowned, looking perplexed.

    

    I decided to be honest without dragging this out further.

    

    "But do you know about me?"

    

    "Well, that..."

    

    "A lot of time has passed. How do you know what kind of person I am?"

    

    More than ten years have passed.

    

    It's a time span in which an adult might not change much, but a child's personality could have transformed completely.

    

    Moreover, I can't even remember Seo-hee, so I'm not sure if I'm the man she expects me to be.

    

    "We can get to know each other slowly."

    

    But I know myself well.

    

    "I'm sorry, but I feel like I'd end up using you."

    

    "..."

    

    Seo-hee seemed to understand what I was saying, her eyes widening.

    

    A hint of bewilderment was visible.

    

    "Honestly, it's tempting—a beautiful woman like you, who's rich and can solve all my financial problems. But I might end up making mistakes with you."

    

    One never knows how the human heart will evolve.

    

    If one side is always giving and the other is always receiving, even a relationship that starts with goodwill might eventually become distorted.

    

    Moreover, if a poor person like me were to date Seo-hee, a third-generation chaebol, the path wouldn't be smooth.

    

    "Honestly, it feels incredibly wasteful and I'll probably regret it like crazy, but I'm declining for now!"

    

    Fearing my heart might change, I strongly asserted my rejection.

    

    "..."

    

    Seo-hee remained silent, looking at me.

    

    Is she resentful? Or sad?

    

    No, surprisingly, Seo-hee calmly nodded.

    

    The conversation seemed to be settled.

    

    "Thank you for understanding."

    

    "You really haven't changed."

    

    "What?"

    

    The conversation wasn't settled at all.

    

    Seo-hee's reaction was unexpected.

    

    Instead, she exhaled a sigh of relief and was remarkably composed.

    

    She extended her long, elegant fingers and took a sip of tea, creating a scene that could be described as a work of art.

    

    Putting down her teacup, Seo-hee smiled and said:

    

    "I'm so relieved. No, I'm even happier."

    

    "Excuse me, Seo-hee?"

    

    Seo-hee smiled brightly, not looking at all like someone who had been rejected.

    

    There might even have been tears of joy in her eyes.

    

    "Did you not hear what I just said?"

    

    I felt confused receiving Seo-hee's favorable gaze.

    

    "We can get to know each other slowly. Don't worry so much."

    

    "Even if we get to know each other, I don't want to date."

    

    "I'll pretend I didn't hear the rejection. I'll give you plenty of time to answer."

    

    "Was my opinion not important from the beginning?"

    

    "Of course not."

    

    Seo-hee chuckled and shook her head.

    

    "In-woo, you can slowly come to like me... no, choose me."

    

    Seo-hee seemed to have a belief that I would eventually like her.

    

    "In the end, you'll marry me."

    

    I was at a loss for words in front of the confident Seo-hee.

    

    "We can be friends though."

    

    It was also a request from our homeroom teacher, and Seo-hee didn't have anyone else to talk to at school.

    

    "Friends... I guess there's no choice for now."

    

    Seo-hee smiled as if amused and briefly checked her phone.

    

    "Then I'll look into wedding venues."

    

    "No, I thought we were taking time!"

    

    "Hehe, just kidding. Friend."

    

    No, given her actions today, she might actually be looking into it.

    

    Regardless of my alarm, Seo-hee gazed at me seductively and leaned her upper body closer.

    

    "And you don't need to worry about what you're concerned about."

    

    Her appearance was so alluring and seductive that I involuntarily gulped. I briefly thought that Seo-hee had a nice figure, but I fixed my gaze on her face.

    

    "Just think about this: I have what you don't, and you can have me."

    

    Seo-hee brought up the concern I had mentioned earlier.

    

    It sounds quite tempting just to hear it.

    

    "In-woo, you can use me anytime~"

    

    That emotion is surely goodwill, but I don't know why I sense something frightening in her eyes.

    

    "In-woo, I love you~"

  
    Chapter 8. Scandal 2 (1)

    
    A red sky at sunset.

    

    In the twilight-covered park, a six-year-old girl was crying.

    

    "Do you really have to go?"

    

    "I'm sorry."

    

    The girl clung to me, begging me not to leave.

    

    My heart was also in pain.

    

    Having to leave this child behind, worry consumed me.

    

    I could no longer play with her

    or protect her from the kids who bullied her.

    

    I absolutely didn't want to be separated from her.

    

    But reality couldn't be helped.

    

    Comforting the girl, I said,

    "I'll definitely come back."

    

    "Really? Will you really come back?"

    

    "Yes, I'll definitely return when I'm grown up!"

    

    Though I was only six years old,

    thinking myself quite manly, I shouted to Seo-hee,

    "So when I come back, let's get married!"

    

    A rather bold confession for such a young age.

    And it was a promise to comfort Seo-hee.

    

    "Yes, we'll definitely get married!"

    

    Seo-hee nodded while crying.

    

    The twilight-covered park gradually darkened, and I couldn't see anything.

    

    "In-woo..."

    

    "In-woo."

    

    And then I heard a voice.

    

    What?

    

    I opened my eyes.

    

    I was lying in bed.

    

    Not knowing where I was, I tried to move my body.

    

    But I couldn't move.

    

    My wrists were bound together, and my legs were spread apart, each tied to a bedpost.

    

    "Hehe, In-woo~❤️"

    

    Someone climbed on top of my immobilized body.

    

    Black flowing hair brushed against my face, revealing the face of the person who had mounted me.

    

    "Are we finally getting married?"

    

    A flushed face

    Intense breath felt on my face

    A tongue that licked her lips as if savoring something

    

    It was So Seo-hee, clearly in an excited state.

    

    "Seo-hee, what's going on?"

    

    "You promised. That we'd be together forever, forever~"

    

    "But this is weird. Untie me quickly!"

    

    "Haah~ In-woo's face is so nice."

    

    Seo-hee seemed not to hear my words as she gazed at me, touching my face piece by piece with her hands.

    

    "This isn't funny! I said untie me!!"

    

    But of course, Seo-hee wouldn't listen to me.

    

    "No, I won't let go anymore. You're mine, right? Let's live like this forever."

    

    Seo-hee started rubbing her face against my chest and completely lost it.

    

    "*inhale* Haah~ I love Kang In-woo. I love you love you love you love you love you love you love you love you love you love you love..."

    

    "AAAAAAAAAHHHHHHH!!!!!!"

    

    I bolted upright.

    

    This time I could move.

    

    Checking my arms, they weren't tied, and Seo-hee was nowhere to be seen.

    

    Looking around, I was in my dark house.

    

    "What's wrong?!"

    

    "Waaah-!! What is it, oppa!!"

    

    My sister Hye-eun, who had been sleeping right next to me, woke up crying in surprise, and my mom woke up rubbing her eyes.

    

    "Ah, sorry Hye-eun. It's nothing."

    

    "Are you sure? Are you really okay?"

    

    "Yeah, I just had a nightmare."

    

    "This child..."

    

    I managed to calm my little sister and put her back to sleep.

    

    I felt bad for my mom too, who was sleeping after working overtime.

    

    "Even so, to have such a dream... what's wrong with me..."

    

    Lying on my side, I let out a hollow laugh at the absurdity.

    

    Well, no matter how much Seo-hee might like me, there's no way a third-generation chaebol would be that obsessed with me.

    

    I closed my eyes and fell asleep again.

    

    Thanks to the dream, I recalled the past when I proposed to Seo-hee,

    but I prayed that the scene that followed wasn't a premonitory dream.

    

    ———

    

    Could it have been a premonitory dream after all?

    

    If not, then was it purely coincidental that Seo-hee's limousine appeared just as I left the house, picking me up for school?

    

    "I really was just passing by when I saw you!"

    

    Seeing Seo-hee's bright smile, I couldn't bring myself to say anything more.

    

    "But still, you didn't need to wait for me to put my sister on the kindergarten bus. You could have gone ahead."

    

    "We have plenty of time anyway, so it's fine."

    

    "Really? Do you always go to school this early?"

    

    "Yes!"

    

    For me, I tend to prepare early because I have to send my sister to kindergarten in place of my working mother.

    

    But for Seo-hee to have been ready with her limousine before that, she seems to be going to school way too early.

    

    "By the way, Hye-eun is really cute~"

    

    "...I'm surprised. I didn't know you were so sociable."

    

    To briefly explain what happened earlier:

    

    When it was almost time for Hye-eun's kindergarten bus, I was holding her hand waiting in front of our house when a limousine approached.

    

    Seo-hee got out, greeted us, and came to our side.

    She asked Hye-eun her name and quickly figured out her interests,

    then took out some candy she "happened to have" in her pocket.

    

    'I'm your oppa's friend~ Hye-eun, you're pretty,' she said, treating Hye-eun warmly, completely different from how she acts at school.

    She even reached the stage of asking Hye-eun's permission to pat her head.

    

    "What's with the persona you show at school?"

    

    Or should I be asking what's with the persona she's showing now?

    

    "I'm not really interested in the people at school."

    

    Seo-hee said with a bright smile.

    

    "Haah~ It's shocking anyway."

    

    "Are you uncomfortable that I came?"

    

    Seo-hee asked anxiously.

    

    "That Hye-eun would follow a stranger so easily."

    

    I need to teach Hye-eun better safety education from now on.

    This time it was Seo-hee who approached, and I was right beside her, so it was okay.

    

    "I'm sure I told her not to eat anything given by strangers."

    

    "Excuse me? Aren't you going to comment on my visit? Your expression shows zero happiness."

    

    As I was lost in thought about Hye-eun, Seo-hee waved her hand in front of my face, asking me to look at her.

    

    "What is it?"

    

    When I turned to her, Seo-hee smiled brightly again and said,

    

    "Don't worry. If anything happens to Hye-eun, this noona will risk her life to save her."

    

    Seo-hee said this with some kind of confidence.

    

    "Okay, thanks."

    

    "Isn't it comfortable going to school in a limousine?"

    

    "No, it's burdensome."

    

    Comfortable sofa-like seats,

    a refrigerator and various snacks and drinks in front.

    

    The candy probably came from here.

    

    "Seo-hee, don't you find riding in a limousine burdensome?"

    

    Honestly, even for chaebols, would they ride in limousines every time they go to and from school?

    Wouldn't they just use a luxury sedan?

    

    "Hmm? It's my car, so I don't find it burdensome."

    

    "Really... can a minor even own a car?"

    

    "Hehe, is that what you're worried about? In-woo, you're so cute~"

    

    According to Seo-hee, you just need to process the required documentation.

    And all such matters are handled by the lawyers at Mok-seong Law Firm.

    

    "That must be convenient."

    

    Feeling it would be pointless to ask more, I just nodded.

    

    On the way to school, thinking it would be awkward to stay silent, I wondered what to talk about and looked at Seo-hee.

    

    "Hehe."

    

    Seo-hee was staring at me intently, and when our eyes met, she smiled brightly.

    

    "I remembered."

    

    "Huh?"

    

    Feeling a mix of embarrassment and awkwardness, I looked out the window as I continued speaking.

    

    "When we parted... that talk about marriage."

    

    "Really?!!!"

    

    Seo-hee's voice was louder and more cheerful than I'd ever heard before.

    

    "Yeah, at least that part."

    

    I couldn't bring myself to mention the rest.

    Of course, there was no need to.

    Rather, I'm afraid that dream might come true if I talk about it.

    

    "I see~"

    

    Seo-hee nodded with a satisfied grin.

    

    "Then when should we set the date?"

    

    "What are you talking about? We're just friends."

    

    I emphasized the last part with a smile.

    

    "Oh my~ Are we still in that kind of business relationship?"

    

    "...What exactly do you think a friend is?"

    

    Calling friendship a business relationship makes my head spin.

    

    "Since you remember too, let's just get married~ Let's stop playing the friend game."

    

    An easy declaration of ending our friendship.

    With this kind of thinking, I'm genuinely curious about the sociability she showed to Hye-eun earlier.

    

    "I do take responsibility for what I said back then, but everyone says things like that when they're young, right?"

    

    "What?"

    

    Seo-hee asked with wide eyes.

    

    "When you're young, you talk about marriage without knowing better, right? It can come up during pretend play."

    

    "So you're saying you easily say such things?"

    

    "Huh?...When you're young, I mean."

    

    Seo-hee's voice lowered, and a chill filled the air.

    Wondering what was happening, I checked Seo-hee's expression and saw that it had hardened.

    

    "Who else besides me?"

    

    In that moment, that single question eliminated all other sounds in the car and dominated the space.

    

    The atmosphere turned so cold that my whole body froze, and I got goosebumps.

    

    "Besides you!! I'm saying other kids talk like that too. Come on, who do you take me for... some playboy? I've never even gotten close to girls until now."

    

    Ugh, what a boast.

    

    I blurted out something truly pathetic to escape the momentary crisis.

    Stuttering on top of that.

    

    "I see~"

    

    Seo-hee nodded with a bright smile, seemingly satisfied.

    She seems to have taken my pathetic story well.

    

    "What about you, Seo-hee?"

    

    I changed the subject.

    

    "Me?"

    

    "Yeah, honestly, you're pretty and don't lack anything. Weren't you popular?"

    

    It doesn't make sense for a chaebol beauty worthy of the title 'Empress' not to be popular among all the boys.

    And didn't she say she'd been on several blind dates or something, for whatever reason?

    

    Seo-hee leaned her upper body toward me and smiled seductively.

    

    "Seo-hee, you're too close."

    

    The distance between our faces was less than 15 centimeters.

    Close enough for our breaths to mingle.

    

    Regardless, Seo-hee continued smiling and tilted her head.

    

    "What do you think, In-woo?"

    

    They say secrets make women more attractive...

    I think I heard a similar line in some detective anime.

    

    Seo-hee seductively placed her slender finger on my shoulder.

    

    "With your popularity, you must have had a boyfriend or two, right?"

    

    Seo-hee smiled with her eyes, as if finding my flustered yet steadfast responses completely amusing.

    

    "Do you want to know~?"

    

    "Well... it's not really my business."

    

    "So you'd be okay if I were a loose woman?"

    

    "What?"

    

    I unconsciously widened my eyes in surprise.

    

    Ah, this... we're just friends.

    The feeling that suddenly sank heavily confused my emotions.

    

    And Seo-hee noticed my state.

    

    "Did I scare you too much?"

    

    "Seo-hee, stop it now."

    

    Seo-hee gripped my shoulder firmly with the hand that had been brushing it, then whispered in my ear.

    

    "Don't worry. All my firsts belong to In-woo~"

    

    Her sweet, sticky voice lingered in my ear, setting my face on fire.

    It was a moment numbed by dizzying emotions.

    

    Only after finishing those words did she distance herself from me.

    

    "Of course, it will be the first and the last."

    

    In that smiling face, I could see the image of a mischievous little devil.

    Perhaps I had already fallen for her seduction.

    

    "We've arrived."

    

    Seo-hee looked out the window and nodded with satisfaction.

    

    Belatedly coming to my senses, I fixed my clothes.

    

    Soon, the car door beside us opened.

    The driver got out personally to open the door for us.

    What a burdensome service.

    

    "Come on, let's go!"

    

    Seo-hee extended her hand to me with an energetic smile.

    

    My unconscious act of taking her hand might have been because I hadn't yet escaped from the earlier enchantment.

    

    "Haah~ If I commute with her two more times, I'll lose my mind."

    

    I whispered quietly.

    

    Even after getting out, I couldn't relax.

    

    The eye-catching limousine

    The moment I got out holding Seo-hee's hand,

    Students passing through the school gate looked our way.

  
    Chapter 9. Scandal 2 (2)

    
    The classroom was especially noisy today.

    

    "Hey! News! News! They say Seohee and Inwoo came together holding hands in a car!!!"

    

    "He kept denying it, but he was deceiving us all along?"

    

    "Looking for someone to beat up Inwoo!"

    

    Those voices were loud enough to be heard outside the classroom door.

    

    Should I just skip going in?

    

    No.

    

    I shouldn't miss school over something like this.

    

    "Sigh~"

    

    After collecting myself, I looked at Seohee.

    

    Seohee just smiled vacantly at me.

    

    "Seohee, doesn't this bother you?"

    

    "What?"

    

    "What everyone's saying."

    

    Seohee shook her head.

    

    "I'm not interested in school matters."

    

    "Right, I forgot..."

    

    The main target of their attention isn't Seohee but me.

    

    "Haa~ I'm already tired. I really wish this would just quietly blow over."

    

    I said before opening the back door of the classroom.

    

    Slide-

    

    "..........."

    

    "..."

    

    About three seconds of silence filled the classroom.

    

    All the chattering students were staring at us.

    

    Seohee moved first, heading to her seat, and I followed.

    

    "Hey!! Kang Inwoo!!!!"

    

    "Hey there, you indecent transfer student!!"

    

    The silence broke, and before I could even sit down, a group of guys rushed toward me.

    

    "What? Suddenly! You startled me!"

    

    "We're the ones who are startled. You said yesterday that you weren't anything to each other."

    

    Han Seokryul appeared in front, glaring at me with resentful eyes.

    

    "You traitor! How dare you mock us singles?"

    

    "What betrayal?"

    

    Seokryul starts spouting nonsense first thing in the morning.

    

    He's definitely the ringleader.

    

    "Tell us the truth. She's your girlfriend, right?"

    

    "Who?"

    

    "Her!..."

    

    Seokryul turned his head to look at Seohee but quickly turned away.

    

    He almost met Seohee's cold gaze.

    

    After briefly glaring at Seokryul, Seohee soon turned her attention to the window, as if uninterested.

    

    Seokryul whispered to me quietly.

    

    "That ice queen."

    

    "She's not my girlfriend."

    

    "Then what is she?"

    

    "A friend."

    

    Seohee is clearly my friend.

    

    Teacher Lee Hayeon asked me to get along with her,

    and Seohee and I agreed to be friends.

    

    Though Seohee seems to call this friendship a "business relationship"...

    

    Anyway, to me she's just a precious frie-

    

    "You expect us to believe that bullshit?"

    

    Apparently, the word "female friend" doesn't exist in Han Seokryul's dictionary.

    

    Just as I try to sit down, he grabs me and won't let go.

    

    "You chat with girls occasionally too, right? It's like that."

    

    "Hey, how is that the same as this?"

    

    "Oh? Then Seokryul is a deceiver too?"

    

    Someone watching our conversation chimed in.

    

    Nice!

    

    "What? What are you guys saying? We're on the same team, aren't we?"

    

    "That's just your opinion."

    

    As I mocked him, everyone's attention turned to Seokryul.

    

    Seokryul was flustered in return.

    

    "Come to think of it, I saw Seokryul flirting with girls from the next class a few days ago."

    

    Taeyoung added a decisive comment.

    

    "No, that was! It was for student council work!"

    

    "Wow, you deceiver!"

    

    I joined in the counterattack excitedly.

    

    "Shut up! Kang Inwoo, hurry up and explain! Why did you two come together holding hands this morning?!"

    

    Screech-

    

    That's when it happened.

    

    There was a loud chair-scraping sound, as if deliberately meant to be heard.

    

    Seohee stood up from the seat next to me.

    

    Is she leaving because it's too noisy?

    

    Well, the kids are being quite rowdy.

    

    Seohee turned to the side naturally.

    

    "It's noisy."

    

    That was all she said.

    

    It was a single, flat, cold statement, neither loud nor soft,

    but it was enough to draw everyone's attention.

    

    "Seohee, it was really noisy, wasn't it?"

    

    She walked toward me with heavy steps and a cold expression, saying nothing.

    

    Her footsteps seemed headed outside the classroom at first, but then turned toward me.

    

    In an instant, everyone froze and shut their mouths.

    

    "Seohee?"

    

    Seohee was looking at me with a cold gaze.

    

    What's going on?

    

    Is she angry with me?

    

    Those eyes come closer and closer.

    

    No, her face... wait, Seohee is approaching me?

    

    Seohee pushes through the crowd toward me.

    

    "I'll be right back, so—"

    

    Seohee's soft lips touched mine for a moment.

    

    In that state, I could feel Seohee's warm breath on the bridge of my nose,

    and the cozy cotton scent mixed with shampoo and skin scent made my head spin.

    

    In other words, Seohee suddenly kissed me in the classroom.

    

    No, let's call it a peck.

    

    Seohee gently pulled her lips away and said:

    

    "This is our relationship, so would you all please leave now?"

    

    "......"

    

    The classroom froze instantly.

    

    Everyone was dumbfounded by the sudden situation.

    

    The bell rang.

    

    They say you hear bells when you have your first kiss...

    

    No, it was just the homeroom bell.

    

    Slide-

    

    "Good morning everyone!!... What's going on, why is everyone so quiet?"

    

    The homeroom teacher who came in for roll call was confused by the silent atmosphere.

    

    "It's nothing, teacher. A wasp flew in."

    

    The students made up that excuse and returned to their seats.

    

    "Inwoo, why are you standing there?"

    

    "Ah, it's nothing."

    

    I, who had been standing there in a daze, quickly sat down.

    

    "What just happened?"

    

    "You said it earlier, Inwoo. That you wished it would just quietly blow over."

    

    I turned my head to look at Seohee.

    

    Seohee smiled proudly and said:

    

    "I did well, right?"

    

    No, Seohee, this is actually counterproductive...

    

    "I don't know anymore."

    

    I slumped down on my desk.

    

    Inside, I wanted to scream AAAAAAHHH!!

    

    Did I just lose my first kiss—no, peck?!

    

    "Did I upset you?"

    

    I heard Seohee's concerned voice beside me.

    

    As if I could be upset!

    

    How often does a guy get an opportunity like this?

    

    I'm desperately trying to suppress the corners of my mouth from turning up.

    

    My honest self keeps commanding, 'You're feeling great! Smile already!'

    

    "No, it's not a matter of being upset or not..."

    

    "So you liked it?"

    

    "Of course I liked it... no, I mean!!!"

    

    "Everyone. Could you please be quiet during homeroom?"

    

    The homeroom teacher gave us a warning with a troubled expression.

    

    The Hayeon Knights glared at me.

    

    Their gazes were even more intense because of what had just happened.

    

    "I'm sorry."

    

    I apologized and closed my mouth again.

    

    My ears are burning.

    

    "I see~"

    

    Seohee smiled with satisfaction at my reflexively honest answer.

    

    "Everyone, pay attention in class,"

    

    "Yes!"

    

    "Behave yourselves and don't cause trouble."

    

    "Yes~!!!"

    

    The boys shouted excitedly.

    

    After the homeroom teacher left, the boys who had been smiling and shouting...

    

    "Now, shall we hear the story?"

    

    Immediately turned around and targeted me.

    

    "Come on, guys, can't you give it a rest?"

    

    Several girls approached and started trying to stop the boys.

    

    "If you keep badgering him, Inwoo will have a hard time~"

    

    Yeah, they're just here to hear our dating story.

    

    I can see them approaching with barely concealed excited expressions.

    

    If they were going to intervene, they should have done it this morning.

    

    Until now, they were pretending not to care while listening intently,

    but now that it seems like a done deal, they've approached.

    

    Of course, I could deny it, but still.

    

    "Inwoo, come on, why don't you just relax and tell us the story?"

    

    Just as I expected.

    

    "Inwoo, let's go."

    

    Suddenly, Seohee grabbed my wrist and stood up.

    

    I followed Seohee out of the classroom.

    

    "Hey! Where are you going!"

    

    "Goodbye, everyone~"

    

    And so I escaped all the constraints of the classroom...

    

    Sigh~ See you in second period.

    

    ———

    

    Seohee and I came to the empty science storage room again.

    

    "We can rest quietly here."

    

    "Yeah."

    

    Thanks to her, I got a breather, but are we allowed to use this place freely?

    

    The empty storage room seemed like it hadn't been used by anyone for quite a long time.

    

    Well, during science class, they were so busy covering the curriculum that I never saw any separate experiments.

    

    "What are we going to do now..."

    

    Far from quieting down, the classroom had become even more chaotic.

    

    Seohee spoke as if wondering what there was to worry about.

    

    "Just ignore them. Why bother responding to each comment?"

    

    "How can I ignore that commotion?"

    

    From the beginning, no one talks to Seohee,

    whether they're boys or girls, they only badger me.

    

    "It's unfair. No one says anything to you, Seohee."

    

    Of course, not many people would dare say anything to someone from a wealthy family,

    but Seohee feels a bit different.

    

    Everyone seemed cautious around her.

    

    It wasn't simple ostracism.

    

    Though they didn't show it openly, there were students who looked at Seohee with admiring eyes.

    

    "Then you should make it so they can't talk to you either."

    

    "No, please don't do that."

    

    I need friends during my school years.

    

    Oh, right.

    

    Speaking of friends, I just remembered.

    

    "By the way, what was that suddenly?"

    

    "What?"

    

    "That kiss... I mean, that peck. Weren't we supposed to be just friends?"

    

    We haven't even agreed to date, but she made it seem like a done deal. I wonder what excuse she'll make?

    

    When I demanded an explanation with my eyes, Seohee seemed lost in thought for a moment.

    

    "Can't I just call it a kiss?"

    

    "Is that what's important? Besides, a kiss and this are different."

    

    "How are they different?"

    

    Seohee sends me a seductive look again.

    

    She licked her lips and smacked them.

    

    She's doing this on purpose, knowing full well.

    

    "Anyway! That's going to make things even more chaotic."

    

    "Really? Hmm... did I misjudge?"

    

    "You didn't do it on purpose?"

    

    "Hahaha, as if I would do that."

    

    "Hmm..."

    

    I glared at her suspiciously, but Seohee showed no reaction.

    

    "You were being asked so many questions and looked troubled, so I thought if I just pretended we were 'dating,' everyone would understand and stop asking."

    

    Seohee's reasoning made some sense.

    

    Normally, a typical response would be:

    

    'Hey, are you two dating?'

    'Yeah, we're dating.'

    'Ooh~ Hey, tell us the story.'

    

    That kind of friendly reaction would be normal.

    

    Those single guys glaring at me like they want to kill me are the weird ones.

    

    Of course, I'm not saying it was right to kiss in the classroom with everyone watching.

    

    Having understood, I nodded.

    

    "And you're not the only one who lost something."

    

    Seohee calmly presented her logic.

    

    "It was my first time too. So it's fair, right?"

    

    "...Yeah, it's fair."

    

    When I responded halfheartedly, Seohee puffed her cheeks and grumbled.

    

    "Seriously, do you know how much my heart was pounding?"

    

    "You didn't look like it at all."

    

    In fact, right before our lips touched, Seohee was expressionless.

    

    No, was she actually stiff from trying to hide her emotions?

    

    "My original plan was to kiss you right as we opened the door."

    

    "That would have been weird in its own way."

    

    I was at a loss for words at her bewildering strategy.

    

    "Then what about when you were just looking out the window, pretending not to see me suffering?"

    

    "I was too shy to actually go through with it..."

    

    Seohee blushed, which was rare for her.

    

    After acting so mischievously today, she can be cute at times like this.

    

    Seohee turned her eyes to the side and said quietly:

    

    "Do you know how much I hesitated before kissing you?"

    

    "...I get it."

    

    This is making me embarrassed now.

    

    I want to stop talking about this.

    

    "Tch- you don't know."

    

    Seohee looks at me.

    

    With a grumbling expression:

    

    "My heart was pounding so hard. Feel it."

    

    She presents her chest, telling me to feel her heartbeat.

    

    "No thanks! What are you saying?"

    

    Slide-

    

    "I said feel it once."

    

    The door opened.

    

    "Ah! I'm sorry!!"

    

    A female student who was about to enter heard Seohee's words and quickly closed the door and ran away.

    

    "Haa~ This is exhausting."

    

    Please don't let this spread as another rumor.

    

    Otherwise, I really don't think I can keep coming to school.

    

    Fortunately, she seemed to be from a different class, so it shouldn't matter, right?

    

    Looking at Seohee, she stuck out her tongue and said:

    

    "Hehe, sorry~"

    

    with an adorable smile.

    

    As the second period bell rang and we left the storage room, a thought suddenly occurred to me.

    

    If she was going to pretend we were dating anyway, was the kiss really necessary?

    

    "What are you doing? We'll be late for class."

    

    Seohee reached out her hand, urging me to hurry.

    

    I think I've been played by Seohee.
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    People say that others are surprisingly uninterested in each other.

    

    Whether Seohee's kiss had any effect or not, the chaotic classroom atmosphere had already subsided by lunchtime.

    

    "Hey, Kang Inwoo, are you eating lunch with your girlfriend?"

    

    Seokryul from the seat in front casually tossed the question at me.

    

    I turned to look at Seohee.

    

    Seohee smiled at me and nodded.

    

    "Probably."

    

    "Alright, you lucky bastard. If you have any leftovers, share some with me later."

    

    Now it was an established fact in the classroom that Seohee and I were a couple.

    

    Actually, we're just friends, but a couple at school...

    What is this manga-like fake couple situation?

    

    But I don't have the confidence to explain that we're not a couple after everything that happened earlier.

    Even if I tried to explain, no one would believe me anyway.

    

    "Ask Seohee."

    

    I'm just someone who's getting free food from Seohee too.

    I don't have the authority to decide.

    

    Seokryul glanced at Seohee.

    Seohee didn't even bother to respond, as if it was obvious.

    

    "Um... Miss So Seohee?"

    

    Surprisingly, Seokryul cautiously addressed her.

    It seemed like an unspoken rule in this classroom that no one except me talked to Seohee.

    What's with that sad rule?

    

    Anyway, I guess Seokryul was trying to be brave in his own way.

    

    "..."

    

    "...Never mind."

    

    When Seohee gave him a cold stare, Seokryul broke into a sweat and turned his head toward me.

    

    Why are you giving me that resentful look?

    

    "Seohee, are we going out for lunch today too?"

    

    "Yes! Inwoo, is there anything you want to eat?"

    

    Seohee's expression immediately brightened at my question.

    

    "Enjoy your meal," Seokryul said as I waved goodbye.

    

    Seohee didn't even bother to look back, as if it was only natural.

    This is definitely problematic no matter how I look at it.

    

    ————

    

    "I feel bad getting treated like this for two days in a row."

    

    "Don't worry about it~ I'm doing this because I want to."

    

    "Really?"

    

    "Yes, but if you really want to do something for me."

    

    Seohee smiled mischievously and said,

    

    "You can marry me."

    

    "I'll just continue being shameless, friend."

    

    I replied with a smile.

    

    Today we're sitting side by side, not facing each other.

    

    On the long table, the chef who had sliced the roast beef for us yesterday was now carefully forming rice mixed with vinegar water.

    

    Then he placed large pieces of sliced sashimi on top with wasabi.

    

    "This is premium tuna belly."

    

    A pair of sushi was served.

    

    "Premium tuna belly... this must cost a fortune too."

    

    Beyond that, I could see chunks of tuna that looked incredibly fresh. Next to it were salmon pieces, and various seafood items coming out one after another—caviar, scallops, lobster, and more. They seemed to have prepared a lot.

    

    "How is it? Delicious?" Seohee asked.

    

    "It's delicious. This isn't something you get to eat often."

    

    I gave my honest impression.

    

    Of course it's delicious. When a first-class chef selects only the finest ingredients, how could it not be? I was surprised by how the fish just melted in my mouth the moment I put it in.

    

    And even setting aside the gustatory elements, it couldn't help but be delicious.

    These are dishes I would normally only see in videos, not in real life. When you consider the price of each piece, your brain automatically convinces itself that it's delicious.

    

    Seohee smiled as she watched me chewing away.

    She looked like she was about to say something like "just watching you eat makes me full."

    

    "Seohee, aren't you eating?"

    

    "Just watching Inwoo eat makes me full."

    

    "Did you just read my mind?"

    

    "Huh?"

    

    "Never mind. It feels awkward eating alone, so you should eat too."

    

    "I am eating."

    

    Seohee just nodded with a smile.

    

    This meal was probably prepared for Seohee, but all she had eaten was two pieces of sushi.

    Surely she's not going to claim she's full after just that.

    

    Unable to just watch, I picked up a piece of salmon belly sushi.

    I thoughtlessly placed it in Seohee's mouth as she smiled with her mouth open.

    

    "Mmm... mmm..."

    

    Seohee chewed the suddenly offered sushi.

    Her cheeks moving up and down as she ate looked cute.

    

    "Mmm!!!"

    

    Seohee exclaimed with a beaming smile, apparently enjoying the food.

    

    "The salmon is delicious."

    

    When I said that, Seohee nodded in agreement.

    

    "Inwoo is delicious... I mean, it's delicious when Inwoo feeds me."

    

    "...There's a lot I could say about that, but I'll let it slide."

    

    The next sushi served was a sushi roll topped with shredded king crab meat and wasabi mayo.

    

    "I've got a great idea!" Seohee suddenly exclaimed.

    

    "What is it?"

    

    "From now on, I'll only eat if Inwoo feeds me!"

    

    Seohee declared confidently.

    

    "Oh, enjoy your hunger~"

    

    If I can have all this to myself, that's a sweet deal for me.

    

    "That's so mean~ Feed me~"

    

    Seohee grumbled and whined.

    

    "Friends feed each other all the time~"

    

    "I thought you said we were just a business relationship?"

    

    "Yes, and in business, we look out for each other's interests through mutual agreement, right?"

    

    "I don't know about that stuff."

    

    How would I know what conversations go on between high-ranking people?

    

    "Come on, feed me~"

    

    "Sigh~ Then let me ask for something in return."

    

    "Sure, what is it? Want some pocket money?"

    

    "What do you take me for?!"

    

    I hate myself for almost accepting it with a "thank you."

    Maybe she sees right through me...

    

    "Just, since Seokryul asked earlier, would it be okay if we packed some sushi to take back for him?"

    

    "You can do whatever you want with it."

    

    Seohee coolly accepted my request.

    

    From her perspective, it probably doesn't matter either way.

    

    Hmm... that's what bothers me.

    

    As a gesture of gratitude, I picked up a piece of sushi and put it in Seohee's mouth.

    Seohee beamed with happiness.

    

    This is an expression she never shows at school, or to anyone other than me.

    

    "Seohee."

    

    "Yes, Inwoo?"

    

    Her response speed suggested she would answer whenever I called.

    

    "Um, Seohee... are you not interested in anyone besides me?"

    

    "Hmm... are you feeling insecure?"

    

    Seohee smiled seductively.

    

    "No, that's not what I meant. I'm just wondering if you genuinely have no desire to make other friends?"

    

    Seohee immediately shook her head.

    

    "Do you prefer being alone?"

    

    Some people are like that.

    People who are satisfied with having just one or two close friends rather than many.

    Or those who are perfectly fine going around alone without any friends.

    

    But Seohee's case was more serious than that.

    

    She would ignore anyone who spoke to her unless they were a teacher.

    

    The kids in our class don't seem to have any complaints about Seohee's behavior, but someone might be bothered by her responses.

    

    Is there any need to make enemies by responding that way?

    

    "I just don't want to get close to others."

    

    Seohee said expressionlessly, looking straight ahead.

    

    "Of course, Inwoo is the exception. Since you're going to be my husband."

    

    Looking at her, I didn't even feel like arguing.

    

    Even though Seohee probably had no expression, even though it was probably that cold look she always had at school, somehow...

    

    I felt like I was seeing one of Seohee's most vulnerable moments.

    

    "Well, don't take it too seriously. I'll handle it."

    

    Seohee smiled and drew a subtle line.

    As if asking me not to touch that subject.

    

    "Is that so?"

    

    I turned my head forward as well.

    

    The chef silently continued making sushi without a word.

    

    "Chef, please make two pieces of each type and pack them separately."

    

    Seohee ordered, and the chef nodded.

    

    How did she end up like this?

    How can I get Seohee to open up to others?

    

    That was all I could think about.

    

    ———

    

    Lunch ended earlier than expected.

    

    When we returned to school, there was still time before fifth period.

    Back at my seat, I approached Seokryul's group.

    

    "Oh, you're back, deceiver."

    

    "What are you talking about?"

    

    Maybe I shouldn't give this to him.

    

    I put the sushi box down on Seokryul's desk.

    

    "Don't you hate accepting things from a deceiver?"

    

    "Oh my! Brother Kang Inwoo! Who would dare say such nonsense?!"

    

    "Well~ It might be a bit cold since I kept it refrigerated on the way, but it shouldn't have gone bad."

    

    Seokryul and the others softened their attitude.

    

    Such opportunists...

    

    They each took wooden chopsticks I had brought and opened the box.

    

    "Wow!!! I knew I could count on you! I barely ate lunch because of this!"

    

    "Wasn't it because of the dried pollack stew?"

    

    I was truly grateful to Seohee today.

    Dried pollack stew... that's something I never want to encounter in school lunch.

    

    Whether they heard me or not, they were all busy exclaiming in delight as they put sushi in their mouths.

    

    "When you're done, thank Seohee later. She packed it specially for you."

    

    "Really? I'm so touched~"

    

    Seokryul put a piece of salmon belly in his mouth with tears in his eyes.

    Then he turned his head toward Seohee.

    

    "Than—"

    

    "..."

    

    "Thank you..."

    

    He mumbled in a barely audible voice.

    

    Hey, she probably can't even hear you.

    

    Seohee looked at me and smiled, making a "V" sign with her hand.

    It was purely to show off to me, as if saying "I did well, right?"

    

    "Anyway."

    

    I sat down next to Seohee since I had nothing else to do.

    Just then, the back door slid open.

    

    "Ah, there you are. Kang Inwoo. So Seohee."

    

    I turned to see our class president calling us.

    

    With a gesture of her thumb pointing backward, she said,

    

    "The homeroom teacher wants you to come to the faculty office for a moment."

    

    Though puzzled by the teacher's summons, I wasn't entirely without guilt.

    

    Feeling a bit uneasy, we headed to the faculty office.

    

    "Ah~ Teacher Lee Hayeon, call me too!!"

    

    Behind us, I could hear Hayeon's Knights and their leader Han Seokryul expressing their disappointment.

    

    You might wonder why being called to the faculty office would be something good,

    but seeing the homeroom teacher's face even a little more was a blessing for Hayeon's Knights.

    

    Simply put, they just wanted to see the pretty teacher's face more.

    

    ———

    

    I walked toward the faculty office with Seohee.

    

    In the hallway, I could feel gazes strangely fixed on us.

    

    "So the two of them..."

    

    Whisper, whisper

    

    Kids with surprised or intrigued expressions, talking about something.

    

    Rumors about us... that would be self-conscious of me to think.

    

    No, looking at Seohee, it wasn't self-conscious at all.

    

    Though I've only been at this school for three days,

    one thing is certain: "So Seohee" attracts attention from all students.

    

    Her idol-level beautiful face and figure, the noble aura and halo from being an heiress, and the mysterious charm from her cold and silent image.

    

    They say everyone in school knows her name just by hearing it.

    

    Based on what Seokryul and the kid next to him told me before,

    Seohee has no friends but is very popular.

    

    Of course, she either doesn't know about her popularity or doesn't care at all.

    

    So everything related to Seohee is a trend and an issue.

    And recently, a big scandal related to Seohee broke out,

    with me at the center of it.

    

    It's not self-consciousness at all.

    

    When I came to my senses, we had arrived at the faculty office.

    After knocking and greeting, the homeroom teacher immediately guided us to her desk.

    

    "So, Seohee, Inwoo, did you enjoy your lunch?"

    

    "Yes."

    

    "...Yes."

    

    The teacher, seating us on the same sofa as yesterday, began to speak.

    

    "Well, the reason I called you both is because I wanted to hear in detail about what happened this morning."

    

    Oh no... Even the homeroom teacher knows about the scandal that broke out today.
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    "Yes, the reason I called you both here is because I want to hear in detail about what happened this morning."

    

    The homeroom teacher spoke in the gentlest voice possible, but with concern.

    

    "Yes..."

    

    I nodded and looked at Seohee.

    

    Seohee's face was expressionless.

    

    As expected, she still wears that face with everyone except me.

    

    "When I came in this morning, the classroom atmosphere was a bit strange, wasn't it?"

    

    "Yes."

    

    It was hard to deny.

    

    Normally, the class would be bustling with noise, or even if they were quietly waiting for the teacher, the atmosphere would be cheerful.

    

    If it was just quiet, it would usually be because students were dozing off from fatigue.

    

    But this morning was particularly strange.

    

    Without exception, everyone was silent, focused on us at the back of the classroom.

    

    As a teacher, she couldn't help but sense something was off in that frozen atmosphere.

    

    "At first, I was worried that perhaps you had fought or something uncomfortable had happened."

    

    "It wasn't like that."

    

    The teacher nodded as if she already knew.

    

    "Right, I've heard everything. You two are dating?"

    

    "..."

    

    "Yes."

    

    Surprisingly, it was Seohee who answered immediately, not me.

    

    I wondered if there was any need to lie to the teacher,

    but Seohee seemed to think differently.

    

    Or maybe she was subtly trying to make it an established fact.

    

    The teacher looked back and forth between Seohee and me.

    

    "Whew~ I see. So this morning, you two..."

    

    The teacher blushed mid-sentence.

    

    No way, that appearance combined with that shy look is unfair!

    

    Is she embarrassed to use words related to kissing despite being an adult?

    

    "Ouch... Seohee, why are you pinching me?"

    

    Seohee had secretly pinched my arm, and when I turned to look, she was glaring at me.

    

    "Ahem... anyway."

    

    The teacher, either not noticing the absurd situation or choosing to ignore it, cleared her throat and summarized the situation.

    

    "I heard that you two engaged in inappropriate behavior between the sexes in the middle of the classroom. Is that true?"

    

    Inappropriate behavior between the sexes.

    

    If we're just confirming whether it's true, then yes, it is.

    

    The incident happened in the middle of the classroom, during morning hours when many students were present.

    

    "I'm sorry."

    

    So I had no choice but to admit it.

    

    I gave Seohee a look that said, "You should say something too."

    

    For whatever reason, Seohee still seemed upset.

    

    "Seohee. Don't you have anything to say?"

    

    This time, the homeroom teacher asked Seohee directly.

    

    "...I'm sorry. For kissing Inwoo."

    

    "Seohee, that wasn't a kiss, it was just a peck."

    

    "Inwoo, you enjoyed it too! So it was a kiss."

    

    "What kind of nonsense is that?"

    

    "Both of you, calm down! What are you suddenly talking about?"

    

    The teacher, looking the most flustered, hurriedly intervened with a reddened face.

    

    She glanced behind her, anxiously concerned that someone in the teachers' office might overhear.

    

    "I'm sorry. I got carried away..."

    

    I realized I had become excited without noticing.

    

    Blood rushed to my face from embarrassment.

    

    I poked Seohee's side with my finger and gave her a look.

    

    "I'm sorry too. For suddenly saying strange things."

    

    Seohee reluctantly apologized.

    

    "It's fortunate this hasn't reached the other teachers yet."

    

    I heard she was a first-year teacher, and now she had to deal with a newly transferred student and the most difficult student in class causing trouble at the beginning of the semester.

    

    From the homeroom teacher's perspective, she couldn't help but be cautious.

    

    "I'll be careful not to let this happen again."

    

    I felt guilty for causing such inconvenience.

    

    "Of course you should. This is clearly grounds for disciplinary action."

    

    Judging from the teacher's response, it seemed she had no intention of taking it to that level.

    

    "I'll try to handle this at my level for now."

    

    "Thank you."

    

    "Still, I need to give you a proper punishment, so I'll have to separate your seats."

    

    "Ah, that!"

    

    Seohee grabbed my arm tightly and exclaimed in surprise.

    

    "Seohee, even you can't just get away with wrongdoing."

    

    The homeroom teacher was firm.

    

    "I agree with that."

    

    "What?"

    

    I readily agreed.

    

    Seohee looked at me with an expression that couldn't understand.

    

    "We did something wrong. We should accept the punishment."

    

    Of course, that's not the only reason.

    

    Seohee can't develop social skills if she keeps relying only on me.

    

    This might be an opportunity—while it might be too much to expect her to make new friends, at least she might become capable of having normal conversations with others.

    

    "Ugh..."

    

    "From the teacher's perspective, this is quite a lenient punishment."

    

    Seohee made a sad face.

    

    She must really dislike it.

    

    "But if I'm separated from Inwoo..."

    

    "Or do you not trust me?"

    

    "That's not it."

    

    "Even if we're apart, nothing will change. I'll come see you during every break. You need time to reflect too."

    

    "Ugh... fine."

    

    When I spoke firmly, Seohee reluctantly accepted.

    

    The homeroom teacher watched us with a bitter smile.

    

    "Don't do it again. You may go now."

    

    Originally, I had planned to stand up with Seohee, say goodbye, and leave the teachers' office.

    

    But thinking this was an opportunity, I asked Seohee to wait in the hallway for a moment.

    

    "What is it? Can't I listen too?"

    

    "I'll be quick."

    

    "...Do you have something going on with the homeroom teacher?"

    

    "Huh? What do you mean?"

    

    Seohee stared at me suspiciously.

    

    I don't know why she was acting this way, but her eyes looked anxious.

    

    "Are you jealous?"

    

    "Yes! I'm jealous! Completely jealous! What was that look earlier?"

    

    Seohee took my joking question seriously.

    

    "What look? The teacher is just a teacher."

    

    "That gawking expression you just had."

    

    "I did that?"

    

    "Yes, it was exactly like the face of a man entering a hotel with someone else's wife."

    

    "What kind of expression are you saying I made!? And how would you even know what that looks like?!"

    

    "I saw it once after a company banquet."

    

    Seohee's face was strangely shadowed.

    

    "And after being caught, the woman's husband ended up committing suicide. He was a nice business contact who had been good to me..."

    

    "...Oh, that's unfortunate."

    

    The atmosphere became depressed with the sudden dark story.

    

    "Anyway! You absolutely must not cheat!"

    

    I nodded at Seohee's solemn expression.

    

    Wait, we're not even dating in the first place.

    

    Still, that story bothered me.

    

    Not knowing what to say, I looked around to make sure no one was there, then placed my hand on Seohee's head.

    

    Pat, pat.

    

    I felt self-conscious, worried that if someone saw, it would be considered inappropriate behavior again.

    

    Seohee froze at my sudden gesture.

    

    "Yes, you must have had a hard time. Don't worry. I won't do anything like that."

    

    Seohee hung her head low.

    

    It was her way of hiding embarrassment, but I could see her ear tips turning red.

    

    "Can you wait for me?"

    

    With her head still lowered, Seohee gave a cute little nod.

    

    After comforting her, I went back into the teachers' office.

    

    "Excuse me, teacher, if you have time, could we talk for a moment?"

    

    ———

    

    "So you're worried about Seohee's school life?"

    

    "Yes. I was wondering if you had any insights."

    

    It might be presumptuous.

    

    How Seohee lives her life is her own business.

    

    Besides, it might sound ridiculous for a poor commoner to worry about a wealthy heiress.

    

    But I couldn't look away.

    

    While I believe there's no right answer to school life or personality,

    I was concerned about how Seohee interacts with others.

    

    As a friend, I couldn't just stand by and watch.

    

    "I don't know much either. Since I first saw Seohee, she's been a child who doesn't try to get along with others."

    

    The homeroom teacher seems to have made considerable efforts.

    

    She said she would occasionally approach Seohee, smile, and try to persuade her.

    

    She was even worried that Seohee might be ostracized.

    

    Of course, no student was brave enough to deliberately exclude an heiress.

    

    They just couldn't approach her because they were intimidated.

    

    "There is one thing that concerns me."

    

    The teacher hesitated after saying that.

    

    "But it's related to the student's personal information..."

    

    She looked cautious.

    

    "Teacher, I know it's an unreasonable request, but could you tell me just a little?"

    

    But the teacher shook her head.

    

    "I know Inwoo is a good kid. But Seohee might have things she wants to keep secret too."

    

    The homeroom teacher refused.

    

    I know intellectually that it's the right choice.

    

    Anything related to Seohee should be heard directly from her.

    

    I guess I was too eager.

    

    The teacher looked at me and asked.

    

    "Inwoo, what do you like about Seohee?"

    

    "Pardon?"

    

    The teacher waited patiently for my answer with a kind gaze.

    

    Even if asked what I like about her, I'm not dating Seohee...

    

    Well, as a friend, there are things I like.

    

    "It's just fun being with her."

    

    My immediate response was an honest reflection.

    

    Being with Seohee sometimes puts strain on my heart, but it's enjoyable.

    

    I'm not talking about riding expensive cars or eating expensive food.

    

    Conversing with Seohee, seeing her cute reactions,

    or perhaps I'm even secretly enjoying her advances toward me.

    

    What's certain is that without Seohee, I wouldn't have had this kind of school life.

    

    The teacher nodded after hearing my thoughts.

    

    "I see. Then I'll give you a small hint."

    

    The homeroom teacher smiled brightly enough to make any man's heart skip a beat.

    

    Seeing that smile, wouldn't even a gloomy man immediately brighten up?

    

    "Seohee is afraid to trust people."

    

    "Trust?"

    

    "Yes, and don't tell this directly to Seohee, as she might become suspicious of you too."

    

    "Hmm..."

    

    "Seohee is wealthy, right? Many people approach her for her money."

    

    That makes sense.

    

    When you have a lot of money, people often approach you for what they can get.

    

    It's bitter, but that's reality.

    

    "So if you want to open Seohee's heart, surround her with good people. You, Inwoo."

    

    With those final words, the teacher rose from the sofa.

    

    "The bell just rang. I need to prepare for class."

    

    It seems the bell had rung while I was lost in thought.

    

    "Thank you, teacher!"

    

    "Sure, and I'll say it again—getting along is good, but maintain your status as students."

    

    "I understand. I'll be careful from now on."

    

    I'm not sure if this was productive or not,

    but one thing was certain.

    

    The homeroom teacher is someone trustworthy.

    

    ———

    

    "What did you talk about?"

    

    Seohee was waiting in the hallway.

    

    "Just that I'm worried because my academic performance isn't improving."

    

    "Hmm..."

    

    Seohee turned her eyes away as if she didn't care about that, pouting.

    

    "If you have a problem, consult with me. I can solve it for you."

    

    "How?"

    

    I asked without much thought.

    

    But Seohee's answer was beyond imagination.

    

    "If you want, I could even look into donation admissions to foreign universities."

    

    "......"

    

    Seohee had wealth that easily overcame even college entrance exams, which were part of my worries.

    

    "Let's go to class."

    

    At a loss for words, I decided to quietly go attend class.

  
    Chapter 12. First Part-Time Job (1)

    
    It's the weekend.

    

    This is my first weekend since moving here.

    

    Normally, I'd spend this time doing housework and studying with mom, but since moving here, I decided to try something different.

    

    "Why don't you just study at home?"

    

    "I want to earn my own pocket money. I'll be back before dinner. Don't do all the housework alone, leave some for me."

    

    "Forget it. You already do everything by yourself on weekdays anyway."

    

    After that conversation, I dressed neatly.

    

    Weekend Part-time Job

    

    By chance, the convenience store in front of the station was hiring for exactly the hours I wanted.

    

    Weekend Morning Shift

    

    Though they called it morning, it was from 6 AM to 4 PM.

    

    Besides, I'm already 16 years old, old enough to work part-time.

    

    After barely convincing my mom, I'm now on my way to the interview with the consent form and related documents.

    

    ———

    

    Inside the convenience store's employee storage room

    

    A middle-aged man sat at the table, scanning my resume.

    

    "First time working part-time, right?"

    

    "Yes."

    

    Are they only hiring experienced workers?

    

    I studied the man's expression.

    

    His appearance was quite unique.

    

    He had long gray hair tied back and wore sunglasses.

    

    He was a middle-aged man with fine wrinkles on his face and a distinctly masculine square jaw.

    

    Plus, he had a muscular build.

    

    And his gruff voice added to the tension.

    

    He looks about three times my size.

    

    "Hmm... you're so scrawny. Can you really handle this?"

    

    His tone suggested he wasn't convinced.

    

    Am I going to be rejected?

    

    Well, if I'm going to be rejected anyway, I might as well be honest.

    

    It's not like he's going to hit me, right?

    

    "Boss! Please just pay me! I'll do whatever you ask!!!"

    

    I need the money.

    

    I shouted while bowing my head.

    

    "......"

    

    Silence followed for a while.

    

    Sigh~ I've blown it.

    

    I raised my head, ready to go home.

    

    "Hahahahaha-!!!!"

    

    "Ugh..."

    

    His laughter rang in my ears.

    

    His boisterous laughter filled the storage room.

    

    "I like your straightforwardness!!"

    

    "Thank you!"

    

    "Yes, yes, that's the kind of guts you need to work at our convenience store!"

    

    Did I choose the wrong convenience store?

    

    A place where you need guts to work... this doesn't seem easy.

    

    "So, what do you want to buy with the money you earn?"

    

    The boss seemed to have opened up, smiling as he asked.

    

    "Ah, but if you're going to quit after working for a short time, get out right now."

    

    He added somewhat intimidatingly.

    

    "No, I'll keep working."

    

    Oops, I misspoke.

    

    Am I really going to end up working here forever?

    

    But since I had no immediate plans to quit, I just went with it.

    

    "That's good. So what do you want to buy?"

    

    There were many things I wanted to buy.

    

    First, the cake I promised to buy for Hye-eun,

    

    And I want to give her the "Magical Girl Ppyoriring Set" for her birthday.

    

    I also want to buy things my mom needs, replace her old phone, and contribute to our household expenses, even if just a little.

    

    "Ah, was I rambling too much?"

    

    Something about being in front of such a cheerful person made me blurt out all my thoughts honestly.

    

    "Boss?"

    

    The boss had frozen in place.

    

    As I tilted my head wondering what was happening,

    

    I noticed something wet flowing from beneath his sunglasses.

    

    "Boss... are you crying?"

    

    "Now this is a rare filial son!!!"

    

    "Yikes!"

    

    He shouted so suddenly that I nearly jumped out of my skin.

    

    The boss, seemingly oblivious to my reaction, grabbed my hand and said:

    

    "You should have said so right away! I absolutely won't let a young man like you go!"

    

    Now it seems like he wouldn't let me go even if I said I didn't want the job.

    

    And I haven't even started working yet...

    

    "Work here! Tell me if you need anything! If I like how you work, I'll raise your hourly wage significantly!!"

    

    "...Wage increase... Thank you!!! I'll work hard!!!!!!"

    

    I bowed deeply to express my gratitude.

    

    The boss seems a bit unique, but he seems like a good person.

    

    Having committed myself to capitalism, I started working immediately after gaining the boss's approval.

    

    ———

    

    "So, scan the barcode and press this to move to card payment.

    

    You'll hear a sound for promotional items when you scan them, but you should still memorize them in case you make a mistake."

    

    The convenience store had more tasks than I expected.

    

    "Check the incoming quantities accurately, and if there are no issues, display them. Of course, if many customers come in, stop and prioritize checkout."

    

    Deliveries mainly come in the afternoon on weekdays, but occasionally on weekend mornings too.

    

    The boss emphasized that good display organization is important because it makes customers want to return.

    

    "And remove expired products in advance so customers don't mistakenly purchase them. Well, you can check the date when you scan the barcode."

    

    Finally, the disposal issue.

    

    "Boss, about the disposal..."

    

    "Hmm?"

    

    "Haha, never mind. I was wondering if I could take a little bit."

    

    "Listen here."

    

    The boss looked at me with a serious voice.

    

    Of course, with his sunglasses on, I couldn't tell how he was looking at me.

    

    "Never mind."

    

    I should have learned the job properly before asking.

    

    I just blurted it out because I remembered the convenience store cake that Hye-eun wanted, which might end up as disposal.

    

    "Don't be pathetic eating disposal items, just take new ones."

    

    "What?"

    

    "The disposal items are mine, so take up to 10,000 won worth of items per day."

    

    "Thank you!"

    

    King Sejong, I apologize.

    

    I just replaced you as my number one most respected person with the boss.

    

    But I'll always appreciate Hangul.

    

    And so, honoring my now second-most respected figure, I chose a slice of cake that Hye-eun likes.

    

    "There's a refrigerator in the storage room, put it there and take it when you leave. If you forget, I'll take it."

    

    "Understood."

    

    After receiving a brief handover of all duties, I started working under the boss's supervision.

    

    All I had to do right now was serve customers.

    

    When the first customer came in, I was nervous but managed to ring them up as I'd been taught.

    

    "Where's the coffee milk?"

    

    "I'm sorry, we're currently sold out."

    

    "Seven Minds, please."

    

    "Yes! Just a moment!"

    

    "Don't be nervous..."

    

    Memorizing cigarette names was the hardest part.

    

    Well, I didn't necessarily need to memorize them, but it's more convenient to know their names and locations than to search for each one.

    

    Ring ring~

    

    The phone rang.

    

    The boss checked his pocket and said:

    

    "I have a call, can you handle things alone for a bit?"

    

    "Yes, I'll try."

    

    The boss put the phone to his ear and answered.

    

    "Oh my~ My princess. What's the matter~"

    

    It was a gentle voice I never expected from this rugged middle-aged man.

    

    "So the boss is a daughter's fool."

    

    Some intimidating-looking people are actually soft for their daughters.

    

    Seeing it in person created such a disconnect that I couldn't help but laugh.

    

    "What's so funny?"

    

    "As soon as your daughter called, your voice immediately became gentle."

    

    "Really? I'd like to hear that too."

    

    "...But why are you here?"

    

    I turned to look at the girl who had spoken to me.

    

    Seo-hee raised her hand and smiled in greeting.

    

    Since it was the weekend, she was in casual clothes.

    

    Her white dress with a light brown cardigan embodied the brightness of spring.

    

    Ice Queen?

    

    Could anyone give her such a nickname seeing her now?

    

    She looked so full of life, as if she was born for spring.

    

    "Excuse me. How did you know again?"

    

    "Huh? I just happened to drop by while passing."

    

    Seo-hee smiled nicely and tilted her head.

    

    "At least wet your lips before lying."

    

    Then Seo-hee honestly licked her lips, wetting them with her saliva.

    

    The gesture was strangely seductive.

    

    No, she was deliberately doing it slowly while looking at me stickily.

    

    "Sigh~ Fine, let's say it was a coincidence. So what are you here to buy?"

    

    "What's this? You're being so indifferent to a customer?"

    

    Seo-hee grumbled with dissatisfaction.

    

    I forced a smile, put my hands together politely, and said:

    

    "Customer, please let me know if you need anything. Did you come to buy Seven Minds?"

    

    Of course, I had no intention of selling cigarettes to a minor, even if she asked.

    

    "Ugh~ You get zero points as both a part-timer and a boyfriend."

    

    "At least we're fortunate to be friends, right?"

    

    When I countered with a smile, Seo-hee frowned.

    

    Then, as if she had a good idea, she grinned.

    

    It was a mischievous smile.

    

    "What are you up to now?"

    

    I glanced at the storage room where the boss had just gone and asked.

    

    It wouldn't look good to be fooling around with a friend on my first day.

    

    Seo-hee looked for something under the counter.

    

    Then, having found it, she placed it on the counter.

    

    It was some kind of box with a rabbit drawn on it.

    

    Below it was written "Playing Boy,"

    

    And underneath in small print, it said "3 pieces."

    

    "What's your intention?"

    

    Seriously, what is she thinking?

    

    "Please ring this up."

    

    "Customer, minors can't..."

    

    "I can buy this though?"

    

    Seo-hee countered with a smile.

    

    "Hmm..."

    

    "Here, look."

    

    Seo-hee took out her phone and showed it to me.

    

    It was an article stating that legally, there's no problem selling this rabbit picture box to minors.

    

    As long as it's not a special rabbit but a regular one...

    

    "Sigh~"

    

    Beep-

    

    I scanned it anyway.

    

    "That'll be 7,000 won."

    

    "Aren't you going to ask what it's for?"

    

    Seo-hee asked with a sly smile.

    

    "A part-timer is just someone who sells items."

    

    I don't want to get fired for sexual harassment on my first day by asking customers such questions.

    

    "You're no fun."

    

    Seo-hee pouted and completed the payment.

    

    Then she suddenly came behind the counter.

    

    "What are you doing? Get out quickly!"

    

    "Just a moment..."

    

    Seo-hee told me to wait and put her hand on my pants.

    

    "Hey, this is sexual harassment..."

    

    I thought she was doing something weird, but she just put that rabbit picture box in my pocket.

    

    "What's this?"

    

    "Hehe... I thought you might need it."

    

    "No, I don't need it?"

    

    "Hmm..."

    

    Seo-hee clapped her hands as if she had a good idea and said:

    

    "Then let's do this."

    

    "No."

    

    "Without even listening?"

    

    "Fine, tell me."

    

    Thinking it was too harsh to refuse without listening, I decided to hear her out.

    

    "On our first day as adults, let's open this box as a commemoration."

    

    It was a promise for the future.

    

    "Or should we open it on our wedding night?"

    

    "...Whatever."

    

    I don't even know.

    

    Seo-hee, having finished her business, left the counter.

    

    The boss seemed to still be on the phone in the storage room.

    

    "I have manners too. I'll just buy a drink and leave."

    

    And Seo-hee headed to the drink section with quick steps.

    

    Can't a rich person drink beverages without coming to a convenience store?

    

    I'm sure their limousines are stocked with premium drinks.

    

    While lost in these thoughts, another customer entered.

    

    "Welcome."

    

    "Marlboro."

    

    A man in a soccer uniform came in and bluntly said that.

    

    "...Yes, which Marlboro would you like?"

    

    "The one I always smoke."

    

    How am I supposed to know what you always smoke?

    

    "Sir, this is my first day working here..."

    

    I hid my true feelings and spoke with a gentle smile.

    

    "Sigh~"

    

    Instead, the customer sighed.

    

    "Red."

    

    Another short, one-word answer.

    

    "Yes, Marlboro Red, right?"

    

    "If you understood, why not give it to me quickly?"

    

    Grrrr...

    

    I want to flick that mouth.

    

    To get rid of this rude customer quickly, I hastily found the cigarettes and scanned them.

    

    "That'll be 4,500 won."

    

    I waited for payment.

    

    But the rude customer ignored me and trudged further into the store.

    

    Seems like he wants to buy more things.

    

    Sigh~ Please leave quickly.

    

    As I followed the man with my eyes, I suddenly got goosebumps.

    

    "Seo-hee... control yourself."

    

    Seo-hee was glaring fiercely at that man.

    

    "Part-timer, don't you have coffee milk?"

    

    You stop too, you crazy guy!

  
    Chapter 13. First Part-Time Job (2)

    
    "Hey part-timer, don't you have any coffee milk?"

    

    Seohee's expression grew even worse.

    

    She gripped the can she was holding tightly.

    

    "We're all out!"

    

    Please, just leave already.

    

    "Haah~"

    

    The customer let out another deep sigh.

    

    Fortunately, he returned to the counter.

    

    Let's get him out of here quickly.

    

    "That'll be 4,500 won."

    

    The customer slowly took out his wallet and pulled out some money.

    

    When I held out my hand, he tossed the money at me.

    

    100 won, 500 won, 50 won, and 1000 won coins all mixed together.

    

    "...I'll count this."

    

    Now my expression was sour too.

    

    As I was counting each coin one by one, I heard an irritated voice from across the counter.

    

    "Tch~ You're actually counting that?"

    

    My hands started to tremble.

    

    The customer opened his pack of Marlboros, put one in his mouth, and tried to leave before I could finish counting.

    

    No, he tried to leave.

    

    "Sir!"

    

    For a moment, I heard a voice from inside and thought it was Seohee, making my heart skip a beat, but it was a deep male voice.

    

    I don't know when his call had ended, but the manager had suddenly placed his hand firmly on the customer's shoulder.

    

    "What's the matter?"

    

    This time, the customer responded somewhat politely.

    

    "I'm sorry, but please wait until we've confirmed the amount."

    

    "I gave you the exact amount. Do you really need to check?"

    

    "You threw it, didn't you? Right?"

    

    The manager asked again.

    

    "Oh come on, when did I throw anything! If you have time to nitpick me, you should train your part-timers better! Sheesh~ That's why they're working part-time jobs at that age instead of studying!"

    

    "What did you just say?"

    

    It wasn't me who spoke.

    

    And it definitely wasn't Seohee either.

    

    A deep, threatening voice.

    

    It was hard to believe this intimidating sound came from the same throat that had been sweetly talking to his daughter earlier.

    

    The manager, who would suffer the most from upsetting a customer, gripped the customer's shoulder tightly.

    

    "Ughh!!!! What the hell! Let go!"

    

    Then the manager whispered in the customer's ear.

    

    I could hear everything since I was close by.

    

    "I have nothing to sell to you, so if you don't want to die, don't come back."

    

    The customer looked shocked.

    

    I hadn't noticed because the manager was wearing long sleeves, but where his sleeve had rolled up, an irezumi tattoo was visible.

    

    The manager kept his grip on the shoulder and pushed him toward the exit.

    

    Is this even allowed?

    

    While I was watching this fascinating scene with interest,

    I belatedly noticed something about the customer's outfit.

    

    He was wearing a soccer uniform with

    "Jupiter Construction Team 3" written on the front,

    and on the back, above the large number 10, was the name "Park Eungchun."

    

    I turned my head in disbelief.

    

    Seohee was silently nodding.

    

    The manager returned after chasing the customer away.

    

    "Manager, is this really okay?"

    

    "It's better if guys like that don't come in! Are you alright?"

    

    "Would a man lose his confidence over something like this?"

    

    "That's right! I like you because you're different from those other punks!!"

    

    While we were talking, another customer approached us, emanating a dark aura.

    

    "Ma'am, your can is damaged. Would you like me to get you a new one?"

    

    "No. I dented it myself. I'll take this one."

    

    Leaving just those quiet words, Seohee paid and disappeared.

    

    Watching her walk away, I thought:

    At least labor laws have improved, so cheer up, Eungchun.

    Please get your act together.

    

    ————

    

    "Good job on your first day!"

    

    "It was nothing."

    

    I successfully completed my first day of part-time work, handing over to the afternoon shift and receiving encouragement from the manager.

    

    As a bonus, I picked up a slice of cake that Hyeeun would like.

    

    "When I get my paycheck, I'll buy you something better from the bakery."

    

    I mumbled to myself as I happily walked outside.

    

    Even though I started early and finished early, the sky was still bright.

    

    After finishing my part-time job, I still had time to do other things.

    

    Though I'd probably just go home and study.

    

    Come to think of it, where did Seohee go?

    

    She seemed to have come because of me, but she was nowhere to be seen.

    

    Maybe she left earlier because she was upset.

    

    Thinking I'd comfort her next time I saw her at school, I headed home.

    

    Honk!

    

    I heard a car horn.

    

    Since there were few cars on the shoulder of the road, the sound immediately caught my attention.

    

    "Oh, you didn't leave?"

    

    It was Seohee's limousine.

    

    I walked directly to the door where Seohee was sitting.

    

    The door opened with a clunk.

    

    "Seohee, you're still here?"

    

    "Get in."

    

    "Wait..."

    

    Seohee grabbed my clothes and pulled me in forcefully.

    

    I ended up sitting in the seat next to her.

    

    Seohee must have been very upset earlier.

    

    I moved closer, intending to comfort her.

    

    "W-wait, Seohee?"

    

    Before I could do anything, Seohee hugged me tightly.

    

    Then she gently placed her hand on my head and stroked it.

    

    "Are you okay?"

    

    Well, I didn't expect to be the one receiving comfort first.

    

    "I'm fine. But what about you..."

    

    "Why did you just take it, you idiot!"

    

    Seohee shouted.

    

    "Why were you being so submissive to a jerk like that?"

    

    "But what could I do? I was working."

    

    In my heart, I wanted to curse at him and throw his money back at him.

    

    "I need to earn money."

    

    "What does that measly money matter..."

    

    Measly money...

    

    Bitterly, I had no choice but to cling to that "measly" money.

    

    "From now on, take allowance from me!"

    

    I pulled away from Seohee and looked into her eyes.

    

    "What are you saying? We're friends."

    

    "But..."

    

    Seohee's sulky expression was cute.

    

    But I put those thoughts aside and stroked her head.

    

    "You must have been upset too."

    

    "If you know that, then stop making me worry."

    

    "I'm sorry for worrying you."

    

    As I stroked Seohee's head and smiled, it seemed she couldn't stay angry anymore.

    

    She sighed deeply and asked again.

    

    "...Are you sure you don't need an allowance?"

    

    The temptation approached again.

    

    An allowance from a third-generation chaebol would surely be enough to live comfortably.

    

    But I had to resist such temptation.

    

    "The moment money comes between us, our relationship might change."

    

    There must be many people who approach Seohee for her money.

    

    Though I haven't seen it directly yet, there must have been many.

    

    At the very least, I don't want to be like them.

    

    Seohee, who doesn't easily trust others, trusts me.

    

    I'm not crazy enough about money to lose that trust.

    

    I don't want Seohee to be used and hurt anymore.

    

    "Haah~ Fine."

    

    Had my sincerity reached her?

    

    Or maybe her own trauma came to mind, but Seohee easily agreed.

    

    "Next time something like this happens, I'm just going to buy the convenience store!"

    

    "You really operate on a different scale."

    

    But what would she do after buying the convenience store?

    

    "I'll make Inwoo the manager, and we'll make it members-only, only letting in approved customers."

    

    "I don't know what you're planning, but I think it's better not to."

    

    That wouldn't be convenient at all.

    

    It's not like it's Costco or something.

    

    "But the manager handled it well."

    

    "Yeah, I liked that about him."

    

    Seohee nodded.

    

    "So the manager is a good person, and the job is manageable."

    

    I waved my arm to show I was fine.

    

    Inside was the cake for Hyeeun.

    

    "This is for Hyeeun, but tomorrow I'll bring something you want. The manager said it's okay if it's under 10,000 won."

    

    "No need, just bring something for yourself."

    

    The limousine had already started moving.

    

    "Where are we going?"

    

    "Taking Inwoo home..."

    

    Seohee stopped mid-sentence and covered her mouth.

    

    Then she grinned.

    

    It was the smile she showed when she was plotting something...

    

    "Ahem... Inwoo, don't you want to go on a date with this noona?"

    

    Seohee leaned her upper body toward me with a seductive smile.

    

    "No, I don't want to. I want to go home and rest, noona."

    

    "Ugh!!! Really!"

    

    Seohee stomped her feet and pouted, which was quite entertaining to watch.

    

    "So where are we going to play?"

    

    "First, a wedding dress—"

    

    "Rejected."

    

    "Wedding hall—"

    

    "Rejected."

    

    "Then rings—"

    

    "Rejected."

    

    "Mov—"

    

    "Rejected."

    

    "You didn't even listen!"

    

    Being with Seohee is always fun.

    

    After laughing heartily, I calmed Seohee down and suggested:

    

    "I'm hungry. Should we go eat?"

    

    "I know a restaurant. Want to go?"

    

    "That sounds good, but there's somewhere I want to go today."

    

    I've eaten at Seohee's expense too many times at school.

    

    At least this time, I want to treat her.

    

    I still have some allowance left.

    

    "Can you eat street food?"

    

    Would a third-generation chaebol eat street food?

    

    I don't know what their diet is like, but I've heard they have strict standards for food.

    

    "Street food... hmm."

    

    Seohee thought for a moment, then smiled.

    

    "Are you really okay with it?"

    

    It would be terrible if we went and I ended up eating alone after offering to treat her.

    

    "Yes, I like tteokbokki too."

    

    "Good. That's a relief."

    

    The limousine headed to the neighborhood street food place I mentioned.

    

    The driver just drove us there without trying to dissuade Seohee from going to a street food place.

    

    I joked that in manga, a driver-cum-butler would say something like "Miss, you shouldn't eat such things!" which made Seohee laugh.

    

    "You don't think I have maids too, do you?"

    

    "I don't think that. It wouldn't fit Korean culture anyway."

    

    I retorted when Seohee asked teasingly.

    

    "Hmm~ If that's your preference, I could be your maid."

    

    Seohee smiled and said that.

    

    "Want to see?"

    

    "A little."

    

    Seohee in a maid outfit...

    

    Soft, cute black hair topped with a frilled headband.

    

    And that well-proportioned, voluptuous body in a perfectly fitted maid dress would look quite pretty.

    

    Those snow-white arms adding to the allure...

    

    Wait, what am I thinking!

    

    "Hehe, now I know how to seduce Inwoo."

    

    Seohee was delighted, perhaps seeing something in my expression.

    

    "Ahem... Enough, stop trying to seduce me."

    

    "Why?"

    

    Seohee kept asking the reason with a smile.

    

    Thanks to that, time flew by and I didn't even notice we had arrived at the street food place.

    

    "We've arrived."

    

    The driver opened the door, and we were in front of a neighborhood street food restaurant.

    

    The rough interior caught my eye.

    

    There were also signs of age and wear here and there.

    

    It was far from the kind of high-end restaurant Seohee would normally go to.

    

    Oh, did I make a mistake coming here?

    

    I was about to ask Seohee if she wanted to go somewhere else if she didn't like it.

    

    "What are you doing standing there?"

    

    Seohee had already excitedly gone inside.

    

    "I've been wanting to come to a place like this!"

    

    That didn't seem to be a lie, as Seohee looked around with a bright expression.

    

    "Is this 'rich girl experiences commoner life'?"

    

    Relieved, I followed her into the street food restaurant.

  
    Chapter 14. Familiar Face (1)

    
    I offered it to the driver as well, but he said he had already eaten and would wait in the car.

    

    Wouldn't it be hard for him to just wait in the car?

    

    When I thought about this, Seohee spoke to the driver.

    

    "Don't just stay in the car all the time. Go for a walk or something."

    

    "Hahaha, it's fine. The car is comfortable."

    

    "Didn't your last health checkup say you needed exercise?"

    

    Seohee asked sharply, giving him a stern look.

    

    Despite her expression, she was genuinely concerned about the driver.

    

    "I do it every evening."

    

    "Give me the car keys."

    

    Seohee held out her hand.

    

    The driver broke into a sweat, flustered.

    

    Since Seohee wasn't the type to drive without a license, the driver handed over the keys.

    

    "Now go for a walk."

    

    Having lost the car keys, the driver had no choice but to take a walk in the park.

    

    "Come on, Inwoo, let's sit."

    

    "Okay."

    

    After sending the driver away, I sat down on a chair.

    

    It was a slightly rusty chair with peeling paint.

    

    The place showed signs of age, suggesting it had been around for quite some time.

    

    I wondered if Seohee would be uncomfortable in a place like this.

    

    Seohee was also looking around at the interior.

    

    But her expression was bright, so I couldn't tell what she was really thinking.

    

    She seemed strangely impressed.

    

    "What would you like to eat? It's my treat."

    

    I handed her the menu, drawing her attention away from examining the interior.

    

    "What? You don't need to do that."

    

    "I'm the one who suggested coming here. Besides, I already got treated to a big lunch."

    

    No matter how much we ordered here, it wouldn't come close to the meal Seohee had treated me to at lunch, but I didn't want to keep accepting her generosity.

    

    "And I'm earning money now too."

    

    Seohee seemed momentarily dazed at my words, then smiled.

    

    "You paid back then too..."

    

    "What?"

    

    "Don't you remember?"

    

    Unfortunately, I couldn't recall many memories with Seohee.

    

    "You brought me here back then."

    

    Now I understood why Seohee had looked around in admiration.

    

    "After you moved away, I never came back here even though I wanted to."

    

    Seohee seemed nostalgic about that time.

    

    I understood why she liked coming here.

    

    We ordered two servings of tteokbokki, kimbap, and five pieces of fried food, then sat down.

    

    "Can you tell me more about that?"

    

    "Huh?"

    

    Seohee seemed unusually flustered.

    

    "I want to hear about when we were young. I don't remember, you know."

    

    "Th-that's right..."

    

    "Why? Don't you want to talk about it?"

    

    "It's not that..."

    

    Seohee looked up for a moment, as if recalling those times.

    

    After a while, as if she had caught hold of something from the past, she excitedly began to speak.

    

    "You were cute back then."

    

    "Really?"

    

    I gulped down a cup of water and expressed my doubt.

    

    Well, Seohee was probably just complimenting me.

    

    "I've often been told I wasn't a cute kid since I was young."

    

    "No! You were cute! People who say otherwise just don't know what they're talking about."

    

    "My mom used to say that often."

    

    "Maybe she has better observational skills than me."

    

    Seohee immediately changed her stance and nodded.

    

    "So I wasn't that cute back then."

    

    "No, that's not it. You are cute."

    

    "Then my mom was wrong."

    

    "...Inwoo, did I do something wrong?"

    

    Seohee looked like she was about to cry, so I decided to stop.

    

    "Haha, sorry. I just wanted to tease you a bit."

    

    "Inwoo, you're really mean."

    

    "Welcome!"

    

    While we were chatting, another customer entered.

    

    It was a suspicious-looking woman wearing sunglasses, a mask, and a hat pulled down low.

    

    Long blonde hair flowed out from under her hat.

    

    Who is that woman?

    

    "Ouch, why did you pinch me!"

    

    "Where are you looking?"

    

    Seohee puffed her cheeks in anger, displeased with my diverted attention.

    

    "You were just staring at that woman, weren't you?"

    

    "I just happened to look when I heard the sound at the entrance."

    

    "Really? You weren't checking out her figure?"

    

    "What are you talking about?"

    

    Of course, I could tell she was a woman from the deadly curves visible in her tight jeans and white shirt, despite being mostly covered up.

    

    But when did I ever take the time to appreciate that?

    

    "Your eyes were lecherous."

    

    "I was what?"

    

    "That look in your eyes was the same as that politician my dad knew who used to look at his secretary lecherously."

    

    "...What kind of world do you live in?"

    

    My head was spinning, and I was even worried that Seohee might get into some trouble.

    

    "Anyway, be careful."

    

    Seohee warned me again.

    

    "Okay, I get it. I won't even look."

    

    I decided not to pay attention.

    

    But despite my resolve, she soon caught my attention again.

    

    "Is the owner here?"

    

    Using the strange term "owner," she called out to the middle-aged woman.

    

    "Are these the only chairs you have?"

    

    "Yes, just sit down..."

    

    The strange woman clicked her tongue and went outside.

    

    What's with her?

    

    At least I wouldn't have to see her anymore.

    

    "I think Inwoo needs to be aware that I'm sitting right in front of him."

    

    "Sorry, I've never had a female friend before."

    

    When I emphasized the word "female friend," Seohee laughed and said,

    

    "It would be better if you removed the 'friend' part."

    

    "That means 'person,' so maybe it's possible if you're not human?"

    

    "Inwoo, are you into non-human creatures?"

    

    The conversation was really going off the rails.

    

    While I was keeping up with Seohee's banter, that problematic woman came back in.

    

    Carrying what looked like an expensive chair...

    

    It was a scene that would catch anyone's eye in a snack shop.

    

    If she was unhappy with the old, dirty chairs, why not just use a cushion?

    

    What's with her?

    

    I tried not to look again, but she sat in a position

    

    that was diagonally across from me, a bit away.

    

    It was a spot where she could see both the back of Seohee's head and me clearly.

    

    Conversely, I could also see that customer well.

    

    "Would you like to order, ma'am?"

    

    "Are you telling me to eat commoner food right now?"

    

    "Excuse me?"

    

    "..."

    

    Then why did she come here?

    

    I thought to myself before focusing my attention back on Seohee.

    

    "Inwoo?"

    

    Seohee looked at me with a wry smile and a shadowed face.

    

    But it was obvious she was putting on a show to get my attention.

    

    Seohee narrowed her eyes and whipped around.

    

    She glared at the customer, apparently considering her a threat.

    

    "Seohee, don't do that. Okay, I won't look anymore."

    

    As soon as Seohee turned around, the woman customer bowed her head deeply and pointed at something on the menu.

    

    The middle-aged owner tilted her head, looked at her for a moment, and then went into the kitchen.

    

    "Seohee, calm down. Hey! Tell me about the first time we came to a snack shop!"

    

    I hurriedly tried to change the subject.

    

    "Haah~"

    

    After a deep sigh, Seohee turned her face toward me.

    

    "I told you I paid when we first came to the snack shop, right?"

    

    "Yeah."

    

    "How did we end up at a snack shop back then?"

    

    Rich families manage their children strictly from a young age.

    

    Especially when they're young, they're strict about not letting them eat anything even slightly unhealthy.

    

    "Well, you said you were hungry and suggested we eat before going home."

    

    "Hmm... did your parents allow it? Or was it secretly?"

    

    "..."

    

    Seohee was silent for a while, then carefully said,

    

    "They... probably allowed it."

    

    Seohee said she couldn't remember that part either.

    

    "Well, can't be helped then."

    

    We must have been talking for quite a while because the food started coming out one by one.

    

    Thinking about how cute Seohee must have been back then, a smile automatically formed on my face.

    

    "What kind of kid were you back then?"

    

    "Here, Inwoo, you must be hungry. Let's eat first."

    

    "Huh? Okay."

    

    Seohee picked up a piece of tteok and held it out to me.

    

    "I can eat by myself."

    

    Seohee puffed her cheeks and said,

    

    "It's a punishment. For looking at another woman."

    

    "...I understand for now."

    

    How is this any different from bickering with a girlfriend?

    

    Having to be punished for looking at another woman.

    

    "Mm, it's delicious."

    

    "Is it good? Is it tastier because I'm feeding you? Hehe."

    

    "Don't say weird things. You should try it too."

    

    "Ugh!... Fine, I will."

    

    Seohee seemed upset for a moment, then looked at me and smiled.

    

    She really has a variety of expressions.

    

    "Aren't you going to eat?"

    

    "Yes, I said I will."

    

    "..."

    

    Seohee waited quietly. For something.

    

    "If someone gives, someone should receive."

    

    "You said it was a punishment earlier."

    

    "Kyaa~ Punish me please."

    

    "Haah~ Fine, this much is okay."

    

    I picked up a precious piece of fish cake from the tteokbokki and put it in Seohee's mouth.

    

    "Urgggh..."

    

    What was that?

    

    I thought I heard something from over there.

    

    Oh no, I almost looked over without thinking.

    

    I focused my attention on Seohee and erased the strange feeling.

    

    "Ah, there's sauce on your face..."

    

    "I'm sorry."

    

    The fish cake was so big that sauce got on her mouth.

    

    I pulled out a few napkins and handed them to her.

    

    "Is it all gone?"

    

    "No, here."

    

    I pointed with my finger.

    

    "Here?"

    

    But even after I told her again, Seohee couldn't find where it was.

    

    "Here?"

    

    "Wait a moment."

    

    Unable to stand it anymore, I reached out with the napkin in hand.

    

    "Mmm..."

    

    "Ah, now it's all clean."

    

    "Hehe."

    

    Seohee smiled with satisfaction.

    

    "I've always wanted to do something like this."

    

    "Really?"

    

    Clang-

    

    Just then, there was a sound from behind.

    

    "What's that?"

    

    I turned around.

    

    This time I really wasn't looking to check out that woman's figure; I turned because a cup had fallen loudly.

    

    It was a metal cup, so it didn't break.

    

    But the water that had filled it spilled all over the floor.

    

    Wondering what happened, the owner came out from the kitchen.

    

    Seohee also turned her head at the commotion.

    

    "What the...?"

    

    "Huh!... Ah..."

    

    "Hmm?"

    

    Seohee narrowed her brows.

    

    Rather than looking angry, she seemed to be trying to see something clearly.

    

    The woman, frozen under Seohee's gaze, ran out in a hurry.

    

    "Ma'am! Ma'am!"

    

    And so, that woman fled after only ordering, before the food even came out.

    

    The snack shop owner was the only one who lost out.

    

    "Hmm... she looks familiar..."

    

    Seohee pondered for a moment, then shook her head, saying she couldn't place it.

    

    "Here, Inwoo, say aah~"

    

    "Let's just eat normally now. I'm hungry."

    

    At least with the strange woman gone, there would be no more distractions.

    

    ———

    

    After eating, we stood at the counter.

    

    I was worried Seohee might try to pay first or pull out her card later, but it was an unnecessary concern.

    

    Well, I did say I would treat her.

    

    As I handed over my card to pay, the owner made an unnecessary comment.

    

    "You two make a nice couple."

    

    "Excuse me? We're not a couple..."

    

    "Hehe, that's right! We're even going to get married!"

    

    "Hey, So Seohee..."

    

    Seohee clung to my arm and answered cheerfully.

    

    "You're at that good stage."

    

    I took back my card after the payment went through.

    

    At this point, it felt awkward to clarify that we weren't a couple, so I just said,

    

    "Thank you. Take care."

    

    and left.

    

    "Hehe, we were recognized as a couple."

    

    Come to think of it, considering how we fed each other, wiped each other's mouths, and how she scolded me for looking at another woman, it was natural to assume we were a couple.

    

    "I'm afraid I might start accepting it as fact at this rate."

    

    "That wouldn't be so bad, would it?"

    

    Seohee put her finger to her lips and smiled mischievously.

    

    "I'll gradually make your deep psychological core mine."

    

    Seohee repeatedly opened and closed her hand toward my face.

    

    "I should learn hypnosis first."

    

    "No thanks. Don't."

    

    Seohee called the driver and opened the limousine door.
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    "Hello!"

    

    "Oh, right. You're early."

    

    "I got cake yesterday too, so I should work hard. My sister really liked it, thanks to you."

    

    "What's the big deal about that? Put on your vest and organize this stuff first."

    

    "Yes, sir."

    

    Day two of my part-time job.

    

    Yesterday I was nervous since it was my first day, and the boss's intimidating presence scared me, but after working one day, it seemed manageable.

    

    I just hope no strange customers come in today.

    

    "On Sundays, there's a church nearby, so sometimes people crowd in. So stay sharp."

    

    "Yes, I understand."

    

    That turned out to be true.

    The morning had been so relaxed that I wondered if I was really earning my pay, but after lunchtime, the atmosphere changed rapidly.

    

    The convenience store got busy with people coming from church and other customers.

    

    I fumbled a bit when many customers came in at once, which didn't happen often, but fortunately, the boss was there with me, which was reassuring.

    

    "Haha, I'm still quite clumsy since it's my first time."

    

    "You can master it perfectly within a month, right?"

    

    "Yes, I think so."

    

    "It's not 'I think so,' but after a month, I won't be here during this shift."

    

    "What?"

    

    "The boss can't work with you forever. Make sure you can handle it alone by the end of this month."

    

    I gulped at this bolt from the blue.

    It wasn't particularly difficult work, but the thought of doing it alone made me nervous.

    

    "Still, it's daytime, so it should be easier."

    

    Right, since it's daytime, there shouldn't be any drunk or troublesome customers.

    

    "Welcome!"

    

    "Hic-!"

    

    Just as I thought that, as if on cue, a daytime drunk appeared.

    

    A customer who reeked of alcohol from a distance, hiccupping as he entered.

    

    "Just give me a bottle of soju."

    

    "Sir... would you mind getting it yourself?"

    

    "What? Hic- Oh right, this is a convenience store."

    

    An unsteady-looking middle-aged man staggered away.

    

    This is concerning...

    

    I wanted to follow and check on him, but the next customer came in immediately, and both the boss and I were busy helping customers.

    

    "That'll be 3,700 won."

    

    "Blegh-!"

    

    And then it happened.

    The sound of retching and the splash of some liquid I'd rather not think about.

    A horrific scene unfolded in the middle of the day.

    

    "Ah, please insert your card."

    

    While helping the customer in front of me, I glanced over as the boss said he would handle it.

    He walked over with a dry towel and tried to calm the drunk man.

    

    "Oh my, sir, what are you doing here? Is there someone with you?"

    

    "Huh? What? What? F*ck off!!"

    

    His curse echoed through the store.

    

    "...Why would someone be like this in broad daylight?"

    

    After sending all the customers away, the convenience store became somewhat quiet.

    

    "I'll take this customer home, so please clean up here."

    

    "Yes, I understand."

    

    The boss took the man outside, handling him like a familiar customer.

    

    "Haah~"

    

    And in front of me was someone's vomit splashed all over the liquor display.

    

    "The smell is awful too."

    

    I grabbed several mops and repeatedly wiped, washed, and wrung them out to clean up the vomit.

    

    "Excuse me."

    

    "Yes!"

    

    Haah~ Customers kept coming in, oblivious to my situation.

    

    "That'll be 3,700 won."

    

    No sooner had I sent the customer away and turned my head than someone else came in.

    

    "Welcome!"

    

    "Hi-!"

    

    Seo-hee, raising her hand with a radiant smile, was beautiful today as well.

    

    "You're here again?"

    

    "Are you saying you're not happy to see me?"

    

    "No, that's not it."

    

    I need to clean up the vomit, but I don't want her to see that situation.

    

    "I need to clean, so I don't have time to play right now."

    

    "What do you take me for? I'm aware that you're working, you know."

    

    "Then thank you. Please sit down for a bit."

    

    I grabbed a dry mop and moved to clean up the vomit again.

    

    "Seo-hee, sorry, but could you tell me if a customer comes in?"

    

    "Do you have a lot to clean?"

    

    Seo-hee eventually came closer.

    

    "Ugh... what is this?"

    

    She asked, holding her nose and grimacing.

    

    "I told you not to come over. A drunk customer came in during the day, threw up, and left."

    

    "You're having a tough time, In-woo."

    

    Seo-hee nodded with a sad expression.

    

    "Hey, don't pity me! I'm actually quite satisfied with this job!"

    

    Of course, I don't mean I'm satisfied with cleaning up vomit.

    

    "Don't pity you?"

    

    "Yeah."

    

    "Then should I take away your virginity instead?"

    

    "...Excuse me. Since when did we become close enough to casually exchange dirty jokes?"

    

    My head is spinning so much it feels like it might fly to Andromeda.

    How did the conversation even lead to this?

    

    "Hehe. Hasn't it been that way for a while?"

    

    I guess since yesterday when Seo-hee put that box with the rabbit drawing in my pocket, we might have already crossed a line.

    

    "A customer's here."

    

    Seo-hee checked the entrance and informed me.

    

    "Welcome!"

    

    I looked up to check the customer.

    That's when Seo-hee said something unexpected.

    

    "Go ahead, I'll clean this up."

    

    "What? You don't need to. Just sit down."

    

    "I can't just relax while my boyfriend is working hard."

    

    "Boyfriend?"

    

    When I questioned her, Seo-hee laughed awkwardly, "Ahaha."

    Seems like she's trying to gloss over it.

    

    "I'm actually good at cleaning, you know."

    

    Seo-hee said proudly, squaring her shoulders.

    

    "A chaebol doing cleaning..."

    

    "I clean my own room too, you know."

    

    I told her to leave it and went to the customer.

    

    I didn't want to get scolded by the boss if I let her help.

    

    "Yes, Wild Seven. That'll be 4,500 won."

    

    Pop-pop-pop-pop-

    

    I heard an irritating sound from somewhere.

    

    As the customer left and I was about to go check, the door opened again.

    

    "Ah, welco...me?"

    

    A woman walked in from the entrance.

    

    Wearing sunglasses, a mask, and a hat pulled down low...

    It was the suspicious woman I saw at the snack shop yesterday.

    Today too, she wore tight jeans and a pristine white T-shirt that accentuated her figure as she walked in with clicking heels.

    

    Her outfit was meant to hide her identity, but it actually drew attention.

    

    I can't believe I'm meeting her here again.

    

    The woman looked around.

    

    "Are you looking for something, ma'am?"

    

    When I approached and asked, she stared at me.

    Well, I couldn't see her eyes because of the sunglasses, but she turned her head toward my face and remained silent for a moment.

    

    "...Y-y-you?!"

    

    She's noticeably flustered.

    Who else would I be talking to?

    

    "I-I'm just looking around!!"

    

    "Ah, yes..."

    

    "In-woo, take a look at this."

    

    While I was dealing with the customer, Seo-hee walked over.

    She was holding a mop in one hand and a spray bottle in the other.

    

    "I told you, you don't need to clean."

    

    "Hehe. It's okay to help, right?"

    

    "Well... thanks."

    

    As I was about to go check on her work, I heard a sound from behind.

    

    "Grrrr..."

    

    I heard the sound of teeth grinding from the customer's direction.

    

    "Ma'am, is something wrong?"

    

    "Huh?"

    

    Seo-hee looked at the customer intently.

    

    "Could it be..."

    

    Just as Seo-hee was about to speak, the woman cleared her throat and made an excuse.

    

    "Ahem... They don't have it here. I was looking for Valentine's 30-year-old."

    

    It was a different, strange voice from before.

    She hurriedly started to leave.

    

    She looked oddly angry.

    Is not finding expensive wine at a convenience store really that upsetting?

    

    "Looks like it's starting again."

    

    "Huh?"

    

    When I turned back to Seo-hee, she waved her hand dismissively.

    

    "I have a stalker who follows me sometimes. I think that was her."

    

    "Like you with me?"

    

    When I asked jokingly, Seo-hee puffed her cheeks and protested.

    

    "What are you saying! When have I ever secretly followed you around?"

    

    "Right, it's all coincidence."

    

    "Exactly. And you never said you didn't like it."

    

    "That's true. If I didn't like it, I would have said so."

    

    I enjoyed being with Seo-hee too.

    

    "So you're saying you like being with me too, right?"

    

    Seo-hee's expression brightened as she asked, as if reading my thoughts.

    

    "Yeah, you're a really good friend, Seo-hee."

    

    I answered with a smile.

    

    "When will this push and pull ever end?"

    

    "More importantly, isn't a stalker dangerous?"

    

    Seo-hee waved her hand, saying it was nothing.

    

    "She's just bored. We actually know each other."

    

    Seo-hee dismissed it as no big deal.

    I wondered if that was okay, but according to Seo-hee, the stalker was too scared to even talk to her.

    

    The Ice Queen's reputation remains intact, I see.

    

    While we were chatting, the boss came in.

    

    "Did you take him home?"

    

    "Yes. This happens occasionally, but if I'm not around, call the police."

    

    "I will."

    

    The boss went into the storage room for a moment.

    On his way, he called out to me.

    

    "In-woo!!"

    

    "Yes!"

    

    What is it? Did I do something wrong?

    

    My back went cold and my heart raced.

    I know he's a good person, but when he shouts like that, it's scary.

    

    "Boss, what's the matter?"

    

    "You..."

    

    The boss spoke with his head bowed.

    

    "What is this?"

    

    "Did I do something wrong?"

    

    The place where the boss was standing was where Seo-hee had just cleaned.

    

    "You..."

    

    Gulp-

    

    I swallowed hard.

    I waited for the rest of the boss's words.

    

    "I didn't know you had a talent for cleaning!!"

    

    "You scared me! What?"

    

    "Hahaha!! Look at this! It's perfectly clean. And instead of a foul smell, it smells good, like you sprayed perfume!"

    

    The boss patted my shoulder with a very satisfied smile.

    Even though he patted lightly, I could feel tremendous pressure.

    

    "I hired a good employee!!"

    

    "Hahaha, thank you."

    

    I smiled while sweating profusely.

    Whew~ I thought I was dead.

    

    From a distance, Seo-hee made a V-sign with her hand so I could see.

    

    "I'd like to entrust the cleaning to you from now on."

    

    "What?"

    

    And just as the warm atmosphere settled, I froze.

    

    "I'll give you a hefty bonus, so would it be alright if I occasionally assigned you to clean the convenience store?"

    

    "Ah..."

    

    I had received the boss's full expectations.

    

    I looked at Seo-hee and said with my eyes:

    'Seo-hee. This doesn't seem right...'

    

    ————

    

    The sky was dyed red with the sunset.

    

    I was on my way to pick up Hye-eun after parting with Seo-hee, who had naturally accompanied me on the way home from school.

    

    The streets were peaceful and quiet.

    The noisy chatter of students heading home had faded away.

    

    As I walked down the quiet street, someone appeared in front of me.

    

    It was the woman still wearing sunglasses, a mask, a hat, jeans, and a white shirt.

    She stood still with her arms crossed.

    

    "Huh? The one I saw yesterday..."

    

    Seo-hee's stalker, was it?

    

    With that question in mind, I continued walking forward, getting closer to the woman.

    

    "Kang In-woo, was it?"

    

    She suddenly spoke when we were just three steps apart.

    

    "Huh? Me?"

    

    How does she know my name?

    Well, if she's stalking Seo-hee, she might know my name.

    Just counting the number of times Seo-hee calls my name, it easily exceeds double digits in a day.

    

    "I need to talk to you for a moment."

    

    "I'm kind of busy right now."

    

    Hye-eun is waiting for me.

    

    "Could you spare me just a moment?"

    

    "If it's about ancestral merit, could you find someone else?"

    

    Just then, a sudden gust of wind blew.

    Her hat flew high, and her long blonde hair fluttered in the breeze.

    

    As if she couldn't stand it anymore, she quickly removed her sunglasses and mask, then approached me.

    

    I stepped back in surprise, but she grabbed my arm firmly to prevent me from escaping.

    

    "Don't make this a big deal and just come with me."

    

    The woman, finally revealing her face, glared at me fiercely.

    It was a face I recognized from the news.

    

    "Are you Han A-reum?"

    

    She was the granddaughter of the chairman of Myeongwang Group,

    the third-largest conglomerate in the country,

    and the main branch of the company where my mother works.
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    The classroom just after the 4th period ended

    

    "Hey Kang In-woo, having lunch with your girlfriend again?"

    

    "Probably."

    

    It's been two weeks since I've known Seo-hee and since we became the official couple of the classroom.

    

    I responded casually to the now-familiar title.

    

    "Hey, but how did you manage to win her over?"

    

    "I don't know, we were close when we were young, so we just started talking."

    

    I gave a vague answer.

    

    If I mentioned anything about engagement or whatever, things would obviously get noisy.

    

    "And that made the Ice Queen fall for you?"

    

    "Ice Queen..."

    

    "Well, I guess you wouldn't understand."

    

    "No, I know what it's like. I was ignored on my first day as a transfer student too."

    

    "Then honestly, teach me some skills for winning over girls."

    

    "What are you talking about?"

    

    While we were whispering among ourselves, I heard someone clear their throat.

    

    "Oh, Seo-hee, you're here?"

    

    Seo-hee's seat was separate from mine.

    

    I thought she would come right when the bell rang,

    but it seems she gave me space while I was chatting with the guys.

    

    "In-woo~ Let's go now."

    

    "Okay."

    

    Seo-hee still didn't give the other students any attention.

    She clung to my arm as if they didn't exist.

    

    She must have heard the previous conversation about her being the "Ice Queen" and how I "won her over," but she seemed completely uninterested.

    

    "Well, I'll be going then."

    

    "Hey man, today too..."

    

    I knew what Seok-yul was going to ask.

    

    He wanted me to share my delicious food with him.

    

    What am I, a lunch lady? Why is he asking me for food?

    

    "Ask Seo-hee."

    

    "Ah, come on!"

    

    Seok-yul looked at me like I was being too harsh, then turned his head toward Seo-hee.

    Any hope he might have had...

    

    "Hehe, In-woo, what do you want to eat today?"

    

    ...was predictably rejected.

    

    Not only did she not accept his request, but she continued to ignore everyone around us and only looked at me.

    

    It's been about two weeks since we started dating, but nothing has changed.

    

    "Seo-hee."

    

    "Yes?"

    

    "Um..."

    

    I pointed my finger at Seok-yul, who was looking dejected after being ignored.

    

    "Couldn't you at least listen to what he has to say?"

    

    "Ah..."

    

    Seo-hee glanced briefly at Seok-yul.

    

    "Eek-!! N-no, it's nothing! Enjoy your meal!"

    

    I didn't catch Seo-hee's momentary glare,

    but seeing how scared the others were, I could guess what happened.

    

    "In-woo~ I'm hungry~ Let's go quickly."

    

    "Okay..."

    

    After lunch, during the next break,

    Seok-yul approached me with a face full of frustration.

    

    "What exactly are you to Seo-hee?"

    

    "Huh? What do you mean? I'm her fri... boyfriend."

    

    "What was that? You just hesitated."

    

    "Why are you suddenly asking about that? Wasn't it already official?"

    

    "But no matter how I think about it, I just don't understand."

    

    "What?"

    

    "Your relationship with Seo-hee."

    

    Seok-yul's suspicion was quite sharp.

    

    "When I watch you two, it feels like she likes you more than you like her."

    

    That's definitely true.

    

    I consider Seo-hee a friend, but she's completely devoted and lovey-dovey with me.

    

    "I'm curious how the Ice Queen, who never paid attention to anyone, could melt like that."

    

    Melt? She's not a slime...

    

    "What exactly are you to Seo-hee?"

    

    To Seo-hee, I am...

    

    Come to think of it, I only vaguely know that she likes me.

    I can't really grasp what kind of existence I am to Seo-hee.

    

    Since my memories of Seo-hee from childhood are hazy.

    

    Actually, I don't know much about Seo-hee at all.

    

    Closer than a simple friend, but not quite a lover...

    

    What am I to Seo-hee in the first place?

    

    ———

    

    A few hours later.

    

    On the way home as the sun was setting,

    I suddenly came to my senses.

    

    Currently, I was being grabbed by the collar by a blonde beauty.

    

    "I'll go by myself. Let go."

    

    "'Let go'? Do you know who I am?"

    

    "Yeah, Han A-reum from the Myeongwang Group."

    

    She's known in public as "the problematic third-generation middle school chaebol" and has been in the news.

    I believe she's currently on probation.

    

    Han A-reum's voice grew sharper.

    

    "Don't say my name with that vulgar mouth of yours."

    

    Han A-reum, who had been grabbing my arm telling me to follow her before trouble started, suddenly grabbed my collar and dragged me along.

    

    "So what did you want to say?"

    

    When I asked, Han A-reum looked around.

    

    I'd appreciate it if any nearby residents saw this and reported it,

    but unfortunately, there was no one around.

    

    "Guide me to somewhere we can talk privately."

    

    How am I supposed to guide you like this?

    

    When I glared at her with displeasure, Han A-reum finally let go.

    

    "Can't we just talk here?"

    

    "No."

    

    She spoke firmly while showing hostility toward me.

    

    Sigh~ I need to go pick up Hye-eun...

    

    Hoping to end this quickly, I took Han A-reum to the park.

    

    In the park, bathed in the red light of the sunset, little kids who had been playing were gradually leaving, holding their parents' hands.

    

    We talked without even thinking about sitting on a bench.

    

    "So what is it you wanted to talk about?"

    

    "It's about your sister... no, about So Seo-hee."

    

    So Seo-hee.

    

    That name came from Han A-reum's lips.

    

    Well, I had already guessed.

    

    "You want me to stay away from Seo-hee?"

    

    "Yes!... How did you know?"

    

    Han A-reum asked in surprise.

    

    "It's obvious."

    

    Han A-reum stalking Seo-hee,

    and judging by how she just called her "sister," they know each other,

    perhaps she admires her from afar.

    

    This girl has been following Seo-hee and me every weekend when we were together.

    

    Expressing her displeasure by gritting her teeth or dropping cups.

    

    And seeing how she just called me vulgar and put me down, it's clear she doesn't approve of me.

    

    "It would be strange if I hadn't noticed."

    

    Han A-reum glared at me, displeased that I had read her thoughts, then sighed.

    

    "Haa~ Then this will go faster. You don't suit my sister. Don't ever show your face to her again."

    

    "No."

    

    I rejected her immediately without needing to think.

    

    "Hmph, I knew you wouldn't give up easily."

    

    Han A-reum nodded as if she had expected this.

    

    "Here."

    

    Then, as if she had prepared for this, she handed me a check.

    

    "...What's this?"

    

    Her movement was so honest and natural that I almost accepted it.

    

    "Hey. Seo-hee isn't an object."

    

    "Who has such filthy thoughts?! Seo-hee is my idol!!"

    

    "Oh, really? Then what's this check for?"

    

    "It's for one billion won."

    

    "One billion!"

    

    "You know our company, right? Don't worry about it being forged or bouncing. If you go to the bank..."

    

    "Are you joking right now?"

    

    Right, if it were around 10 million won, I'd think this was a serious situation.

    But when a middle school third-grader hands me something worth billions, it feels like a joke.

    

    "I'm not joking! You approached Seo-hee for her money anyway, didn't you?!"

    

    "I didn't approach her first."

    

    "Don't lie! I don't know how you seduced Seo-hee, but stop hurting her and be satisfied with this money!"

    

    As if it wasn't a joke, Han A-reum stubbornly held out the check.

    

    "Seo-hee is just my friend, and I didn't approach her for money."

    

    Han A-reum glared at me with wide eyes.

    

    "That looks like friendship to you?"

    

    She had reason to be suspicious, since the way Seo-hee acted toward me was exactly like a girlfriend.

    

    "Yeah, and I've never asked Seo-hee for money."

    

    "Everyone says that at first."

    

    Han A-reum sneered, waving the check once more.

    

    "Are you sure you don't need it? I'm really going to take it back."

    

    "Yeah. I'm good, so put that check away."

    

    "Tch-"

    

    Han A-reum clicked her tongue and glared at me.

    

    "You're quite stubborn. I don't know how much you're planning to extort from her."

    

    "I'm not at all..."

    

    "Yet you're already receiving things from Seo-hee one by one."

    

    A-reum cut me off.

    

    "Even today at lunch, weren't you eating expensive food that you couldn't normally afford to look at?"

    

    "That's true."

    

    "I ran into you at your workplace and secretly watched you for about a week more."

    

    "That's stalking."

    

    "It's not stalking! It's protection!"

    

    "Sure. That's what everyone says."

    

    "Grrrr..."

    

    Typically, perpetrators of such crimes rationalize their actions by claiming they're doing it for the victim's benefit.

    

    Well, there's no point in provoking a wealthy person's temper on this matter, so I let it go.

    

    "All this time, you've been taking expensive meals from Seo-hee, making her clean at the convenience store, making her sad..."

    

    Anyone listening would think I was really bullying her.

    

    For lunch, Seo-hee begged to eat together, and when I refused, she said she would starve herself, so what could I do?

    

    The cleaning was just that one time Seo-hee helped out.

    

    As for making her sad...

    

    Come to think of it, what am I doing with Seo-hee?

    

    I claim we're friends, but Seo-hee remains single-mindedly devoted.

    

    Even though Seo-hee herself said she'd give me time,

    am I just continuing to ignore her feelings?

    

    Seo-hee always smiles brightly when she sees me, but I can't know her true feelings.

    

    "Seems like something is bothering you."

    

    Han A-reum looked at me as if she had expected this reaction.

    

    "But I'm not trying to use Seo-hee."

    

    "Then what are you?"

    

    "A friend."

    

    "That again! There's no way that proud Seo-hee would have friends!!"

    

    There's no way she would have friends?

    

    "...You're really mean."

    

    "What? What's with that expression?!"

    

    "Haa~ Well, I'm not unaware of Seo-hee's personality."

    

    I don't have time for this.

    

    Let me just express my true feelings and go pick up Hye-eun.

    

    "I know Seo-hee is afraid to trust others. That's why I'm trying not to be that kind of person."

    

    I don't know how many times I've repeated the same thing.

    

    "And I want to help Seo-hee! I know it's hard for her to open up to others, but I just want to see a Seo-hee who makes other friends and enjoys school life!"

    

    "......"

    

    "I know perfectly well that I might be showing unnecessary sympathy! I know that, so stop talking to me. My sister is waiting for me, so I'm leaving."

    

    Phew~ That felt a bit better.

    

    Maybe this is an appropriate level of understanding about my relationship with Seo-hee for now.

    

    As I was about to leave the park with a sense of relief, a soft voice came from behind me.

    

    "I do like that courage of yours."

    

    It was a voice devoid of playfulness or excitement, a calm and settled tone.

    

    But I didn't want to waste any more time, so I ignored it and continued walking.

    

    "Lee Hye-sook, 48 years old."

    

    "..."

    

    A chill ran down my spine.

    

    "You..."

    

    "She's your mother, right? Lee Hye-sook, 48, deputy manager of the design team at Anyway Advertising, one of the Myeongwang Group's subsidiaries?"

    

    "You're crossing the line."

    

    When I finally glared at her,

    Han A-reum smiled with satisfaction, as if this had been her goal from the beginning, revealing her dark true colors.

    

    "Indeed, there's nothing better than family when dealing with commoners."

  
    Chapter 17. The Wealthy and the Common Folk (2)

    
    "Crossing the line?"

    

    "As expected, there's nothing better than family when dealing with commoners."

    

    Ha Areum revealed her true colors.

    

    "So what are you going to do about it?"

    

    I know my mom works at an advertising company affiliated with Myeongwang Group.

    But even so...

    

    "Don't tell me you're still pretending not to know? You do know, right?"

    

    Ha Areum said with a hateful smile.

    

    "If I wanted to,"

    

    She raised her voice excitedly and made a throat-slitting gesture.

    

    "Destroying one family would be nothing."

    

    "Do you really think you can do as you please?"

    

    "Why not? Firing one employee would be nothing."

    

    "There are laws and procedures!!"

    

    "Those are just formalities~"

    

    Ha Areum said, holding up her phone.

    

    "Unlike someone's mother, my mother does everything I ask with just one phone call~"

    

    "...What do you want?"

    

    I'm getting heated, but I need to stay calm.

    This is a fight I can't win right now.

    

    My mom's job is on a different level from my personal pride or relationships.

    Our family's livelihood depends on it.

    

    "Just stay away from Seohee?"

    

    I'm sorry, Seohee.

    

    "No?"

    

    Ha Areum doesn't seem satisfied with that.

    

    "I like your guts. It was amusing to see you defy someone wealthy like me, so..."

    

    Ha Areum pointed at the ground and said,

    

    "First, you should get on your knees. You need to show that much sincerity to make me feel better."

    

    "You really!"

    

    "Take it or leave it."

    

    She waved her phone in front of my face.

    

    Right, my family's livelihood is at stake.

    For my mom and Hyeeun's sake,

    I had no choice but to kneel.

    

    "Aren't you going to apologize?"

    

    "I'm sorry."

    

    "For what?"

    

    "...I'm sorry for defying you."

    

    "That's right, you lowly commoner. I'll generously forgive you this time."

    

    My blood is boiling inside.

    Ha Areum tapped my head and giggled maliciously.

    

    "I'm letting you off because I liked your guts. Aren't you grateful?"

    

    "Thank you."

    

    I mustn't grind my teeth.

    I mustn't get angry.

    

    I clenched my fists and endured,

    Just waiting for this moment to end quickly.

    

    "I like you. Would you like to be my slave?"

    

    "What?"

    

    "I'll specially not tell you to stay away from Seohee. Instead..."

    

    Ha Areum's proposal was extremely dangerous.

    

    "From now on, you'll immediately do whatever I command. If you're beneath me, I can control Seohee too, right?"

    

    Is she actually insane?

    

    Her creepy proposal even made me feel scared.

    

    "Kyaaah!! I said it!!"

    

    Regardless, Ha Areum giggled and shouted excitedly.

    

    "I'm specially allowing a filthy commoner like you to stay near Seohee. In exchange, you have to obey my words for the rest of your life."

    

    "Are you crazy?"

    

    Goosebumps covered my body, and I ended up shouting.

    I could tolerate what she was doing to me, but I couldn't stand her threatening Seohee.

    

    "Want me to fire her?"

    

    Ha Areum turned serious.

    Her phone already showed my mother's personal information and photo.

    

    "Seems like you still don't understand the situation. One button and your family is finished, got it?"

    

    She kept threatening me, shoving the phone in my face.

    

    "Now, quickly decide whether you'll be my slave or not."

    

    I secretly slipped my hand into my pocket.

    Using just my fingertips, I tried to call Seohee.

    If I could just get Seohee here...

    

    "Pfft! In the end, it's always about Seohee, isn't it?"

    

    As if reading my thoughts, Ha Areum sneered and struck a nerve.

    

    "In the end, you're trying to use Seohee too."

    

    "......"

    

    This isn't about using her—this involves Seohee directly!

    

    I swallowed the words that almost escaped my mouth.

    This person is completely unreasonable.

    

    "You claim you're different, that you won't hurt her, but when things get tough, humans always seek out the most vulnerable, wealthy, and influential person."

    

    Ha Areum looked at my pocket and told me to take out my phone.

    Then she opened Seohee's contact on my phone.

    

    "I have a good idea. Ask Seohee to lend you 100 million won."

    

    "What are you talking about? Suddenly?"

    

    "You know 100 million is nothing to Seohee. Just say exactly what I tell you."

    

    Those words could hurt Seohee if I actually said them.

    

    "'Seohee, I need some money. 100 million is just pocket change for you, right? Can you give me some?' It's really simple, right?"

    

    "There's no need to go that far!"

    

    "My slave is too poor~ I'm giving you a chance to get some money. Think about your family situation!"

    

    I don't need that kind of money.

    But right now, my mom's job was at stake, more important than 100 million won.

    

    Okay, I could say that to Seohee now,

    and explain the truth later, right?

    

    But what if Seohee closes her heart because of this?

    What if she shuts the door she's only opened to me?

    

    Those worries flooded my mind.

    

    Seohee has one-sidedly liked me.

    I've been acting like I'm rejecting her feelings.

    

    If I suddenly change my attitude and beg Seohee for money, wouldn't she be disappointed?

    

    Maybe she would treat me like when we first met at school,

    no longer smiling at me or joking with me,

    but coldly ignoring me like she does with everyone else.

    

    Why am I afraid?

    

    What exactly was Seohee to me?

    

    Someone I'm afraid to lose, someone I want to be close to.

    But still someone unfamiliar and difficult for me to approach.

    

    "Call her now! Or is your stubbornness worth your mother losing her job?"

    

    Ha Areum kept pressuring me.

    

    I...

    

    Sigh~ At this point, it's all or nothing.

    

    "I'll make the call."

    

    I pressed the call button with trembling fingers.

    

    Seohee answered almost immediately after the ringtone started.

    

    "Hello! Inwoo, you called me first!!"

    

    Happiness was evident in Seohee's cheerful voice.

    That made this even harder to say.

    

    Ha Areum had already written a script and held it out to me.

    

    "Um, you know."

    

    I tried to steady my trembling voice and recited the script.

    

    "Yes! What is it? Should I come over?"

    

    Ha Areum shook her head, signaling me to refuse.

    

    "No, you don't need to come. I have a favor to ask."

    

    "Yes, what is it?"

    

    Seohee was excited, ready to do anything I asked.

    

    "Seohee, I need money. 100 million is just pocket change for you, right? Could you... give me some?"

    

    I almost hesitated at the end but said it as instructed.

    Ha Areum quietly snickered, apparently enjoying this situation.

    

    "What? Money?"

    

    "Yeah."

    

    Seohee seemed surprised for a moment.

    She must be feeling very conflicted...

    

    "Okay."

    

    "Huh?"

    

    "Should I send it to your account? Or do you want cash?"

    

    Seohee asked in a completely nonchalant voice.

    

    "Seohee, are you sure?"

    

    "Yes, if Inwoo needs it, why not."

    

    Not only me but Ha Areum also seemed taken aback by this response.

    

    She snatched the notebook I was holding and scribbled more lines.

    

    "I'll use you like this often."

    

    No, this line is too blatant.

    

    "Okay! Got it! Inwoo!"

    

    Ha Areum looked flustered and wrote more in the notebook.

    

    What is this... why do I feel so empty?

    

    "Even though I won't pay it back?"

    

    "Then I'll just threaten you with marriage or something~"

    

    She declared she would blackmail me in a different way.

    

    "Seohee... are you really okay with this?"

    

    This time, I asked out of genuine concern, not from the script.

    Is she pretending to be calm?

    

    Then Ha Areum shoved the notebook at me again.

    

    "I want a watch too."

    

    "Suddenly?"

    

    "Yeah. Watches look cool."

    

    When will this absurd drama end?

    

    "A Rolex?"

    

    "No... never mind. Seohee."

    

    "Yes?"

    

    Ha Areum started to despair.

    She suddenly looked shocked as if struck by lightning, trembling and crying.

    

    "I'm sorry. I'll hang up now."

    

    I hung up, thinking there was no point in continuing this with Seohee.

    

    Why didn't I tell Seohee about Ha Areum's blackmail?

    

    Because even if Seohee tried to stop her, Ha Areum could send my mom's information via text faster.

    

    If I revealed Ha Areum's scheme, she might actually go through with her threat.

    Besides, I don't think Seohee could freely interfere with internal matters at Myeongwang Group, no matter how wealthy she is.

    

    "Who told you to hang up!!"

    

    "Well, it seemed pointless to continue."

    

    Ha Areum cried out, sobbing.

    

    "My sister!! She wouldn't give in to a commoner so easily!!"

    

    "Yeah, I'm surprised too."

    

    Seohee has dealt with many people trying to use her.

    Even if she's immune to this kind of thing, wouldn't it hurt when someone close does it?

    

    But why is she happy about being used?

    

    "Fine then!"

    

    Though the previous attempt ended anticlimactically,

    Ha Areum wasn't done with her threats.

    

    "You're my slave from now on!! You'll follow my orders to bother Seohee until she gets disappointed by your pathetic behavior and leaves you!!"

    

    Ha Areum shouted, grinding her teeth and revealing her malice.

    

    "I'll specially let you have whatever you extort from Seohee from now on."

    

    "Please stop now. You've done enough."

    

    "No."

    

    "My mom just finished paying off her debts and is trying to improve our living situation."

    

    "That's a commoner's problem."

    

    Haah~ I sighed deeply.

    What can I do with this stubborn person?

    

    "Just become my slave obediently!"

    

    "Slave?"

    

    "Yes, slave! Are your ears clogged?"

    

    "Huh? That wasn't me."

    

    I waved my hand as Ha Areum berated me.

    

    That "Slave?" question just now wasn't from me.

    

    "What? Then that voice was..."

    

    Besides, the voice we just heard was female.

    

    "Your ears must be the ones that are clogged."

    

    We both turned toward the source of the voice.

    

    There stood the Ice Queen.

    

    With an extremely cold expression, she was glaring at Ha Areum with an icy look that could intimidate anyone.

    

    In one hand, she held what looked like a briefcase full of money.

    

    Did she come personally to deliver this?

    

    "S-Sister? This is..."

    

    Seohee looked at her phone screen as if she didn't want to hear any more.

    Then she quietly spoke.

    

    "Shall we start with the stocks?"

    

    "What?"

    

    "I mean destroying your company."
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    Comparing the Jupiter Group, which dominates the global market, and Korea's famous conglomerate, the Myeongwang Group—how should I explain the difference between these two?

    

    Let me give an example.

    

    In military terms, Jupiter would be an entire military state, while Myeongwang would be just a single division in the rear area.

    

    Why am I suddenly making this comparison?

    

    Because what I witnessed today made me truly feel the difference. It might be hard to understand without organizing it in my head.

    

    "Unni, what are you saying?!"

    

    Han Areum trembled in fear.

    

    "I've heard short sellers have been preparing lately. If even a small rumor spreads that Myeongwang Group is in danger, they'll immediately unleash everything they've been accumulating."

    

    "D-don't lie to me!"

    

    Han Areum shouted in horror.

    

    "Or should I just recruit the major shareholders to my side and call a general meeting?"

    

    Only then did Seo Hee look up from her phone to face Han Areum.

    

    "To dismiss the CEO."

    

    "Even if you're my unni, that's impossible!..."

    

    The life disappeared from Seo Hee's eyes.

    

    The Ice Queen instantly made the air around us chilly.

    

    "Do I look like just your unni right now?"

    

    Han Areum froze in place, paralyzed by the Ice Queen.

    

    "Inwoo, stand up."

    

    "Okay."

    

    I automatically stood up at Seo Hee's cold, resentful voice.

    

    Wow, even I'm scared.

    

    As I stood up, my leg cramped a little, making me limp.

    

    "Are you okay?"

    

    "Yeah, I'm fine."

    

    Seo Hee slowly walked toward me.

    

    She seemed to be coming over to check if I was alright.

    

    Beside her, Han Areum's trembling voice could be heard.

    

    "Unni, I'll explain everything. Please forgive me..."

    

    "What more is there to explain?"

    

    "Ah, I think she wants to tell us why she threatened me about firing my mom."

    

    "Hey! Why would you say that?!"

    

    As I directly helped with Han Areum's explanation from the side, Seo Hee turned her head toward Han Areum.

    

    I could only see the back of Seo Hee's head, not her expression.

    

    "Han Areum."

    

    "Unni! That's... not it. It was just a joke, you know."

    

    "You're still calling me unni?"

    

    But Seo Hee's 'Ice Queen' mode seemed to freeze even the other person's tears.

    

    With her tears frozen, Han Areum fell to her knees on the floor.

    

    It was an automatic response after seeing Seo Hee's expression.

    

    As if surrendering to instinct, she knelt down and bowed deeply to Seo Hee.

    

    "Director Seo Hee. I'm sorry. I'm truly sorry. My parents did nothing wrong. It was all my doing alone."

    

    Han Areum began to apologize, bowing her head repeatedly.

    

    She didn't look like a close sister figure anymore, but like a lower being begging for its life from an untouchable predator.

    

    Seo Hee let out a deep sigh.

    

    "Huff~ Well then, let's hear that explanation."

    

    At those words, Han Areum carefully raised her head to look up at Seo Hee, as if hope had been born.

    

    "Tell me everything—from stalking me all this time to messing with Inwoo."

    

    Seo Hee's words brought back dismay and despair.

    

    "...You knew everything?"

    

    "First, get up. It's uncomfortable to look at you like that."

    

    Han Areum quickly stood up, as if obeying a superior's order.

    

    She dusted off her knees, and when Seo Hee gestured with her chin, she carefully opened her mouth.

    

    "I was worried about Seo Hee un—I mean, Director Seo Hee, so I followed her around."

    

    "You were worried about me?"

    

    Seo Hee tilted her head as if she couldn't understand at all.

    

    Well, given the current situation, anyone would find such a statement laughable.

    

    "But I was concerned about what kind of people might approach Director Seo Hee..."

    

    "Why would you worry about that?"

    

    "Well... that's..."

    

    Han Areum's voice grew smaller under Seo Hee's questioning.

    

    "So that's why you threatened Inwoo to stay away from me?"

    

    "Yes..."

    

    "You? Of all people?"

    

    Seo Hee's words were particularly sharp.

    

    "Who do you think you are to touch my person? Isn't this a declaration of war?"

    

    "No, no! This has nothing to do with our companies!"

    

    If corporate relations soured, Myeongwang would be the only one to suffer losses.

    

    "Then what was all that about slaves and such?!"

    

    Seo Hee was fuming with anger.

    

    I'd seen her cold before, but this was the first time I'd seen her so angry and shouting.

    

    "That... that person was trying to use you again..."

    

    "But your side told him to borrow money from me, didn't you?"

    

    "Ugh... that's... but!!"

    

    It seemed she was going all-in now that things had come to this.

    

    Han Areum shouted back, pointing her finger at me.

    

    This will only backfire on her. She should just keep her head down.

    

    "That commoner! He's definitely approaching you for money!! Last time too! Making him clean at the convenience store!! Feeding him junk food at some snack bar!!"

    

    "......"

    

    "He even eats meals from Director Seo Hee without showing any gratitude!!"

    

    "So that's the end of your explanation?"

    

    Realizing her explanation wasn't working on Seo Hee at all, Han Areum began to stammer again.

    

    "No... I mean..."

    

    "You threatened him with your HR authority just because of such petty suspicions?"

    

    Seo Hee spoke to Han Areum as if she found her utterly pathetic.

    

    "That... I admit I was wrong, but..."

    

    "Even if Inwoo's mother leaves the company, we'll scout her. With a salary increase of several thousand more."

    

    I was left speechless at the shocking proposal that came out of Seo Hee's mouth.

    

    "Of course, the day she gets fired, your family will have to step down from Myeongwang as well."

    

    With just a few words from Seo Hee, all the threats I had received became useless.

    

    "Wow, that's brutal."

    

    It was truly Seo Hee's solo performance.

    

    Caught in the middle, I couldn't get a word in.

    

    I didn't want to interfere with what Seo Hee was doing, and I had no reason to help that Han Areum person either.

    

    "Seo Hee. Now..."

    

    But time was passing as I just stood there.

    

    I whispered in Seo Hee's ear.

    

    "Hye-eun is waiting, so can we kick this person out and go quickly?"

    

    Hye-eun, who had no idea about this situation, was still waiting at kindergarten.

    

    If I was even an hour late, she would cry all day and I'd have to comfort her.

    

    "Huff~ If you're okay with it, Inwoo..."

    

    Seo Hee gently stroked my face, saying I'd done well.

    

    It's embarrassing when she suddenly touches me like that.

    

    I want to protest, but Seo Hee just helped me out, and honestly, I'm afraid to upset her.

    

    Anyway, my urging might have given Han Areum some hope.

    

    "Why... why is Director Seo Hee... being so nice to that guy?"

    

    But Han Areum kicked away that hope.

    

    Is this what it feels like to make a child cry?

    

    Han Areum started sobbing loudly in frustration.

    

    "No matter how hard I try, you never even look at me once!!... Why!! Why do you only smile at that person like that?!"

    

    What has she done right to be shouting like this?

    

    "There's no way you and that person are a good match!!"

    

    "......"

    

    Seo Hee remained silent, saying nothing.

    

    Han Areum collapsed onto the floor with one last desperate outburst.

    

    "Han Areum."

    

    Seo Hee called her name.

    

    Surprisingly, Seo Hee didn't seem that angry.

    

    "I'll let the things related to me slide, but don't ever come near us again."

    

    Then Seo Hee nestled into my arm.

    

    "Inwoo. Do whatever you want now. I'll do whatever you tell me to."

    

    Seo Hee implied that if I wanted, she could make the stock price crash or replace the board through a shareholders' meeting.

    

    Han Areum stared at me silently.

    

    She seems to know it's too late to beg for mercy.

    

    The fate of a third-generation chaebol now rests with a commoner.

    

    Since our positions have reversed, should I punish her as much as she hurt me...

    

    "I'll deal with you later."

    

    Han Areum looked puzzled as she gazed up at me.

    

    "It's more fun to keep you in a state of fear, isn't it?"

    

    As if I would end such a sweet moment just like that.

    

    I answered with a truly gentle smile.

    

    "Right now, picking up Hye-eun is my priority, but you kept blocking my way."

    

    Han Areum's expression changed to anxiety.

    

    "If Hye-eun cries because I'm late, I might get angry and ask for your dismissal after all."

    

    In an instant, the fate of a third-generation chaebol passed to a six-year-old commoner child.

    

    "So pray that Hye-eun doesn't cry."

    

    ———

    

    I walked side by side with Seo Hee.

    

    She offered to take me in her limousine, but I declined.

    

    I was already late anyway.

    

    It seemed okay if Hye-eun cried for one more day.

    

    I'll comfort her later and buy her something delicious.

    

    "Thanks for today."

    

    I expressed my gratitude to Seo Hee.

    

    I was so grateful that a hundred mouths wouldn't be enough to express it.

    

    "I'm sorry."

    

    In contrast, Seo Hee apologized to me.

    

    "You went through all this because of me."

    

    "What are you talking about? You didn't do anything wrong."

    

    Seo Hee's face was dark as she looked at me.

    

    The Ice Queen who was scary earlier now looked like a pitiful heroine steeped in sorrow.

    

    "You solved everything by yourself. I wouldn't have been able to do anything."

    

    It's pathetic, but there was no way I could have directly fought and won against a chaebol.

    

    "By the way, Han Areum called you Director, didn't she?"

    

    "I'm just temporarily in charge of one company. Secretaries and lawyers handle the actual work for me."

    

    "R-really?"

    

    Even for a chaebol, I wondered if a third-generation student talking about shareholder meetings and short sellers was realistic, but it makes a bit more sense now.

    Actually, I don't know the specifics, so let's just accept it as it is.

    

    "Inwoo, this might be sudden, but..."

    

    Seo Hee's voice grew smaller.

    

    I wondered what was worrying her now, and she brought up something unexpected.

    

    "What do you think about people saying that chaebols and commoners don't go well together?"

    

    "Huh?"

    

    She suddenly throws such a question at me.

    

    Probably, that part where Han Areum shouted at Seo Hee is bothering her.

    

    "Um... isn't that a common story?"

    

    "Is it?"

    

    Seo Hee seemed surprised by my response.

    

    "It appears in dramas, novels, even fairy tales."

    

    "I'm being serious..."

    

    Seo Hee puffed her cheeks in anger.

    

    It wasn't the Ice Queen's fury I saw earlier, but Seo Hee's complaint.

    

    "So you think we don't match?"

    

    When I asked, Seo Hee hung her head low.

    

    After thinking for a moment, she shook her head vigorously.

    

    "Aah!! I don't know! Inwoo, stop for a moment!"

    

    "What?"

    

    I stopped walking at her sudden request.

    

    Seo Hee walked ahead and stood facing me.

    

    "Maybe I've been too insensitive to what's been bothering you all this time."

    

    "What are you talking about all of a sudden?"

    

    Standing with her back to the setting sun in the twilight, Seo Hee, who was surely bright despite the darkness, said to me:

    

    "Inwoo. I'll say it formally."

    

    Seo Hee opened her mouth again, suppressing her ticklish feelings and embarrassment.

    

    "Inwoo, I like you. No matter how I think about it, I don't want to be apart from you."

    

    "What are you saying all of a sudden!"

    

    My face turned as red as the sunset at her sudden confession.

    

    I already knew Seo Hee's feelings, but hearing it directly made me very embarrassed.

    

    "I'm not asking for an answer right away, of course."

    

    Seo Hee was sincerely trying to be considerate of me.

    

    "I'm not trying to buy you with money. I'll give you time to think."

    

    "We already agreed I would have time to think."

    

    I still hadn't given Seo Hee an answer.

    

    I had only promised her an indefinite amount of time.

    

    "So just give me a chance until this summer vacation."

    

    Seo Hee finally proposed the next promise.

    

    "Let's date until this summer vacation. I want to properly think about whether we match or not."

    

    It seems Seo Hee had been seriously thinking about our relationship all along.

    

    While I was treating her as a friend, Seo Hee must have been questioning and thinking about our future many times.

    

    "If you reject me after summer vacation ends, I'll accept it without resistance."

    

    I still don't understand the emotion called love.

    

    Even I'm confused about whether I see Seo Hee as a friend or as a woman.

    

    But avoiding an answer would only hurt Seo Hee.

    

    At least for our sake, I should make a proper choice.

    

    "Okay."

    

    "......"

    

    "Let's date."

    

    "Yay!!!!! We're getting married!!"

    

    Seo Hee jumped up and down as if she could fly with joy.

    

    "We're just dating!!"

  
    Chapter 19. Sweet Cake, Really Sweet...

    
    In the twilight darkness, Seo-hee, who was radiantly dazzling, confessed her feelings.

    

    That she liked me.

    

    That she wanted to properly know if we were compatible.

    

    "I'm not trying to buy you with money. I'll give you time."

    

    I accepted her sincere confession.

    

    And so, we began dating for a short period until this summer.

    

    ———

    

    "Didn't you just say that not too long ago?"

    

    "This much is fine."

    

    "Wow, cake! Cake!!"

    

    Hye-eun, who had returned home,

    was jumping up and down excitedly at the sight of a cake on the table.

    

    A black cake box with a famous hotel logo.

    It was something Seo-hee had bought.

    

    "This is for Hye-eun who waited without crying."

    

    Seo-hee wrapped her arms around Hye-eun and stroked her head.

    

    When I went to the kindergarten, Hye-eun was surprisingly waiting quietly without crying.

    She was completely focused on her sketchbook with crayons.

    

    I almost felt like I shouldn't disturb her.

    

    I thought to myself that Hye-eun was growing up.

    

    Han-areum, you should know I'm cutting you some slack because of Hye-eun.

    Though I'll never tell you what punishment I have in mind.

    

    Go ahead and tremble in fear while looking at stock graphs.

    

    But seeing those two getting along so well, I don't really care about that anymore.

    They look like close sisters.

    

    Watching them from a distance, I couldn't help but feel a sense of contentment.

    

    "My brother-in-law, shall we cut the cake together with unnie?"

    

    "Huh? What's a brother-in-law?"

    

    "Hey, So Seo-hee!"

    

    I stopped her as she was trying to feed Hye-eun incorrect information while I was contentedly watching.

    

    "Not yet. Geez~"

    

    Seo-hee smiled and scratched her head as if she really didn't know.

    It was obviously a lie.

    

    "Hye-eun, let's wash our hands before eating."

    

    "Okay."

    

    Hye-eun headed to the bathroom as I suggested.

    

    "You've grown old enough to wash your hands by yourself now."

    

    I was touched when Hye-eun said she would wash her hands alone.

    

    "Why are you making a big deal out of something so obvious?"

    

    Seo-hee said, standing next to me.

    

    "What's the big deal about a 6-year-old washing her hands alone?"

    

    "But!... You wouldn't understand. The feeling of raising a child."

    

    It's the caretaker's joy to watch them grow and be able to do small things on their own, one by one.

    

    "Then will Inwoo teach me?"

    

    "It's not something you can understand just by me telling you."

    

    "So let me experience it directly."

    

    Seo-hee looked at me with a mischievous smile.

    

    "I don't know what you're trying to say, but I'd rather you didn't."

    

    "I have plenty of money for child support. Don't worry."

    

    "Please!"

    

    Seo-hee giggled, finding it amusing, then looked around the house.

    Not that there was much to see in this small room.

    

    "Heeh~ So this is Inwoo's house."

    

    "It's small, right? That's why I told you that you didn't have to come."

    

    "I like anything related to Inwoo."

    

    Seo-hee smiled and looked around the house without showing any discomfort.

    

    "Is that where you cook?"

    

    "Yes."

    

    "And you do laundry in that washing machine over there?"

    

    "Yes."

    

    "And are these Inwoo's underwear?"

    

    "Yes. No, what are you doing?!"

    

    I was startled when Seo-hee naturally went to the washing machine and picked up my underwear from the laundry.

    

    "Hey, are you a pervert?"

    

    "Hmm... do you prefer that type?"

    

    Seo-hee had an expression like she was considering it.

    

    "Do you enjoy teasing me?"

    

    "Hehe."

    

    "Huh? Unnie, oppa, what are you talking about?"

    

    Hye-eun, who had finished washing her hands, asked with a tilt of her head.

    

    I snatched my underwear from Seo-hee's hand, put it back in the laundry basket, and turned to Hye-eun.

    

    "Nothing, nothing at all. Did you wash your hands, Hye-eun?"

    

    "Yep! Hurry!!!"

    

    Hye-eun tugged at my clothes, urging me.

    

    "Alright. But first, you should properly thank unnie."

    

    Hye-eun nodded and stood in front of Seo-hee.

    

    "Thank you~"

    

    "You're welcome, Hye-eun. Just tell me anytime you want something."

    

    Hye-eun's eyes lit up at the words "anytime."

    

    "Really?!"

    

    "Seo-hee."

    

    I pulled Seo-hee aside and whispered.

    

    "You're going to spoil Hye-eun, so please restrain yourself."

    

    "My, Inwoo, you worry too much."

    

    Seo-hee gently placed her hand on my shoulder, saying not to worry.

    

    "I'll make Hye-eun completely my person."

    

    "You didn't understand at all."

    

    "Okay, I'll restrain myself."

    

    At Hye-eun's urging, we all sat around the table.

    It was a round iron table without chairs.

    

    We took the cake out of the black box.

    It was a cream cake beautifully plated with strawberries and macarons.

    

    "Isn't this expensive?"

    

    "It is on the pricier side, but I'm a regular customer, so they treat me well."

    

    Seo-hee had quickly ordered it while I was at the kindergarten.

    The logo stamped on it was the name of a famous 5-star hotel in our country.

    Plus, this cake always sells out as soon as it's available due to limited quantities.

    

    It's amazing how she managed to go to downtown Seoul, at least a 30-minute distance away, and come back so quickly.

    

    "Are you sure it's okay for us to eat this?"

    

    "Don't hold back."

    

    Seo-hee and Hye-eun began their joint operation with a knife.

    They cut a piece of the beautiful cake and transferred it to Hye-eun's plate.

    

    "Hye-eun, enjoy."

    

    "Wait a moment."

    

    Hye-eun didn't eat right away but stood up.

    She went to the kitchen and, unable to reach, stood on her tiptoes and stretched her hand toward the sink.

    

    "Please get me one more plate. Mom needs to eat too."

    

    "Hye-eun..."

    

    It was touching that she wanted to save some for her mother instead of eating right away.

    I reached for a plate but hesitated.

    

    "Oppa, what's wrong?"

    

    "Ah, nothing. But we won't be able to finish all of this anyway, so let's just cut what we're going to eat."

    

    And we returned to the table.

    

    How am I going to explain this hard-to-get cake to Mom?

    I'm not sure how to explain my relationship with Seo-hee to my mother in the first place.

    It seems strange to hide it, but I can't bring myself to tell her either.

    

    While I was lost in thought, Seo-hee placed a piece of cake on my plate.

    

    "I should greet your mother sometime."

    

    "Already?"

    

    "The sooner I get her approval, the better."

    

    I wonder how Mom would react if she knew I was dating someone from a wealthy family.

    I've heard her criticize villainous chaebol characters in weekend dramas, but I'm curious about her reaction when it becomes reality.

    

    "Ahem... I'll ask her slowly next time."

    

    "Sure, I'll wait whenever you're ready."

    

    "Here, Seo-hee, you eat too."

    

    I changed the subject by serving cake onto Seo-hee's plate.

    

    "Mmmmm!!!!"

    

    Hye-eun took a bite of the cake and excitedly kicked her feet.

    It must be quite delicious.

    

    "Didn't I tell you not to get it all over yourself?"

    

    Hye-eun was eating hurriedly, unaware that cream was smeared all over her face and nose.

    I pulled out a tissue and wiped her face.

    

    "Mmph..."

    

    "Eat slowly. Don't rush."

    

    I finished cleaning her face.

    Hye-eun briefly said thank you and went back to devouring the cake.

    

    It seems like wiping her face isn't going to be effective.

    While feeling both amused and frustrated by Hye-eun's cute but disobedient behavior, I was about to pull out another tissue when—

    

    "Inwoo."

    

    "Yes?"

    

    "The cake is really delicious."

    

    Seo-hee said with a smile as she deliberately smeared cream on her own nose with her index finger.

    

    "What are you doing, that's gross."

    

    "Huh? Where? Is there cream on me?"

    

    Seo-hee pretended not to know, though it was obvious.

    Playing along with her obvious act, I brought a tissue to Seo-hee's face.

    

    "Yap-"

    

    As I leaned forward to wipe her face, getting closer to Seo-hee who was sitting across from me,

    she dipped her finger in the cake and smeared cream on my cheek.

    

    "Hehe."

    

    So Seo-hee laughed playfully.

    

    "Ugh..."

    

    As I glared at her in annoyance,

    

    "Yap."

    

    A surprise attack hit my other cheek.

    

    "Hye-eun..."

    

    "Hehe."

    

    It was Hye-eun.

    

    What have you been teaching her?

    I loaded my finger with cake cream to get revenge on Seo-hee.

    

    "Seo-hee, you!"

    

    I lunged at her, but Seo-hee dodged backward and ran away.

    

    "Are you going to stop?"

    

    "Hahaha."

    

    "Hye-eun, you're ruining the cake, stop it."

    

    Hye-eun was happily playing with the cake cream with her fingers.

    

    "Stop it!"

    

    "Okay. I'll go wash my hands."

    

    Thankfully, Hye-eun is good and listens to me.

    Now, let's punish my mischievous girlfriend.

    

    "Got you."

    

    "Kyaa-"

    

    The room was so small that Seo-hee quickly got cornered against the wall.

    

    "Take this."

    

    "Kyaa, so forceful."

    

    I stretched out my arm to smear cream on Seo-hee's cheek...

    

    "Uh oh...?"

    

    Come on, this is too cliché!

    Suddenly tripping over Hye-eun's toy?

    

    It's a ridiculous situation I'd like to deny, but right now, I was indeed falling.

    Fortunately, there was a wall right in front of me, so I caught myself with my hands and avoided falling completely.

    

    "Inwoo... mmph."

    

    No way, this isn't right.

    I stumble and quickly brace myself against the wall,

    and end up in an accidental lip collision with Seo-hee who was trying to catch me?

    

    "Mmph..."

    

    That can't be... possible!!!!

    

    The blood in my face began to heat up, making it difficult to think rationally.

    All I could focus on was the soft sensation against my lips

    and Seo-hee's scent, which always lingered but now stimulated my instincts more intensely.

    

    Just a little longer, I wanted to surrender to this sensation, this warmth...

    

    "What are oppa and unnie doing?"

    

    "Haah-..."

    

    "......"

    

    I quickly pulled my lips away.

    Then I stepped aside and looked at Hye-eun.

    

    "Hye-eun!! This is!! I fell!!!"

    

    "......"

    

    Seo-hee just hung her head and said nothing.

    Last time she surprised me with a kiss in the middle of the classroom,

    and now why is she acting like this?

    

    "Seo-hee, right? It was an accident?"

    

    "Huh?... Uh.. yeah!"

    

    "Do oppa and unnie have a fever?"

    

    "No! We're fine!"

    

    I calmed Hye-eun down and opened the window.

    Whew~ Let's cool down a bit.

    

    "Hye-eun, now that you've eaten cake, you should brush your teeth."

    

    "I already did that just now."

    

    Another failed attempt to send Hye-eun to the bathroom for a moment.

    Embarrassed, I rambled.

    

    "Then you're done with the cake? Let's save the rest for Mom."

    

    I put the cake in the refrigerator and came back.

    

    "Hye-eun! If you played with toys, you should put them away!"

    

    "Huh? Ah, I forgot."

    

    "Hye-eun, you... ahem, I'll forgive you just this once."

    

    I'm forgiving Hye-eun only because she waited without crying today, because she was so good.

    It's definitely not because I enjoyed what just happened.

    

    "Hye-eun, unnie should give you a reward."

    

    Meanwhile, Seo-hee gave Hye-eun a thumbs up.

    Where did that shyness from earlier go?

    

    "That's enough. Hye-eun, it's time for Pporyring."

    

    "Pporyring!!"

    

    Hye-eun, who had been tilting her head in confusion, brightened up at the mention of Magical Girl Pporyring.

    When I turned on the television, the opening theme of Pporyring began playing with perfect timing.

    

    "Hye-eun. Don't sit too close."

    

    "Okay!"

    

    "And oppa is going to take unnie home and come back."

    

    "Okay!"

    

    She's going to shoot lasers from her eyes at this rate.

    Hye-eun always sits quietly when it's time for "Magical Girl Pporyring."

    Besides, even though I said I'd take Seo-hee home, there was a limousine waiting downstairs.

    

    "Seo-hee, let's go."

    

    "Okay."

    

    With that, I ended today's commotion and walked outside with Seo-hee.

    Whew~ My heart is still racing.

    Unable to look at Seo-hee, I turned my gaze away and said,

    

    "Thanks for the cake. Hye-eun really liked it."

    

    I could feel Seo-hee turning her gaze toward me as we walked.

    That made my heart flutter even more.

    

    "I'll, I'll buy you something delicious next time too."

    

    "Something delicious..."

    

    Seo-hee spoke as if questioning.

    

    "I already had something delicious."

    

    I couldn't help but look at her face when I heard her sweet voice.

    

    "What do you mean?"

    

    "...this."

    

    Seo-hee pointed to her lips.

    With a crimson face, she gave a seductive smile.

    

    "Yes! It was sweet, the cake."

    

    I started to feel embarrassed again.

    My heart was pounding wildly.

    

    "Huhuhu. Inwoo is cute."

    

    Unlike my emotions, Seo-hee laughed with composure.

    

    "Was Inwoo sweet too?"

    

    "What? Of course, cake is sweet, not salty."

    

    "No, not the cake."

    

    "Th-then what!"

    

    "My lips."

    

    "......"

    

    I was flustered again by her direct question.

    

    "Ehehe, that's all for today, you don't need to walk me further."

    

    Seo-hee went ahead while I was still in shock.

    Standing in the middle of the staircase, she tried to send me back.

    

    "Since I've come this far..."

    

    I said I would walk her all the way, but Seo-hee shook her head.

    

    "You've had a long day too, Inwoo. Go back and rest."

    

    Then Seo-hee hurried down the stairs.

    She might hurt herself going down so fast.

    

    I stared blankly at the space where she had been for a moment, then turned around.

    

    "Hwaah, I thought my heart was going to burst... Inwoo's gone, right?"

    

    So that's why she ran away.

    Unfortunately, I could hear everything from above.

    

    Cooling my face while listening to Seo-hee's honest feelings, which I wouldn't have heard if I had left a little earlier, I went back home.

  
    Chapter 20. Since We're Dating Anyway (1)

    
    The classroom was unusually quiet from early morning.

    

    Looking at the class schedule posted at the front, it made sense.

    

    Midterms were coming soon.

    

    Everyone was preparing for their first major event as high school students.

    

    Even those who had already given up on their grades had enough sense to quietly doze off.

    

    Scratch, scratch—

    

    Only the sound of note-taking filled the classroom.

    

    As soon as I sat down, Seokyul approached me as if he'd been waiting.

    

    "Inwoo? How were your grades in middle school, if I may ask?"

    

    "What's with that way of speaking? My grades? I generally maintained a position in the upper ranks."

    

    "Ohh!"

    

    "Hey, keep it down. Everyone's studying."

    

    "Oops."

    

    Seokyul naturally opened his workbook on my desk.

    

    "Help me just this once."

    

    The page showed complicated advanced math problems.

    

    "Hmm... you solve this by doing this..."

    

    "Ohh!"

    

    As I wrote down various formulas for the math problem, Seokyul exclaimed loudly in admiration.

    

    "Ohh..."

    

    "So you do this and... wait?"

    

    Hold on, wasn't I supposed to use a different formula here?

    

    "Just a moment..."

    

    I scribbled down the equations I had written again.

    

    "Hmm..."

    

    "Sigh~ Inwoo... never mind."

    

    Seokyul let out a deep sigh and shook his head.

    

    "Hey, you asked because you didn't know either, kid."

    

    Just as I was about to give up and Seokyul was about to take his worksheet back to his desk—

    

    "Seohee, do you understand this problem?"

    

    I asked Seohee, who was still standing nearby, glancing at the problem.

    

    She seemed somewhat interested in our conversation.

    

    Seohee grabbed my hand in response to my question.

    

    Then she interlocked our fingers once before taking my mechanical pencil.

    

    Couldn't she just take it normally?

    

    Seohee silently wrote down equations with the pencil.

    

    "Oh? That's right."

    

    I couldn't help but admire Seohee's skills as she solved the problem without hesitation.

    

    Meanwhile, Seokyul, who still didn't understand even after watching, could only tilt his head in confusion.

    

    "Oh, Seohee, you must be good at math."

    

    "This level is a piece of cake."

    

    Seohee smiled at me and gave me a thumbs up.

    

    "Um... I still don't get it even after watching."

    

    Ignoring Seokyul's comment, Seohee patted my head.

    

    "What's this all of a sudden?"

    

    "I helped you, so I deserve a reward."

    

    "Excuse me..."

    

    Seokyul's words were ignored again.

    

    "Ah, I'll teach you. Seohee, I'll let you do whatever you want when we're alone later. Just wait a bit."

    

    "Really?"

    

    Seohee's eyes lit up.

    

    I sensed something intense and frightening behind those eyes, but I decided to let it pass.

    

    "So, Seokyul, this is how it works."

    

    "Forget it! Tch- damn couples."

    

    "Eh?... Hahaha."

    

    What we just did must have looked annoying to others.

    

    I laughed awkwardly and tried to appease Seokyul.

    

    Seokyul seemed upset and wouldn't even look in our direction.

    

    And five minutes later...

    

    "So, Inwoo? What's this about?"

    

    What a simple-minded person.

    

    ————

    

    Break time.

    

    We went to the school store for a bit.

    

    Of course, Seohee probably wouldn't be interested in processed foods from the store.

    

    But she came along when I offered to buy her a drink.

    

    "If you want something to eat, I could tell..."

    

    "It's not about that. I just wanted to talk with you alone at the school store."

    

    "Ah... sure!"

    

    Seohee seemed pleased that the focus was on being "alone" together.

    

    Well, what I had to say wasn't particularly pleasant...

    

    The school store was crowded.

    

    But after walking a bit toward the parking lot,

    

    We found a quiet space behind a pillar.

    

    We could talk here.

    

    "Seohee."

    

    "Yes?"

    

    Seohee was still looking at me with a smile.

    

    That alone made me feel at ease, but I couldn't just settle for that.

    

    "About us dating..."

    

    "Huh?"

    

    Ah, did I start this conversation awkwardly?

    

    Seohee froze and hesitated.

    

    She hurriedly took out her phone from her pocket.

    

    "No take-backs!"

    

    She was about to play a recording.

    

    "No, that's not what I meant."

    

    When did she record that anyway?

    

    What I wanted to talk about was something else.

    

    "Dating is fine, but I have a condition."

    

    "A condition? Like a friendship fee?"

    

    "No, where did you hear that term?"

    

    "I once went to a gathering of wealthy heirs, and they required something like that to join."

    

    I'm starting to understand why Seohee has trust issues with people.

    

    "It's nothing like that. And I'm not saying I'll dislike you if you don't follow it. It's just a request since we're dating."

    

    "Phew~"

    

    Seohee let out a sigh of relief.

    

    "I noticed today that you didn't say a single word to Seokyul."

    

    "I have no reason to look at other guys."

    

    "Seohee, your eyes are scary."

    

    Truly, Seohee's lifeless black eyes seemed like they could suck me in like a black hole.

    

    It gave me a strange feeling of obsession.

    

    "That's not what I meant! You have the same attitude toward everyone else too."

    

    "Yeah..."

    

    Seohee finally seemed to understand what I meant.

    

    Until now, Seohee had consistently shown a lack of interest in other students.

    

    No, it wouldn't matter if she was just uninterested, but she would completely ignore them without a word, sometimes even giving them cold stares.

    

    Even when Seokyul or I, as a new transfer student, tried to talk to her, she would just glare coldly without responding.

    

    She was the type who wouldn't even pretend to look at someone she wasn't interested in.

    

    "I'm not sure if I should be saying this, but I'm worried about you as your boyfriend."

    

    A cool spring breeze blew through.

    

    Inside the parking lot, only the distant sounds of students could be heard.

    

    "Of course, I don't mind relaying messages from others to you. But I'm worried it might be hard on you."

    

    Seohee was expressionless for a moment.

    

    She seemed lost in thought.

    

    I couldn't tell what she was thinking.

    

    Perhaps I still don't know much about Seohee.

    

    It hasn't even been a month since we reunited after our childhood.

    

    "Okay."

    

    But Seohee agreed to my request.

    

    "It's just a little, but if Inwoo helps me, I'll try."

    

    I'm glad to have a girlfriend who takes my words seriously.

    

    "Thank you. I'll try not to create situations that are difficult for you."

    

    To open up to others, one needs good people around.

    

    I should help her so she doesn't get involved with strange people and suffer.

    

    The bell rang.

    

    It was the class bell.

    

    "Oh no, we'll be late! Seohee, let's run."

    

    We need to hurry.

    

    As I urged Seohee, she approached me with quick steps.

    

    "We'll talk more later."

    

    Smooch-

    

    "Huh?"

    

    I touched my cheek in a daze.

    

    "Thanks for worrying about me."

    

    Seohee said only that before rushing off.

    

    My cheek, where Seohee's lips had touched, felt hot.

    

    ————

    

    When I arrived at the classroom, class had already started.

    

    "Why are you late?"

    

    "I went to the bathroom."

    

    "Constipated?"

    

    "Hahahahaha-!!!"

    

    Fortunately, the insensitive male teacher's comment lightened the mood in the classroom.

    

    After sitting down, I turned toward Seohee, who waved at me with a smile.

    

    I still felt a tingling sensation on my cheek.

    

    During break time,

    

    Seohee approached me again.

    

    She asked about what happened earlier.

    

    I didn't dislike it, but it was sudden.

    

    "Hehe, you said earlier that you'd let me do whatever I want when we're alone."

    

    "...I thought you meant patting my head?"

    

    "That too. By the way, Inwoo, you were really paying attention in class."

    

    "It's exam period."

    

    As exams approach, there's a lot to gain during class time.

    

    Sections marked with many asterisks, sentences written in red chalk—these are important.

    

    Also, noting parts where explanations get particularly lengthy helps predict what will be on the exam.

    

    "Except for the beginning, you never looked back at me."

    

    "During class, I need to focus on the lesson."

    

    "I guess so..."

    

    Seohee seemed oddly disappointed.

    

    "Grades are important to me."

    

    "Where are you thinking of going?"

    

    "Hmm... not sure? For now, I'm aiming for an entrance scholarship anywhere."

    

    That would be better for covering tuition.

    

    "What? Kang Inwoo, were you a model student?"

    

    Somehow, Seokyul had joined our conversation.

    

    "What's with that surprised face?"

    

    "I thought you didn't study since you're always lovey-dovey with your girlfriend in class."

    

    "You asked me about that math problem earlier."

    

    He seems to have completely forgotten that he was begging me for help this morning.

    

    "Haha, did I? Thanks to your girlfriend, I at least finished my homework."

    

    "Homework?"

    

    "Actually, it was tutoring homework."

    

    "Didn't you say you don't study during self-study time?"

    

    "They forced me."

    

    Seokyul grumbled with a deep sigh.

    

    He said his cousin comes every weekend to tutor him.

    

    "Since that's the case, try your best."

    

    "Ugh!!"

    

    What kind of scream is that...

    

    "Anyway, about this morning, thanks to both Seohee and you."

    

    I glanced slightly at Seohee.

    

    Seohee maintained an uninterested expression.

    

    She just continued patting my head.

    

    Is my head that pleasant to touch?

    

    It's just a short haircut, not particularly rough or anything.

    

    "Yeah, you should thank Seohee more than me."

    

    "Um... th-thank you. Miss So Seohee."

    

    Aren't you classmates?

    

    Despite Seokyul's suddenly formal speech, Seohee remained expressionless and continued touching my head.

    

    Seokyul didn't seem to expect much and just went with it.

    

    This guy is really something.

    

    Other students would ask me to relay messages to Seohee,

    

    Not even thinking about talking to her directly.

    

    Only Seokyul occasionally speaks to her despite being ignored.

    

    "You're welcome."

    

    Seokyul flinched and turned to look at Seohee, trembling.

    

    "Huh? Did you just answer..."

    

    I also looked up at Seohee, wondering if I had misheard.

    

    Seohee smiled when our eyes met.

    

    The bell rang.

    

    The bell signaling the next class.

    

    Seohee returned to her seat without saying anything more.

    

    For Seohee, this was her best effort.

    

    ———

    

    Evening self-study time, with everyone studying.

    

    Just looking around the classroom makes me feel pressured to stay and study too.

    

    Still, I packed my bag and headed out.

    

    I can feel occasional envious glances directed at us.

    

    "Inwoo, let's go together."

    

    As soon as homeroom ended, Seohee clung to my arm.

    

    "We're still at school."

    

    "Ah, right?"

    

    It's troublesome if teachers catch us.

    

    And if they complain enough for it to reach our homeroom teacher, it would be even more awkward.

    

    He's already turned a blind eye to our "unhealthy" relationship once.

    

    "Can I come over today too?"

    

    Seohee asked.

    

    "Seohee, didn't you say you were busy?"

    

    I heard Seohee was managing a company.

    

    I'm not sure if a minor can legally own a corporation,

    

    But even if lawyers and secretaries handle most of the work, Seohee must have things to take care of.

    

    "During exam period, the company doesn't look for me."

    

    "Really?"

    

    It seems they respect her student status even if she's a third-generation chaebol with significant responsibilities.

    

    "I'm free until exams are over."

    

    So, the third-generation chaebol actually has more free time during exam period.

    

    "Aren't you going to study?"

    

    "Didn't you see my skills?"

    

    "Well, that's true..."

    

    Given how easily Seohee solved problems that I struggled with.

    

    She must already be good at studying, so she doesn't need to work hard.

    

    "But I heard that upper-class people usually have more intense college entrance preparation."

    

    "Well, I'm a special case."

    

    Seohee said with a bright, carefree smile.

    

    "Anyway, unlike someone who has free time, I need to start studying."

    

    I plan to bring Hyeeun home, prepare a simple dinner, and focus on studying.

    

    "Really? It would be fun if we did it together~"

    

    Seohee tried to tempt me in a strange way.

    

    "I could help you study too~"

    

    "Ahem, that... no."

    

    "Why?"

    

    My face turns red as I recall that time.

    

    "That... there was that awkward incident in front of Hyeeun..."

    

    My heart starts racing again as I remember kissing Seohee.

    

    Come on, Kang Inwoo, be a man!

    

    Don't falter over such things!

    

    "Let's go."

    

    "Huh?"

    

    Seohee said with a serious look.

    

    That gaze was aimed directly at my lips.

    

    Flick-

    

    "Ouch-"

    

    "Snap out of it."

    

    "Ugh... since we're dating, we could do a bit more."

    

    After lightly flicking my forehead, Seohee complained while rubbing her forehead.

    

    I told her that if something like that happened again at home, I wouldn't be able to face my mom when she returns.

    

    So I made a different suggestion.

    

    "How about we go on a date after exams?"

    

    "A date?"

    

    "Yeah. How about we go out together on a day when we're both free?"

    

    Seohee nodded in satisfaction.

    

    "Sounds good."

  
    Chapter 21. Since We're Dating Anyway (2)

    
    The day when the fruits of my efforts would finally bear had arrived.

    

    Of course, the entrance exams weren't over yet.

    

    "The test is finished!!!!"

    

    But the classroom already had an atmosphere as if everything in life was over.

    

    Whether that was despair or hope.

    

    "Hey, did you do well on the test?"

    

    As soon as the exam ended, Seok-yul's group approached.

    

    Right after a test, the smart students become the popular ones.

    

    And right now, I'm one of those experiencing that popularity.

    

    "Well, it was okay."

    

    I said, showing my test paper.

    

    "Nice! I was confused about question 18."

    

    "Yeah, I was confused about number 18 too."

    

    "Hey, when you say that, it makes me nervous. Well, I'm probably right."

    

    "Think whatever you want."

    

    It's the last day of exams.

    

    After doing some preliminary grading, students were already starting to leave the classroom one by one.

    

    "Inwoo, we're going to the PC room, you in?"

    

    "I'm going on a date with my girlfriend."

    

    "Is that so? Then see you Monday."

    

    After sending them off, I approached Seohee.

    

    Seohee had just finished packing up.

    

    "Seohee, did you do well?"

    

    "This level is a piece of cake for me."

    

    Looking at question 18 on Seohee's test paper, I could tell my answer was correct.

    

    "You really are smart. I think I'll probably get a grade 2 at best."

    

    I wondered which universities I could attend with a full scholarship if I kept getting grade 2.

    

    Well, the college entrance exam would be just as important.

    

    "Our Seohee is so smart," I said, patting her head.

    

    "Hehe, what's gotten into you, Inwoo?"

    

    "We're dating now, and you've been patient all this time."

    

    I was trying to pat her head as much as I wanted after all I'd endured,

    

    but Seohee kept grinning like she was enjoying it.

    

    Since all the other students had left early, we were practically alone in the classroom.

    

    There was no need to be self-conscious.

    

    "Let's go then."

    

    "Okay."

    

    It was still midday.

    

    Hye-eun hadn't finished kindergarten yet.

    

    Plus, mom said she would finish work early today and pick up Hye-eun instead.

    

    A perfect day for a date.

    

    "Finally, a date with Inwoo~"

    

    As soon as we passed through the school gate, Seohee hummed a tune and took my hand.

    

    "Since we're dating, this much is okay, right?"

    

    "Yeah."

    

    I could feel the soft touch from Seohee's delicate hand.

    

    Our warmth transferred through our interlocked palms, as if she wouldn't let go.

    

    I hope my hand isn't sweating or anything?

    

    This is my first time holding a girl's hand like this, so I'm not sure if it's okay.

    

    "So Seohee, where did you say you had in mind?"

    

    I tried to change the subject to avoid being too conscious.

    

    "I've picked a place with a nice atmosphere. I'm sure you'll like it."

    

    As we stood outside the school gate for a moment, a limousine arrived.

    

    "Sorry to keep you waiting, Miss."

    

    "No, it's fine! You could have taken your time!"

    

    Seohee must have been quite happy, as her smile never left her face.

    

    The driver seemed a bit flustered by Seohee's sweet voice in front of him.

    

    But he quickly composed himself and opened the car door.

    

    Even though I've ridden in it several times, I'm still not used to having the driver open the door for me.

    

    But once inside, I saw the now-familiar limousine interior.

    

    Getting to ride in a car like this often must surely be a blessing, right?

    

    With such thoughts, I entered, and Seohee immediately hugged my arm.

    

    Then she rested her head on my shoulder.

    

    "What's this? As soon as we get in?"

    

    "Hehe, since we're dating, this much is okay, right?"

    

    "You've already hugged me several times before."

    

    The scent of shampoo wafted from Seohee.

    

    I've smelled this fragrance up close a few times before.

    

    Of course, if I recall those moments, my face might turn red and make the atmosphere awkward.

    

    I turned my head and changed the subject.

    

    "I'm hungry, where are we going to eat?"

    

    I'd only heard it was a place with a nice atmosphere.

    

    "Do you like steak?"

    

    "Oh! Steak!"

    

    Speaking of steak,

    

    isn't that just grilled meat that's ridiculously expensive and scary to even look at?

    

    I'd thought about wanting to try it before,

    

    but it was something I'd always passed up by grilling cheap pork belly on special days instead.

    

    "Is it okay to eat something so expensive?"

    

    "It's not expensive for me, so don't worry."

    

    Seohee asked the driver to take us to 'Jupiter Hotel.'

    

    She said it casually, but Jupiter Hotel is one of the few 5-star hotels in Korea owned by the Jupiter Group.

    Moreover, if it's the steakhouse at Jupiter Hotel, there's only one place it could be.

    

    "What's the name of the place?"

    

    "It's called 'Cain' and it's quite good. Nice atmosphere."

    

    "Is it possibly a three-Michelin-star restaurant?"

    

    "I think I've seen that at the entrance."

    

    It was a place with three Michelin stars and expensive prices, known among the public as the "aristocrat's restaurant."

    For Seohee, it was just a familiar regular spot nearby.

    

    "I'm feeling really burdened right now! Why are we going to such an outrageous place?"

    

    Seohee found my reaction cute and revealed an even more outrageous fact.

    

    "The person who cooks our lunch at school used to be the head chef there, you know."

    

    "..."

    

    I wondered what I had been eating all this time.

    

    It occurred to me that the price of the food I'd been eating might be far higher than I had imagined.

    

    Of course, I wouldn't ask for the money back later, but I felt my stomach trembling from the pressure.

    

    "Seohee, from now on, I'll bring my own lunchbox for lunch."

    

    "What? There's no need for that."

    

    "I think I might choke on the food."

    

    "Come on~ It's fine. It's all just food for people to eat anyway."

    

    Even though Seohee said that,

    

    I'm still a commoner who's more comfortable with simple homemade rolled eggs and soybean paste soup.

    

    Just talking about food made me hungrier.

    

    There were plenty of snacks in the limousine,

    

    but I resisted touching them.

    

    Seohee had told me before to eat as much as I wanted,

    

    but now a three-star steak was waiting for me.

    I was barely calming my mind, which was oscillating between expectation and tension.

    

    "Ah~ I'm tired!"

    

    Seohee fell onto my arm and stretched.

    

    Then she subtly shifted her body and lay down.

    

    Using my knee as a pillow.

    

    "Since we're dating, this much is okay, right?"

    

    She nuzzled her face against my thigh.

    

    "......"

    

    "Why are you silent?"

    

    "Oh, it's nothing."

    

    I stroked Seohee's hair and looked out the window.

    

    "Inwoo, perhaps..."

    

    Seohee turned her head to look toward my body.

    

    "What are you looking at?"

    

    As Seohee's gaze seemed to focus on a strange place,

    

    I placed my hand on her forehead and pushed her away.

    

    "Don't push me. I might fall~"

    

    "That's because you're looking at a weird place."

    

    Heat rose to the tips of my ears.

    

    "So what were you thinking just now?"

    

    "...Just that Seohee must be tired..."

    

    "You were thinking something naughty, weren't you?"

    

    Seohee stared at me intently.

    

    Honestly, for a moment, with Seohee's face buried between my legs, it did feel strange.

    

    But I tried not to imagine anything beyond that.

    I hope she doesn't render the desperate efforts of a wholesome young man futile.

    

    "Hmm? Hmm? Tell me honestly~"

    

    Seohee smiled seductively again.

    

    She wrapped her arms around my shoulders and slowly raised her upper body.

    

    Thanks to that, her face was right below my chin, facing me.

    

    Is this the beginning of another temptation?

    

    "Hmm? What were you thinking?"

    

    "Enough! What do you mean, what was I thinking?!"

    

    "Hmm..."

    

    Seohee stayed in that position for a moment, then raised her face to my ear.

    

    "I could do anything for you if you'd just be honest."

    

    Fearing my reason might melt at that decisive statement, I hastily pushed Seohee away.

    

    "Weren't... weren't we supposed to have a wholesome date..!!"

    

    I glanced at the driver.

    

    The driver was focusing solely on driving, not even looking in our direction.

    

    Is he not interested in the young lady he's serving showing such improper behavior in the back?

    

    "It's useless to look at him."

    

    Seohee smiled mischievously as if it was pointless.

    

    "It's soundproofed, and he can only hear us if I turn on the switch."

    

    "There's such a function?"

    

    "Hehe, it's a technology that Jupiter Motors proudly introduced recently."

    

    It's said to protect the privacy of passengers for business purposes.

    

    Here, it's not business but romantic antics.

    

    "I admire the technology, but let's not do this."

    

    I calmed down and opened the window.

    

    The wind rushed in.

    

    The car wasn't hot, but I needed to cool the heat on my face.

    

    "Hehe, alright. I'll let you off this time."

    

    "Seohee, you're really mean. Just teasing your boyfriend."

    

    As I pretended to be upset, Seohee apologized sweetly and let it go.

    

    Phew~ I feel like I aged ten years.

    

    Feeling the incoming breeze,

    

    I tried to shake off the guilt of having had those unwholesome thoughts that Seohee had mentioned.

    

    ———

    

    

    

    The limousine was now showing the streets of Seoul.

    

    Although a few weeks had passed since I transferred,

    

    this was my first time in Seoul as an adult.

    

    Passing by the surrounding skyscrapers, numerous crowds, and the distant Han River, we stopped in front of a hotel.

    

    Jupiter Hotel

    

    While the name might sound like a casually named small hotel,

    

    it was actually an ambitious tourist hotel prepared by the Jupiter Group,

    

    and one of the top tourist destinations in the country.

    

    True to its reputation, it was frequently visited by wealthy foreign tourists and various dignitaries.

    

    Just looking around, the entrance was crowded with foreigners adorned in expensive luxury brands.

    

    Through the beautiful landscaping,

    

    the left entrance of the 50-story 'ㄷ'-shaped building had one side covered in glass.

    

    You couldn't see inside from the outside, but from the inside, you could view the streets of Seoul.

    

    And facing the Han River at that.

    

    It was positioned so that when dusk falls, you could see the Han River under the reddened sky.

    

    Besides that, it was a beautiful white building with a simple yet sophisticated design.

    

    "Wow-"

    

    Honestly, I couldn't help but be amazed.

    

    "What do you think? Isn't it cool?"

    

    Seohee asked with satisfaction beside me.

    

    Oh no, was I acting too much like a country bumpkin?

    

    "Yeah, it's my first time in a place like this... um..."

    

    As I hesitated to speak, Seohee tilted her head.

    

    "I'd like to take a picture, can we take one together?"

    

    "Yes!!"

    

    Seohee happily agreed, to my relief.

    

    I was worried I might be bothering her since this was an environment she could see every day,

    

    but it was an unnecessary concern; she was even more enthusiastic than I was.

    

    "This is our first couple selfie, isn't it?"

    

    "That's right."

    

    Among the landscaping, there were various sculptures and photo spots set up for visitors to take pictures.

    

    But since we were hungry,

    

    and thinking of the staff who might be tense waiting for the third-generation chaebol who had made a reservation, we decided to go quickly.

    

    "Let's just take one quick photo for now."

    

    We sat side by side on a swing sculpture where the hotel sign was visible.

    

    Raising my arm to ensure our image was well-captured, I

    

    pressed the button.

    

    "Taking the picture. One, two~"

    

    Smooch-

    

    "What was that suddenly?"

    

    "Since we're dating, a kiss photo is okay, right?"

    

    My phone captured our first couple photo with Seohee giving me a kiss on the cheek.

    

    "Send it to me later."

    

    "Okay."

    

    I answered while rubbing my cheek where Seohee's touch lingered.

    

    I wonder if I'm getting used to this too.

    

    "You must be hungry, so let's go in now."

    

    Holding Seohee's hand, I entered the Jupiter Hotel entrance for the first time in my life.

  
    Chapter 22. Since We're Dating Anyway (3)

    
    As we entered the hotel, a radiant angel statue greeted us.

    

    The place was lined with cafes, souvenir shops, dessert stores, private lounges, and public lounges everywhere.

    

    Inside the lobby with its magnificent chandeliers and luxurious interior,

    people were bustling about despite it being off-season.

    

    "Wow, I didn't know places like this existed."

    

    Of course, I'd seen such places on television,

    but after being cooped up in my tiny one-room apartment every day, I couldn't help feeling overwhelmed by the sight.

    

    "Seohee, have you ever stayed here before?"

    

    What a stupid question.

    I laughed awkwardly, realizing how foolish I sounded.

    Being in a place like this was making me say all sorts of nonsense.

    

    "Hahaha, was that obvious?"

    

    "No, I've never actually been in one of the rooms. Never had a reason to."

    

    "Really?"

    

    Hotels are nice and all, but since Seohee's house is in Seoul and probably spacious enough, I guess she never had a reason to book a hotel room.

    

    I mean, who would stay at a hotel near where they live unless they were specifically planning a hotel vacation?

    

    "Would you like to stay here, Inwoo?"

    

    "Yeah, whenever I see places like this in videos, I always think about how nice it would be to have a hotel vacation here."

    

    First class, five-star hotels,

    private lounges, personal summer villas—

    

    Doesn't everyone dream about these things at least once?

    That's why review videos of these experiences get so many views on MewTube.

    

    "I always imagine bringing my family here after I succeed... Wait a minute!"

    

    Seohee was staring at me intently.

    And she was already smiling, seemingly pleased about something that might happen in the future.

    

    "I'm not asking you to do it for me!! I want to come here with my own money!"

    

    I'd forgotten that the person I was excitedly talking to was a third-generation chaebol.

    

    Who is Seohee?

    She's the woman who took me to a three-star Pichelin restaurant when I was innocently trying to enjoy a normal date in school uniforms.

    She's the woman who showed up with cash when I jokingly asked to borrow 100 million won.

    

    I need to be careful around Seohee from now on.

    

    Seohee looked dejected when I stopped her before she could scheme something.

    

    "Tch- We could have checked in right away."

    

    "Ahem... I'm getting hungry anyway."

    

    Even though I was already accepting too much from her, making my actions seem deceptive, I changed the subject because I felt uncomfortable receiving more.

    

    We walked side by side to the elevator.

    

    The two elevators on the left were entirely made of glass due to their location.

    Of course, it was reinforced glass, so it wouldn't break easily.

    

    Because of this, people would deliberately go out of their way to use these elevators once it started getting dark, I was told.

    

    "Oh, it's true! I can see all of Seoul."

    

    "Hehe, Inwoo, you're like an elementary school student on a field trip."

    

    My face turned bright red at Seohee's laughter.

    I must have gotten too excited.

    Seeing my embarrassment, Seohee seemed to enjoy teasing me even more.

    

    "Stop it. I just haven't been to Seoul much."

    

    "Really?~ Is this our little Inwoo's first time in Seoul?~"

    

    "I said stop it!!"

    

    Fortunately, we were alone in the elevator.

    I would have been so embarrassed if others had seen this.

    

    "Hehe, should we go on a Seoul trip together next time?"

    

    "No thanks."

    

    "Aww~ Don't be upset~"

    

    While we were chatting,

    the ascending elevator reached the floor just below the rooftop.

    We had arrived at the restaurant.

    

    As the doors opened, two restaurants were immediately visible on either side.

    

    These were the twin pillars of Jupiter Hotel's signature dining establishments.

    

    One was a traditional Korean restaurant and the other was a Western restaurant, both with

    three-star plaques visible at their entrances.

    

    The entrance alone was magnificent.

    There were many people gathered...

    

    Wait, are those people wearing legislative badges?

    Why are these people I've seen on TV here?

    

    Unlike my confusion, Seohee walked naturally.

    

    "Oh, it's been a while."

    

    Some of them recognized Seohee and approached.

    

    "Hello, Director Seohee So. Do you remember me? I'm from Yuseon Daily..."

    

    "Nice to meet you, Director So. I'm the Vice President of Myeonggi Group..."

    

    "My, you're as beautiful as your mother~"

    

    People who recognized her began to gather around Seohee one by one.

    

    It was fascinating to see these people I'd only seen on TV greeting someone I knew.

    Seohee received their greetings one by one with a cold expression, as if she was used to it.

    

    It was strange how her expression didn't change once during the exchange of pleasantries.

    

    Eventually, Seohee signaled that she was uncomfortable.

    

    "I'm here for a private dinner with an acquaintance today."

    

    "Ah, I see. I apologize."

    

    "Not at all. The representative must be very busy as well."

    

    I watched Seohee's social scene from a distance.

    During this, a man who hadn't heard Seohee's words tactlessly interrupted.

    

    "By the way, I saw your mother here. Did you come with her?"

    

    "Pardon?"

    

    "Huh?"

    

    I think I heard a tremor in Seohee's voice just now?

    It was as if this was something unexpected.

    

    "I'm here for a private dinner, unrelated to my mother's schedule."

    

    "I see. I would appreciate it if you could spare some time for me in the future."

    

    "Yes. Please go ahead."

    

    After the social gathering dispersed, Seohee turned to me.

    She nodded toward the restaurant entrance, signaling me to follow.

    

    "Ah, yes."

    

    As I walked toward Seohee, the attention of those high-ranking people who had been greeting her shifted to me.

    

    It's uncomfortable.

    How can Seohee deal with such gazes so coldly?

    

    Unlike when she was joking around in the elevator, Seohee now looked like an adult.

    

    "Inwoo, I'm sorry. Was that uncomfortable for you?"

    

    "No, it's nice meeting famous people."

    

    I tried to act cool and composed, despite my discomfort.

    Someday, I need to become an adult who can be confident in situations like this.

    

    ————

    

    We entered the Western restaurant.

    Without even having to give a reservation name,

    the staff recognized us and guided us to our table.

    

    Well, they probably recognized Seohee.

    Though she doesn't appear in the media much, those who should know her, do.

    

    The interior was based on dim lighting,

    with fresh plants strategically placed throughout.

    Relaxing jazz music played as the restaurant's background music.

    

    "We will prepare the pre-ordered course meal."

    

    A female staff member with tied hair and a sophisticated, neat appearance bowed as she spoke.

    

    They must be very selective when hiring staff here...

    The waitress has looks that could rival a celebrity's.

    

    *Slap*

    

    "Ouch, why did you hit me?"

    

    Seohee slapped the back of my hand.

    It didn't really hurt.

    

    "Why are you gaping and looking at other women?"

    

    "I wasn't looking at anything!"

    

    I might sound like I'm making excuses, but I'm not the kind of pathetic guy who checks out other women on a first date.

    

    Whether she accepted my explanation or not, Seohee gulped down some water.

    She wiped her mouth once and started complaining.

    

    "Hah- I didn't expect so many people to be gathered here. I thought it would be quiet today."

    

    "Those people from earlier?"

    

    "Yeah. They're transparent people, but for the company's sake, I have to wear a mask even if I don't like it."

    

    "You seemed pretty expressionless for that."

    

    "It's better that way if I want to appear charismatic."

    

    Seohee said, turning her gaze away.

    I liked her consistent behavior; it was cute.

    

    "It's not that people are particularly difficult or anything."

    

    "So was your behavior at school also business-like?"

    

    "Yeah, I think it worked pretty well."

    

    "Pfft."

    

    "Why are you laughing!"

    

    "Pfft... *snort*..."

    

    "What's with you! Suddenly."

    

    Seohee's expression looked serious.

    Well, I was oddly pleased that she showed her emotions openly in front of me.

    

    But for Seohee's sake, I shared my honest thoughts.

    

    "Seohee, I think you look better with a relaxed face."

    

    "Really?"

    

    "Yeah. It would be nice if you were kind to others the way you smile brightly at me."

    

    "Does that look better?"

    

    "Yeah. Everyone would fall for you if you did that."

    

    Seohee's bright smile was too threatening to be wasted on an "Ice Queen" nickname.

    

    "I see."

    

    Seohee nodded once more and repeated.

    

    "I see."

    

    "What's wrong?"

    

    "Then that means you've fallen for me too, right?"

    

    She caught me off guard.

    

    "Is that how the conversation goes?"

    

    "Hehe, so it's confirmed even after summer ends?"

    

    "No, I didn't say that much?"

    

    "Since we're at it, why not confirm marriage while we're dating?"

    

    It's scary because one wrong word and I might find my seal on a marriage registration form.

    

    "Right, I've thrown myself to you as prey."

    

    "Hehe."

    

    "Anyway, I think you can relax your expression at school. You don't need to maintain charisma all the time."

    

    Unless it's a manga-like school full of fights.

    Our school doesn't seem to have any bullies or troublemakers.

    

    If there were, they'd probably have a big fight with Seohee and get expelled.

    Or they might recognize her and volunteer to be her enforcer.

    

    "That's an interesting idea too."

    

    Seohee nodded, finding my story amusing.

    

    "It's like a secret organization at school. Since Inwoo is smart, you could be in charge of accounting."

    

    "Just to be cautious, don't actually create one."

    

    If our homeroom teacher, who's new to the job, found out that a delinquent circle had formed in her class, she might cry.

    

    Well, the Hayeon Knights would probably help out then.

    

    "Your appetizer is served."

    

    The appetizer arrived while we were chatting.

    

    "This is beef brisket salad."

    

    Organic salad topped with a few slices of rolled beef brisket.

    Drizzled with extra virgin oil and tangy lemon juice sauce, sprinkled with truffle salt.

    

    It was served in a small, palm-sized indented container within a larger plate, so the portion wasn't large.

    

    "Oh, it's less rich than I expected!"

    

    After one bite, the beef melted in my mouth, and a unique spice, perhaps truffle, enveloped my nose.

    Rather than being intense, it seemed to bring out the natural flavors of the ingredients.

    

    Before I knew it, I had emptied the plate.

    

    "Whew- burning through tens of thousands of won like this..."

    

    "There's still a lot left, so don't feel intimidated."

    

    Seohee took a sip of the non-alcoholic wine that the staff had poured.

    

    "This isn't real alcohol, right?"

    

    "No, everyone knows we're minors, so there's nothing to worry about."

    

    Everything was a new experience for me, unfamiliar with this world.

    

    The next dish that arrived was also an appetizer.

    

    "There are three appetizers?"

    

    "Yes, I don't want Inwoo to be hungry."

    

    Seohee smiled and wiped the corner of my mouth with a napkin.

    I felt embarrassed for showing such an unrefined side.

    

    "Umm... sorry, I didn't realize."

    

    "Hehe, I should keep this."

    

    "Throw it away right now."

    

    Seeing her actually trying to put it in her pocket, I quickly snatched it and placed it on my plate.

    

    "This is sirloin and scallop dish."

    

    The dish that came out this time was also eye-opening.

    A piece of medium-cooked sirloin on top of a scallop, garnished with sauce and topped with caviar.

    

    "Is it okay to take pictures here?"

    

    "Yes."

    

    I guess they allow it, unlike some restaurants that prohibit photography.

    I didn't use social media much, but I wanted to keep this as a memory.

    

    "Thanks to Seohee, I'm experiencing a lot of new things."

    

    "Hehe, aren't you glad you're dating me?"

    

    Seohee smiled broadly, looking pleased.

    

    "Yes. Thank you."

    

    I smiled back in response.

    

    While we were both grinning,

    

    "Seohee, what's wrong?"

    

    Seohee's upturned lips suddenly dropped, and her expression hardened.

    Her gaze was fixed on something outside the door, not on me.

    

    "Did someone come?"

    

    When I turned my head to follow Seohee's gaze,

    I only caught the back of a young woman in a suit leaving through the door.

    

    "Someone you know?"

    

    "It's nothing. Enjoy your meal."

    

    Seohee shook her head and smiled again.

    

    But having seen Seohee's true self longer than perhaps anyone else around, I could tell.

    I could tell that Seohee was forcing her lips to curl upward...

  
    Chapter 23. First Meeting with My Girlfriend's Mother

    
    "Seohee, are you really okay?"

    

    "Yeah, I'm fine."

    

    Seohee forced a smile and shook her head.

    

    I couldn't tell if she was just pretending to be okay or if I was being overly sensitive.

    

    "Your steak rice bowl is served."

    

    As I was worrying, the last appetizer arrived.

    

    It was the only rice dish at this Western restaurant.

    

    There was a small mound of rice about the size of a piece of sushi, with four pieces of steak placed beside it, topped with an orange foam.

    

    "Hmm... it tastes like ssamjang?"

    

    "It's a molecular gastronomy reinterpretation of traditional sauce from a famous house."

    

    The server who was refilling my glass with non-alcoholic wine briefly explained.

    

    This was my first experience with molecular gastronomy, so I curiously poked at it with my fork a few times.

    

    The fact that they could turn ssamjang into foam—science and technology are truly amazing.

    

    The taste was, of course, perfect.

    

    My body shivered the moment I took a bite.

    

    It stimulated my taste buds with the concentrated umami flavors of the sauce and meat.

    

    "Wow, this is incredibly delicious!! Seohee?"

    

    "Huh? Oh, yes, it's delicious!"

    

    Seohee answered while staring at her plate, which still had food on it.

    

    "..."

    

    She absentmindedly and carefully picked up a piece of steak with her fork.

    

    "Seohee, how's your stomach?"

    

    "Hmm? Oh, well... I'm hungry. There's still a lot of food left, so look forward to it."

    

    Seohee exclaimed confidently.

    

    But she herself didn't seem interested in eating much.

    

    At this rate, continuing the meal wouldn't be enjoyable.

    

    I rubbed my stomach for show.

    

    "...I'm getting a bit full now."

    

    "Already?"

    

    Contrary to what I was saying,

    my eager stomach was about to protest loudly with a growl.

    

    To be honest, it was a waste.

    It was painfully, agonizingly wasteful,

    but my girlfriend in front of me was more important than some expensive food.

    

    "If you're okay with it, should we just finish up and leave?"

    

    Seohee stared at me for a while before catching on to my intention.

    

    "No! I'm fine! There's still a lot of food left!!"

    

    "I'm full, and I want to buy you dessert somewhere else."

    

    Seohee stopped shaking her head.

    

    She seemed to have realized how she'd been acting.

    

    "We can come back for the main course another time. It's not like today is our last chance."

    

    "But..."

    

    "I'm saying I'll mooch off my wealthy girlfriend for Michelin-star cuisine again next time."

    

    When I said it jokingly, Seohee nodded with a bitter smile.

    

    "Really... Hah~ I'm sorry for making you worry."

    

    "What are you sorry for? I'm the one who's too full to eat more."

    

    I urged Seohee to leave.

    

    She didn't look well either, so there was no need to stay longer.

    

    Seohee called over a staff member.

    

    "I'm sorry, but we'll end our meal here."

    

    Even though we were ending early, we would still be charged the full amount.

    

    But Seohee wasn't the type to worry about such things.

    

    Of course, I was shocked when I saw the bill.

    

    "How many tens of thousands is this... one, ten, hundred..."

    

    I couldn't believe it, so I counted the zeros again and again.

    

    I had expected it to be expensive, but seeing it directly hit me hard.

    

    My family's entire monthly living expenses gone on a single meal,

    burned away on a few pieces of steak in my stomach?

    

    I felt so wasteful that I didn't think I could even poop today.

    

    As self-loathing washed over me, Seohee grabbed my hand to snap me out of it.

    

    "What are you doing? Do I look like someone who can't afford this much?"

    

    "No, that's not it. It's just overwhelming to face the reality."

    

    "Then you'd better be good to me~"

    

    If I keep following Seohee's lead, I wonder if things like this will happen often.

    

    I hope my sense of money doesn't get warped.

    

    After all, I'm still just a part-timer earning minimum wage at a convenience store.

    

    After paying, we decided to stop by the restroom before leaving.

    

    I washed my hands and fixed my appearance, adjusting my hair as well.

    

    It was a date after all, so I needed to make sure my hair didn't look weird.

    

    I kept fussing with it in the mirror, though it probably didn't make much difference.

    

    Where should we go next?

    

    I hadn't researched much because I was busy studying for exams.

    

    But I did have places I wanted to visit in Seoul, so I could choose from those.

    

    After leaving the restroom, I spotted Seohee standing in the restaurant's outer lobby and headed toward her.

    

    "Seohee, did you wait long?"

    

    As I called out to her and started walking over, I hesitated.

    

    "So what brings you here?"

    

    I noticed a woman speaking to Seohee in a cold, indifferent voice.

    

    ———

    

    "So what brings you here?"

    

    "Just... came for lunch, Mother."

    

    A woman facing Seohee,

    a middle-aged woman dressed like a wealthy madam from a drama,

    was looking coldly at Seohee.

    

    Her face was nearly expressionless, neither smiling nor angry.

    

    "Hmm... I see."

    

    Is this a serious conversation?

    

    It seemed like she was simply asking why Seohee was here.

    

    I wasn't sure if it was in the context of "Why are you out here instead of studying?"

    but I approached where Seohee was standing.

    

    When I stood beside her, Seohee turned to me with a momentarily surprised expression.

    

    Huh? Did I step into a situation where I shouldn't be?

    

    The gaze of the woman presumed to be "Seohee's mother" naturally turned to me.

    

    "Ah... hello..."

    

    "If it's nothing important, never mind."

    

    My greeting was completely ignored while I was still hesitating.

    

    I was already flustered by this unexpected first meeting with my girlfriend's mother,

    and the intimidating atmosphere made it impossible to do anything else.

    

    Seohee's mother briefly glanced at me before turning her eyes back to Seohee, as if uninterested.

    

    "You remember what I said about living inconspicuously, as if you don't exist?"

    

    "...Yes. I know."

    

    I wondered where Seohee's coldness came from,

    but it seems the Ice Queen trait is hereditary.

    

    It was a serious, cold exchange.

    

    A chilling conversation that could freeze the air.

    

    Dry, without a hint of warmth.

    

    It was impossible to see this as a normal mother-daughter conversation.

    

    "Good, as long as you understand."

    

    Her mother then brushed past Seohee as if she had said all she needed to say.

    

    "I'd like you to decide on a match this summer."

    

    Seohee visibly reacted to this passing remark.

    

    Regardless, Seohee's mother headed to the elevator first.

    

    I caught a glimpse of a female secretary and a few other people waiting by the elevator.

    

    "..."

    

    I don't know what's going on, but Seohee's family seems quite complicated.

    

    I wasn't sure how to respond in this situation.

    

    I never thought I'd witness something that seemed straight out of a drama in real life,

    especially happening to someone close to me.

    

    Maybe staying quiet was the best answer?

    

    I stood silently beside Seohee.

    

    But suddenly I wondered if that was really the right thing to do.

    

    I understood that Seohee and her mother weren't on good terms.

    

    I didn't know what was going on, but they were clearly uncomfortable with each other.

    

    But considering the situation, wasn't this my girlfriend's mother?

    

    They might reconcile later, and regardless, they're family.

    

    Though I wasn't thinking about marriage yet, as someone in a relationship, ignoring the situation seemed impolite.

    

    Of course, I might be told I'm reading the room wrong or being insensitive,

    but I, Kang Inwoo,

    would rather be called insensitive than impolite.

    

    Besides, no matter how strained their relationship is, what parent wouldn't be curious about their child?

    

    She might be too uncomfortable to ask directly, but she might wonder who the boy next to Seohee is, how her exam went, or if she's eating well.

    

    Such topics might even help ease the tension.

    

    The elevator was still coming up.

    

    Her mother, the secretary, and the other staff were still standing in front.

    

    I might miss my chance if I wait.

    

    Rather than regret staying silent later,

    I moved toward Seohee's mother.

    

    "Excuse me..."

    

    "Hmm?"

    

    Seohee's mother, the secretary, and the executives turned around.

    

    Wow, their gazes are intimidating.

    

    I took a deep breath and bowed my head respectfully.

    

    "Hello, ma'am!! I'm Kang Inwoo, currently dating Seohee!!!"

    

    "..."

    

    Silence fell.

    

    In that moment,

    neither Seohee nor her mother,

    nor anyone else spoke.

    

    Carefully raising my head to meet Seohee's mother's eyes,

    I answered with bright, sparkling eyes and an energetic voice.

    

    "I won't neglect my studies, and I'll date Seohee appropriately as befits our status as students! I look forward to your guidance!!"

    

    "..."

    

    Great!

    

    That was perfect.

    

    Respectfully, politely, confidently—

    

    This should be enough to earn her approval, even if she doesn't show it?

    

    "Huh..."

    

    What?

    

    Seohee's mother was barely holding back a grimace.

    

    She glared at me with a snort of disbelief.

    

    "Excuse me, ma'am?"

    

    Did I say something wrong in my greeting?

    

    Or is she unhappy that Seohee is dating right now?

    

    Seohee's mother turned her gaze from me to glare at Seohee.

    

    "I didn't expect you to declare war like this."

    

    War?

    

    The situation is taking a strange turn?

    

    Despite my impulsive action,

    her mother was angry at Seohee, not me.

    

    The elevator arrived,

    and before I could explain, her mother turned sharply and entered the elevator.

    

    "Let's go now!"

    

    And the doors closed immediately.

    

    I should have just kept quiet...

    

    "Ah... um, Seohee?"

    

    Feeling apologetic, I turned to Seohee.

    

    What if she gets angry?

    

    I approached her with concern.

    

    Seohee finally lowered her head and her shoulders began to shake.

    

    "Hey... Seohee."

    

    "Pfft... puhaha... Ahahahaha! Inwoo, you really~"

    

    For some reason, So Seohee was laughing harder than I'd ever seen her.

    

    "Why are you suddenly laughing? I was just trying to be brave and greet her properly."

    

    "No, you did great."

    

    Seohee wiped the tears from her eyes as she continued to laugh cheerfully.

    

    "Did you see that old-fashioned woman's face? It feels so satisfying."

    

    "No matter what, she's still your mom. You shouldn't call her old-fashioned."

    

    "Whatever. That kind of person."

    

    Seohee seemed somehow refreshed.

    

    "My Inwoo is really the best!"

    

    She playfully patted my head.

    

    "Are you really okay?"

    

    "I'm fine, I'm fine!"

    

    "She just said something about declaring war."

    

    "She can't do anything to me anyway."

    

    Seohee just smiled happily.

    

    Well, as long as Seohee is in a good mood, I guess it's fine.

    

    If Seohee is happy, then my actions weren't in vain.

  
    Chapter 24. A Simple Date (1)

    
    "Where should we go now?"

    

    I left the hotel holding Seohee's hand.

    

    I did want to see more places, after all, it would be a waste to spend our first date only at a hotel.

    

    "Hmm... just a moment."

    

    To be honest, I'm hungry.

    Maybe it's because I'm in my growth phase, but I usually eat quite a lot,

    and right now I've only had some appetizers that left me wanting more.

    

    "Want to go get some dessert?"

    

    "Sure. You said you'd treat me this time, right, Inwoo?"

    

    "Yeah."

    I quickly checked my balance on my phone behind Seohee's back.

    "Phew~ Still okay."

    I still had about 30,000 won left.

    

    It was the first allowance my mom gave me after we moved.

    She insisted on giving me 50,000 won, saying that as a high school student, I'd need some personal money, even though I said she didn't have to.

    

    I didn't like it at first, but now I'm grateful.

    Well, back then I never thought I'd have a girlfriend.

    I haven't spent anything except what I used when I went to the snack shop with Seohee.

    

    Come to think of it, I haven't gone out with other kids since I've been taking care of Hyeeun every day.

    Not that I'd have any games to play even if I went to a PC bang.

    Thanks to that, I could confidently make my offer to Seohee.

    

    "How about snow flake bingsu?"

    

    Bingsu would fill me up somewhat, and we could share one between us.

    

    "I've never had snow flake bingsu before."

    

    "Really? Aren't there a lot of shops in Seoul?"

    

    "Well, yes."

    

    She has so much money but hasn't tried it yet.

    Of course, I've only had it once when I took Hyeeun out on a special day, but it was quite delicious.

    

    "I rarely eat snacks outside."

    That makes sense for someone like Seohee who can bring a chef to school.

    But wouldn't patissiers make things like that for her?

    

    "Besides, I don't really like sweet things."

    

    "That's surprising. Your limousine was full of snacks."

    

    "I don't touch them, so they just pile up."

    

    "Then why not stop stocking them?"

    

    "The driver eats them sometimes, when I'm not around."

    So it was all for employee welfare.

    That makes sense.

    

    "He's been gaining weight recently, so I'm thinking of throwing them all away."

    

    "If you're going to throw them away, give them to me. It would be a waste."

    It might not sound cool to say this, but throwing them away seems wrong.

    Just throwing away expensive imported snacks...

    

    "Hehe, if it's Inwoo, I could even give you the limousine."

    

    "No, I don't need a car."

    What would I do with a car as a gift right now?

    At best, selling it would be the most sensible option.

    My mom doesn't need a car either, and just thinking about the maintenance costs and taxes, an expensive car would be a luxury for our household.

    

    It wouldn't be polite to receive a gift and immediately sell it either.

    

    "Oh wait, why am I taking this so seriously?"

    

    "Right, the only thing Inwoo should be seriously thinking about is our honeymoon destination."

    Seohee raised her index finger as if to caution me.

    

    "...Should we go somewhere other than the bingsu place then?"

    

    "Don't change the subject~"

    

    "Alright, alright. If you don't like sweet things, let's go to a café. Do you drink coffee?"

    Seohee thought for a moment, then smiled brightly and said:

    

    "No, let's go to the bingsu place."

    

    "I thought you didn't like sweet things?"

    

    "No, I think it'll be fine."

    Seohee grinned and quickly ushered me into the car.

    

    "Alright, off to the bingsu place!"

    The car started moving before I even said where we were going.

    

    "By the way, where are we going?"

    I feel awkward saying this, but unlike you, I can't afford expensive things...

    

    ———

    

    Fortunately, the car arrived at a famous franchise bingsu shop.

    I checked again just to be sure, but the prices were the same as what I remembered from before.

    

    "What would you like? Should we just get one to share?"

    

    "Sounds good."

    Seohee looked at the menu and said anything would be fine.

    

    'Anything is fine.'

    'Whatever.'

    

    This is probably one of the common dilemmas Koreans often face.

    But showing indecisiveness at a time like this would be a minus point as a boyfriend.

    

    "Since you said you don't like sweet things, how about mango bingsu?"

    I made a quick decision and placed the order.

    I confidently handed over my card.

    

    Ah~ Someday I want to be someone who can generously treat others without worrying about money.

    My rising self-esteem disappeared when I saw the balance notification on my phone after the payment.

    

    "Hmm..."

    

    I just turned off the screen.

    Seohee spent hundreds of thousands of won on me, so I shouldn't feel down about this.

    

    "Are you sure you're okay with money?"

    

    "I'll have you know I'm a working man, Director So Seohee."

    I said jokingly with a relaxed smile.

    

    The truth is, since I take care of Hyeeun and do household chores, I only use my mom's card for living expenses, so I don't really need much pocket money.

    

    I should spend it freely on dates—when else would I use it?

    And once I get paid from my part-time job, things will be easier.

    

    "If it's hard, don't push yourself, and feel free to tell me anytime, Employee Kang Inwoo."

    Seohee was worried about me but played along while hiding her concern.

    

    I was grateful that she didn't look down on her broke boyfriend and just went along with it.

    We sat down to wait and chatted.

    

    "Thanks for the cake last time. My mom liked it too."

    

    "Ah~ It was nothing. But Inwoo~"

    Seohee asked with a bright expression.

    

    "What did your mother say?"

    

    "What did she say? That the cake was delicious..."

    

    "Not that. Like who gave it to you..."

    She urged with a smile that crinkled her eyes—a scary smile.

    

    "Oh, well..."

    I was flustered when I realized what Seohee was implying.

    

    Gulp-!

    

    "Hmm? Why are you getting nervous?"

    Seohee grabbed my wrist firmly.

    It seemed like she wouldn't let go until I told the truth.

    

    "Well... haha, of course I proudly told her my girlfriend bought it!"

    

    "Hmm..."

    

    "Seohee, could you let go of my hand?"

    

    "We're dating, so it's fine, right?"

    

    "Yes, that's right. Yes, that's correct, but your grip is quite tight."

    The eyes peeking through her smile were quite frightening.

    

    "You didn't tell her you're dating me, did you?"

    Seohee caught me.

    

    "I thought I should show that I'm focusing only on my studies to reassure her."

    Of course, there are several reasons.

    

    First, it's my first relationship so it's embarrassing,

    and even though we're dating, it's technically temporary until summer,

    so who knows what will happen?

    If we break up, it would be awkward to explain why...

    

    Also, my mom would want me to get into a good university with a scholarship.

    I felt sorry about showing her that I was spending time on dating rather than studying.

    

    I didn't want to tell Seohee these somewhat pathetic reasons.

    

    "Haah~"

    Seohee sighed and finally released my hand.

    

    But looking at Seohee, it seems like she hasn't told her family either.

    Isn't it unfair that she's being like this with me?

    

    ...But judging from her mother's attitude earlier,

    such conversations would be difficult.

    

    She coldly told her daughter's boyfriend that his greeting was a "declaration of war"

    and to live as if he didn't exist.

    Taking that into consideration, Judge Seohee's verdict was light.

    

    "Well, my family is just finding out about it now too."

    

    "Right. We both couldn't help it."

    

    "Since it's out in the open now, let's set profile pictures."

    

    "What?"

    

    "Profile pictures for our chat apps."

    Seohee showed me the selfie we took at the beginning of our date.

    

    "Do you like this one? Or should we take another?"

    

    "Hmm..."

    I stared at the screen quietly.

    

    Does my mom often look at my profile?

    Well, if she happens to see it, I guess it doesn't matter...

    

    Ah, now that I think about it being revealed to my family, I'm hesitant.

    

    "You don't like it... There are trendy photo studios these days... Let's go!!"

    Seohee misinterpreted my hesitation and exclaimed with sparkling eyes.

    Actually, her ending wasn't "Let's go?" but "Let's go!!" as if she really wanted to go herself.

    

    "Do you want to go?"

    

    "Yes!!!!"

    Seohee's strong affirmation.

    

    Profile pictures...

    A definite way to prove we're a couple.

    

    Seokryul and the kids in our class often ask why we don't have profile pictures or other couple things if we're dating.

    

    There's certainly nothing strange about it since we're dating.

    

    "And I think it's better to do these things quickly."

    Plus, Seohee was the type who wanted to try everything possible while dating.

    

    Right, I can't disappoint my enthusiastic girlfriend.

    I nodded, and we decided to go to a photo studio next.

    

    "Yay!!"

    I'll think about how to tell my mom before we get home.

    I kept thinking while watching Seohee's happy face.

    

    The buzzer rang as our conversation ended.

    

    "I'll go get it."

    I picked up the bingsu tray and headed to our table.

    

    I was amazed even as I carried it.

    

    The bingsu here is really fancy.

    When I came here with Hyeeun last time, she was stubborn about wanting to try everything, which was tough.

    

    Colorful fruit bingsu,

    Chocolate bingsu loaded with chocolate to melt the hearts of chocolate lovers,

    And unique mint chocolate bingsu.

    

    The bingsu I had admired in photos came out almost exactly as pictured.

    

    "Oh, it's pretty."

    Seohee was impressed too.

    

    Though she's not interested in desserts, the mango's color came out beautifully.

    After setting it down, I asked Seohee's permission and took a photo.

    

    I never understood people who take pictures of food to post on social media, but thanks to Seohee, I think I'm starting to get a taste for it.

    

    "I'm done. Let's eat before it melts."

    

    "Okay. But what's this beside it?"

    Seohee pointed to a small pot-shaped container next to the bingsu.

    

    "Condensed milk. They give it in case the bingsu gets bland after you eat all the toppings."

    

    "I see."

    After my explanation, we started eating the mango bingsu.

    

    The sweet mango and fruit syrup mixed with snow melted on my tongue.

    No wonder people come here so often.

    Spoonful by spoonful, the bingsu disappeared.

    

    But I felt a bit sorry because it seemed like I was eating most of it.

    

    Seohee only ate a little bit.

    I felt like she was watching me eat.

    

    "How is it?"

    

    "Delicious."

    Seohee smiled as she looked at me and said:

    

    "Inwoo~"

    

    "What are you saying?"

    

    "Nothing~ I just thought I should have brought you here sooner if I knew you'd like it this much."

    

    "This time I'm clearly the one treating you."

    

    "Okay, okay."

    Anyone watching would think Seohee was my close older sister.

    

    Just as I thought that, Seohee pulled out a napkin and wiped my mouth.

    

    "...Thanks."

    I snatched the napkin from Seohee's hand and wiped my mouth.

    

    Sigh~ I'm trying not to show embarrassing sides of myself, but I keep showing my vulnerable side in front of Seohee.

    

    I tried to cool my flushed face with more bingsu and was extra careful.

    

    "You're really cute."

    

    "Ahem... Aren't you going to eat? I bought this, so it's awkward if you don't eat!"

    

    "Alright, I'll eat well~"

    Only then did Seohee pick up her spoon again.

    

    However, she didn't eat the mango, just poured condensed milk on the white snow.

    

    "Is this how you do it?"

    

    While adjusting the amount of condensed milk, she accidentally got some on her hand.

    See, Seohee makes mistakes too.

    It's not just me who gets food on myself!

    

    "Oh, it got on my hand."

    I pulled out a napkin to make up for my earlier mistake.

    

    "Something white and sticky got on my hand, Inwoo~"

    

    "Who told you to say it so crudely!"

    

    "What did I say?"

    I wonder if this wasn't a mistake but something she intended all along?

  
    Chapter 25. A Simple Date (2)

    
    "Ah, that was some good healing~"

    

    Seohee said as she stretched.

    

    "So, you just came to watch me eat?"

    

    "You ate well, like a hamster. Next time, I'll buy you lots of food."

    

    Even though I was the one who paid, I felt like I was being raised by Seohee.

    

    "Just tell me if you don't like sweet things. Was the mango not good because it wasn't fresh fruit?"

    

    "No."

    

    Seohee pulled my arm and said,

    

    "I enjoyed it too. So let's hurry up and go!"

    

    The reason Seohee was rushing was none other than for couple selfies.

    

    Without needing to take a limousine, after walking a bit,

    we arrived at a photo studio.

    

    The place had glass windows all around, so you could see everything inside.

    

    "It's only women in there."

    

    Of course, I didn't expect groups of men to come to a place like this.

    But it was just women having fun together, without any families or couples.

    

    I couldn't help but hesitate to enter, like walking into a cosmetics store or women's lingerie shop.

    

    "Inwoo, don't look at other women, just look at me."

    

    Seohee grumbled beside me.

    

    Right, Seohee is what matters. Why should I care about others' gazes?

    

    Actually, while walking down the street,

    I had already received many stares from men because of Seohee.

    Jealous stares...

    

    I'm pretty sure I heard whispers suggesting the man must be rich,

    but unfortunately, it was the woman who had the money.

    

    Anyway, it felt dirty yet strangely proud that all these men couldn't take their eyes off my girlfriend.

    

    Compared to this confusion of emotions, entering a place full of excited women was nothing.

    

    I went into the studio with Seohee.

    The customers inside barely paid attention to us.

    

    "By the way, Seohee, have you been here before?"

    

    "What do you take me for?"

    

    Seohee put her hands on her hips and confidently exclaimed,

    "Of course it's my first time!"

    

    That's not really something to proudly announce.

    

    "I was saving it to go with you first. I've only checked it out before."

    

    "Wow, I'm touched."

    

    Seohee and I decided to figure things out one by one.

    

    Of course, it was my first time too.

    I didn't have anyone to come with before,

    and I'd rather spend money buying Hyeeun something delicious than on places like this.

    

    "Can we use these props freely?"

    

    The first place Seohee walked to was where various props were displayed.

    

    Character ear headbands, dolls, costume sunglasses, and other props were neatly arranged.

    

    And next to them were about four round mirrors.

    

    "Do we just take pictures here?"

    

    I came without thinking when she suggested taking couple selfies,

    but if we were taking profile pictures, phone photos would be simpler than prints.

    

    It seemed they had prepared this area for people like us.

    We could take selfies in selfie mode, but using the mirrors made it easier to position our hands.

    

    "Come on, Inwoo, let's start with this!"

    

    While I was looking around, Seohee suddenly approached and put something on my head.

    

    "Hehe, it suits you perfectly~ Our little hamster."

    

    "Hamster?"

    

    "That's your nickname from now on."

    

    I looked up at the mirror.

    It was a mouse character headband from a famous animation company.

    A headband with black, round ears.

    

    I felt a bit embarrassed.

    Well, Seohee seemed satisfied.

    

    "Seohee, this doesn't suit me, maybe something else..."

    

    "Hm? Inwoo?"

    

    I literally froze.

    

    "Inwoo, what's wrong, meow~?"

    

    Seohee put her hands together against her cheeks and acted cute.

    She was wearing a black cat headband.

    

    "Meow?"

    

    Seohee smiled and made the cat sound again.

    

    Wait!! Calm down, my heart!

    

    The damage was too strong, causing confusion.

    I barely collected myself and blurted out a short comment.

    

    "That's... cute, I guess."

    

    "Hehe, thanks, Inwoo is cute too, like a hamster."

    

    "No, this isn't even a hamster character to begin with."

    

    I managed to continue the conversation after gradually calming my heart.

    As long as my heart didn't take any more hits, I could act normal.

    

    "I like it, should I wear it like this from now on?"

    

    "What?"

    

    "Why, don't you like it?"

    

    "Well... wouldn't people stare?"

    

    Suddenly Seohee was saying strange things.

    She smiled seductively at my question.

    

    This is making me nervous...

    

    "Is that..."

    

    Seohee brought her lips to my heated ear and whispered,

    

    "Are you saying you want to see only me?"

    

    Seohee whispered in a sweet voice.

    

    "No, I never said I wanted to see..."

    

    "Then should I never wear it again?"

    

    "That's not what I meant either."

    

    "Please decide clearly meow~ I don't know if you want to see it or not meow."

    

    As the finishing blow, Seohee puffed her cheeks and urged me.

    

    "...I want to see it."

    

    I lost.

    

    Seohee stroked my head, saying I was being honest.

    

    "I'm glad you said that."

    

    "Shall we start taking pictures now?"

    

    "Hmm... I don't think we match."

    

    Based on Seohee's judgment that couples should coordinate, a black cat headband was placed on my head too.

    

    "Baby cat Inwoo looks good too?"

    

    "Can you stop with those cheesy nicknames?"

    

    I'm afraid she'll call me that outside too.

    

    After choosing our props, we stood in front of the mirror.

    

    Since Seohee's phone was a better model, we decided to use hers.

    My phone was a budget model, so I didn't care about the camera.

    

    "The screen definitely looks clearer and crisper."

    

    "Jupiter Electronics always focuses on the camera."

    

    I had seen an article about how they were competing with other companies on camera technology.

    I hadn't had a chance to try the latest phones, so I couldn't feel the difference,

    but I could tell the technology had improved a lot.

    

    "Okay, taking the picture."

    

    "Okay."

    

    "Inwoo, come closer."

    

    Seohee pulled my arm and pressed close to me.

    I tried my best to manage my expression while being close enough to smell her scent.

    

    Looking only at the mirror, the camera made several clicking sounds.

    

    "Let's check."

    

    Seohee and I put our heads together and looked at the phone.

    In the photo, there was a dazed-looking man grinning next to a beautiful woman.

    

    "Hehe, saving this as my life shot."

    

    "Delete it."

    

    Seohee refused and hid her phone against her chest as she ran away.

    

    "Hurry!"

    

    "Why? I really like it."

    

    "My expression looks weird."

    

    "You're right, it would be better if you were more honest with your feelings."

    

    Seohee seemed to know that I was already mentally seduced.

    

    "It's embarrassing, so let's delete it."

    

    "Tch-"

    

    When I cried out in desperation, Seohee clicked her tongue and listened to me.

    I was relieved after confirming the deletion.

    

    And I didn't realize.

    

    That when files are deleted on a Jupiter phone, they go to the trash where they can be recovered...

    

    ——

    

    After taking mirror shots, direct selfies, and playing with various props, Seohee pointed to a machine booth.

    

    "Let's print some photos."

    

    Indeed, since we'd come all this way, it seemed wrong to just play around without paying anything.

    

    Fortunately, one booth was empty.

    

    I was confused by the unfamiliar machine when we entered.

    

    "There are instructions here."

    

    Thankfully, it seemed we just needed to follow the instructions written above the money slot.

    

    First, touch the screen, choose photo frames and effects, decide how many copies to print, which determines the price, then pay.

    

    After that, the shooting starts, and apparently, you can retake once for free if you mess up.

    

    "This time, how about we choose props for each other?"

    

    "Choose for each other?"

    

    It was a proposal that could reveal one's personal feelings about the other.

    

    "Let's just use what we want."

    

    I had a feeling Seohee would choose something cute that would make me take embarrassing photos...

    

    "Okay, let's try it for fun."

    

    Since we came to have fun, I agreed rather than refusing.

    

    We went back to the props area and decided to choose for each other.

    I felt a bit nervous about choosing something for Seohee.

    That cat headband from earlier... I'd like to see her wear it again.

    

    My face flushed as I recalled Seohee's cat pose.

    Ugh... calm down.

    

    Right, there was nothing else suitable, so I had no choice.

    No point in wasting time.

    

    In the end, I picked up the black cat headband Seohee had worn earlier.

    

    "Inwoo, have you chosen?"

    

    "Yeah. Coming now."

    

    Then I entered the booth.

    

    "Puhahahahaha-"

    

    "Seohee, stop laughing."

    

    Seohee laughed her head off looking at me.

    

    The props Seohee chose for me were glasses with a big nose and a green wig.

    I looked ridiculous.

    

    "What is this?"

    

    "Ahahahaha. Sorry, it's just too cute."

    

    I don't understand Seohee's taste.

    How are big nose glasses cute?

    

    I sighed and looked at Seohee.

    

    "I chose seriously for our first couple photo."

    

    "Oh, this?"

    

    Seohee laughed and touched the cat ears on her head.

    

    "Inwoo, you're such a sentimental old man~"

    

    Seohee nodded with an understanding smile.

    

    "Always asking for things like this..."

    

    "There was nothing else suitable! I brought it because it looked good on you when I first saw it."

    

    "Okay, okay, I believe you."

    

    Seohee nodded with a satisfied smile.

    Usually, Seohee was the one being one-sided,

    but this time, it felt like I was the only one showing my feelings, which was embarrassing.

    

    "Enjoy it to your heart's content, meow~!"

    

    Seohee made a fist and did her cat aegyo again.

    

    "...Let's take the picture."

    

    Yeah, who cares if she knows.

    It makes my eyes and ears happy.

    

    I pressed the machine and set the filter.

    We decided to get two copies each, and as I was about to insert my card,

    Seohee inserted hers first.

    

    "This time, I'm treating my butler, meow~"

    

    That speech pattern is really annoying, but it's too cute to complain about.

    

    The machine screen showed my reddened face and Seohee's wide grin.

    

    If we take it like this, my face will appear red...

    

    I forced myself to maintain my expression and tried not to look strange like last time.

    

    Whoosh-

    

    "Ah, wait, Seohee."

    

    But contrary to my plan, Seohee wrapped her arm around my neck and pulled me close.

    Then she pressed her head against my cheek.

    The scent of her shampoo dizzily pierced my nose.

    

    "Hehe, I'm happy taking pictures with Inwoo."

    

    "Excuse me. I'm seriously dying here."

    

    In the end, the photo showed my flushed face with a pathetic, relaxed expression.

    

    "If you're happy, you should just grin and say so. You're still not being honest."

    

    Seohee's seduction was too powerful.

    

    Seriously, if she set her mind to it, she could make me sign marriage papers.

    

    While waiting for the photos to print, I took a moment to calm my heart.

    

    Buzz-!

    

    "Huh?"

    

    My pocket vibrated.

    It was a call from my mom.

    

    "Hello?"

    

    "Hi, Inwoo. Are you with friends right now?"

    

    I glanced at Seohee and said,

    

    "Yeah."

    

    "I see. I'm sorry, but something came up at work again..."

    

    It seems she had unexpected overtime work again today.

    

    "I understand. I'll pick up Hyeeun."

    

    "I'm sorry about the sudden change."

    

    "Mom, you have nothing to be sorry about."

    

    It's unfortunate, but it looks like we need to end our day here.

  
    Chapter 26. I Was Found Out After All.

    
    "What's that call about?"

    

    "Mom says she'll be working late again today."

    

    "Then I guess I need to pick up Hye-eun?"

    

    "Yeah."

    

    I told Seo-hee that I was sorry, but we'd have to wrap things up now.

    

    Seo-hee said it was fine and that she understood.

    

    "I've had enough fun anyway. Today was really great."

    

    "Thanks, Seo-hee."

    

    "Here, a gift."

    

    We each took two copies of the printed photos from the camera.

    

    In the photos, my goofy grin contrasted with Seo-hee's elegant smile.

    

    Looking at them like this, Seo-hee really is photogenic.

    

    After neatly putting away the props, we left the studio.

    

    We decided to take a brief walk on the street before returning to the car.

    

    "You haven't forgotten about changing your profile picture, right?"

    

    "Huh?..Oh, right."

    

    "You just hesitated, didn't you?"

    

    Seo-hee glares at me menacingly.

    

    "Haha, who's hesitating?"

    

    I broke into an awkward smile, sweating profusely.

    

    "Let's change our profile pictures now. It'll be easier to decide which one to use."

    

    "Can't we do it later over chat?"

    

    Zap-

    

    Feeling her piercing gaze, I reluctantly agreed to choose a profile picture now.

    

    "Come on~ Take this seriously."

    

    "Alright."

    

    With Seo-hee puffing her cheeks in anger, I had no choice but to open the chat window.

    Soon, the photos Seo-hee sent appeared.

    

    I wonder if I'm just going to keep getting dragged around by Seo-hee like this.

    If we ever get married, I'll probably be completely under her thumb.

    

    "Hmm..."

    

    We stepped off the street and sat on a bench.

    

    This was to carefully select the photos.

    

    "My expression looks a bit off in this one."

    

    "Really? Then how about this one?"

    

    "Yeah, this one's better. But..."

    

    In the photo, Seo-hee and I were wearing mouse-shaped headbands.

    

    "So you do prefer my cat ears, don't you?"

    

    "Yeah. I mean, no, what are you suddenly talking about?"

    

    I was flustered that she'd read my mind.

    

    Seo-hee nodded and said:

    

    "It's an obvious fact I've known for a while, so why are you so surprised?"

    

    "Ugh..."

    

    She's known for a while, I guess.

    

    It's just embarrassing when she teases me about it occasionally.

    

    "How about this one? Your expression is less droopy."

    

    "Hmm... it's good."

    

    In this photo, I had barely managed to control my expression, so it wasn't droopy.

    

    However, my face looked stiff.

    

    It wasn't a serious look, just my lips awkwardly turned up at the corners.

    

    "Let's go with this one then."

    

    After reaching an agreement,

    

    It was time for the grand profile picture change.

    

    I went to profile editing and loaded the saved photo from the gallery.

    

    "I actually did it."

    

    Our profile pictures changed in the chat app.

    

    "You absolutely cannot change it until I give you permission!"

    

    Seo-hee hugged her phone to her chest, clearly pleased.

    

    "Let's get going now."

    

    "Okay."

    

    Let's head back to the car.

    

    On the way back.

    

    It felt somewhat regretful to part like this.

    

    It felt like I'd only been receiving from Seo-hee all day.

    

    Thinking about what I could do for her as we walked,

    

    I spotted a modest accessory shop.

    

    "Seo-hee. If you're okay with it, want to check out that place for a bit?"

    

    There's still about 30 minutes before Hye-eun's kindergarten ends.

    

    Plus, Seo-hee said she'd drive me to the kindergarten.

    

    "Huh? There?"

    

    Seo-hee tilted her head.

    

    "Yeah, it seems a shame to just leave like this."

    

    "Okay."

    

    I felt like Seo-hee would go anywhere I suggested.

    

    The place we entered was filled with flashy accessories.

    

    Honestly, it was more like a women's general goods store than just accessories.

    

    They also sold things like women's stockings and knee-high socks.

    

    I wonder if Seo-hee would dislike a store like this.

    

    "Are you into knee-high socks?"

    

    She asked about me, showing no interest in the store.

    

    "What are you talking about? I'm not into that."

    

    "Hmm... really? I was worried what I'd do if you asked me to wear them."

    

    "What? Why would I make such a request?"

    

    I ignored Seo-hee's strange comments.

    

    Why does she keep asking if I'm a "stockings person" or a "knee-high socks person"?

    

    "Anyway, look at the accessories."

    

    "Huh?"

    

    "I don't feel right sending you off like this, as your boyfriend."

    

    Seo-hee declined, saying it wasn't necessary, but she agreed when I mentioned it was about my pride as her boyfriend.

    

    "If you insist, alright."

    

    From the awkward greeting with her mother earlier,

    

    Being treated like a hamster at the shaved ice place,

    

    To my goofy expression at the photo studio and so on,

    

    My pride as a man had taken quite a few hits.

    

    I wanted to show a cool side of myself at the end and make up for it.

    Of course, to Seo-hee's eyes, these would just be cheap accessories.

    

    Based on my mother's wisdom that these things are durable and long-lasting,

    

    I wanted to give Seo-hee a small gift.

    

    "Is there anything you like?"

    

    Seo-hee was silently looking at the hair pins for a while.

    

    I asked out of concern.

    

    I guess if she's from a wealthy family, she might have seen many accessories in department stores and might not be impressed.

    

    While I was worrying, Seo-hee pointed at something.

    

    It was a hair pin with four square blue cubic zirconia stones.

    

    "Do you like that one?"

    

    "It strangely appeals to me."

    

    Seo-hee tried it on.

    

    What's the opposite of "clothes make the person"?

    

    Maybe because of Seo-hee's silky hair, anything looked good on her.

    

    "How is it?"

    

    "Pretty."

    

    Looking at the price, it was around 8,000 won, but on Seo-hee, it looked like a luxury item.

    

    Perhaps what makes something luxurious is the person wearing it.

    

    "Seo-hee, do you want that one?"

    

    "Yes."

    

    She took off the hair pin, and we went to the counter to pay.

    

    "It's the first gift from my boyfriend."

    

    "Yeah, thank you."

    

    After paying in style, I handed her the hair pin.

    

    Seo-hee accepted the gift with gratitude.

    

    And she smiled beautifully and happily.

    

    "Thank you!"

    

    "Yeah..."

    

    Actually, I should be the one thanking her.

    

    Seeing Seo-hee genuinely happy in front of me, as if she really liked it, I thought she must be an angel.

    

    It wasn't even expensive.

    

    "This is all I can do now, but someday I'll buy you something that suits you better."

    

    Though I don't know when that will be possible,

    

    I promised Seo-hee.

    

    That someday I'd give her something befitting her elegant and refined nature.

    

    Someday, I wanted to give her real sapphires instead of the cubic zirconia on that hair pin.

    

    "Really? This is more than enough for me."

    

    Seo-hee said that and immediately put on the hair pin.

    

    With a bright, genuine expression, Seo-hee was truly happy.

    

    "It's from you, Inwoo. I'll wear it every day and think of you."

    

    Seo-hee's honest appreciation made me happy but also gave me a stifling feeling.

    

    What is this ticklish feeling?

    

    Troubled by this subtle emotion, I suggested we head back.

    Seo-hee followed me cutely, like a little duckling.

    

    Every time I met Seo-hee after that, she was wearing that hair pin.

    

    ———

    

    A day passed after my date with Seo-hee.

    

    Fortunately, I took good care of Hye-eun,

    

    And Mom, exhausted, collapsed at the front door late at night.

    

    Oh my, being an office worker must be really tough.

    

    Will I be like that when I grow up and become a working adult?

    

    It makes me feel a bit bitter.

    

    Today is Saturday.

    

    I woke up early to go to my part-time job.

    

    After a quick breakfast, I was about to leave for the convenience store,

    

    When unusually, my family was already awake.

    

    "Going to work?"

    

    "Yeah. Go back to sleep. Aren't you tired?"

    

    "It's fine. What's the point of sleeping more?"

    

    After washing up, I found Mom watching TV.

    

    Next to her, Hye-eun was sitting in her lap, watching together.

    

    "Oh right, your friend bought you cake the other day, didn't they?"

    

    "Ah, yeah."

    

    She's talking about Seo-hee, who bought me that luxury hotel cake.

    

    Mom still doesn't know that "friend" is actually my girlfriend.

    

    Even though I changed my profile picture.

    

    Well, she's probably been too busy to check such things.

    

    "Why do you ask?"

    

    Or has she found out?

    

    In a situation where it wouldn't be strange for her to know, I nervously swallowed and asked.

    

    The thought of Mom finding out makes me tense.

    

    It's hard to be composed since this is my first relationship.

    

    "It doesn't seem right to just let it go after they bought such an expensive gift.

    Why don't you treat them to a meal next time?"

    

    "I already treated her last time."

    

    Mom then took out several ten thousand won bills from her wallet.

    

    "It's okay. You don't have to give me money."

    

    "Just take it. Next time, tell them I said thanks, and use this to have a meal together."

    

    Seriously, she usually endures with just a can of coffee because she thinks cafes are too expensive.

    

    Even though I tried to refuse, Mom insisted, so I took the money.

    

    "Well, I'll pass on your thanks."

    

    "Yes, stay good friends."

    

    She still doesn't know, it seems.

    

    Relieved that I could avoid the topic a little longer, I started changing my clothes.

    

    "Brother, when is big sister coming over again?"

    

    My heart sank suddenly.

    

    Hye-eun knew about Seo-hee, right?

    

    "Hye-eun, what are you talking about?"

    

    Mom asked Hye-eun, who was in her arms.

    

    "Huh? The big sister who came over last time."

    

    Mom looked at me.

    

    I changed my clothes as quickly as possible.

    

    "The big sister who bought cake."

    

    Why are these pants getting caught on my legs?

    

    Have I gained weight?

    

    I silently blamed myself for not exercising lately.

    

    "Inwoo."

    

    I heard Mom calling me from the side.

    

    With one leg in my pants, I turned my head.

    

    "Do you have a girlfriend?"

    

    I've been found out.

    

    Well, it wasn't a secret I had to keep strictly.

    

    Now that it's been discovered, my heart is just racing wildly.

    

    I never showed any interest in girls before.

    

    I've never even cheered loudly for female idol singers on TV.

    

    Maybe the only time I cheered for a woman on TV was

    

    When I joined Hye-eun in cheering during the "Magical Girl Ppyoriring" movie.

    

    But anyway, that's beside the point.

    

    Since it seemed pointless to deny it, I admitted it straightforwardly.

    

    "Yeah. Recently..."

    

    "Hmm... I'd like to hear more about this."

    

    Mom said.

    

    "I'll tell you after I get back from work."

    

    I really didn't have time.

    

    I finished getting dressed.

    

    "The big sister was fun to play with..."

    

    Hye-eun was still reminiscing about Seo-hee, apparently missing her.

    

    "Did she treat you well?"

    

    "Yes, but last time, after brother and big sister kissed, they left right away, which was disappointing."

    

    "Hye-eun, what are you talking about?"

    

    Mom asked in surprise.

    

    Hye-eun made a kissing gesture to Mom and said:

    

    "Like this, brother pushed big sister against the wall and kissed her."

    

    "Um, Hye-eun? That story..."

    

    "Inwoo. What exactly did you do in front of Hye-eun?"

    

    At Mom's scary and dry voice, I quickly headed out the front door.

    

    "I'm off!!!"

    

    "Inwoo, you!!"

    

    I dashed to the convenience store.

    

    I wonder if the manager would let me work a few extra hours today if I asked.

  
    Chapter 27. The Villain's Return?

    
    I thought to myself as I entered the convenience store.

    

    How am I going to get back home?

    

    I never expected Hye-eun to act so impulsively.

    

    To think she'd still remember after all this time.

    

    Thanks to that, I left without even having breakfast.

    

    "Haah~"

    

    "What's a young man doing sighing first thing in the morning!"

    

    "Good morning."

    

    "What's the matter?"

    

    "It's nothing. I'll work hard today too!"

    

    I smiled as I spoke to the manager.

    

    "That's good! That's the spirit! Never lose your smile in front of customers! Keep it bright! If your expression is gloomy, customers will run away!"

    

    The manager flashed a grin.

    

    I think customers would run away seeing that face.

    

    Since saying that would hurt his feelings, I kept quiet and changed into my work vest.

    

    After coming out, as I was routinely preparing for work, the manager said,

    "I'll be away for a bit."

    

    "Yes, sir."

    

    It didn't matter since I knew most of what needed to be done anyway.

    

    In another month, I could probably handle everything on my own without any issues.

    

    Plus, it was a slow time.

    

    "Yaaawn~"

    

    I yawned occasionally and unnecessarily rechecked the merchandise displays, arranging them neatly.

    

    *Ding-a-ling*

    

    "Welcome!"

    

    Hearing the entrance bell, I looked toward the customer.

    

    A blonde woman wearing a mask and sunglasses,

    with a hat pulled down low over her head, walked in.

    

    She looked familiar.

    

    The woman quickly glanced around nervously.

    

    "Hey!"

    

    "Eek!... Shh! Shh!"

    

    How dare she come in here like this is some safe haven?

    

    "Seo-hee unni isn't here, right?"

    

    Since she asked in such a cautious voice, I answered her.

    

    "...Seo-hee~!"

    

    "Ah, wait!! Just a moment!!"

    

    Of course, there's no way Seo-hee would be here.

    

    No, if Seo-hee were to walk out from inside the convenience store, I'd be the one scared out of my wits.

    

    Naturally, Han-areum, who couldn't know this, frantically struggled before fleeing outside the convenience store.

    

    "What was that?"

    

    Good thing the manager wasn't here.

    

    From his perspective, it would just look like the part-timer chased away a customer.

    

    After finishing my tasks, I returned to the counter.

    

    Just as I was about to check my phone, another customer came in.

    

    "Hey, your unni isn't even here!!"

    

    Han-areum shouted as she entered.

    

    "So what?"

    

    When I asked back, she looked dumbfounded.

    

    She removed her sunglasses and mask and strode over.

    

    "I nearly had a heart attack!!"

    

    "Oh? That's a shame."

    

    Han-areum trembled with anger.

    

    "So why are you here? Did your company stocks crash?"

    

    I still haven't decided on her punishment.

    

    Partly because Hye-eun had waited quietly without crying that day,

    and honestly, I thought it might be better to leave her more scared.

    

    As long as Seo-hee is around, she wouldn't dare come to threaten me.

    

    "Haah~ Do you know I haven't been able to sleep for days because of that?"

    

    "Ah~ I miss Seo-hee."

    

    "Don't change the subject!"

    

    "So what? What do you want me to do?"

    

    When I coldly asked back, Han-areum sighed deeply, saying she'd stop talking.

    

    "Anyway, I came for something else this time."

    

    "Then would you like some Reds? May I see your ID?"

    

    "I'm not here to buy cigarettes!"

    

    "How did you know it was cigarettes?"

    

    "T-that's beside the point!!"

    

    Why is she so surprised?

    

    Is this kid smoking now too?

    

    "It's because of you that I've grown distant from Seo-hee unni!"

    

    Han-areum shouted, turning the tables on me.

    

    "Well, who told you to stalk and threaten people?"

    

    "That was my fault, but..."

    

    Her voice immediately shrank at my retort.

    

    "But... but..."

    

    "But what?"

    

    Do I seem too merciless and aggressive?

    

    But it's strange to be polite to someone who messed with my family.

    

    When I glared at her with displeasure, Han-areum opened her mouth.

    

    "I... I can't live with Seo-hee unni despising me..."

    

    "So you came because you want to be on good terms with Seo-hee again?"

    

    "Yes."

    

    "And?"

    

    "What?"

    

    "I mean, why did you come here?"

    

    "I just told you."

    

    Our conversation has been missing the point from the start.

    

    Han-areum's wish is this:

    She wants to reconcile with Seo-hee and be on good terms again.

    

    Well, I'm not sure if Seo-hee ever considered Han-areum a friend.

    

    "But why are you making a fuss about it to me?"

    

    "Right now, you're the closest to Seo-hee unni, aren't you?"

    

    "Well, I am her boyfriend, so I guess so."

    

    "Boyfriend?"

    

    Han-areum looked genuinely shocked.

    

    "Ah, remember the day you threatened me? You must have provoked Seo-hee somehow, because she immediately asked me to date her."

    

    Han-areum trembled and then collapsed to the floor with an expression of disbelief.

    

    They probably haven't cleaned there yet.

    Well, whatever.

    

    "Yeah, I should thank you for that one. It's thanks to you that I could start dating Seo-hee."

    

    I immediately twisted the knife.

    

    "Hic..."

    

    What? Is she crying?

    

    The shock must have been considerable, as Han-areum couldn't say anything for a while.

    

    *Ding-a-ling*

    

    "Yes, welcome!"

    

    A customer came in.

    

    I immediately snapped back to attention and pulled Han-areum to her feet.

    

    "Hey, can't you stand up? A customer just came in."

    

    "Is a customer more important right now?"

    

    Are you saying you're more important?

    

    Haah~ Let's send her away soon.

    

    "If you want to reconcile with Seo-hee, go to her, not me."

    

    "But unni... she hates it when I show up."

    

    "That's because you did something wrong."

    

    Since I had to attend to the customer, I left Han-areum and went back to work.

    

    Han-areum, seemingly with no intention of leaving, slumped down at a table.

    

    *Beep*

    

    "That'll be 3,700 won."

    

    After sending the customer off, peace returned.

    

    "Ah, come to think of it, I'm hungry."

    

    The manager said it's okay to eat up to 10,000 won worth per day.

    

    It seems fine to eat during downtime.

    

    I went to the lunch box section.

    

    It wasn't time for new stock yet, so there were hardly any lunch boxes left.

    

    "Ugh... I'm hungry..."

    

    Suddenly, I noticed some discarded lunch boxes.

    

    Products that can no longer be sold because they've passed their expiration date.

    

    I remember the manager saying that discarded items were his, so I should eat new products.

    

    He probably just said that casually.

    

    Still, maybe I should call and ask just in case?

    

    Just as I was about to make a call, I felt eyes staring at me.

    

    "Excuse me, customer?"

    

    Feeling the gaze, I addressed Han-areum with a "here's your attention" attitude.

    

    "If you're not buying anything, would you please leave?"

    

    A legitimate measure.

    It's a part-timer's duty to ask someone who's just loitering without buying anything to leave.

    

    "Are you really doing this?"

    

    "Do you even understand your position right now?"

    

    I still haven't decided on Han-areum's punishment.

    

    She's essentially on probation.

    

    "At least buy some ramen or something if you're going to stay."

    

    Han-areum reacted angrily to my words.

    

    With a furrowed brow, she said,

    "As if I would eat commoner food."

    

    "Oh really?"

    

    "Yes, asking me to eat such junk food is torture."

    

    Is that so?

    

    You're saying that about precious food that some people can't even afford?

    

    I felt like conducting an experiment.

    

    First, I called the manager.

    

    *Ring ring*

    

    "What is it?"

    

    "Ah, manager. I'm hungry, can I eat a discarded lunch box?"

    

    Silence followed.

    

    The manager soon replied as if wondering why I'd even ask.

    

    "Didn't you eat breakfast?"

    

    "No."

    

    "Just make sure to clean up after you eat."

    

    "Yes, sir!"

    

    I hung up and immediately unwrapped the lunch box I'd been eyeing and heated it in the microwave.

    

    Meanwhile, Han-areum watched as if wondering why I'd eat such a thing.

    

    "Hey, Han-areum."

    

    "What?"

    

    "I've been thinking about your punishment."

    

    "What? What's with that all of a sudden?"

    

    Han-areum frowned.

    

    "So you've really never eaten commoner food?"

    

    "Why would I eat that? It would just contaminate me."

    

    I took out the hot lunch box,

    and brought it to Han-areum's table.

    

    "Eat it."

    

    "What?"

    

    Han-areum was taken aback by the sudden situation.

    

    "Why should I eat that?"

    

    "You're not pretending, are you?"

    

    "What? I absolutely won't eat it!"

    

    Han-areum frowned as if she couldn't even bear to look at it.

    

    "Let's see."

    

    First, the rolled omelet.

    

    Wow~ This delicious, precious thing...

    

    "Eat it."

    

    "No."

    

    Sigh, words won't work, I guess.

    

    "Hey, open your mouth."

    

    I grabbed Han-areum's chin and forcibly opened her mouth.

    

    "What are you doing!! Ugh... you commoner!! Stop it!!"

    

    Oh yes, I'll stuff that mouth of yours with the commoner food you so despise.

    

    "Hey, do you just see this as commoner food?"

    

    "Huh?"

    

    "This is food that even the commoners you look down on wouldn't choose because it's past its expiration date—truly inferior food."

    

    I apologize.

    

    It's just a discarded lunch box.

    

    To all the part-timers and managers eating convenience store lunch boxes, I sincerely apologize.

    

    With an apologetic heart, I stuffed the rolled omelet into Han-areum's mouth.

    

    "Eck!"

    

    "Now. Chew. That's right~ It's good for you."

    

    "Mmph..."

    

    I thought I saw tears forming at the corners of Han-areum's eyes,

    but strangely, I felt no guilt.

    

    "Now, there's still a lot left."

    

    "Ugh... no... I don't want to eat!!"

    

    A few minutes later...

    

    "Give me more. That vulgar thing... put more in my mouth!"

    

    "......"

    

    Han-areum's speech was becoming increasingly vulgar.

    

    Han-areum was looking up at me, or rather, at the food on my chopsticks, with shining eyes.

    

    Feeling disgusted, I released my hand from Han-areum's chin and stepped back.

    

    When I let go, Han-areum looked at me questioningly.

    

    "What's with that look?!"

    

    Finally realizing what she had been doing, Han-areum shouted with a reddened face.

    

    "No, it was just too disgusting."

    

    "That's rude to a lady!"

    

    "Haah~ Fine. What's the point of playing with you anyway."

    

    When I looked at my lunch box, intending to eat, nearly half of it was gone.

    

    I lost my own food for nothing.

    

    It was a stupid idea to try to punish her like this.

    

    "Excuse me..."

    

    "What now?"

    

    I answered while putting bulgogi in my mouth.

    

    "Um, c-can't you give me a little more!"

    

    Looking up, I saw Han-areum breathing heavily with an embarrassed face.

    

    "What? This is my breakfast."

    

    "Just one more bite would be fine!"

    

    "I thought you said it was vulgar?"

    

    "But somehow!... When I think about vulgar food that doesn't suit me entering my body, it strangely feels good..."

    

    "...I'm sorry, but could you seriously leave? I just got goosebumps all over."

    

    Could it be that her earlier comment about brain contamination was true?

    

    Seems like I touched something I shouldn't have.

    

    Han-areum strode over to my side.

    

    "Hand it over!"

    

    Then she grabbed my hand and forcibly brought the chopsticks to her mouth.

    

    "Hey! I'm hungry too!"

    

    "You can buy me a meal later!"

    

    Han-areum pulled my hand and stole the bulgogi.

    

    "Really..."

    

    *Ding-a-ling*

    

    Just as I was about to shout in anger, the door opened.

    

    A customer came in.

    

    "Welcome!"

    

    I quickly stood up to attend to the customer and looked toward the door.

    

    "...Seo-hee?"

    

    "......"

    

    There stood the Ice Queen herself.

    

    To someone who doesn't know the details,

    our current position would look like I was feeding Han-areum.

    

    "Explain."

    

    "Yes, ma'am!"

  
    Chapter 28. Time for Punishment~(1)

    
    Inside the quiet convenience store with no customers yet.

    

    The atmosphere is so quiet it feels chilly.

    

    After explaining everything that had happened, I stood silently waiting for Seohee to speak.

    

    After tapping her fingers on the table several times, Seohee finally opened her mouth.

    "So. You were giving her lunch boxes as punishment?"

    

    "Yes, that's right, Miss So Seohee."

    

    "Inwoo, are you perhaps an idiot?"

    

    Seohee glared at me with a look of contempt.

    

    Honestly speaking, I have nothing to say in my defense.

    

    What kind of sucker shares his own food while claiming it's punishment? Seriously?

    

    This ridiculous story was actually true.

    

    "And you even went so far as to feed her personally?"

    

    Seohee's interrogation continued.

    

    "Seohee, what you saw was just her snatching what I was about to eat."

    

    "Then what about when you were forcibly stuffing food into my mouth earlier?"

    

    "When did I ever!"

    

    I was trying to get out of this crisis when that girl!!

    

    "Haah~"

    

    Seohee sighed deeply in front of us as we were about to argue.

    

    That sound alone was enough to quiet us down.

    

    "Um... Seohee?"

    

    We were dating just fine yesterday, so what's this all about?

    

    Seohee rubbed her forehead as if she had a headache.

    

    "Then why did you come here?"

    

    Seohee asked, glancing at Han Areum.

    

    "That's..."

    

    Han Areum hesitated to speak.

    

    Then she carefully looked in my direction.

    

    Why are you looking at me!

    

    "There's something between you two that excludes me, right?"

    

    "No, no, no. There's nothing between me and her."

    

    I denied it diplomatically.

    

    A strong denial is still a denial.

    

    I couldn't let Seohee become more suspicious and upset, so I spoke honestly.

    

    "That kid wants to reconcile with you, Seohee."

    

    "What?"

    

    "That's...!"

    

    Han Areum urgently tried to object to my words but ended up making eye contact with Seohee.

    

    "Yes, that's right."

    

    "But why did you come to this convenience store?"

    

    "Well... because your sister... Director So Seohee is the person closest to you..."

    

    Han Areum said in a trembling, shrinking voice.

    

    She must be quite afraid of Seohee.

    

    "Do you think you deserve that?"

    

    "That's..."

    

    "Han Areum, you tried to destroy Inwoo by bringing up his family."

    

    Seohee spoke quite sharply.

    

    She was thinking of my position first in this situation.

    

    "You didn't even apologize properly or receive punishment. The fact that you showed up so shamelessly means you still think Inwoo is a pushover, right?"

    

    "Th-That wasn't my intention..."

    

    Wow, this is intense.

    

    Anyway, since I was working, I quickly cleared the table.

    

    *Slide*

    

    Just then, a customer arrived.

    

    Thanks to that, I was able to escape that awkward situation.

    

    ——

    

    As soon as one customer left, another came in,

    They kept coming one after another.

    

    The slow period was gradually ending.

    

    Because of this, I had to keep working without being able to go over to where Seohee and Han Areum were for quite a while.

    

    I occasionally overheard their conversation.

    

    But I couldn't listen for long.

    

    "Please check the quantity here."

    

    According to the manager, items for my section sometimes arrive.

    

    Probably on a bi-weekly basis.

    

    With the manager away, I had to check quantities and stock items while occasionally dealing with customers.

    

    Naturally, I didn't have time to listen to Seohee's conversation.

    

    "Yes, I'll help you with your purchase."

    

    I rushed to the counter when I saw someone approaching while I was organizing items.

    

    "Oh, Seohee."

    

    Seohee placed three coffees on the counter.

    

    "One is for you to drink, Inwoo."

    

    "Thanks... Hey, Seohee?"

    

    "What?"

    

    "About what happened earlier, it really was a misunderstanding, but... I'm sorry if it upset you.

    I'll really do better from now on."

    

    "We'll talk about that later."

    

    "Okay."

    

    "Because I'm going to get revenge later."

    

    "Huh?"

    

    Revenge.

    

    But rather than looking resentful,

    Seohee was averting her gaze with a reddened face.

    

    "Haha, don't be too harsh."

    

    The atmosphere seems to have softened a bit.

    

    Saying she would give Han Areum a stern talking-to,

    Seohee paid for the drinks and went back to the table.

    

    She's quite kind, buying coffee and listening to Han Areum's story.

    

    But doesn't Han Areum refuse to eat what commoners eat?

    

    Who knows, maybe she'll drink the commoner coffee and go "heung~"

    

    I ignored it and went back to organizing the products.

    

    "Excuse me."

    

    "Yes!"

    

    "Do you have any Pocomong bread?"

    

    "What? We don't have any in stock."

    

    When a customer asked while I was working, I checked the inventory list but

    it wasn't there.

    

    "Let me check for a moment."

    

    "Customers aren't allowed in there!"

    

    I stopped some middle-aged male customer who was trying to enter the storage room where the goods were kept.

    

    "You're hiding them, aren't you?"

    

    "What? I'm not hiding anything."

    

    The customer suddenly started getting angry.

    

    "I saw online that part-timers these days are hoarding all the Pocomong bread as soon as it comes in instead of selling it. Aren't you hiding it?"

    

    Ah, is he talking about that sticker bread?

    

    I've heard it's popular these days.

    

    Even Hyeeun said she wanted some.

    

    But would anyone really go that far?

    

    "We really don't have any in stock, sir,"

    

    I said firmly.

    

    "I clearly came at the time when deliveries arrive!"

    

    "Today must not be a delivery day."

    

    "Show me those papers!"

    

    "Sir, this is inappropriate!"

    

    Is this guy for real?

    

    Why is he making such a fuss at a part-timer?

    

    *Slide*

    

    I heard the sound of a chair being pulled back from a table.

    

    The customer was yelling so loudly and coming at me aggressively that the commotion must have reached Seohee's ears.

    

    "Excuse me."

    

    I turned my head toward the voice approaching.

    

    "Seohee, I'll... Huh? Han Areum?"

    

    Seohee followed, but Han Areum had stepped forward first.

    

    "Excuse me!"

    

    When the customer didn't turn around, Han Areum shouted.

    

    "What?"

    

    "I bought them all this morning. That's why there aren't any here."

    

    "But just now..."

    

    "I'll give you this, so please leave,"

    

    Han Areum said, holding out a piece of paper.

    

    "Go to the headquarters directly and get it."

    

    It was a Myeongwang Foods Pocomong Bread exchange voucher.

    

    What? So the brand was Myeongwang?

    

    The man checked it for a moment, then snatched it.

    

    "Ahem... Are you just giving this to me?"

    

    "Apologize and leave now."

    

    "...I'm sorry."

    

    With that, the customer apologized to me and disappeared from the convenience store.

    

    Haah~ What was that all about?

    

    Is that bread really worth risking your life over?

    

    "Ahem..."

    

    I heard someone clearing their throat beside me.

    

    "Ahem..."

    

    They kept clearing their throat as if wanting me to hear.

    

    "Well, thanks."

    

    "...Is that all you have to say?"

    

    When Han Areum looked at me with dissatisfaction,

    Seohee approached and tapped Han Areum's shoulder.

    

    "Eek!"

    

    "What kind of attitude is that for an apology?"

    

    "...Yes."

    

    Urged by Seohee, Han Areum hesitated.

    

    "Um... I'm sorry!!"

    

    Han Areum apologized loudly as if she had made up her mind.

    

    She didn't forget to bow deeply.

    

    "I'm truly sorry for causing you mental discomfort and for threatening your livelihood."

    

    It seems she came to apologize properly.

    

    "You can stand up straight now."

    

    "Yes..."

    

    Though her expression wasn't very good, as if she felt humiliated, she didn't say anything.

    

    After a moment of silence.

    

    "And this, if it helps..."

    

    She held out some kind of voucher to me.

    

    "One box of Pocomong bread?"

    

    That's what was written on the paper.

    

    Would this kind of joke paper actually be useful?

    

    "I'll make sure they include lots of the rare Pocomong ones."

    

    "Okay..."

    

    Well, Hyeeun would like it.

    

    Should I let it go at this?

    

    There was the convenience store lunch box incident too,

    but somehow I didn't have much resentment toward Han Areum anymore.

    

    Of course, she does say tactless things sometimes.

    

    Seohee decided to give her one more chance on the condition

    that she sincerely apologize to me.

    

    It seems she's allowing her to call her "unni" (older sister).

    

    "Unni... can I... contact you sometimes?"

    

    When Han Areum cautiously asked, Seohee sighed.

    

    "Haah~ It's better than stalking, I guess."

    

    "Yes! I won't do that!"

    

    "I'll block you if you become too annoying."

    

    "Yes! I'll be careful!"

    

    "Then give me your phone."

    

    "What?"

    

    Seohee looked at her as if to say 'why are you acting like that?' and said.

    

    "Don't you want my number?"

    

    "I already have... oops..."

    

    "Hmm? I don't remember giving it to you."

    

    What is this creepy situation...

    

    "Ahaha, just kidding. Just a moment."

    

    Han Areum took out her phone and was urgently manipulating something from behind.

    

    She's definitely deleting Seohee's number.

    

    "It's fine. You don't have to delete it."

    

    Seohee shook her head.

    

    "Ah, this is... this..."

    

    "Just don't investigate me behind my back anymore."

    

    "Of course not!"

    

    Han Areum looked at Seohee like a puppy that had found its owner.

    

    If you just looked at the surface, you'd think she was a loyal dog.

    

    "So, is our conversation over now?"

    

    The work was done, and it was almost time for the shift change.

    

    It's good that everything worked out well.

    

    I was stretching and feeling relieved about today's events.

    

    "What are you talking about, Inwoo?"

    

    Until I heard Seohee's scary voice.

    

    "Inwoo. Haven't you done something wrong to me?"

    

    "Uh... that..."

    

    "You need to be punished too, right?"

    

    "I'm sorry."

    

    "Then let's meet at the park after you finish work."

    

    With those words, Seohee took Han Areum and went outside.

    

    "...I really can't work a few more hours, can I?"

    

    ———

    

    "Inwoo, good job today."

    

    "Thanks, you too, hyung."

    

    "Where's the manager?"

    

    "Ah, she left early this morning. She must be very busy."

    

    "Probably looking for Pocomong bread."

    

    "What?"

    

    "Since last week, her daughter has been asking for Pocomong bread, so she's been searching other convenience stores. This place doesn't stock Pocomong bread."

    

    "Is that so?"

    

    That Pocomong bread is really causing trouble for many people.

    

    Since I'm getting a whole box, I should give one to the manager too.

    

    I left the convenience store.

    

    Well, now it's time for the final battle.

    

    I need to apologize profusely to So Seohee,

    and then go home and apologize profusely to my mom.

    

    Neither of them is likely to let me off easily.

    

    First, I headed to the park.

    

    "Seohee?"

    

    As I approached, I saw my beautiful girlfriend with her long black hair fluttering elegantly.

    

    Looking around, Han Areum was already gone.

    

    "I've been waiting."

    

    Seohee turned around to face me.

    

    "You did something wrong, right?"

    

    "Yes."

    

    "What was it?"

    

    "Um... meeting Han Areum without telling you."

    

    "And?"

    

    "...Feeding her lunch boxes?"

    

    "Is it okay or not okay to do that to another girl while leaving me out?"

    

    Seohee asked as if scolding a child.

    

    "It's not okay."

    

    "Phew~"

    

    Seohee sighed.

    

    "You player."

    

    "Seohee, but..."

    

    I tried to explain in response to Seohee's words, but she looked like she wasn't going to listen to excuses.

    

    "I'm sorry..."

    

    "Since you did something wrong, you should be punished, right?"

    

    "Yes."

    

    I nodded.

    

    What kind of punishment is she planning?

    

    "As punishment, Inwoo has to kiss Seohee."

    

    "What?"

    

    "Right here... not a peck, but a real kiss!"

    

    So Seohee's face was redder than ever as she delivered her verdict.

    

    ———

    

    That night

    

    The end of the weekend afternoon shift was approaching.

    

    "Ah, I'm tired."

    

    The part-timer stretched and yawned.

    

    "I just want to go to sleep."

    

    *Slide*

    

    Just then, a blonde girl wearing sunglasses and a mask entered.

    

    "Welcome."

    

    'What's with this suspicious girl?

    She looks pretty cute though.'

    

    The part-timer thought to himself as he looked at her.

    

    Soon, the suspicious girl approached the part-timer.

    

    She was breathing heavily, clearly excited.

    

    "Um... customer?"

    

    Could she be some kind of pervert?

    

    That suspicion crossed his mind.

    

    The part-timer tensely dealt with her.

    

    "Is there... something you're looking for?"

    

    After looking around, she said.

    

    "Excuse me, can I buy any discarded lunch boxes?"

    

    "What?"

    

    "I'll pay as much as you want."

    

    After that day, rumors spread throughout all the convenience stores in the neighborhood about a woman who specifically looked for discarded lunch boxes.

  
    Chapter 29. It's Time for Punishment~(2)

    
    It was a peaceful afternoon without a hint of wind.

    

    Seo-hee, who had called me out to the park to punish me, said with a flushed face.

    

    "As punishment, In-woo must kiss Seo-hee."

    

    "What?"

    

    "Right here... not a peck, but a real kiss!"

    

    Seo-hee shouted as if making sure I understood.

    

    For a moment, I wondered if I had misheard her.

    

    "Wasn't this supposed to be a punishment?"

    

    "It is a punishment! You don't have the right to refuse!"

    

    Isn't this more like a reward than a punishment?

    

    That question crossed my mind.

    

    Seo-hee, apparently having felt quite hurt, started grumbling.

    

    "Do you know how betrayed I felt watching you feed Han-areum?"

    

    I guess from Seo-hee's perspective,

    she had saved her boyfriend from a bad woman,

    only to find him getting along well with that same woman.

    

    Even I had to admit it was too much.

    

    "Since you fooled around with another woman, you need to make up for it to make me feel better!"

    

    Seo-hee was genuinely upset.

    

    I'd never seen her this desperate before.

    

    Even when I first rejected her proposal, she had remained composed.

    

    Though I had already noticed her feelings at the convenience store, seeing Seo-hee express them so openly made me feel even more apologetic.

    

    So I took a step closer to her.

    

    "Let's do it."

    

    "R-really?"

    

    "What, did you think I'd do it fake?"

    

    "Uh..."

    

    Seo-hee seemed dazed now that I had agreed.

    

    I'm getting nervous now that we're actually going to do it.

    

    I never imagined having my first kiss like this.

    

    So, yes, a kiss.

    

    Not just a peck.

    

    Not simply touching lips and making a smooching sound, but exchanging saliva with Seo-hee, mixing our tongues.

    

    That seductive way she licked her lips,

    the tongue I saw when she fed me food...

    

    Her tongue that looked moist, soft, and supple...

    

    Wait, what am I thinking about!

    

    Whew~

    

    I exhaled several times to suppress my racing heart.

    

    It seemed she felt the same way, as Seo-hee was also taking deep breaths with her fist on her chest.

    

    "W-well then."

    

    Steeling myself, I took a step forward.

    

    "Wait, stop!"

    

    Seo-hee stepped back.

    

    "What's wrong?"

    

    "This... this is my first kiss!"

    

    Seo-hee's face was redder than I'd ever seen it.

    

    Hunched over, there was no trace of her usual seductive smile that teased me.

    

    "I just thought... maybe we need some kind of atmosphere or something."

    

    Seo-hee said, averting her gaze and smiling awkwardly.

    

    "Atmosphere? Weren't you punishing me?"

    

    "Y-yeah, I was."

    

    "Where did the confident Seo-hee who always played with me go?"

    

    Seo-hee flinched and looked indignant.

    

    "W-what about you! Is this your first time too?"

    

    "Yes, it is."

    

    Seo-hee, who had been tense while waiting for my answer,

    twitched the corner of her mouth at my response.

    

    "You're acting all cool even though it's your first time too... Wait a minute!"

    

    Was it because I moved closer while she was speaking?

    

    Seo-hee waved her hands in panic.

    

    "Don't you want to do it?"

    

    Did she suddenly change her mind now that we were really going to do it?

    

    Seeing me looking a bit dejected, Seo-hee quickly shook her head.

    

    "It's not that."

    

    "Then what is it?"

    

    "Just a moment... what time did I brush my teeth today? And what did I eat... did I put on perfume properly before coming out..."

    

    She fidgeted with her hands, looking elsewhere,

    and started muttering to herself.

    

    At this rate, we'll never get anywhere.

    

    Well, it's cute seeing her flustered when she's usually the one teasing me.

    

    I'll tease her mercilessly with this later if she ever gives me trouble.

    

    I confidently stated my opinion to Seo-hee.

    

    "Seo-hee. I'm going to brush my teeth real quick."

    

    I was actually concerned about it too.

    

    I'm definitely not doing this to stall for time.

    

    ———

    

    After brushing my teeth in the park bathroom,

    I came outside.

    

    "All done."

    

    "Yeah."

    

    Seo-hee and I stood facing each other awkwardly.

    

    The park was strangely empty today, despite it being perfect weather for an outing.

    

    Though even if there were people, we could just find a secluded spot.

    

    "Well, since you did wrong, you need to be punished, right?"

    

    Seo-hee said, steadying her slightly trembling voice.

    

    Her expression no longer conveyed any sense of punishing me.

    

    Perhaps that was never the point to begin with.

    

    I approached Seo-hee.

    

    Close enough to embrace her at any moment,

    our toes almost touching.

    

    "So..."

    

    "Yeah."

    

    Thump-

    

    As I leaned in, Seo-hee blocked my face with her palm.

    

    "But this is definitely a punishment for In-woo, right?"

    

    "Why are you asking now?"

    

    I looked at her reproachfully, feeling not just ticklish but frustrated.

    

    "Since it's your punishment, you should stay still! I'll do it! You just stay still!"

    

    Even in her nervous state,

    Seo-hee was determined to lead me.

    

    "Alright."

    

    I held my head stiffly upright.

    

    With a resolute expression, Seo-hee slowly rose on her tiptoes.

    

    Her small shoulders trembled slightly, perhaps from the effort.

    

    It triggered my protective instinct, like watching a trembling baby animal.

    

    Seo-hee's face moved from under my chin to right in front of my nose.

    

    Her bright eyes, small nose, and soft-looking lips approached me.

    

    Actually, her eyes were tightly shut just before her lips reached mine.

    

    With her eyes firmly closed and a solemn expression,

    she cutely pushed her lips forward.

    

    Her warm breath tickled my nostrils.

    

    The intoxicating scent of shampoo and Seo-hee's familiar body fragrance stimulated my sense of smell simultaneously.

    

    Smooch-

    

    Though this was already our third kiss,

    it felt soft every time.

    

    As the soft sensation pressed against my lips, something wriggling inside cautiously considered before entering me.

    

    Finally, Seo-hee's tongue touched mine.

    

    After a few shy greetings, our tongues gradually intertwined, mixing our saliva.

    

    Sweet.

    

    It wasn't just my sense of taste that felt the sweetness.

    

    The stimulation from Seo-hee's saliva-mixed tongue and breath was pleasantly numbing my brain.

    

    My whole body heated up as if hormones were being released.

    

    Breathing with hot breaths, I also moved my tongue slightly.

    

    Seo-hee seemed surprised but didn't reject it, making a light sound.

    

    We were solely focused on feeling each other, our lips pressed together.

    

    "Whew~"

    

    "..."

    

    But even good moments come to an end,

    and with our breathing becoming rough, we separated our lips to catch our breath.

    

    "Haah~..."

    

    For a while, we just caught our breath, looking in opposite directions in silence.

    

    But my mind was filled with nothing but Seo-hee.

    

    Her intoxicating scent still lingered at the tip of my nose.

    

    "Finally... did it..."

    

    Seo-hee, seemingly embarrassed, whispered her thoughts quietly.

    

    "Tongues... touched..."

    

    Hearing her speak so cutely, unlike her usual self, I also needed to calm my body down.

    

    My entire body, not just my face, needed cooling.

    

    And there was also a somewhat troublesome male issue.

    

    Whew~ Let's calm down for a moment.

    

    National anthem, national anthem...

    

    No, how could I calm down after just kissing Seo-hee!!

    

    It felt incredibly good,

    but in this incredibly awkward situation, I tried to catch my breath.

    

    "Seo-hee?"

    

    "..."

    

    "Seo-hee!"

    

    "Oh! Um... what?"

    

    "No, I was just wondering if you're okay."

    

    "Yeah, I'm fine. Yeah. I'm fine."

    

    She didn't look fine at all.

    

    I had calmed down a bit, but Seo-hee seemed to still be caught up in the sensation.

    

    "Seo-hee. Are you satisfied now?"

    

    I asked cautiously.

    

    I wondered if there was something wrong with my kiss.

    

    Of course, judging by Seo-hee's reaction,

    she didn't seem to mind at all,

    but I still felt a bit anxious.

    

    Since everything was a first for me.

    

    Come to think of it, just as Seo-hee said, we were really experiencing all these firsts together.

    

    "..."

    

    Seo-hee didn't answer my question.

    

    "Was it not good?"

    

    When I asked, Seo-hee blushed even more.

    

    Her lips trembled as she hesitated, then...

    

    She shouted.

    

    "Not yet! The punishment isn't over yet!"

    

    "Really?"

    

    I was taken aback.

    

    Embarrassed, Seo-hee approached me and brought her face close.

    

    "The more I think about it, the more upset I am! So a few more times..."

    

    Seo-hee's voice grew quieter as she spoke, probably finding it embarrassing.

    

    "You need to be punished a few more times!"

    

    She nodded her head firmly.

    

    She just wants to do it more.

    

    "Shall we do it once more then?"

    

    "What?"

    

    Seo-hee was surprised by my immediate response.

    

    You teased me so well with that seductive smile of yours before, didn't you?

    

    Now it's your turn to be teased.

    

    I grabbed Seo-hee's shoulders with both hands.

    

    "No, s-suddenly. This isn't punishment anymore!"

    

    "I'll take my punishment properly."

    

    I leaned my face closer to Seo-hee.

    

    Surprised by my sudden action,

    Seo-hee, who had been pulling her face back with her eyes closed, cautiously pushed it forward.

    

    She puckered her lips in that position.

    

    "..."

    

    When she felt nothing, Seo-hee carefully opened one eye.

    

    "...What's going on?"

    

    She frowned when I didn't kiss her.

    

    Realizing I was teasing her, Seo-hee let go of my arms and glared at me.

    

    "Sorry, I just wanted to tease you."

    

    "Grrrr..."

    

    I can even hear her grinding her teeth?

    

    Not expecting her to be this angry, I stepped back as Seo-hee rolled up her sleeves and approached.

    

    "Was I too harsh? You just seemed so awkward, so..."

    

    Seo-hee quickly came up to me and grabbed my collar.

    

    And then

    Smooch-

    

    She pressed her lips against mine and explored with her tongue.

    

    Caught by surprise, I barely managed to catch my breath as I received her kiss.

    

    While the first time was modest and shy,

    the second time was quite rough and aggressive.

    

    She gripped my collar firmly, determined not to let go,

    and didn't release me until she was satisfied.

    

    "Since you teased me, there's an additional penalty."

    

    Wiping the corner of her mouth, Seo-hee glared at me seductively.

    

    "I'll keep the rest in reserve. So I can use it anytime."

    

    Seo-hee let go of my collar and stepped back.

    

    "Well, see you next time!"

    

    And before I could respond, she dashed out of the park.

    

    Having gathered her courage but now overwhelmed by embarrassment again, Seo-hee was running away first.

    

    ———

    

    After my intense first kiss ended,

    I opened the front door in a dazed state.

    

    Though I had cooled down, my flushed face wouldn't settle easily.

    

    I wasn't sure how to explain if my family noticed.

    

    "I'm home..."

    

    "In-woo, can we have a chat with mom for a moment?"

    

    Ah, I had forgotten.

    

    Distracted by the kiss and not thinking straight,

    I had walked right into the tiger's den.

    

    My spine suddenly chilled, and my face cooled down again.

    

    I faced my mother, who was waiting at the entrance.

    

    "So, what exactly did you do in front of Hye-eun with your girlfriend?"

    

    Well, time for the real punishment~

  
    Chapter 30. I Need to Introduce My Girlfriend.

    
    A bright Monday morning.

    

    I got up without even having time to toss and turn in bed with the Monday blues.

    

    If I dawdled, Hye-eun would be late too.

    

    I had to take Hye-eun to kindergarten in place of my mom, who leaves early for work every day.

    

    Thanks to that, I never ended up being late for school either.

    

    Wake Hye-eun up, wash her, dress her, prepare breakfast and feed her, then put her on the kindergarten bus.

    

    Simultaneously, I get dressed in my uniform and finish preparing for school.

    

    "Ugh...!"

    

    Only after sending Hye-eun off did I have the luxury to stretch.

    

    "Diligent from the morning, I see."

    

    "This is nothing."

    

    I answered while looking at Seo-hee smiling beside me.

    

    Since we started dating, she's been coming to our house every morning as if it were the most natural thing.

    

    Of course, she arrives around the time I'm sending Hye-eun off.

    

    Though she occasionally meets Hye-eun, she's never met my mom yet.

    

    "Good morning."

    

    "Yes~ Good morning!"

    

    Seo-hee was beaming brightly, as if something good had happened.

    

    "Did something happen?"

    

    Seo-hee shook her head.

    

    "You were so embarrassed and ran away on Saturday."

    

    "When did I ever run away?"

    

    "Two days ago."

    

    After we shared our first kiss on Saturday,

    Seo-hee was the first to scurry away.

    

    But she's denying that fact.

    

    Even though she didn't show her face at all on Sunday.

    

    Well, it would be a bit awkward for her to keep coming to where I work part-time.

    

    "I was just being casual. You're the one who made a fuss, In-woo."

    

    "Oh, is that so?"

    

    She lies without batting an eye.

    

    Always pretending to be composed,

    Seo-hee tries to portray herself as mature and in control,

    but in reality, she's just a cute girl who's clumsy at everything.

    

    "Oh right, I forgot to ask."

    

    "Ask what?"

    

    Seo-hee looked surprised, as if she'd forgotten something important.

    

    What is it?

    

    "So how was it?"

    

    "How was what?"

    

    "Our..."

    

    Seo-hee deliberately licked her lips slowly.

    

    "Our first kiss. Since it's a penalty, shall I hear your thoughts on it slowly?"

    

    Seo-hee urged me to get in.

    

    She said she'd listen to my thoughts in the limousine.

    

    Since we had to go to school anyway, I followed her in.

    

    After the limousine started moving, Seo-hee pulled out a notebook from somewhere and opened it.

    

    "So, how was your first kiss experience?"

    

    She asked like a reporter conducting an interview, scribbling something in her notebook.

    

    "It was good."

    

    Now that I'm actually saying it, it's embarrassing.

    

    Still, I gave an honest answer.

    

    Seo-hee nodded and wrote it down.

    

    Then she waited.

    

    "..."

    

    "..."

    

    "That's it?"

    

    Seo-hee looked disappointed.

    

    "What more do you want?"

    

    "Hmm... like you couldn't stop thinking about So Seo-hee afterward, or that destiny's bell rang."

    

    "What's with those cringeworthy thoughts?"

    

    "Or that ultimately, So Seo-hee is the only woman you could marry."

    

    "Haa~"

    

    By now, I just nod at her obvious courtship.

    

    "Seo-hee, everything with you leads to 'marriage.'"

    

    "Hehe, I was convinced this time!"

    

    Seo-hee, with a smile at the corners of her lips, nodded strongly and said,

    

    "It's definitely only In-woo for me."

    

    At the sincerity Seo-hee showed when her playfulness disappeared,

    my heart raced without me realizing it.

    

    "With our first kiss, I knew right away that In-woo is husband material."

    

    At those words, I just stared at Seo-hee without saying anything.

    

    I don't know why I'm like this, but I just wanted to keep looking at her.

    

    "Well, now that I've shared my honest thoughts."

    

    Seo-hee's words snapped me back to reality.

    

    "It's your turn, In-woo."

    

    "Uh... well..."

    

    Wait a minute.

    

    I didn't expect to hear such honest and direct thoughts.

    

    After organizing my confused mind and taking a deep breath, I said,

    

    "It... felt good... and in many ways, I think I've come to like Seo-hee too."

    

    The tips of my ears are hot.

    

    I don't know why Seo-hee has been making my heart work so hard lately.

    

    "To be honest, I've been feeling a bit troubled and stifled since then, but I don't know how to express it. That doesn't mean I disliked it though."

    

    I shared thoughts that even I felt were too honest.

    

    "Hehe, that's enough."

    

    Seo-hee smiled and nodded.

    

    Her face was slightly flushed, as if she was a bit embarrassed too.

    

    "I'm happy to hear your feelings, In-woo."

    

    With her final bright smile and those words,

    I strangely felt happy too.

    

    They say emotions are contagious.

    

    With Seo-hee approaching me so brightly from the morning,

    I found myself with a constant smile on my way to school.

    

    "Did you get home okay afterward?"

    

    "Huh? Yeah."

    

    "You must have had a hard time. I should have taken you home in the limousine."

    

    Seo-hee expressed belated concern.

    

    I'm not a child; I can go home by myself.

    

    I was about to say it was fine when I remembered what happened that day.

    

    The day of our first kiss,

    my mom's back smashing was waiting for me afterward.

    

    ———

    

    As soon as I got home, I knelt in front of my mom.

    

    "Did you do something wrong?"

    

    My mom sat in front of me, looking at me.

    

    "I already heard from Hye-eun."

    

    I was briefly tense about what would follow,

    but I was relieved by my mom's words.

    

    "She said you played well with her? And that you bought cake because you wanted to give it to Hye-eun."

    

    "Yes."

    

    "She's a nice girl."

    

    Fortunately, Seo-hee had made a good impression on Hye-eun.

    

    "So what did you do with that girl?"

    

    I broke into a cold sweat at the direct question.

    

    "At that time, while Hye-eun went to the bathroom briefly, we were playing together and I tripped on Hye-eun's toy, and as I caught her, it happened by accident."

    

    "Why did you have the girl against the wall?"

    

    "That was because we accidentally went that way..."

    

    "Hmm... of course, Mom believes her son."

    

    She didn't look like she believed me at all.

    

    "But you didn't hurt her, did you?"

    

    "No, I thought you said you believed me!"

    

    I understand my mom's concern, of course.

    

    Early romantic experiences can be good if they're wholesome.

    

    But given our age, she's worried about what might happen.

    

    "It wasn't like that. It was an accident, and she understood."

    

    No, she didn't just understand; she actually liked it.

    

    But let's not mention that.

    

    My mom nodded after looking at me and my half-baked explanation.

    

    She's reasonable, so that's good...

    

    SLAP-

    

    "Ouch-!! Why did you hit me?!"

    

    "Given your age, I won't stop you from dating."

    

    I rubbed my stinging back from her smack as I continued to listen to my mom.

    

    "But restrain yourselves in front of Hye-eun. And don't cross the line, okay?"

    

    "I know that."

    

    As if I'd be crazy enough to show excessive affection in front of Hye-eun.

    

    As conservative as our family is, I assure you I'm conservative too.

    

    I don't plan to preach about premarital chastity,

    but I'm saying I won't show inappropriate things at such a young age.

    

    "As long as you understand."

    

    My mom finally seemed satisfied and nodded.

    

    "Is this her?"

    

    "Yes, isn't she pretty?"

    

    I proudly showed her Seo-hee's profile picture.

    

    My mom stared at the photo for a while, seeming to ponder something.

    

    What is she thinking about?

    

    "Hmm... is the boy's side wealthy?"

    

    "I'm your son! What are you saying?"

    

    My mom looked completely puzzled.

    

    "Of course, my son is handsome too, but that's because I'm his mother, right?"

    

    "Mom, are you trying to compliment me or insult me?"

    

    I took back my phone after my mom's subtle diss.

    

    "Anyway, are we done now?"

    

    I felt nervous showing my girlfriend's picture to my mom.

    

    I had unnecessary thoughts like, what if she doesn't like her?

    

    Well, it would be silly for her to interfere in kids' relationships.

    

    And as expected, she didn't seem to have any particular complaints.

    

    "How did you start dating?"

    

    But she showed interest, as it was her son's girlfriend.

    

    "It just happened."

    

    "Hooo~ I didn't know my son had such courage."

    

    "She's the one who asked me out."

    

    "Huh?"

    

    My mom tilted her head at my words.

    

    "Son, do you have hidden assets somewhere?"

    

    "What are you talking about!"

    

    The same repertoire repeated.

    

    I'm telling you, the boy's side isn't wealthy.

    

    "Anyway! Both Seo-hee and I will study hard and date in a wholesome way, so don't worry."

    

    Even though I just came back from kissing her in the park...

    

    It's also embarrassing to talk about dating in front of my mom anymore.

    

    "I'm going to wash up now."

    

    I quickly went into the bathroom, wanting to end the conversation.

    

    "Hehe~ What a surprise."

    

    I could still hear my mom laughing outside.

    

    "My son, who just yesterday said he'd never marry because he didn't want to be like his dad."

    

    Shaaaa-

    

    "..."

    

    The shower water washed over my head.

    

    After showering and feeling refreshed, I was drying my hair when

    my mom approached me again.

    

    "What?"

    

    Why are you looking at me with that expression and smiling?

    

    "Introduce her to me sometime."

    

    "Suddenly?"

    

    "There's nothing wrong with introducing her to your mom."

    

    "That's true."

    

    "Why? Don't you want to?"

    

    It's not that I don't want to, but I'm nervous about introducing my girlfriend to my parents.

    

    Also, I'm not sure how to explain that Seo-hee comes from a wealthy family.

    

    So honestly, I wanted to postpone it.

    

    "It's not that. Our house is small, and with four people..."

    

    "Then should we eat out?"

    

    "...I'll ask her first."

    

    "Okay. Ask if she's free this week."

    

    ———

    

    I decided to ask Seo-hee right away since I was thinking about it.

    

    "Hey, Seo-hee."

    

    "Yes, have you finally decided to marry me?"

    

    This is why I can't introduce her to my mom.

    

    "Why are you talking about marriage again?"

    

    "Hehe, sorry. I was just kidding."

    

    Seo-hee joked as she snuggled against my arm.

    

    "My mom found out we're dating."

    

    "Really?"

    

    "Yeah. So..."

    

    After hesitating for a moment, I spoke.

    

    "My mom wants to meet you and asked me to bring you over. Are you free this weekend?"

    

    Seo-hee's eyes widened at my proposal.

    

    Then she opened her mouth.

    

    "Meeting the par—"

    

    "Stop right there! I know what you're going to say, but it's not like that."

    

    I cut her off before she could say something weird.

    

    Seo-hee laughed with amusement.

    

    "I was just joking. Why so serious?"

    

    "No, with you, I feel like it might not be a joke."

    

    Seo-hee clung to my arm even more.

    

    Since we can't do this at school because of the teachers,

    she seems to do it more in the car.

    

    "Okay. Introduce me to your family too."

    

    Seo-hee agreed.

  
    Chapter 31. We Finally Met. (1)

    
    Why does time flow so quickly?

    

    Before I knew it, it was almost time for Friday's closing homeroom.

    

    The classroom was in a festive mood at the thought of tomorrow being a day off.

    Everyone except me, sitting at the back of the classroom.

    

    My mind was preoccupied with introducing Seohee to my mother tomorrow.

    

    Would Seohee say anything unnecessary?

    Would Mom say anything unnecessary?

    It seems like such a fuss just to introduce a girlfriend.

    

    In contrast, Seohee was simply all smiles.

    

    "Hehe, Inwoo, I'm looking forward to tomorrow."

    

    "Are you?"

    

    "I'm finally going to meet your mother."

    

    Seohee chatted excitedly, sitting next to me with our desks pushed together.

    

    Originally, our homeroom teacher had separated us.

    

    But after the midterm results came out,

    our teacher thought Seohee and I were studying hard and behaving well, so she specially allowed us to sit next to each other again.

    

    "No matter what, I'll make your mother approve of me!"

    

    Seohee declared with determination.

    

    "Don't say anything weird."

    

    "That's mean!"

    

    Seohee pouted cutely.

    

    While we were chatting, our homeroom teacher came in.

    

    "Everyone, did you enjoy your classes today?"

    

    "Yes!"

    

    The students were still following her well.

    

    Our homeroom teacher, Ms. Lee Hayeon, nodded with a bright smile.

    

    "It's May already."

    

    The teacher began, holding some handouts.

    

    "You've probably heard what's happening in May, right?"

    

    "Children's Day!"

    

    "Sports festival!"

    

    Everyone shouted with raised hands like innocent children.

    

    Mostly the "Hayeon Knights" kids.

    

    They do this because if no one answers when Ms. Lee Hayeon asks something, she gets discouraged.

    

    "Yes, and we also have the retreat," the teacher said after hearing their answers.

    

    May really has a lot of events.

    

    "The retreat is the worst."

    

    "Trying to act cool for nothing~"

    

    I don't like retreats either.

    

    Well, it's a place where they make you do punishments for talking a little. Who would like that?

    

    Sensing the scattered atmosphere, the teacher called for "attention," and everyone quieted down.

    

    "It's voluntary participation, so if you're going, get your parents to sign this paper."

    

    "What happens if we don't go?"

    

    Someone raised their hand and asked.

    

    "Those who don't go will be grouped together for self-study with the principal."

    

    Everyone looked disgruntled at that.

    

    Opinions were divided between:

    "Isn't it better to go and have fun than study?"

    

    and

    

    "Ah, it's such a hassle. Why pay money to get punished?"

    

    Most would probably just go anyway.

    

    I looked at Seohee.

    

    I wonder if Seohee is going to the retreat?

    

    "Are you going, Seohee?"

    

    "I do have one good idea."

    

    "What is it?"

    

    "Buying the entire retreat center."

    

    "You want to buy that?"

    

    "Yes, so we won't have to do punishments, can play all the time, and I can share a room with Inwoo."

    

    "That's not educational at all."

    

    I dissuaded Seohee from turning the retreat into her private event.

    

    Anyway, the retreat...

    

    I really don't want to go.

    I hate being punished and rolled around,

    and they want me to pay for that?

    

    I'd rather save that money and buy Hyeeun a cake.

    

    And anyway, why pay to do something I'll have to do later in the military and get paid for?

    

    I decided not to show this paper to my mom.

    

    She would tell me to go, saying it's all about making memories with friends.

    

    I'll just sign for non-attendance and be done with it.

    

    ———

    

    Why does time flow so quickly?

    

    The big day, Saturday.

    

    The day to introduce my girlfriend to my mother had arrived.

    

    After my shift change at work,

    Seohee was waiting for me as soon as I left the convenience store.

    

    "Good work today. Get in."

    

    By now, it's completely normal for the limousine to be waiting in front of the convenience store.

    

    Once inside, Seohee clung to my arm.

    

    "We're going straight to your house, right?"

    

    When I asked just to make sure, Seohee nodded.

    

    "I prepared a lot for today."

    

    I could already see she had put effort into her appearance.

    

    She wore a white blouse with frills and a black formal jacket over it.

    Below, she had on a black formal skirt with black stockings.

    

    "How do I look today?"

    

    Seohee spread her arms to show me.

    

    She wanted me to give my opinion.

    

    "You look really pretty, just like Seohee always does."

    

    "Hehe."

    

    Honestly, she always had a mature air about her when she acted coldly to others,

    or when she showed her seductive side to me.

    

    With her outfit looking like a working professional, she really seemed older than me.

    

    "Are you really the same age as me?"

    

    "This big sister has many secrets~"

    

    Seohee said while patting my head.

    

    "An older woman... I might prefer younger girls."

    

    "What?!"

    

    The joke I made to tease Seohee was effective.

    

    "It's a shame Seohee noona is older."

    

    Seohee removed her hand from my head and hesitated.

    

    Her eyes were wide open, looking cute.

    

    I was about to enjoy her reaction a bit more and tell her it was a joke when

    Seohee spoke first.

    

    "...Then...oppa."

    

    "What?"

    

    "...Inwoo oppa, do you like younger girls?"

    

    Seohee's ears turned red with embarrassment,

    and she covered her mouth with her small fist as she spoke.

    

    Her sweet, slightly childish voice made me feel embarrassed too.

    

    "S-stop it."

    

    "But oppa, you said you liked this kind of thing."

    

    Though Seohee herself was embarrassed,

    seeing my flustered reaction, she started to smile.

    

    "What's wrong~ Oppa, do you dislike me?"

    

    She seemed determined to tease me.

    

    She buried her face in my chest and looked up at me.

    

    Seohee sometimes seems older, but other times younger.

    

    When she plays around like a child or approaches me cutely with her smaller body, it puts a strain on my heart.

    

    "Huh?"

    

    "Seohee, stop it."

    

    When I asked her to stop, Seohee clung to me even more.

    

    "Hehe, oppa, should I tell your mother I'm younger too?"

    

    "Stop it! I'm being serious."

    

    "Ah~ So you're seriously considering it."

    

    Seohee nodded, perhaps misunderstanding my meaning.

    

    "Just to be clear, I'm not talking about marriage."

    

    "Tsk-"

    

    She clicks her tongue in disappointment.

    

    "So what else did you prepare?"

    

    I noticed some kind of box next to Seohee.

    

    Surely she didn't bring bundles of cash.

    

    I became curious about what was inside.

    

    "Secret."

    

    Seohee put her finger to her lips.

    

    "It's not something expensive, is it?"

    

    "What do you take me for?"

    

    Seohee puffed her cheeks.

    

    She's telling me to trust her and not worry,

    but that confidence makes me uneasy.

    

    ———

    

    The limousine arrived at our house.

    

    The plan was to bring Seohee home first,

    then go out for a meal with my family.

    

    After getting out of the car, we climbed the apartment stairs.

    

    With each step, my heart pounded harder.

    

    As the remaining steps disappeared,

    we reached the apartment corridor and walked a bit to arrive at my front door.

    

    Whew~

    

    I took a deep breath, turned the key, and opened the door.

    

    "I'm home."

    

    "Excuse me for intruding."

    

    Seohee greeted after me.

    

    "Oh my~ Welcome~"

    

    A voice softer and kinder than usual.

    

    As we entered, my mother stood there, unusually friendly.

    

    She had put effort into her clothes too.

    

    Looking around, the house was cleaner than ever.

    

    "Um... this is my girlfriend."

    

    I introduced her with a steady voice, calming my nerves.

    

    "Hello. I'm So Seohee, currently in a wholesome relationship with Inwoo."

    

    "Oh, I see..."

    

    My mother looked at Seohee and was visibly surprised.

    

    "You're pretty."

    

    That was my mother's brief comment on her appearance.

    

    "Thank you. You're beautiful too, ma'am."

    

    "Why are you dating my son?"

    

    "Pardon?"

    

    "Mom!"

    

    My mother put her hand on her chin as if genuinely wondering.

    

    Only Seohee seemed amused, smiling broadly.

    

    "Well, I wasn't told you were older."

    

    "Excuse me?"

    

    "Are you in college?"

    

    I knew this kind of comment would come.

    

    Seohee's expensive formal attire.

    And the mature impression she gave off by pulling off that style.

    

    It's not unreasonable for my mother to make such an assumption.

    

    "She's in the same grade and class as me."

    

    "Is my outfit not to your liking?"

    

    "No, that's not it... hoho, it's neat and stylish."

    

    My mother was surprised at first but smiled and didn't say anything more.

    

    "Oh right, I brought this because it felt awkward to come empty-handed."

    

    "You didn't have to... what is this?"

    

    Seohee handed my mother the gift she had kept secret from me.

    

    When the box was opened, a premium Korean beef set was revealed.

    

    Um, Seohee. Hard to believe, but Korean beef is expensive too, you know?

    

    "I thought you might like it."

    

    Not seeming to notice, Seohee carefully gauged my mother's reaction.

    

    "Um... isn't this too expensive?"

    

    It was good that Seohee had prepared something so earnestly,

    but it was too much for a high school student.

    

    I was about to tell my mother about Seohee's situation.

    

    I wasn't sure how my mother would react, but.

    

    As I was about to explain the details,

    my mother looked at her watch and said:

    

    "Oh right, I made a restaurant reservation and it's almost time."

    

    She put the beef in the refrigerator for now.

    

    "We're fine, so take it back later and give it to your parents."

    

    "What? You can accept it."

    

    "You can give things like this when you're older."

    

    Well, from my mother's perspective,

    how would a high school student have money for something like this?

    

    It's better to return it than to accept it readily.

    

    My mother firmly told Seohee to take it back later.

    

    We got Hyeeun ready and went out.

    

    We headed to the restaurant my mother had reserved.

    

    It was a nearby family restaurant.

    

    Hyeeun, not knowing what was going on, was excited about eating out after a long time.

    

    Seohee smiled and patted Hyeeun's head.

    

    "So, Seohee, right? How did you meet Inwoo?"

    

    This was probably what my mother was most curious about.

    

    "Well..."

    

    Seohee blushed shyly.

    

    My mother smiled warmly, finding Seohee's shyness adorable.

    

    "I confessed to him first."

    

    Seohee told the truth.

    

    Unable to accept this truth, my mother asked again.

    

    "That's surprising. What did you like about our Inwoo?"

    

    "Mom..."

    

    I know it's disrespectful to say this.

    

    Is this really my mother?

    

    After arriving at the family restaurant and sitting down,

    my mother asked Seohee to tell the detailed story.

    

    She was like a young girl excited about kids' love stories.

    

    "I... I knew Inwoo when we were young."

    

    "Is that so?"

    

    My mother glanced at me.

    

    Her eyes were asking why I hadn't told her about this.

    

    I didn't remember it either.

    

    But is Seohee going to talk about that time?

    

    "It was when we were very young... Inwoo asked me to marry him."

    

    "Ohhh~ My son had some charm when he was young."

    

    Why is that in past tense?

    

    Seohee's face turned completely red as she spoke.

    

    "So I ended up like this, asking him to keep that promise."

    

    Then she covered her face with her hands in embarrassment.

    

    Where was the Seohee who was cold to others,

    or who spoke comfortably about anything in front of me? In front of my mother, she had been nervous the whole time.

    

    "That's a romantic story."

    

    My mother nodded.

    

    Her reaction was similar to mine when I first heard this story from Seohee.

    

    "So are you going to get married?"

    

    "Mom, we're still..."

    

    "Yes! Please give us your blessing!"

    

    "Seohee!"

    

    Suddenly, Seohee raised her head confidently and asked for permission in response to my mother's question.

    

    "Alright, I give you my blessing."

    

    In an instant, what I had been worried about happened.

    

    My mother probably heard it as a cute dream of young couples,

    but Seohee might really push for it.

    

    "Excuse me, you two. Isn't that talk a bit premature?"

    

    "Be more manly if you're a man!"

    

    My mother said, slapping my back.

    

    "If you don't get your act together, some other man will steal her away."

    

    Sigh~ They really get along well.

  
    Chapter 32. We Finally Met. (2)

    
    Soon, the pasta and French fries we ordered arrived.

    

    The animated conversation between Seohee and my mom came to a halt there.

    

    "It's fascinating, though. To think you've known a girl since childhood."

    

    Mom brought up the past again.

    

    "I was worried you might be avoiding girls."

    

    "What kind of worry is that!"

    

    I used tongs to serve some cream pasta onto Seohee's plate.

    

    "Seohee, eat plenty."

    

    "Yes, thank you. I'll enjoy it."

    

    "Mom, me too! Me too!"

    

    "Alright, Hye-eun."

    

    While serving pasta onto Hye-eun's plate, Mom said:

    

    "Inwoo has really grown up. Even bringing home a woman he might marry."

    

    "Mom, I think you're starting to be serious about this?"

    

    "Of course I'm serious! Why would I joke about that?"

    

    Sigh~ Marriage is easier said than done.

    

    I need to find a job, get a place to live,

    And there are so many other things to figure out.

    

    Of course, Seohee is a third-generation chaebol heiress, but Mom doesn't know that, so I don't understand why she talks about it so casually.

    

    "All that's left is for Inwoo to decide!"

    

    Seohee also looks at me seriously.

    

    "Hohoho, I'll be making celebration noodles soon, this child."

    

    Does Mom know who she's talking about?

    

    My tongue was itching to tell her, but I decided I should wait until after Seohee and I part ways.

    

    As I was making that decision,

    I heard something spilling at the next table.

    

    CRASH-BANG!!

    

    "I'm so sorry, ma'am!"

    

    "What is this?!"

    

    Looking over, I saw a waiter repeatedly apologizing to a female customer.

    

    It seemed the waiter had spilled a drink, staining the woman's dress.

    

    "I'm truly sorry. I'll get something to clean it right away and bring you a new drink."

    

    "Forget it! Do you know how much this dress costs? You couldn't afford it even if you saved your salary for months!"

    

    The woman seemed furious to the core.

    

    A man who appeared to be her boyfriend was trying to calm her down, but she kept shouting.

    

    "Don't try to stop me! I just bought this yesterday!"

    

    Her screams soon filled the entire restaurant.

    

    Even customers eating at other tables were frowning at the scene.

    

    As the situation escalated, the restaurant owner came out from the kitchen.

    

    "Ma'am, I'm very sorry. We'll cover the cleaning costs. Please calm down a bit."

    

    Watching the scene, my mom shook her head.

    

    "My goodness~ This is why they say rich kids are scarier."

    

    Seohee flinched slightly at those words.

    

    "I'm not talking about you, so don't worry."

    

    I gently took Seohee's hand and whispered to her.

    

    Looking at the situation, it was understandable for the woman to be upset, but she was causing trouble for everyone else too.

    

    "Forget it! This dress costs 1.75 million won. Are you going to pay for it?"

    

    Her demands were getting stronger.

    

    The owner was so flustered he couldn't respond.

    

    "Mom, what's happening?"

    

    Hye-eun was too short to see what was going on,

    so she was trying hard to get a glimpse.

    

    "Nothing, Hye-eun. You don't need to see that. Rich people, I swear..."

    

    Seohee looked uncomfortable at those words.

    

    "Mom..."

    

    I wasn't sure what to say—it felt awkward to reveal the truth now.

    

    How could I tell her not to talk like that because Seohee is wealthy, especially at this moment?

    

    "Mom, I need to use the bathroom."

    

    Fortunately, Hye-eun spoke up at just the right time.

    

    Mom said she needed to go too and took Hye-eun to the bathroom.

    

    "Whew~ Sorry, Seohee. Mom doesn't know about your background yet."

    

    "It's okay."

    

    Seohee shook her head as she spoke.

    

    But she didn't look okay at all.

    

    Seohee glared fiercely at the disruptive customer and stood up.

    

    "Seohee, where are you going?"

    

    "I'll be back after sorting this out."

    

    Seohee's calm voice sent chills down my spine.

    

    Could it be that her 'Ice Queen' mode is about to activate!

    

    ...Wait, am I developing middle school syndrome too?

    

    Anyway, Seohee approached the scene.

    

    "Ma'am, I'm sorry. It seems the part-timer made a mistake, but please show some mercy just this once..."

    

    "Seriously! I told you we shouldn't come to this cheap neighborhood!"

    

    The woman was now yelling at her boyfriend too.

    

    Then Seohee stood before her.

    

    "Excuse me."

    

    "Huh? Who are you?"

    

    The woman turned to Seohee with an attitude.

    

    But she seemed to falter for a moment.

    

    Perhaps she sensed that her aggression wouldn't work against Seohee.

    

    Looking around, the woman pointed at herself.

    

    "Are you talking to me?"

    

    "Yes. You've been quite noisy."

    

    "Ha! Well, he's the one who made the mistake. If you have a problem, take it up with him."

    

    The woman pointed at the part-time waiter, who looked on the verge of tears.

    

    Seohee took something out of her inner jacket pocket,

    and threw it directly at the woman's face.

    

    "Ah, what's this!"

    

    It was a check.

    

    "I'll pay you, so get out. Stop ruining the pleasant atmosphere."

    

    The casually thrown high-value check...

    

    The woman was momentarily stunned, then shocked when she saw the name on the check.

    

    "D-Director!"

    

    She seemed to recognize Seohee, staring at her with a dumbfounded expression.

    

    Seohee, however, was clearly very angry regardless.

    

    "Leave. I don't know who you are, but I suggest you go before I find out and take appropriate measures."

    

    "I'm sorry for disturbing your precious time!!"

    

    The woman bowed deeply to Seohee in apology and left, pulling her boyfriend along.

    

    "Aren't there other people you should apologize to?"

    

    The woman froze at those words.

    

    After seeing Seohee's gaze, she hesitated before apologizing to the waiter and the owner.

    

    "I was being too sensitive. I'm sorry."

    

    Then she fled quickly.

    

    "Jupiter" is truly impressive.

    

    It's amazing how far their influence extends.

    

    The surrounding customers, seemingly satisfied with the outcome, applauded Seohee.

    

    "Thank you for your help."

    

    "I'm sorry for the disturbance to your meal. Perhaps we could offer you a service..."

    

    Seohee, uncomfortable with the sudden attention, waved her hand dismissively.

    

    She quickly resolved the situation and returned to our table.

    

    "Seohee, that was impressive."

    

    "Phew~ It was nothing, really..."

    

    Seohee's gaze shifted elsewhere as she spoke.

    

    "Seohee?"

    

    Wondering what was wrong, I turned around to see

    that Mom and Hye-eun had apparently witnessed part of the scene.

    

    Hye-eun, though not understanding the situation, joined in the applause.

    

    ———

    

    "What happened there?"

    

    Mom asked.

    

    She hadn't seen the entire situation, it seemed.

    

    "Well... that..."

    

    As Seohee hesitated,

    Mom turned her gaze to me.

    

    How should I explain this?

    

    Just as I was about to speak,

    a dish we hadn't ordered arrived at our table.

    

    "Here's a gorgonzola pizza, on the house as a token of our gratitude!"

    

    Seohee looked at the tactless owner who had interrupted.

    

    But the owner was truly oblivious.

    

    "Thank you so much. I hope our humble establishment is to your liking. Enjoy your meal, Director!"

    

    The owner bowed at a right angle to Seohee.

    

    "T-That's not—!!"

    

    Seohee, unable to put on her cold expression in front of my mother, was at a loss for words.

    

    The ice queen who had coolly resolved the problem earlier was long gone.

    

    "Director?"

    

    Well, at this point, everything needs to be revealed.

    

    I was planning to tell Mom separately later anyway.

    

    "Let me introduce her properly. Seohee is the granddaughter of the Jupiter Group chairman. She's also currently serving as a director at some company."

    

    "………"

    

    A very long silence followed.

    

    Seohee began to worry that this fact might make my mother dislike her,

    or react in some other negative way.

    

    In contrast, Mom looked at me as if I were telling her some fantasy novel.

    

    "Are you joking with me right now?"

    

    "No, this isn't a joke. You saw it earlier."

    

    "Hmm... Seohee, what's really going on?"

    

    Why does she trust her son so little?

    

    Seohee hesitated before gathering her courage and speaking.

    

    "Ma'am, everything Inwoo said is true. I never intended to hide it."

    

    Only after hearing Seohee's words did Mom look surprised.

    

    "The person causing trouble earlier seems to be an employee from one of our companies. I'll make sure she's properly educated so this doesn't happen again."

    

    "Well... that explains those expensive gifts."

    

    The limited-edition hotel cake that was famously hard to get, the premium Korean beef set, and even Seohee's attire—everything made sense now.

    

    "But ma'am, I promise I will never treat others poorly just because I have money, unlike those people earlier."

    

    Seohee said worriedly.

    

    Mom, recalling her earlier comments, quickly clarified:

    

    "Oh, don't worry about what I said before. I didn't mean everyone is like that... This is why I shouldn't watch so many dramas."

    

    Mom started rambling, clearly flustered.

    

    It's understandable she'd be embarrassed after criticizing rich people in front of an actual wealthy person.

    

    "So... you still accept me as I am?"

    

    Seohee asked.

    

    Mom looked at Seohee for a moment.

    

    The atmosphere became subtly tense.

    

    Her son had brought home a chaebol girlfriend.

    

    It's awkward to openly approve, but equally awkward to say they don't match.

    

    Mom seems unsure how to handle this unexpected situation.

    

    There are certainly concerns to consider.

    

    Plus, given Mom's habit of faithfully watching weekend dramas,

    she's probably familiar with all the common clichés about chaebols and commoners.

    

    "Seohee, do you"

    

    After staring into Seohee's eyes for a while, Mom spoke.

    

    "truly love Inwoo?"

    

    "Yes! I'd die without Inwoo!"

    

    Seohee, what are you saying in this situation?

    

    "Look at this child."

    

    Mom smiled contentedly at those words and said:

    

    "If you two love each other, who am I to object?"

    

    "Phew~"

    

    Seohee let out a sigh of relief.

    

    Mom found Seohee's reaction endearing.

    

    "But there are things you both need to be careful about going forward."

    

    Mom's words were quite honest and reasonable.

    

    "Students should act like students! Keep your relationship appropriate for your age! Inwoo, don't just accept whatever Seohee gives you."

    

    "I wouldn't..."

    

    "And Seohee, don't spoil him by helping him too easily."

    

    "Yes! I'll keep that in mind, ma'am."

    

    Just a moment ago she said I was all grown up, but now she's treating me like a child.

    

    Still, it was nice that Mom tried to treat Seohee the same regardless of her wealth.

    

    The restaurant atmosphere became warm and cheerful.

    

    Though when Mom heard that Seohee was the top student in our school,

    her eyes lit up and she desperately asked Seohee to help with my studies.

    

    So much for not helping too easily...

    

    ———

    

    The first meeting between Seohee and my mom ended well.

    

    Seohee bowed respectfully.

    

    "I had a wonderful time. I look forward to seeing you again."

    

    A waiting limousine pulled up right in front.

    

    "...Chaebols really are different."

    

    Mom marveled at the limousine.

    

    I later learned it was her first time seeing one in person.

    

    Mom suddenly remembered something.

    

    "Oh right! You should take the beef with you."

    

    Even though she must know that premium beef is nothing special to someone as wealthy as Seohee, Mom tried to return it.

    

    "Stop by our house for a moment, then take it home to enjoy with your family."

    

    But Seohee smiled bitterly and shook her head.

    

    "It's okay. Even if I took it home, there's no one to share it with."

    

    After leaving just that short comment, Seohee bowed again and got into the limousine.

    

    Seohee's final words felt subtly sad.

    

    "Does Seohee live independently?"

    

    Mom asked on our way home.

    

    But I didn't know much about Seohee's family.

    

    I only knew that Seohee's mother treated her very coldly.

    

    Beyond that, I had no idea who else was in her family or what the atmosphere was like.

    

    "I don't really know. Seohee has never talked about her family."

    

    I decided not to mention the conflict between Seohee and her mother.

    

    "Inwoo."

    

    "Yes?"

    

    On the way home,

    

    Mom asked seriously:

    

    "What are you going to do from now on?"

    

    "..."

    

    She means about my relationship with Seohee.

    

    Mom said she was okay with it, but that doesn't make everything okay.

    

    Dating someone from a chaebol family can be a daunting prospect.

    

    "We're still students. I thought we'd figure things out as we date."

    

    "Doesn't Seohee's family object?"

    

    I don't know.

    

    Seohee hasn't said anything about her family.

    

    "Why worry about that? It's just high school dating."

    

    "Is that so? Seohee seemed quite serious."

    

    I can't argue with Mom's observation.

    

    Seohee is unusually fixated on marriage.

    

    "I don't plan to get married."

    

    The words I habitually say in front of Mom slipped out.

    

    "Is that right? But Mom saw how happy Inwoo looked today."

    

    Mom laughed, not believing my words.

    

    "Despite what you keep saying, you're becoming a man after all."

    

    She nodded, casually dismissing my intentions.

    

    "Mom, aren't you talking about marriage too lightly?"

    

    I asked worriedly.

    

    Mom stroked my head.

    

    "Don't worry. Inwoo will make a good husband."

    

    "Really..."

    

    After all she went through with Dad, I wonder why Mom still wants to talk about marriage...

  
    Chapter 33. Magical Girl Pyoriring

    
    # Sunday Morning

    

    As I entered the convenience store, the manager was checking inventory.

    

    Do deliveries come in this early in the morning sometimes?

    

    I put on my vest and returned to the counter.

    

    "Starting today, we have another special promotion at the store."

    

    "A promotion?"

    

    I checked the items and was shocked.

    

    'Magical Girl Pyoriring~ Set'

    

    The products included ice cream, bread, drinks, toys, and various other items featuring that character.

    

    So that character has finally made its way into convenience stores too.

    

    'Magical Girl Pyoriring' is a cartoon that Hye-eun likes.

    No, it's popular among most girls Hye-eun's age.

    

    I've heard it has a dedicated adult fan base too.

    Is that why?

    

    Recently, Hye-eun saw an advertisement for 'Pyoriring' products and kept pestering me to buy them.

    Who would have thought our convenience store would be selling them?

    

    "We'll have a lot of little customers coming in for a while."

    

    Just as the manager said, I could already see kids peering in from outside.

    Some were even throwing tantrums, begging their mothers to go inside.

    

    "It's going to be tough. We have to follow the limited quantity rule."

    

    "Limited quantity?"

    

    "Instructions came down to sell only two items per person. It's to prevent hoarding."

    

    "I see."

    

    *Sigh* Today's going to be tough.

    

    I helped check the inventory and display the products on the shelves.

    

    It was quite a struggle with adults and children coming in and trying to grab items at will.

    

    "Excuse me, manager."

    

    "What is it?"

    

    "I'm sorry, but... would it be okay if I bought one too?"

    

    "Don't tell me you..."

    

    The manager looked at me with a dubious expression.

    

    "I didn't know you had that kind of taste."

    

    "No!! Absolutely not! My little sister loves this cartoon and has been begging me for it!"

    

    "Hahaha!! I was just joking! Why so startled?!"

    

    The manager laughed heartily and slapped my back.

    

    "Ugh..."

    

    I guess I got worked up for nothing.

    

    "Take one. But in exchange, anything you eat at the store today, you pay for, got it?"

    

    "Yes."

    

    I've been getting a lot of free food while working at the store lately.

    I should exercise some self-restraint for one day.

    

    "And don't take it until after your shift ends. We can't have customers complaining about items being unavailable."

    

    "Understood!"

    

    With that decided, I started work, looking forward to seeing Hye-eun's delighted face.

    

    "Welcome."

    

    "Mom! Hurry, hurry!"

    

    "This child, really..."

    

    It was the little girl who had been dragged away by her mother earlier.

    Now that her mother's errands seemed to be done, the child was pulling her mother's arm.

    

    "Ma'am, I'm sorry, but it's limited to two items per customer."

    

    But what if parents are involved? Could they get more?

    It's confusing, but I definitely need to discourage putting over ten items on the counter.

    

    "Oh, is that so?"

    

    The mother told her daughter to choose, but the child was making such a fuss.

    

    "If you keep this up, I won't buy anything!"

    

    "Waaah!!!"

    

    The child's crying was loud.

    

    The mother, looking embarrassed, apologized and forcibly dragged the child away.

    

    "..."

    

    I put all the items left on the counter back in their places.

    

    "Ugh..."

    

    I don't know how many times I've had to do this.

    

    After weathering a storm of child customers, the crowd thinned out a bit.

    

    *Slide*

    

    "Welcome."

    

    Another young customer.

    

    But this time, it was a rare sight—a boy.

    

    The boy had his cap pulled down low and was glancing around nervously.

    

    "What's going on?"

    

    Realizing there was no one else around except me, the boy quickly came in and examined the products.

    

    "Well, kids that age are all like that."

    

    When I was young, there was definitely a clear distinction between girls' cartoons and boys' cartoons.

    

    Of course, that was only when kids were together.

    When alone, everyone watched whatever they wanted.

    But when gathered, boys would act tough, asking why someone would watch "girls' stuff."

    

    Perhaps for the same reason, the boy was being quite cautious.

    

    After hesitating, he quickly grabbed a 'Pyoriring Chocolate Roll Bread.'

    

    "Here."

    

    He nervously held out some money from his pocket.

    

    Understanding his feelings, I rang him up quickly.

    

    "Would you like a bag?"

    

    "...Yes!!"

    

    Though we had white bags, I deliberately gave him a black one.

    Just in case.

    

    *Sigh* Those were the days.

    

    Just as I was getting nostalgic, another customer came in.

    

    "Do you have Pyoriring bread?"

    

    A man breathing heavily.

    

    He didn't look like a child's father—maybe an older brother?

    

    Through his white shirt, I caught a glimpse of a design on his t-shirt.

    

    Though partially hidden, I could make out what it was.

    It was Pyoriring.

    

    Ah... he's a fan.

    

    Well, I should respect that.

    Not that it matters either way—I still need to sell the products.

    

    "Sir, it's limited to two items per person."

    

    "Do you have this one?"

    

    The customer showed me a picture on his phone.

    

    "Let me check."

    

    I went to the display area to check, but it had just sold out.

    

    "I'm sorry, sir. We're out of that one today."

    

    "Sigh... I'll take these then."

    

    He bought the two remaining 'Pyoriring breads.'

    

    "Do you need a bag?"

    

    The customer shook his head and put the bread in his backpack.

    I happened to catch a glimpse inside...

    

    Wow, how many did he buy?

    The backpack was full of other Pyoriring breads.

    

    Is he checking every convenience store in the neighborhood?

    

    After sending off that somewhat intimidating customer, more customers poured in.

    

    Proving the popularity of 'Magical Girl Pyoriring,' nearly half of the products were already gone.

    

    "I hope there's at least one left by the time I finish my shift."

    

    So this is why part-timers set aside products for themselves.

    

    *Growl*

    

    I was hungry.

    

    It was lunchtime already.

    

    Today I had promised to pay for any new products I wanted to eat.

    Well, the manager did say I could take expired items.

    

    I wonder if there are any expired lunch boxes?

    No, the disposal bin was completely empty.

    

    Looking at the lunch box section, I saw that the ones nearing their expiration date had been bought by the last customer.

    One way or another, I'd have to pay for my lunch today.

    

    I spent a while deliberating at the lunch box section.

    Should I go for something cheaper? Or since I'm paying anyway, get something tasty?

    I was caught in a dilemma over saving a few hundred won.

    

    *Slide*

    

    "Welcome."

    

    "Hi."

    

    It was Seo-hee.

    I was wondering why she hadn't come today.

    

    "What are you doing?"

    

    She asked as I was hovering around the lunch box section.

    

    "I'm hungry."

    

    "Really? Want me to buy you something?"

    

    "It's okay."

    

    I can't already be asking Seo-hee for handouts.

    I'm already getting enough free lunches at school.

    

    "Sit at the table."

    

    Despite my words, Seo-hee seemed to want to stay by my side and waited next to me.

    

    I looked at the lunch box prices over and over again.

    

    *Sigh* How miserable it is to be strapped for cash.

    

    "Just once, I wish I could splurge on food without worrying."

    

    It was just a thoughtless comment.

    A simple mutter to myself.

    The problem was that Seo-hee, standing next to me, didn't take it that way.

    

    "Really?"

    

    "No, I didn't say anything just now."

    

    But who is Seo-hee?

    She's someone who acts quickly and does what she says she'll do.

    Who knows what beyond-imagination thing she's secretly planning now.

    

    "I just want to eat a lunch box!"

    

    Seo-hee stared at me intently after I said that.

    It was too late.

    That was already the look of someone formulating a plan.

    

    "I have a good idea."

    

    "A good idea?"

    

    "Yes, let's go on a picnic together sometime."

    

    "A picnic?"

    

    Surprisingly, not a bad suggestion.

    Going out is always fun.

    

    But why suddenly bring up a picnic?

    

    "Going out is fine with me if I have time."

    

    "Hehe, you said you wanted to splurge on food, right?"

    

    "What are you plotting now? Can't we just do something normal?"

    

    I felt uneasy.

    Seo-hee told me not to worry.

    

    "Don't worry. This time, I'll cook for you."

    

    "You know how to cook?"

    

    "There's nothing I can't do if I set my mind to it."

    

    Seo-hee declared confidently.

    

    "Hehe, look forward to it. I'll show you perfect cooking."

    

    Perhaps I was too naive at that moment.

    

    Seo-hee can have chefs accompany her anywhere.

    In other words, Seo-hee never has to cook.

    Yet I only realized too late that 'Seo-hee can't cook.'

    

    ————

    

    After my shift at the convenience store

    

    I picked up the 'Magical Girl Pyoriring' gift set for Hye-eun.

    Probably because it was expensive, there was just one left.

    

    "In-woo, do you have that kind of taste?"

    

    Seo-hee asked worriedly.

    

    "What are you talking about? This is for Hye-eun."

    

    "That's a relief."

    

    Seo-hee seemed relieved.

    Though her reason for concern was absurd.

    

    "I was afraid you were into that kind of thing and had no interest in real women."

    

    "What are you saying?"

    

    It's true I've been single, but definitely not for that reason.

    

    "You keep rejecting my marriage proposals, so I was worried you might say, 'I'm going to marry a cartoon character.'"

    

    "Okay, I'll be honest. I love Pyoriring."

    

    "Really?"

    

    "Yes, I'm planning to marry her later. There are cases of virtual marriages on the internet, you know."

    

    I hugged the 'Pyoriring' product box.

    

    As I smiled happily at the character drawn on it, Seo-hee's expression soured.

    

    "In-woo, that's not right. I can't allow it!"

    

    Is this a joke?

    But Seo-hee's expression looks genuinely serious?

    

    I looked at Seo-hee and said:

    

    "It's my preference, so respect it. Don't interfere with our love."

    

    Ugh... even I think that's a bit gross.

    Seo-hee frowned and said:

    

    "I'll immediately order the company to remove all those..."

    

    "Hey, I'm joking. Stop."

    

    I stopped her as she was taking out her phone.

    Really, have you ever seen such a terrifying mobile phone in the world?

    

    "I'm joking. I'm not interested in this stuff; I'm just buying it because Hye-eun likes it."

    

    "Then will you marry me?"

    

    How did the conversation turn to that?

    

    Seo-hee asks with sparkling eyes.

    

    "We're still students."

    

    "Right? If the law changed, everything would be solved."

    

    "Are you going to interfere with legislation now too?"

    

    We walked while chatting about trivial things.

    

    "I'll go give this to Hye-eun first. It looks bad if I keep carrying this around."

    

    "No, In-woo, what I said about getting rid of it was just a joke. I'll respect your preferences."

    

    Seo-hee said, hiding sincerity behind her joke.

    

    "If you just stamp the marriage registration form."

    

    Today too, I made it home while deflecting Seo-hee's aggressive courtship.

    

    "I'm home. Hye-eun, your brother's back."

    

    Hye-eun, who was playing with toys, saw what I was holding and rushed over.

    

    "Hye-eun, you'll fall!"

    

    I warned her, but it didn't seem to register.

    

    She just stared at the 'Pyoriring Magical Girl Set' in my hand with shining eyes.

    

    When I shook the box, her eyes followed it exactly.

    It almost felt like hypnotizing someone with a coin.

    

    "Hye-eun, here. Your brother got this specially for you."

    

    When I handed it to her, she hugged it with genuine joy.

    

    "You should thank your brother."

    

    "Thank youuu!!"

    

    Hye-eun jumped up and down with happiness as she took out the toy.

    She's really adorable.

    This is why I always get gifts for Hye-eun.

    

    "Wasn't it expensive?"

    

    Mom asked worriedly.

    

    "It's fine. The store was selling these, and the manager let me have one."

    

    "Oh my, how kind. I wonder if it's okay to just accept it."

    

    "I'll just work harder to make up for it."

    

    Mom didn't say anything more since Hye-eun was so happy.

    

    "I'll go out for a bit then."

    

    "Son."

    

    "What?"

    

    "By the way, don't you have something to give me?"

    

    "What? Do you need a gift too, Mom?"

    

    And this after asking if it was okay to accept things.

    

    "No, not a gift."

    

    Mom shook her head.

    

    I don't really have anything to give her.

    

    "The school sent a text. They said to submit the retreat consent form on Monday without fail."

    

    "Ah."

    

    "Were you going to just ignore it?"

    

    "Haha, I was going to give it to you."

    

    *Sigh* I don't want to go to the retreat.

    

    Despite my rational arguments against going, Mom signed the consent form, saying that school memories are important.

  
    Chapter 34. Training Camp (1)

    
    A Cloudy, Overcast, and Slightly Cool Wednesday

    

    Today, the students were gathered somewhere other than their classroom.

    

    "Is everyone seated?"

    

    "Yes!!"

    

    Everyone responded energetically to the homeroom teacher's question.

    

    The students on the bus were in high spirits.

    

    Even though our destination was a bothersome training camp with lots of restrictions,

    the atmosphere on the bus was all about having fun.

    

    As soon as I took my seat, a snack approached my mouth from the side.

    

    "Here, say ahh~"

    

    Seohee smiled as she tried to feed me.

    Meanwhile, the kids across from us were glaring at me like they wanted to kill me.

    

    "...Thanks, Seohee, but I'll eat it later."

    

    "Really? Okay. Just tell me whenever you want some."

    

    While I was happy about Seohee's devotion, I felt self-conscious about it at school.

    

    After the homeroom teacher finished checking attendance, he signaled the driver to depart.

    

    "Sigh~ So we're really going to this training camp after all."

    

    At times like this, I envied the students who were doing self-study with the principal instead.

    Since most students were away from school anyway, they wouldn't have to stay late for evening study sessions and could finish early.

    

    Thinking about this, I looked out the window.

    

    The bus started moving and gradually left the school behind.

    

    It definitely feels a bit like going on a trip.

    

    "This feels like we're going on a trip, right?"

    

    Seems like Seohee was thinking the same thing.

    

    "I didn't expect Seohee to come to the training camp."

    

    "Huh?"

    

    "You know what I mean. The sleeping arrangements and food probably won't be great."

    

    Plus, Seohee could have easily gotten out of it if she wanted to.

    And since she's in charge of a company, being away for too long isn't ideal.

    

    "Why did you bother coming?"

    

    Seohee answered as if the question was obvious.

    

    "Of course I had to come along with my husband."

    

    "What's with that title now?"

    

    "Hehe, I want it to become a fact soon."

    

    At this point, I don't even want to respond anymore.

    

    The bus carrying us began to climb up a mountain road.

    

    The excited chatter around us gradually died down,

    and soon only the sound of snoring could be heard throughout the quiet bus.

    

    ———

    

    "Hmm..."

    

    I woke up from my nap.

    

    I was definitely leaning against the window earlier,

    but when I opened my eyes, my head was resting against Seohee's.

    

    I could hear her soft breathing beside me.

    

    "...She looks cute even when she's sleeping."

    

    After that brief observation, I moved my head away.

    No matter what, I couldn't do this in front of everyone.

    

    Even though everyone else was asleep anyway.

    

    "Mmm...Inwoo..."

    

    As if sensing my movement, Seohee woke up immediately.

    She called my name with a sleepy voice.

    

    "You're awake? We haven't arrived yet, so you can sleep more."

    

    "Mmm..."

    

    Seohee blinked a few times.

    She gulped down some water as if her throat was dry and completely shook off her drowsiness.

    

    Then she leaned on my shoulder again.

    

    "Inwoo's shoulder is so comfortable."

    

    "Is it...?"

    

    This is making me a bit embarrassed.

    We can't have this kind of physical contact at school.

    

    It feels new to be like this at this time.

    

    Seohee smiled happily and said,

    

    "Hehe, I'm excited. Three days and two nights with Inwoo."

    

    Looks like she's seriously misunderstanding something.

    

    "What are you talking about? We can't stay together the whole time."

    

    "Huh?"

    

    "It's obvious. Boys and girls have separate rooms."

    

    Seohee brushed it off as if it were nothing.

    

    "If I pull some strings, that's nothing."

    

    "Then I'll be angry."

    

    "What?"

    

    "Everyone else is going through the same thing. I don't want to enjoy special treatment through loopholes."

    

    Hearing my words, Seohee pouted.

    

    "I was looking forward to sleeping with Inwoo."

    

    It's scary how sincere she seems at this point.

    

    What was she planning to do behind my back?

    

    While I was thinking about it, I added one more thing.

    

    "And from what I've heard, they're going to separate the boys and girls for training."

    

    Seohee froze at my words.

    She stared at me with wide eyes.

    

    Seems like this was news to her.

    

    "Since we're here anyway, why don't you try to get along with the other girls?"

    

    I said as I gently stroked Seohee's long, straight black hair.

    

    My words didn't seem to register with Seohee.

    

    "I need to buy this training camp right now."

    

    "It's too late. Don't do anything weird."

    

    While I was stopping Seohee from exercising her financial power,

    we arrived at our destination.

    

    As the bus made a left turn,

    a building appeared between the previously empty mountain paths.

    

    A sign indicating it was a training camp and an open gate.

    A wide field spread out in front.

    

    Instructors were already waiting on the platform.

    

    What is this, the military?

    

    Men in red caps and t-shirts stood with their hands behind their backs.

    

    "Ah~ This looks tough just by looking at it."

    

    "We're dead."

    

    Even the students who had been chatting excitedly and sleeping earlier now let out sighs of despair as they finally grasped the situation.

    

    "Alright everyone, we've arrived. Wake up, and please wake up any friends who are still sleeping."

    

    Despite the homeroom teacher's sweet voice, the students remained listless.

    

    The bus stopped, and it was time for everyone to get off.

    

    "Inwoo, should we just go back?"

    

    Seohee made a tempting suggestion from beside me.

    If I could, I'd want to go back too.

    

    Of course, if Seohee used her influence, we might be able to escape,

    but that would make our homeroom teacher look bad.

    

    If there was a commotion in our class, the homeroom teacher would be held responsible.

    

    "Well, since we've come this far, let's try to endure it."

    

    "Ugh..."

    

    We got off the bus and gathered on the field.

    

    "Silence!!!"

    

    The chattering atmosphere died down at the instructor's command.

    

    "Did you all come here to play?"

    

    Do they have some kind of script?

    All the training camp instructors' lines were identical.

    

    "I don't know how you behave outside, but here at this training camp, you are not immature children."

    

    "Depending on how you behave, this training camp can be either heaven or hell for you."

    

    I'm sick of it.

    I stood there for several minutes, letting those words wash over me.

    

    If there's one good thing,

    it's that the weather is cloudy, so it's not too hot.

    

    As I was waiting for it to end, suddenly:

    

    "Who's talking!!!"

    

    Damn it! Who's talking?

    

    I don't even hear anyone chatting.

    

    In the midst of everyone's silence, the instructor suddenly shouted:

    

    "Sit down!!"

    

    "Stand up!!"

    

    "Sit down!!"

    

    When Seohee suggested we leave,

    I should have just gone.

    

    So this is the price of living too conscientiously.

    

    After enduring the punishment, it was time for baggage inspection.

    

    "Now we'll have a belongings check. Boys, open your bags here. Girls, follow the instructor to the left. Begin!"

    

    As expected, we started to separate from the girls.

    

    Seohee hesitated to leave me,

    but with everyone moving, she had no choice but to walk away.

    

    "Fighting."

    

    I cheered for Seohee from afar and started unpacking my own bag.

    

    ———

    

    For the first activity, we were divided into groups of seven and headed to our accommodations.

    

    As we were unpacking in the room where seven of us would stay, we were immediately called to assemble.

    

    Everyone cursed at the schedule that didn't even give us time to rest and ran out to the corridor.

    

    "You're all too slow, but I'll let it slide this time."

    

    A strict-looking man was our group's instructor.

    This won't be easy.

    

    "After lunch, we'll be hiking and rock climbing."

    

    When he said that, everyone let out short sighs.

    

    "Weaklings. Before we go hiking, I'll check if anyone is sick."

    

    At those words, most people raised their hands.

    

    But of course, most were rejected.

    

    "I'll only excuse those listed in the teacher's notes. Don't whine about minor leg pain."

    

    Everyone complained about knee, back, and ankle pain, but the instructor remained firm.

    

    "Now behave yourselves until lunchtime!"

    

    ————

    

    I was standing in the lunch line.

    

    I could see Seohee in the serving line from a distance.

    

    When our eyes met, she tried to come over,

    but she was immediately caught by a female instructor who was supervising.

    

    Stopped in her tracks, Seohee's energy drained away.

    She kept looking in my direction.

    

    Poor Seohee.

    Having grown up privileged, this environment must be tough for her, but I hope she hangs in there.

    

    After finishing our meal, we were given a short break.

    Seizing this opportunity, Seohee approached me.

    

    We sat side by side on a bench.

    

    "I missed you!"

    

    She clung tightly to my arm.

    

    "Hey, you'll get in trouble, so control yourself."

    

    "Okay. Hehe."

    

    Seohee seemed genuinely happy to have found me.

    

    "So how's it going?"

    

    "Huh?"

    

    "Have you talked with the other girls?"

    

    "Hehe..."

    

    Seohee smiled bitterly and looked away.

    

    It seems her attitude is the same as it was at school.

    

    "Are the girls not talking to you?"

    

    "They all seem cautious around me."

    

    Of course.

    Who would dare approach the heiress of a wealthy family?

    

    "Why don't you try approaching them first? You're good with me."

    

    "That's because it's you, Inwoo."

    

    While it feels good to know she only shows this side to me,

    it's concerning for Seohee's future.

    

    "Inwoo, I'm already tired."

    

    Seohee leaned on my shoulder as she looked around.

    

    Yes, Seohee is trying hard and making an effort, so I should give her some reward.

    

    "Seohee."

    

    "Yes, what is it?"

    

    "If you make even one friend by the end of this training camp..."

    

    Hmm, what should I offer her?

    

    I can't appease Seohee with material rewards,

    and if I say I'll grant her one wish, I might end up a married man right away.

    

    Is there any other suitable reward?

    

    "If you make even one friend, I'll spend a day doing whatever you want."

    

    "Really?"

    

    "Yes, within this month."

    

    My words seemed to energize Seohee.

    

    "Great! I'll immediately bribe—I mean..."

    

    "Seohee."

    

    "Haha, did you hear something wrong?"

    

    You can't buy friends with money.

    As someone who should know better.

    

    "I don't need friends bought with money either!"

    

    Seohee shouted, asking me to believe her.

    She said she would try to make genuine friends somehow.

    

    "Alright, fighting."

    

    "Yes, you too, Inwoo."

    

    "Attention, please. All trainees are to assemble in the corridor in front of their respective rooms by 1300 hours."

    

    It was time for the next activity.

    

    I don't want to go hiking, but I can't let everyone get punished because of me.

    I dragged my heavy body to the corridor.

    

    ———

    

    In the corridor, all the girls were standing in a single line, dressed in their gym uniforms.

    

    "Ugh, why do they force us to wear these outdated gym clothes?"

    

    "I don't want to sweat."

    

    The girls were chatting before the instructor arrived.

    Seohee was standing quietly beside them.

    

    'To make friends, I should say something.'

    

    Seohee looked at the girls with a nervous heart.

    

    "My legs hurt."

    

    "Hey..."

    

    "Huh? Why...oh."

    

    The girls, misunderstanding Seohee's intention, fell silent and looked uncomfortable.

    

    'Right, if I create empathy, maybe I can join the conversation.'

    

    The girls were talking about not wanting to go hiking.

    

    Seohee nodded inwardly and opened her mouth.

    

    "Ah, this is annoying."

    

    "......"

    

    "......"

    

    The atmosphere grew even colder.

    

    'What's the problem?'

    

    Seohee still has a long way to go.

  
    Chapter 35. Training Camp (2)

    
    "This is exhausting."

    

    The members of each "team" climbed the mountain in pairs with people they were close to.

    

    They moved in lines of two people each, but since each team had seven members, naturally one person ended up walking alone at the back.

    

    That one person was none other than—

    

    'What should I say to start a conversation?'

    

    —the third-generation heiress Seo Seo-hee, who was still racking her brain over her promise with In-woo.

    

    In front of her, two team members with black bob haircuts were chatting cheerfully. They seemed to have strong stamina, even while climbing the mountain.

    

    In contrast, Seo-hee was struggling a bit. Usually, her only exercise was personal training for self-management—just enough to maintain her figure.

    

    Sometimes she didn't exercise at all because she was busy with company work or other matters.

    

    'I could speak just fine during meetings with executives.'

    

    It was strange for Seo-hee, who could naturally converse with In-woo and other senior executives.

    

    But in meetings or client appointments, the conversation topics were predetermined. It was generally the subordinate's job to break the ice with light conversation topics.

    

    So now, trying to chat with girls her own age, Seo-hee hit a roadblock.

    

    "Hey, aren't you thirsty?"

    

    Just then, an opportunity to join the conversation arose.

    

    "Um, if you'd like, here's..."

    

    Gathering her courage, Seo-hee approached them and took out a cool bottle of black tea from her bag.

    

    "What? You didn't bring water?"

    

    "No, I'll have some of So-ul's water."

    

    "Seriously..."

    

    But she was already too late. After taking a sip of water from her friend, the girl finally turned to look at Seo-hee.

    

    "Yes? Were you calling me?"

    

    "Ah... um, no, nothing."

    

    'If I'd known this would happen, I should have brought an extra one to give them.'

    

    Seo-hee found it difficult to go that far since the water she was holding was precious to her too.

    

    "I see..."

    

    'Wait, why has she been speaking formally to me this whole time?'

    

    Seo-hee had shown no interest in her classmates since the beginning of the semester. She didn't particularly want to become friends with them, and she even harbored some distrust toward people at that time.

    

    So she lived without even knowing how the other students thought of her, to an almost excessive degree. She had plenty of other things to think about at school.

    

    "Um..."

    

    "Yes?"

    

    When she gathered her courage to ask a question again, the girls turned around. They looked somewhat surprised.

    

    Fair enough—at school, Seo-hee never spoke except to In-woo or occasionally to answer teachers' questions.

    

    Yet today, she had approached them twice. Though Seo-hee's voice was soft, there was enough reason for them to take notice.

    

    "Why are you speaking formally to me?"

    

    "Pardon?"

    

    "Well, you see..."

    

    They looked at each other hesitantly.

    

    They had been swept up in the class atmosphere, doing the same as everyone else, and Seo-hee was someone they found difficult to approach casually.

    

    But they were afraid to openly say they felt uncomfortable around her. Especially since Seo-hee looked quite exhausted from climbing, with a poor complexion.

    

    They thought Seo-hee was expressing displeasure.

    

    "I'm sorry. We just haven't talked much, so without realizing it..." the girl called So-ul said in a shrinking voice.

    

    "Ah, I'm sorr—sorry. Hahaha, why do you look so upset?"

    

    The girl beside her tried somehow to calm Seo-hee down. They all seemed slightly intimidated.

    

    'Am I going to eat them or something? Anyone watching would think I'm about to do something "Han-areum-like."'

    

    Seo-hee, sensing this wasn't working, tried to soften her expression.

    

    'Right, smile. Like I did in front of In-woo.'

    

    Thinking of In-woo made her smile again. She thought about making friends and going on dates with In-woo in the future.

    

    "Girls, let's be friends."

    

    "Uh... okay."

    

    Seo-hee said with a smile.

    The girls were startled by the sudden remark but nodded awkwardly with forced smiles.

    

    "Hey, what are you doing there?!"

    

    Since they weren't moving, a counselor approached from behind.

    

    "Is something wrong?"

    

    "No! Nothing at all!!"

    

    They shouted in panic.

    

    The counselor eyed the three girls suspiciously and said,

    

    "You, come with me."

    

    "Me?"

    

    Suddenly singled out, Seo-hee followed the counselor in bewilderment.

    

    The counselor asked another counselor to lead the group and faced Seo-hee in a secluded spot.

    

    "Tell me the truth."

    

    "About what?"

    

    The counselor glared at Seo-hee fiercely and said,

    

    "You were bullying those girls just now, weren't you?"

    

    "No, I was just..."

    

    What was this all of a sudden? Seo-hee felt more baffled than wronged.

    

    "I was just asking to be friends."

    

    "Sure, that's what you'd say."

    

    The counselor retorted as if she knew everything.

    

    "'Let's be friends, give me some money.' Something like that, right?"

    

    'I'm an heiress—why would I need to extort money from them?'

    

    Seo-hee regretted not buying the entire retreat center.

    

    "Ask them if I did anything wrong."

    

    "Of course they'll say no. They know they'll face retaliation if they report you."

    

    The counselor crossed her arms and glared.

    

    How did things come to this?

    

    Already annoyed at being forced to hike, now the counselor was falsely accusing her.

    

    "I'll be watching you. I won't allow any unpleasant incidents at this retreat center, unlike other places."

    

    After delivering this first warning, the counselor sent Seo-hee back.

    

    Who would want to make friends after such an unfair treatment?

    

    Seo-hee cursed inwardly as she continued climbing the mountain.

    

    ———

    

    In the middle of the night,

    Inside the noisy dormitory room.

    

    Girls who had finished washing up were giggling and joking around.

    

    Though they were divided into teams, the teams were formed within the same class. In other words, they were all already friends.

    

    Moreover, girls from other rooms had come to mingle.

    

    Meanwhile, in one corner, Seo-hee had laid out her bedding, wanting to sleep early.

    

    'Sigh~ I miss In-woo.'

    

    Regardless of the commotion, Seo-hee's thoughts were solely on In-woo.

    

    'Can't I just go visit In-woo's room?'

    

    The boys' rooms were on the opposite side of the floor above. Obviously, she couldn't visit, and she'd easily get caught.

    

    Besides, one of the counselors was already suspicious of her...

    

    "Ah~ Let's just endure until tomorrow."

    

    'When we go back, I'm going to pounce on In-woo and never let go!'

    

    She lay down with a silly grin at the thought.

    

    'Let tomorrow come quickly.'

    

    No, she wished it were already the day after tomorrow when she opened her eyes.

    

    "Everyone to bed!!! Everyone get into your rooms and lie down!! Now!!"

    

    A booming voice echoed through the corridor.

    

    Even the most disobedient students started to lie down, sensing the mood.

    

    Of course, they'd only be quiet during roll call; once the counselor moved away, they'd start chattering again.

    

    Listening beyond that noise, Seo-hee tried to figure out what kids these days liked.

    

    She perked up her ears, but all she heard was trivial, uninteresting talk.

    

    "Sigh~"

    

    Seo-hee just tried to fall asleep thinking about In-woo again.

    

    She heard rustling beside her.

    

    "I haven't taken my medicine yet..."

    

    Looking over, she saw the bob-haired girl she had tried to talk to earlier.

    

    Her name was So-ul, wasn't it?

    

    After carefully searching her memory, Seo-hee finally recalled that the girl's name was Han So-ul.

    

    'Not remembering classmates' names—I really was quite indifferent.'

    

    Seo-hee watched So-ul with a bitter smile.

    

    So-ul glanced nervously at the door before getting up to rummage through her bag.

    

    "Hey, what are you doing?"

    

    Just then, a counselor opened the door and asked in a chilling voice.

    

    "What? Ah... well..."

    

    'What's the big deal? Just explain.'

    

    She could simply say she forgot to take her medicine and was going to take it before sleeping. If the counselor didn't believe her, she could show the medicine.

    

    It wasn't a big deal. The problem was that for someone with Han So-ul's personality, this wasn't easy.

    

    The counselor, feeling frustrated, shouted,

    

    "Can't you speak properly?!"

    

    "Eek!"

    

    Startled, So-ul froze up even more and couldn't speak.

    

    "Are you hiding alcohol or something?"

    

    "That's not it..."

    

    "If you don't explain in three seconds, everyone gets punished."

    

    "She forgot to take her medicine and was about to take it now."

    

    Unable to watch any longer, Seo-hee spoke up from the side.

    

    The counselor looked to see who had spoken and frowned. It was the same counselor who had warned Seo-hee earlier.

    

    "I didn't ask you, did I?"

    

    'Is that what matters? Ugh, this woman is really...'

    

    Seo-hee's irritation was rising.

    

    The counselor had simply asked what they were doing, and she had answered, yet the counselor was nitpicking for some reason.

    

    "Did you make her do something?"

    

    "No. I just stated what I overheard."

    

    Though irritated, she answered calmly without getting excited.

    

    The counselor, perhaps disliking Seo-hee's confident demeanor that showed no signs of intimidation, started being unreasonable.

    

    "Both of you, come out. Before I punish the whole group."

    

    Seo-hee and Han So-ul went out together.

    

    "Here..."

    

    Han So-ul showed the medicine packet in her trembling hand.

    

    "Why couldn't you just say so?"

    

    "I'm sorry."

    

    "Both of you, do ten push-ups before going back in. Start now."

    

    Having no excuse to argue further, she asserted her authority and gave them punishment.

    

    Seo-hee wanted to protest, but doing so would involve So-ul and the sleeping students, so she just did the push-ups quickly to get it over with.

    

    "Th-thank you..."

    

    As Seo-hee was heading back in, tired, she heard a voice behind her.

    

    In a way, Seo-hee had stepped in for her and received punishment she didn't deserve. Han So-ul felt very sorry toward Seo-hee.

    

    "Take your medicine."

    

    Seo-hee replied briefly.

    

    ———

    

    On the cloudy morning of the second day of the retreat.

    

    Everyone looked grumpy from sleepiness, but only Seo-hee's expression was bright.

    

    "In-woo."

    

    That's because she could see In-woo diagonally across from her.

    

    Yesterday had truly been a day when she wanted to fall asleep in In-woo's arms.

    

    'Since he said he'd play along with whatever I want, sleeping together should be possible too, right?'

    

    Seo-hee did morning exercises energetically while imagining this tempting proposal.

    

    Her commands were vigorous and loud, earning bonus points for her team.

    

    'Good, just endure today.'

    

    But first, she needed a friend.

    

    Surely at least one person must have some goodwill toward her?

    

    Seo-hee thought this while watching Han So-ul doing exercises in front of her.

    

    Though they hadn't exchanged many words yet, perhaps now So-ul would include her in conversations.

    

    She just needed to approach her nicely, avoiding the counselor's eyes.

    

    ———

    

    "Due to the weather, we'll be moving the afternoon schedule to the morning."

    

    The head counselor announced in the auditorium where everyone was waiting.

    

    "After breakfast, we'll be rafting, so everyone prepare clothes that can get wet and assemble."

    

    Everyone whispered about the changed schedule.

    

    "Looking at the weather, it might rain—why are we rafting?"

    

    "I know, right? We should just stay indoors."

    

    Some complained, while others were surprisingly enthusiastic:

    

    "Yeah! Rafting on a rainy day is the best!"

    

    "It's atmospheric and nice."

    

    "Rain, come down harder!"

    

    As for Seo-hee, she was in the "want to stay inside" camp.

    

    "Ah, I don't want to get wet."

    

    Han So-ul said.

    

    "I know, right? I wish it would get canceled because of the rain."

    

    "Yeah, oh... huh?"

    

    Seo-hee had chimed in with So-ul's comment, thinking she'd smoothly joined the conversation.

    

    However, Han So-ul noticed and was startled, cutting the conversation short.

    

    Other girls who had been nodding along also stared at Seo-hee with wide eyes.

    

    "What's wrong?"

    

    "N-nothing... nothing at all. I mean, it's nothing."

    

    "......"

    

    She had succeeded in having a conversation. However, becoming friends with Han So-ul still didn't seem easy.

  
    Chapter 36. Training Camp (3)

    
    After walking in formation through the mountains for a while,

    the training camp participants arrived at the valley.

    

    In the middle of the wide valley, there were 8-person rafting boats

    alongside a sign that read "Rafting Area."

    

    "We'll begin rafting here."

    The teaching assistants stopped the students and began explaining.

    

    "As a precaution, everyone must wear a life jacket, and each group will be accompanied by one teaching assistant during the rafting activity."

    

    Additional safety instructions and warm-up exercises followed.

    

    "You must strictly follow your teaching assistant's guidance and stay on the designated route."

    The training instructor spoke with a serious and intimidating tone.

    He seemed ready to discipline anyone who made noise or didn't listen.

    

    "Midway through, the valley path splits, and if you make a mistake, you could be swept away by rapid currents connected to dangerous cliffs. Make sure to follow your teaching assistant's instructions!"

    

    After the briefing, it was time to start rafting.

    The sky was cloudy and overcast.

    But it wasn't raining yet.

    

    Starting with Group 1, students stood up and carried the boat to the valley, with four people on each side.

    

    Seo-hee's group was waiting their turn at the back,

    when she noticed Han Soul looking unwell beside her.

    

    "Are you okay?"

    Seo-hee asked.

    

    "Ah, I'm... fine."

    Han Soul hesitated before answering.

    

    "Should I ask if you can sit this one out?"

    

    Han Soul shook her head.

    "I just can't swim well... but I'll be fine with the life jacket."

    She glanced nervously at Seo-hee as she answered.

    

    "Don't push yourself too hard."

    Since Han Soul insisted she was fine, Seo-hee didn't press the issue.

    

    "Alright, four people on each side, and you all remember how to paddle, right?"

    

    "Yes!"

    It was finally Seo-hee's group's turn.

    

    Eight people, including their teaching assistant, carried the boat to the water, with four on each side.

    

    Seo-hee and the others boarded and began rafting.

    

    "Feels refreshing, doesn't it?"

    

    "Yeees!"

    Though everyone had initially complained about not wanting to participate, they now seemed excited about playing in the water.

    

    The students quickly warmed up to the teaching assistant and began chatting cheerfully.

    

    Seo-hee maintained her cold expression, unsure of what to say.

    And Han Soul, gripped by fear, remained silent.

    

    "Why are you two so quiet?"

    

    "Huh?"

    

    "You, the school bully, and you, the one who was taking drugs yesterday—is it because of the punishment you got last night?"

    

    "No."

    Han Soul answered in a barely audible voice.

    She looked terrified.

    

    "I'm not a bully."

    Seo-hee objected.

    She found it ridiculous that she'd been mistaken for a troublemaker since yesterday.

    

    "Sure, just stop that behavior and get your act together."

    Regardless of their responses, the teaching assistant sneered, ignoring the reactions of the students around her.

    

    Seo-hee decided not to say anything more.

    After all, she wouldn't have to see these people after tomorrow anyway.

    

    After paddling for a while,

    the highlight of the rafting experience arrived.

    

    Thump-

    They bumped into another boat ahead of them.

    

    The playful teaching assistant splashed water from behind as a surprise attack.

    

    "Hey!"

    

    "What the—?"

    The male teaching assistant was splashed before he could even turn around after hearing the collision.

    

    They had accidentally bumped into another group of boys from the same class.

    

    Seo-hee had hoped Inwoo might be in that boat, but it was a different group.

    

    She quickly lost interest, feeling disappointed.

    

    "Come on, kids, splash them!"

    At the teaching assistant's command, the students excitedly began splashing water with their paddles.

    

    "Hey, guys, let's counterattack!"

    In the midst of the chaotic water fight, the opposing teaching assistant grabbed someone's life jacket on Seo-hee's boat.

    

    He tried pulling the person backward, but failed because the jacket was securely fastened.

    

    "Hehe, I told them properly to keep their feet in the safety loops."

    

    Suddenly, a game of trying to pull each other into the water began.

    

    As the teaching assistants tugged at each other's life jackets,

    "Oops! Wait—"

    Both of them fell into the water.

    

    "Hahaha! What was that?"

    

    "Teacher, hurry and get back up!"

    The students who had become friendly with the teaching assistant called her "Teacher."

    They were all having fun together now.

    

    In the cheerful atmosphere, the female teaching assistant from Seo-hee's group pretended to be angry and started splashing water with her hands.

    

    "Hey! You there!"

    The male teaching assistant tried to climb back onto the raft, but she playfully pulled him back, preventing him from getting in.

    

    As they were enjoying themselves, someone noticed a change and looked up at the sky.

    

    "Huh? Is it raining?"

    

    "It really is!"

    Raindrops were starting to fall from the sky.

    

    But the teaching assistants were too busy splashing water at each other to notice.

    

    Now that Seo-hee looked at them, they seemed to have a mutual attraction.

    

    "Teacher! It's raining!"

    Only when the students called out urgently did the teaching assistant respond.

    

    "It's fine, rafting in the rain is part of the experience."

    

    The rain wasn't heavy yet.

    They could play a little longer before heading back.

    If conditions worsened, they could dock at the side and exit the valley.

    That's what the teaching assistants thought.

    

    Meanwhile, no one noticed

    that Seo-hee's raft was gradually drifting away from the group.

    

    The rainfall intensified.

    Now it was coming down hard enough for everyone to notice.

    

    Swoosh—

    

    "Excuse me... Teacher!"

    Seo-hee, who noticed the situation first, urgently called out to the teaching assistant.

    

    "What is it?"

    

    "I think our boat is drifting away!"

    

    "Don't worry~"

    The teaching assistant tried swimming toward them but something was wrong.

    

    No matter how hard she swam, the distance between her and Seo-hee's boat seemed to be increasing.

    

    Swoosh—

    

    The rain began pouring down heavily.

    

    "Everyone dock at the side and get out. Now!"

    The male teaching assistant quickly gave orders to his group members and called out to Seo-hee's teaching assistant.

    

    "Hey, I'll go check on them—you stay with these kids!"

    

    "Okay!"

    The male teaching assistant swam forward quickly.

    

    Damn, this could be serious trouble.

    

    There were dangerous rapids ahead connected to a cliff.

    The boat was already being affected by those currents, which was why it was drifting away.

    

    "Kids! Paddle this way!"

    They paddled according to the distant shouts of the teaching assistant.

    

    But it was extremely difficult to paddle across the opposing current.

    

    Moreover, the reverse flow was getting stronger, working against their paddles.

    

    

    

    They continued paddling with great effort until they were exhausted.

    But contrary to their intended direction, the raft lost its way in the rapids in an instant.

    

    ————

    

    Swoosh—

    

    The rain poured down so heavily it obscured their vision.

    

    Seo-hee bitterly thought that if it had rained earlier, this wouldn't have happened,

    but regrets wouldn't change anything now.

    

    "...What are we going to do?"

    Someone whimpered.

    

    "They'll come rescue us."

    Someone else tried to offer hope.

    

    "I'm... scared."

    Han Soul began to cry.

    

    Crash! Thud!

    

    The raft violently collided with rocks in the rapids.

    It rocked so hard it nearly flipped over.

    

    "Oh my god! What if the boat bursts?"

    Everyone's expressions darkened.

    

    At this rate, they would be swept away by the current.

    If they fell... the thought alone was terrifying.

    

    "Everyone, focus!"

    That's when it happened.

    As everyone began to tear up, not knowing what to do,

    Seo-hee shouted loudly enough to be heard over the rain.

    

    "If we stay like this, we'll be in even more danger, so quickly look for something that can stop the boat!"

    

    ——

    

    Seo-hee is a third-generation chaebol heir and the temporary CEO of Jupiter Solutions.

    

    To an outsider, it might seem absurd

    to entrust a company to someone who appears to be just an immature kid with poor social skills.

    

    Judging by her behavior at school or in front of Inwoo, she seems far from CEO material.

    

    One might think she's just a figurehead,

    with lawyers and secretaries handling everything behind the scenes.

    

    But running a company is proof of certain capabilities.

    

    In Seo-hee's case, while she might seem ordinary most of the time,

    she transforms during a crisis.

    

    When incidents occur or extreme situations arise,

    Seo-hee becomes colder and more focused than anyone else on solving the problem.

    

    With this mindset, Seo-hee began to assess the situation.

    

    How to stop the boat

    How to reach a safe place

    

    Looking around at the surrounding terrain, she spotted a large pile of rocks.

    That spot could barely accommodate all seven of them.

    

    "Listen, everyone! I'll wedge the paddle between the rocks to stop us momentarily, and during that time, quickly climb onto the rocks!!"

    Seo-hee shouted urgently.

    

    This was the only option she could think of as she gripped the paddle.

    

    "Everyone, stay alert and climb up immediately!"

    They nodded.

    

    "And once you're up there, help Han Soul."

    

    "Got it!"

    The rocks were getting closer.

    

    Seo-hee secured her feet in the safety loops and stretched out her arm.

    She inserted her arm between the rocks and wedged the horizontally held paddle into the crevice.

    

    "Climb up now!!"

    She rested her elbow on the paddle and held tight.

    

    It felt like she might lose her grip on the paddle at any moment.

    No, the paddle itself was about to break.

    

    If that happened, they would be swept away after losing one paddle.

    

    Everyone hurriedly climbed onto the rocks one by one.

    It took time as they carefully navigated the slippery surface.

    

    "Hurry!"

    Han Soul hesitated out of fear, prompting Seo-hee to shout.

    

    "We'll die if we stay here! Everyone, help Soul!!"

    They extended their arms to Han Soul, carefully helping her onto the rocks.

    

    "Seo-hee!!"

    One of the students on the rock reached out their hand.

    

    Seo-hee stretched out her hand to grab it.

    

    Their fingers barely brushed against each other, almost touching...

    

    And then...

    

    Crack—

    

    The paddle finally broke, and the raft was swept away.

    

    "Seo-hee!!!!!!"

    Everyone was stunned.

    

    Seo-hee was nowhere to be seen.

    They could only watch as the boat drifted farther away.

    

    "Phew~ I thought I was going to die."

    "...Huh?"

    

    Seo-hee, who had fallen into the water, resurfaced,

    grabbing onto a crevice in the rocks with her arm.

    

    She hadn't been swept away.

    When she sensed the paddle was about to break, she withdrew her outstretched hand and tightly hugged the rock instead.

    

    She had momentarily submerged due to the current before resurfacing.

    

    They helped pull Seo-hee's other arm up, and she finally managed to climb onto the rock.

    

    "Haa... haa..."

    She sat on the rock, breathing heavily.

    

    The rock surface was slippery, so everyone sat holding onto something for support.

    

    "If we hold out here, they'll come rescue us, so don't worry."

    Seo-hee reassured everyone, as they still looked pale.

    

    'I need to stay calm, at least.'

    Based on the weather forecast and the season, this was likely just a passing shower.

    

    Everyone silently waited for the rain to stop.

    

    In that quiet moment, someone spoke up.

    

    "Seo-hee."

    

    "Yes?"

    She just turned her head.

    

    "Thank you... for saving us."

    

    "It's nothing. We all need to get home safely."

    

    "Yeah."

    Seo-hee wondered if she could become friends with Han Soul if they talked more.

    

    "Thank you so much."

    

    "Hm?"

    

    "We... we're alive thanks to you."

    One by one, the others also expressed their gratitude to Seo-hee.

    

    After thinking for a moment, Seo-hee spoke.

    

    "Why are you all being so formal?"

    

    "Huh? Well..."

    

    "We're friends, aren't we? Just be comfortable."

    

    As everyone addressed Seo-hee,

    she smiled brightly and said,

    

    "Let's get along well at school from now on."

    

    "Yeah. Let's do that."

    Everyone nodded.

    

    'This is working out more easily than I expected.'

    Seo-hee smiled at the thought of how Inwoo would react if he saw her making friends so quickly.

  
    Chapter 37. Training Camp (4)

    
    "Let's all get along."

    

    "Okay."

    

    The rain will stop soon, and they'll come to rescue us.

    

    Seohee felt relieved but didn't notice.

    

    How she appeared to others, smiling at the thought of Inwoo in this situation.

    

    'She's really scary...'

    

    Everyone was equally frightened of Seohee, who was smiling despite being stranded in the rain.

    

    After waiting a while, the rain truly began to subside.

    

    "Kids!!"

    

    The sound of rescuers could be heard.

    

    The teaching assistants rushed over and threw a large tube connected by rope.

    

    "Get on quickly."

    

    The assistants were preparing to pull the tube by gripping the line.

    

    One by one, they carefully boarded the tube.

    

    Each person was rescued as the tube was pulled to shore.

    

    After safely evacuating the hesitant Han Soul last, Seohee finally moved.

    

    She slipped on the wet rocks and fell.

    

    Seohee plunged into the water.

    

    "Seohee!!"

    

    Just as the teaching assistants quickly tried to take action with the tube—

    

    Splash—

    

    Without a moment's hesitation, someone jumped into the stream.

    

    "What the—!!"

    

    "It looks like one of the students."

    

    Kang Inwoo had tied a rope connected to a stake around his body before jumping in.

    

    ———

    

    *Returning to Inwoo's perspective.

    

    First night of the retreat.

    

    A late hour more suited to dawn than night.

    

    Small clattering sounds and scattered movements could be felt.

    

    Ah, who is it when I'm so tired?

    

    I was already exhausted from hiking and tossing in my blanket.

    

    "Hey... hey~"

    

    The faint calling finally woke me up.

    

    "Mmm... what is it?"

    

    "Inwoo, come over here."

    

    Seokyul woke me up.

    

    For reference, I ended up in the same group as Seokyul.

    

    During the day, I was glad to be in the same group,

    but now I resented him for waking me when I was tired.

    

    "What's going on?"

    

    When I rubbed my eyes and got up to ask, he put his hand over my mouth.

    

    "Shh~ be quiet."

    

    Then he glanced toward the entrance.

    

    What could it be?

    

    Not just Seokyul, but all the guys were gathered in one place.

    

    They quietly rummaged through their bags and each took out water bottles and potato chip canisters.

    

    "You woke me up in the middle of the night to eat snacks?"

    

    I sighed in disbelief, and Seokyul put his arm on my shoulder.

    

    "You innocent guy."

    

    I tilted my head in confusion.

    

    The boys opened the potato chip canisters they had brought.

    

    Why snacks at this hour...

    

    I could see green bottles.

    

    "How did you smuggle those in?"

    

    "They don't check that strictly anyway. As long as we don't get caught."

    

    They definitely did thorough luggage checks during the day.

    

    In fact, several students were caught with alcohol and cigarettes and were called to the homeroom teacher.

    

    I thought everyone in our class was well-behaved because of the Hayeon Knights setting a good example,

    

    but it turned out the luggage checks were just lax.

    

    "What if the homeroom teacher finds out?"

    

    "Don't worry, we won't get caught."

    

    Seokyul pulled me along.

    

    "But I'm not going to drink."

    

    "What?"

    

    Why are their reactions so lukewarm?

    

    "I can't drink alcohol."

    

    While this was a rather obvious statement, the guys weren't easily convinced.

    

    "Are you saying that because you're a minor?"

    

    "Come on~ no one's watching. One drink won't hurt."

    

    It's not because of that...

    

    I just have my own reasons for not wanting to drink.

    

    "Oh~ you don't want to be an accomplice, is that it?"

    

    "This is our brotherhood drink."

    

    I sighed at these immature persuasions and made up an excuse.

    

    "I've just had liver problems since I was young."

    

    Well, I could just go back to sleep,

    

    but they're my friends, so I should play along somewhat.

    

    I went near the entrance.

    

    Not sensing anyone, I slightly opened the door.

    

    If a teaching assistant was nearby, I planned to say I was going to the bathroom.

    

    "Hey, what are you doing?"

    

    There were no teaching assistants visible outside, they must have already left.

    

    Turning back casually to the urgent call, I said:

    

    "I'll be your accomplice, right? I'll keep watch, so you guys drink among yourselves."

    

    "What?... Fine, do what you want."

    

    After going this far, the guys stopped trying to persuade me.

    

    "Haah~"

    

    I lay down and watched through the door crack.

    

    Honestly, what are they doing in the middle of the night?

    

    The sound of them drinking,

    

    The ticking of the clock's second hand,

    

    The soft clinking of liquor bottles.

    

    As only these sounds echoed in my ears, suddenly...

    

    Memories of my miserable childhood came flooding back.

    

    ————

    

    "Are you really going to be like this?!!!"

    

    Crash-

    

    The sound of breaking liquor bottles heard every day.

    

    "You damn woman!! What have you contributed to my drinking!! It's all my money anyway!!!"

    

    The sound of my parents arguing, heard every day.

    

    "You!! How long are you going to just drink at home after getting fired! You need to think about the family!"

    

    A liquor bottle flies and hits the wall.

    

    Perhaps it's fortunate.

    

    Today, the flying bottle didn't accidentally hit mom's face.

    

    In the end, mom always loses these fights.

    

    When dad passes out drunk,

    

    Mom quietly leaves for her night shift.

    

    Whether it's working as a designated driver at night or taking on other jobs.

    

    Returning to her previous company was too overwhelming.

    

    The man called dad just kept drinking,

    

    And when I went to school, there was no one to look after 2-year-old Hyeeun.

    

    When mom disappeared, I would soothe Hyeeun at night, put her to sleep,

    

    And stay up all night.

    

    Holding 2-year-old Hyeeun in my arms, I always said:

    

    "Hyeeun, don't worry. Your brother will protect you."

    

    I was determined not to let Hyeeun suffer.

    

    As long as I didn't upset dad's mood, nothing would happen.

    

    On weekends, I would hide in a corner of the room, taking care of Hyeeun, waiting for mom, our only ally, to return from work.

    

    In that shabby house,

    

    Just hoping dad wouldn't get angry...

    

    Dad, who was once a successful company executive,

    

    Dad, who used to be kind to his family when I was young,

    

    Was completely broken by corporate restructuring.

    

    Far from getting back on his feet, he lived drowning in alcohol every day.

    

    Getting angry at small things, living in a swamp of depression.

    

    With my heart growing distant from dad,

    

    On a day in what seemed like an endless routine,

    

    Dad went out to buy alcohol and never returned.

    

    What came was a single phone call.

    

    "Yes, I'll come right away."

    

    "Mom, what happened?"

    

    Mom received a call from the hospital

    

    And told me tearfully to prepare myself.

    

    "...He was hit by a car."

    

    They said he impulsively threw himself in front of a car while out buying alcohol.

    

    Leaving only his family behind,

    

    Having squandered almost all our assets,

    

    He ended his life by suicide.

    

    That's when it started.

    

    When I decided never to live like dad.

    

    To never even touch alcohol.

    

    Also

    

    To never marry, fearing I might become a husband like dad.

    

    ——

    

    "Hey, teaching assistant coming."

    

    When I gave a small signal, everyone hurriedly started hiding things.

    

    And quickly pretended to be asleep.

    

    The teaching assistant looked around and began opening the rooms one by one.

    

    "Hey, it smells like alcohol."

    

    Click- The light turned on, and the guys squinted, pretending to be asleep.

    

    "All of you, out."

    

    "Haah~"

    

    So this is how we end up getting group punishment.

    

    We all did the duck walk as punishment.

    

    "Inwoo, I'm sorry."

    

    The guys who were drinking apologized to me, feeling embarrassed.

    I wasn't really annoyed, just tired.

    

    Eventually, the next morning

    

    My thighs were sore.

    

    Everyone struggled with muscle pain.

    

    Even doing morning exercises was challenging due to fatigue.

    

    Stretching my legs helped somewhat, but I really didn't want to exert myself today.

    

    "One, two, three, one!!"

    

    A loud voice came from behind in the morning.

    

    It was Seohee.

    

    She seems to be doing well.

    

    Strangely, hearing Seohee's voice made me feel better.

    

    ———

    

    The rafting was halted due to a sudden downpour.

    

    The students returned to where they had started and waited, sitting down.

    

    I crouched down, waiting for when we could leave.

    

    But the situation with the teaching assistants was serious.

    

    "Group 8's boat was swept into the rapids near the cliff!"

    

    "What? What was the teaching assistant doing?!"

    

    "Well..."

    

    "I'm so sorry!!"

    

    A female teaching assistant came and bowed deeply.

    

    "The Group 7 assistant went first to..."

    

    "Quickly bring the tubes!!! Some of you set up safety nets below the cliff in case!!"

    

    The sound of people rushing about.

    

    The students also whispered, noticing something was wrong.

    

    Wait, Group 8...

    

    That's definitely Seohee's group.

    

    Anxiety overwhelmed me.

    

    I looked around just in case, but sure enough, Seohee wasn't visible.

    

    "Hey, stay seated!! All of you wait quietly!"

    

    When I stood up and looked around, a teaching assistant cautioned me.

    

    "Inwoo, what are you doing?"

    

    Even the kids around me called out, but I couldn't hear anything.

    

    The teaching assistants went out as a group for the rescue.

    

    "Hey, I'll just look for a bit and come back."

    

    "What? Hey, just stay seated!"

    

    "I won't do anything dangerous and I'll be back quickly."

    

    I might get in trouble later for leaving my spot, but I followed the teaching assistants.

    

    I wasn't sure what I could do,

    

    But I ran anyway.

    

    My mind was filled with thoughts of only Seohee.

    

    The rain gradually stopped.

    

    I reached the front where the teaching assistants had gathered.

    

    I could see the Group 8 students.

    

    Fortunately, they were sitting on rocks waiting to be rescued.

    

    Seohee was visible in the back.

    

    "Phew~"

    

    It seems I didn't need to come after all.

    

    Just as I was feeling relieved

    

    "Seohee!!!"

    

    A scream-like shout was heard.

    

    Seohee was being swept away by the current.

    

    ...

    

    Before anyone could stop me,

    

    I quickly tied a rope around my body, wrapped it around my arm,

    

    And jumped into the stream.

    

    ———

    

    Whenever I swim, memories of the past come back to me.

    

    "That's right, you're doing well."

    

    That incredibly gentle voice.

    

    Splash, splash-

    

    With that voice,

    

    With those arms pulling me along, I trusted and let my body go.

    

    I stretched my legs and swam with confidence.

    

    When I was young, when our family was still well-off,

    

    That's how I gradually learned to swim.

    

    "Now you can do it on your own without holding daddy's hand~?"

    

    And that voice that always praised me.

    

    That voice was gentle, but

    

    Now it's a sound I really don't want to remember.

    

    After our family fell on hard times, I rarely had the chance to swim.

    

    But regardless of that,

    

    Every time I swim, that warm voice comes back,

    

    The image of dad from those kind times flashes before my eyes,

    

    That warmth keeps being transmitted,

    

    And I really hated swimming because of it.

    

    After jumping into the stream, I swam toward where Seohee was.

    

    I swam solely to save Seohee.

    

    Now was not the time for such complaints or distracting thoughts.

    

    Feeling like I might lose her,

    

    Forgetting that my legs were overworked yesterday, I swam.

    

    I dove underwater to check Seohee's position.

    

    I could see her legs struggling.

    

    I gradually unwound the rope from my arm.

    

    Swimming with the current, I approached Seohee.

    

    "Seohee!!!"

    

    "Inwoo... Inwoo!!!"

    

    I grabbed Seohee's outstretched arm and barely managed to hold her in my arms.

    

    "Hold onto me tight, we'll go back using the rope."

    

    Seohee clung to me, and I pulled the taut rope to return.

    

    Halfway back, my leg cramped up.

    

    Tch- The punishment from last night and swimming after so long really caught up with me.

    

    "Ugh..."

    

    "Inwoo, this time get on my back!"

    

    Quickly noticing, Seohee grabbed the rope firmly and carried me on her back.

    

    Then we returned to shore using the rope.

    

    When we got close, the teaching assistants helped pull us out, making it easier for both of us to climb up.

    

    "Haa haa... Seohee, are you okay?"

    

    "Yes."

    

    After lying there for a moment, the teaching assistants came.

    

    The cramp subsided, and I finally managed to stand.

    

    The teaching assistant who had been controlling the situation shouted at me:

    

    "Why did you recklessly go out there! What if something serious had happened?!"

    

    "..."

    

    The teaching assistant was angry at me, but that wasn't what mattered.

    

    "How are you managing safety?!!!!!!!"

    

    Because I was even angrier than they were.

    

    I shouted back at them with fury.

  
    Chapter 38. Training Camp (5)

    
    "What kind of safety management is this?!?!?!"

    

    My voice thundered through the air.

    

    Everyone turned to look at me in surprise.

    

    But I didn't care.

    

    Right now, someone needed to be held accountable.

    

    The instructor in front of me froze for a moment, then his expression gradually crumpled.

    

    Well, he probably never expected to be yelled at by a trainee.

    

    It seems his pride couldn't allow it.

    

    But he couldn't respond right away.

    

    He was at fault for not properly controlling the instructors.

    

    "Who told you to step in?"

    

    So instead, he started questioning me about leaving my position rather than addressing my shouting.

    

    "If I hadn't stepped in, it would have been dangerous."

    

    I didn't back down either.

    

    In this situation, I didn't care about respecting adults or anything—

    not when Seo-hee had been in danger.

    

    "...Since we bear some responsibility in this matter, I'll let it slide this time."

    

    Finally, as if admitting defeat, the instructor shook his head and turned around.

    

    I'm still angry though?

    They're just going to let this go like this?

    

    "Aren't you going to apologize?"

    

    The instructor was walking away.

    

    "I can't tolerate any more of this. Don't cross the line and return to your place."

    

    "No, I won't."

    

    When I flatly refused, the instructor's footsteps stopped.

    

    The atmosphere suggested I shouldn't trample on his pride any further,

    but if he put a trainee in danger, he should take responsibility.

    

    "Haa~ I'll explain everything later."

    

    "You should apologize. Not explain."

    

    "This kid, really!!"

    

    The instructor turned to me, furious.

    

    As he strode toward me, other instructors around us started to intervene.

    

    "Calm down. We need to move the trainees first."

    

    "And you, I'll sort this out and explain later, so just go back to your place for now."

    

    Looking back, it seemed like Seo-hee needed to rest and recover too.

    

    I backed down for now.

    

    Seo-hee went to the first aid room, and I returned to my place.

    

    When I came back to my seat without saying anything, the other kids asked what happened.

    

    After all, I had left saying I'd be right back, and returned soaking wet and angry.

    

    "I'll tell you later."

    

    I'd have to give them the full story when we got back to our room.

    

    Everyone should know how terrible these instructors are—that would make me feel better.

    

    So each group stood up and was about to return to the retreat center.

    

    Until group 1 got up and was about to go forward...

    

    Someone from group 1 must have been talking or laughing as they got up and slipped.

    

    They stood up with a scraped knee.

    

    A shout rang out.

    

    "Can't you pay attention properly?!!!"

    

    The kids had to endure the instructor's rage without knowing what was going on.

    

    "You've all become too lax!! Playing around while it's raining! Did you come here for a vacation?!"

    

    "Why is he angry again?"

    

    "Don't you know?"

    

    The kids whispered, finding the situation strange.

    

    But that only irritated the instructor more.

    

    "Everyone, get down!"

    

    As the command rang out, the atmosphere instantly turned cold.

    

    Everyone looked around nervously before getting down one by one.

    

    It was a group punishment.

    

    "Kids these days have rotten attitudes! Laughing while an instructor is speaking, talking back!"

    

    That was definitely about me, right?

    

    I stood up from my prone position.

    

    "Who told you to stand up?"

    

    "Sigh~"

    

    This won't do.

    

    The reason I backed down earlier wasn't because I was scared of the instructor.

    

    It was because Seo-hee's recovery came first.

    

    If I had stayed there arguing, it would have made Seo-hee uncomfortable.

    

    But now Seo-hee wasn't here.

    

    And with my already unsettled mood, I couldn't see straight.

    

    I walked straight up to the instructor who was punishing everyone.

    

    "Can't you see everyone is already down?"

    

    This was clearly punishment driven by emotion.

    

    I really couldn't take it anymore.

    

    "Please call the school teacher."

    

    "What?"

    

    "I'm saying I need to meet with the teacher, whether I get called in or whatever."

    

    Students who don't listen to instructors or who commit serious offenses get sent to their homeroom teacher.

    

    At this point, I'd rather rebel and talk to my homeroom teacher.

    

    ———

    

    In a small duty room inside the retreat center.

    

    After waiting briefly in a chair, the door opened.

    

    A familiar face appeared after a long time.

    

    Had I ever been so glad to see my homeroom teacher?

    

    Though I felt sorry seeing the teacher's confused face.

    

    It seemed they hadn't heard about the incident yet.

    

    After a while, an instructor came in and sat down too.

    

    Hah~ Isn't that instructor being petty?

    

    The person who entered wasn't the instructor I had fought with.

    

    Instead, someone who looked gentle came in.

    

    So we had a three-way conversation.

    

    "Inwoo, what happened?"

    

    My homeroom teacher asked me first.

    

    Clearly I wasn't the type to cause trouble,

    so it must have been confusing to be suddenly called.

    

    "Well, teacher, you see."

    

    The gentle-voiced instructor spoke before I could.

    

    "I'd like to hear from the student first."

    

    "Ah, yes."

    

    But the teacher's firm words stopped the instructor.

    

    "Phew~"

    

    I sighed in relief, knowing that at least the teacher would be on my side.

    

    "Well, during the rafting..."

    

    I told everything that had happened.

    

    I tried to be as fair as possible, including how I had defied the instructors and yelled at them.

    

    As the teacher listened to my story, their face began to harden from the moment I mentioned the accident with Seo-hee and the others.

    

    They listened seriously, but their anger was clearly rising.

    

    "I understand the situation."

    

    I decided to quietly leave it to the teacher's judgment.

    

    "I will contact the school immediately and terminate the retreat."

    

    The instructor was startled by those words and tried to stop it.

    

    "Teacher, even so, suddenly..."

    

    "And I will report this to the Education Office."

    

    Faced with the teacher's firm attitude, the instructor pleaded.

    

    Begging for one more chance, promising to be careful and compensate for everything.

    

    As the teacher took out their phone, the instructor tried to grab it to stop them.

    

    Unable to hold back anymore, the teacher said:

    

    "Haa~ My father is the Superintendent of Education."

    

    "What?"

    

    Did I just hear that wrong?

    

    But regardless of whether my brain could process that information,

    the teacher issued a warning.

    

    "Before this gets any bigger, would you let go of my hand?"

    

    A cold, stern tone contrary to their usually gentle voice.

    

    The instructor had no choice but to freeze.

    

    So Teacher Lee Ha-yeon turned out to be quite intimidating.

    

    After that, I thought the retreat would be canceled,

    but it seems the school was in an uproar too.

    

    If they sent all the students back now,

    they would have to properly explain to all the parents.

    

    The school would certainly be criticized for not checking things properly.

    

    The principal apparently begged tearfully.

    

    The instructors pleaded too.

    

    They argued that the kids should at least leave with some memories.

    

    The remaining schedule only included fun activities like campfire and recreation.

    

    In the end, it seems the instructors reached an agreement by promising compensation to the school and the affected students and parents.

    

    "Haa~ That's how it turned out. I'm really sorry, Inwoo."

    

    "You don't need to apologize, teacher."

    

    No matter what connections the teacher had, they were still a new teacher.

    

    They had no choice but to follow the school's directives.

    

    Instead, they said the Education Office would conduct an investigation and audit after the retreat ended.

    

    ———

    

    The children gathered in a big circle.

    

    In the center, a bonfire crackled and music played.

    

    The kids sat around chatting.

    

    The instructors just stood around the perimeter for safety management.

    

    "Hey, is it okay for us to be like this?"

    

    "Well, it seems like the instructors have given up?"

    

    "Are they letting us loose because it's the end?"

    

    No one seemed interested in controlling the students.

    

    They just let them talk freely.

    

    Well, even if the students didn't know,

    the instructors probably had no desire to continue this retreat.

    

    The recreation would be led by an outside instructor.

    

    After that, they'd just go to sleep and part ways the next day.

    

    The instructors had nothing more to do.

    

    They didn't even try to manage the atmosphere.

    

    "Inwoo!"

    

    While I was watching the instructors, someone called me from behind.

    

    When I looked up, it was Seo-hee.

    

    "Seo-hee. Are you feeling better?"

    

    After leaving the teacher, I wanted to run straight to Seo-hee.

    

    But I waited because they said she was sleeping and needed rest.

    

    "Are you hurt anywhere?"

    

    "What about you? Is your leg okay?"

    

    My muscles were sore, but that was nothing.

    

    "Seo-hee, don't push yourself and sit down."

    

    "I'm happy that you care about me so much~"

    

    "Well, seeing you talk like that, I guess you're fine."

    

    Relieved, I sat down next to Seo-hee.

    

    Sensing our mood, the boys moved away.

    

    Or maybe they just wanted to get away from the annoying couple.

    

    "You did well."

    

    "Huh?"

    

    I patted Seo-hee's head.

    

    Seo-hee grinned and stayed still.

    

    "Did you make any friends?"

    

    I asked, removing my hand from her head.

    

    "Friends?... There might be some possibility."

    

    "What does that mean?"

    

    "Hehe, well..."

    

    Seo-hee shifted her gaze toward some kids.

    

    Looking over, I saw they were girls from Seo-hee's group.

    

    Whether they had grown close during the emergency or not, they were walking together, talking closely.

    

    "Hmm..."

    

    As Seo-hee was reluctantly trying to look away with some lingering attachment,

    she made eye contact with one of them.

    

    "Ah, there she is!"

    

    When the girl pointed and called out, they all approached Seo-hee.

    

    "Seo-hee, we found you!!"

    

    "Huh? Me?"

    

    "Yeah, we went to the recovery room but you weren't there, so we've been looking for you."

    

    "Ah, sorry. I told the teacher and came straight here."

    

    "Did you eat dinner?"

    

    I gradually moved away to give them space.

    

    So Seo-hee could chat more with them.

    

    So they could sit next to Seo-hee.

    

    Yes, like this, little by little...

    

    "Inwoo, where are you going?"

    

    "Huh?"

    

    Seo-hee grabbed me as I was slowly moving away.

    

    "Oh, were you with your boyfriend?"

    

    "We're interrupting, aren't we."

    

    "Hey, but Inwoo, I see you in a new light."

    

    "What?"

    

    Caught by Seo-hee, I ended up right in the middle of the group.

    

    "Wow~ When you jumped in to save Seo-hee, you looked so cool."

    

    "And when you yelled at the instructors, it felt so satisfying."

    

    "I almost fell for you."

    

    Suddenly I was surrounded by girls praising me.

    

    I felt embarrassed and didn't know what to do.

    

    "Hey, Inwoo is mine. Hands off!"

    

    In the midst of this, Seo-hee pulled me close and shouted.

    

    "Hey, Seo-hee."

    

    Everyone's looking at us.

    

    I can hear the envious voices from around us.

    

    The sound of curses reaching all the way here.

    

    "Whatever~"

    

    The girls giggled excitedly.

    

    Anyway, seven girls from our class,

    especially one with short black hair who stuck close to Seo-hee, had completely become Seo-hee's friends.

    

    I let them chat among themselves and stood up.

    

    "Inwoo, where are you going?"

    

    "Sometimes you should just hang out with your friends."

    

    And so, after all the ups and downs, the retreat came to an end.

    

    ———

    

    Inside the quiet bus.

    

    The returning students had fallen asleep from exhaustion.

    

    They must be very tired.

    

    They probably stayed up all night talking yesterday.

    

    The instructors had already given up.

    

    Maybe because they knew they'd face disciplinary action.

    

    Around 3-4 in the morning,

    when the teachers complained, they just pretended to make the students go to sleep.

    

    Even then, they didn't get angry and just gently persuaded them.

    

    It was truly a comedy.

    

    I woke up on the bus on the way home.

    

    This retreat was really tough.

    

    And very unsettling.

    

    During the retreat, I found myself unconsciously revisiting traces of my past.

    

    I still can't understand my dad.

    

    After that day, after that accident, I told my mom:

    

    "I'll never get married. I don't want to become someone like dad."

    

    What expression did mom have when she heard that?

    

    I couldn't even remember anymore.

    

    "Inwoo. Aren't you sleeping?"

    

    When I turned my head, Seo-hee was resting her head on my shoulder.

    

    "No, you sleep."

    

    "Hehe."

    

    Whoosh-

    

    Seo-hee hugged me tightly.

    

    Since everyone was asleep, there was no one to say anything.

    

    "Mmm~ I'm going to recharge for all the time we were apart."

    

    Seo-hee hugged me tight.

    

    I looked at her for a moment.

    

    "Inwoo, did I keep my promise?"

    

    "Huh? Oh... yeah."

    

    Promise.

    

    I made one promise to Seo-hee.

    

    If she made even one friend during the retreat, I would spend a day with her doing whatever she wanted.

    

    "You did well."

    

    "Hehe."

    

    Seo-hee happily accepted my head pat.

    

    "Seo-hee."

    

    "Yes?"

    

    "I'm sorry."

    

    Seo-hee tilted her head and asked.

    

    "Why are you apologizing?"

    

    "Just... I feel like I was being stubborn. Like I pushed you too hard."

    

    "No, it's not like that. Thanks to you, I was able to make friends, so I'm happy."

    

    "That's good."

    

    "Yeah, so you don't need to apologize to me at all."

    

    Seo-hee, I'm really sorry.

    

    Telling you to make friends when you were doing fine without them.

    

    The truth is, it wasn't for your sake.

    

    After summer vacation ends,

    when the promised time is up,

    if I reject your confession once more...

    

    Seo-hee, you'll be alone again.

    

    I didn't want to see you lonely or suffering.

    

    It was a pathetic meddling from someone who was going to reject you.

    

    I don't understand my own feelings.

    

    When I see Seo-hee, I want to treat her well.

    

    Every time I see her, my chest feels tight and my eyes keep going to her, but I don't dislike that feeling.

    

    But inside, I keep wondering if this is really okay.

    What if something goes wrong?

    

    "Inwoo."

    

    "Yeah?"

    

    "So when are you going to keep your promise?"

    

    "Hmm... when should we do it?"

    

    "I can really make you do anything, right?"

    

    "...Within the bounds of being a student."

    

    Regardless, Seo-hee's alluring expression was still beautiful.

  
    Chapter 39. Fulfilling a Promise (1)

    
    I've become quite skilled at the convenience store job.

    

    Of course, it's only been a month.

    

    At least I have no problem working alone.

    

    "Welcome."

    

    I scanned the barcode on the lunch box the next customer brought.

    

    "I'm sorry, but this item is past its expiration date."

    

    "I know that. Just give it to me quickly."

    

    "Customer... Hah~ Hey, what are you doing?"

    

    I looked at Ha-areum with a contemptuous gaze.

    

    We didn't see each other on weekdays,

    but on weekends, she occasionally visited the convenience store like this.

    

    No, I'm an employee working here.

    

    Regardless, Ha-areum just sits around in the convenience store.

    

    "There's something like a lunch box over there, go get that one."

    

    "That one still has time before expiration."

    

    I've gotten used to Ha-areum visiting, but that's not the issue.

    

    The problem is that she's gone completely crazy at some point.

    

    "If it's not being discarded, I'm not interested. Just give it to me without arguing."

    

    Ha-areum snatched the lunch box and placed a 50,000 won bill on the counter.

    

    "Keep the change."

    

    "That act isn't funny anymore, so stop it."

    

    "Act? I'm just... Anyway!!"

    

    Ha-areum tried to explain something but her face strangely turned red.

    

    I really don't want to know why she's acting like this.

    

    After purchasing the lunch box, Ha-areum heated it in the microwave and sat at a table.

    

    "By the way, when is Seo-hui unnie coming?"

    

    Of course, Ha-areum didn't come to the convenience store to see me.

    

    She was waiting for Seo-hui.

    

    Since Seo-hui always comes here during my working hours.

    

    "Don't know."

    

    "Didn't you promise to go on a date?"

    

    "How do you know that?"

    

    "Well, I heard it from Seo-hui unnie yesterday."

    

    Ha-areum proudly raised her shoulders.

    

    She showed me her phone to confirm the chat content.

    

    I don't know when she became this close with Seo-hui.

    

    The phone showed chats where Seo-hui was one-sidedly bragging.

    

    Looking at the chat, I saw messages so embarrassingly affectionate that I felt ashamed reading them.

    

    ...A cruise ship? Is she serious?

    

    "Well, we did agree to meet today."

    

    I answered, taking my eyes off the phone.

    

    When we finished the retreat, we set a date.

    

    First, weekdays were out.

    

    Because I need to take care of Hye-eun.

    

    Of course, there was the option of going out with Hye-eun,

    but the mischievous Seo-hui drew the line, saying it wouldn't count if her little sister tagged along because she couldn't have skinship.

    

    I'm worried about what Seo-hui is imagining...

    

    Anyway, we decided to meet on Saturday, like a normal date.

    

    Seo-hui usually comes in the afternoon to avoid interfering with my work.

    

    Unlike someone who lacks consideration.

    

    "What? Why are you looking at me like that?"

    

    "Nothing, enjoy your meal."

    

    "As if this discarded food could taste good!"

    

    "......"

    

    A child who needs attention.

    

    Thinking that, I ignored her and restocked the shelves.

    

    Surprisingly, after eating her lunch box, Ha-areum stayed quiet, so the morning shift went smoothly.

    

    2 PM.

    

    One hour left until my shift ends.

    

    I didn't discuss with Seo-hui where we would meet after I finished.

    

    She'll probably come here as usual.

    

    But even with just an hour left before my shift ended, there was no sign of Seo-hui.

    

    "Ugh..."

    

    Ha-areum was getting irritated in front of me.

    

    "I wanted to see her at least before your date."

    

    Thankfully, it seems she doesn't plan to join our date.

    

    Well, Seo-hui wouldn't allow that anyway.

    

    *Slide*

    

    Just then, I heard the door opening.

    

    "Welcome."

    

    Thinking it was a customer, I turned around.

    

    "......"

    

    "Inwoo, did you wait long?"

    

    "..."

    

    I unconsciously gulped.

    

    Wait, was Seo-hui always this beautiful?

    

    Of course, I knew she was a beauty who turned heads at school.

    But today she looked especially pretty.

    

    I was at a loss for words.

    

    At Seo-hui's appearance...

    

    She wore a white dress that came just above her knees

    with a light ivory cardigan over her upper body.

    

    The unique yet cute dress,

    paired with the hairpin I bought her last time that she remembered to wear,

    looked adorable.

    

    "Unnie, you're so pretty!!!"

    

    Ha-areum, surprised like me, ran to Seo-hui and made a fuss.

    

    "That's the new 'Versailles' collection, right?"

    

    I remember hearing about it.

    

    On a TV ranking show about luxury brands.

    It was the number one luxury brand, extremely expensive and rare...

    

    And she wore that for a date with me?

    

    Seo-hui responded kindly to Ha-areum's excitement.

    

    They must have gotten quite close.

    

    Seo-hui then turned her head to look at me.

    

    She smiled, waiting for my words.

    

    She probably wanted to hear my thoughts since she dressed up so carefully.

    

    "...It suits you well."

    

    "That's it?"

    

    Seo-hui pouted.

    

    Then, seeing my face turn red as I completely turned my head away, she smiled with satisfaction.

    

    "What kind of attitude is that?!"

    

    Meanwhile, there was a commotion beside me.

    

    Ha-areum glared at me and protested.

    

    "Unnie dressed up like this for a commoner like you, this is a goddess descending once in several hundred years!!"

    

    "Areum?"

    

    "Eek! I'm sorry for calling you a commoner."

    

    Ha-areum immediately corrected herself when Seo-hui called her name.

    

    Seo-hui was getting along with Ha-areum while helping her fix her bad habits.

    

    The girl she once glared at with murderous intent,

    she now treated like a mischievous younger sister.

    

    "Still, your reaction is too lukewarm."

    

    "She's right. Inwoo, you should be more honest."

    

    "...You really prepared a lot. You're beautiful."

    

    Besides that, I've been feeling something for days now—it's a bit scary to look directly at Seo-hui.

    

    It gives me a sort of aching feeling in my chest,

    and today it feels especially hard on my heart.

    

    What's wrong with me?

    

    When I get my paycheck, I should visit a cardiologist first.

    

    Maybe medicine would help.

    

    "Then Inwoo, we'll be at the table."

    

    "Okay."

    

    Even while working, my eyes kept drifting toward Seo-hui sitting next to Ha-areum.

    

    When Seo-hui wasn't looking this way,

    I would steal glances, but then our eyes met.

    

    Flustered, I quickly turned away.

    

    *Click-clack, Click-clack*

    

    I hear footsteps approaching.

    

    There are no customers now, so it must be one of them.

    

    While I was turning my head and pretending to be busy, someone came.

    

    Three coffee cans on the counter.

    

    "Ring these up."

    

    Seo-hui said, looking straight into my eyes.

    

    Flustered, I lowered my head and scanned the barcodes.

    

    "Hmm~"

    

    Seo-hui started smiling seductively.

    

    "C...card."

    

    "I'll let you look all you want later."

    

    "What?"

    

    I raised my head in surprise at Seo-hui's whisper.

    

    "Hehe, because Inwoo kept looking at me."

    

    "...Uh...I wasn't...that's..."

    

    This isn't working. I'm malfunctioning.

    

    I quickly finished the transaction to calm myself down and sent her away.

    

    "Whew~ What's wrong with me?"

    

    It was strange.

    

    Especially after coming back from the retreat, I felt that I had changed.

    

    How should I put it?

    

    Seo-hui started to feel difficult to deal with.

    

    Whether this came from guilt,

    or some other emotion...

    

    I shook my head.

    

    It's probably nothing.

    

    It'll get better with time.

    

    "Why are you shaking your head?"

    

    "Oh, you came early today?"

    

    "Yeah, you can leave early today."

    

    "Thank you."

    

    As I was about to head to the storage room to take off my vest,

    someone placed a hand on my shoulder.

    

    It was the guy a year older than me who was taking over my shift.

    

    "By the way, who are those two beautiful ladies who come here often?"

    

    "Huh? Ah..."

    

    They hang around so often that the next shift would notice.

    

    "Which one is it? That one? Or that one?"

    

    He secretly pointed at the two of them alternately.

    

    "That girl is my girlfriend."

    

    I pointed at Seo-hui.

    

    "Really? That's a relief."

    

    He strangely let out a deep sigh.

    

    "Why do you say that?"

    

    "No, the blonde one over there."

    

    "Yes?"

    

    "She suddenly asked me to sell her expired lunch boxes last time."

    

    "..."

    

    Is she really doing that even when we're not around?

    

    I felt dizzy thinking about what kind of trouble she was causing.

    

    "It was confusing, but she's pretty."

    

    "What?"

    

    "Honestly, I was taken aback at the time, but I kept thinking about her afterward."

    

    "...You'd better give up."

    

    "What? Does she have a boyfriend?"

    

    I don't know if she has a lover or not,

    but she's the child of the second-ranked family in the business world.

    

    There's no way she'd be interested in commoners like us with her rigid attitude.

    

    But suddenly saying she's a chaebol heir would make the conversation too long, so I answered briefly.

    

    "She's quite picky and from a wealthy family. You'd need a lot of money."

    

    After saying that, I went to the storage room and took off my vest.

    

    Though I felt a bit sorry for the dejected-looking guy when I came out.

    

    But that's that.

    

    "Seo-hui, did you wait long?"

    

    "No, it's fine."

    

    Seo-hui said with a bright smile.

    

    Then she held out her hand.

    

    I took Seo-hui's hand.

    

    Strangely, my heart tickled.

    

    Especially when Seo-hui went further and interlaced her fingers with mine.

    

    "Well then, have a good time, you two."

    

    "Huh? What about you?"

    

    Ha-areum was looking at the lunch box corner.

    

    It seems the lunch box she was eyeing would expire soon.

    

    "You're going to eat again?"

    

    "Ugh... I'm going to eat it at home!"

    

    Ha-areum said with a reddened face.

    

    "I'm going to eat it secretly at home."

    

    "...I don't want to know any more about your world."

    

    I wanted to get away quickly from Ha-areum, who seemed strangely excited.

    

    Well, this was as far as it went with Ha-areum anyway.

    

    Seo-hui and I left the convenience store and got into the limousine.

    

    ———

    

    "So where's our first destination?"

    

    I looked down at Seo-hui, who was snuggling against me, and asked.

    

    It's hard to ignore the soft touch and warmth against my arm.

    

    Even if I tried to move away, she kept coming closer, so I had no choice.

    

    "Hmm... first we should have lunch."

    

    "Sure, anything you want to eat?"

    

    My first paycheck just came in.

    

    I was planning to buy whatever I could for Seo-hui.

    

    And Seo-hui made a reasonable choice.

    

    "How about pasta?"

    

    "Sounds good."

    

    And we started a normal conversation.

    

    "You said you're having lunch with the retreat kids next time?"

    

    Because of what they experienced during the retreat, Seo-hui's group became really close.

    

    They always stuck together at school, especially following Seo-hui's lead.

    

    I told her to make friends, and she went from being a loner to the leader of a group.

    

    She's really amazing.

    

    "So, I'm sorry to tell you this, Inwoo."

    

    "It's okay."

    

    "Really?"

    

    "Yeah, I want to have meals with my friends too."

    

    "Really?"

    

    "And I should cut back on mooching off you."

    

    I spoke carefully to ensure Seo-hui wouldn't feel burdened.

    

    Saying it was completely fine, that she should be with her friends.

    

    Smiling brightly without showing any sign of disappointment.

    

    "Hmm..."

    

    Seo-hui stared at me blankly and then pouted.

    

    "Huh? Seo-hui, did I do something wrong?"

    

    "No, forget it."

    

    Seo-hui suddenly became sulky and closed her mouth.

    

    Why is she acting like this all of a sudden?

    

    The quiet Seo-hui muttered softly.

    

    "I guess I've been inconsiderate all this time."

    

    "What?"

    

    Though it was a quiet voice, it was meant to be heard.

    

    "If it's burdensome, I won't bother you during lunch anymore."

    

    "No, that's not what I meant..."

    

    Flustered, I racked my brain,

    but I didn't know how to handle a sulking woman.

    

    "I... I'm sorry. Was I too insensitive?"

    

    "......"

    

    I don't understand why Seo-hui is suddenly acting like this.

    

    What should I do...

    

    This will ruin the date atmosphere.

    

    I pondered how best to apologize.

    

    *Smooch*

    

    In the meantime, Seo-hui suddenly kissed me on the lips.

    

    "......"

    

    "From now on, apologize like this."

    

    After pulling away, Seo-hui said with a bright smile,

    as if she had never been upset.

  
    Chapter 40. Keeping the Promise (2)

    
    After getting out of the limousine,

    

    We began walking in silence.

    

    After the kiss in the car, I kept my mouth shut.

    I'd already had an intense experience, so I didn't understand why I was acting this way.

    Right now, just managing my emotions was difficult enough.

    

    Seohee was also walking beside me without saying much.

    

    As I hesitated about whether to say something to break the awkwardness,

    Seohee spoke first.

    "Are you still angry?"

    

    "What?"

    I couldn't understand what Seohee meant.

    "Me, angry?"

    

    Seohee turned to look at me and said,

    "I'm asking if you're mad because I pretended to be upset and suddenly kissed you earlier."

    

    Seohee asked in a small, shrinking voice.

    That voice felt so cute,

    And Seohee glancing at me from the corner of her eye seemed so adorable

    That my heart raced.

    

    Far from being angry, I was actually thrilled right now.

    

    But I was just being cautious because I didn't know how I would react if I opened my mouth.

    While Seohee was misunderstanding the situation, I carefully managed my expression.

    "No, not really."

    

    I avoided her gaze.

    

    "I'm sorry. It's just that your reactions have been so cute."

    

    "..."

    

    "Inwoo?"

    Seohee peeked her face in the direction I was turning my head.

    "What did you say I should do if I wanted to apologize?"

    

    Despite my embarrassment, I was drawn by a strange desire and said it.

    

    *Smooch*

    

    "Hehe, better now?"

    

    Sigh... why did I say that?

    I should have just said I wasn't upset.

    I tried hard to hide my reddening face.

    

    Seohee seemed to have already noticed.

    She kept looking at me teasingly.

    "What's with that look?"

    

    "Nothing."

    Seohee looked at me with a seductive yet mischievous gaze.

    I felt somewhat indignant but said nothing.

    Because I still liked it.

    

    "Good. Inwoo is steadily growing up."

    Seohee nodded with satisfaction.

    "What growth?"

    

    "You're becoming more honest with your feelings, aren't you?"

    Seohee revealed her true colors with a smile.

    "I bet you'd even accept if I proposed marriage now~"

    

    "Seohee, we're here."

    

    "Tsk! Don't change the subject."

    Fortunately, the restaurant came into view just in time.

    

    It was a restaurant with a fairly sophisticated and clean design.

    The problem was... there were too many people lined up in front.

    "Looks like we'll have to wait quite a while?"

    

    "It's fine, I made a reservation."

    Seohee casually walked past the line and went to the front.

    

    I followed behind and watched the scene.

    When Seohee appeared and spoke, the staff member's expression became urgent, and they contacted someone.

    

    Soon, a middle-aged man appeared and bowed deeply to Seohee.

    

    Seohee stopped him, saying it wasn't necessary.

    I should probably go closer?

    It's uncomfortable with everyone staring.

    

    The man, who appeared to be the owner, ushered us inside.

    I followed at Seohee's beckoning gesture.

    "Wow~ It's an honor to have you visit us."

    

    As we walked, the owner kept talking.

    "At our pasta restaurant with 30 years of tradition, we serve pasta every day with a commitment to absolute customer satisfaction."

    

    The owner continued explaining as we walked.

    "Of course, besides pasta, our top chefs also create delicious pizzas, European salads, steaks, and more using the finest ingredients."

    

    The walls were decorated with a timeline of the restaurant's history.

    It was a restaurant with high pride.

    "Please enjoy your time."

    

    The owner finally stopped walking, bowed deeply, and left.

    

    A private room.

    I wasn't sure why a pasta restaurant had such a thing, but we went in anyway.

    

    Plush chairs and a table, decorated with flowers on top.

    Besides that, there were set plates and slightly yellowish silver-shining forks, knives...

    They looked a bit different from stainless steel.

    "This isn't real silver, is it?"

    

    "Probably mixed with a bit of gold?"

    

    "......"

    

    "I've read that they pay attention to even the tableware for VIPs. But it's not much different from what we have at home."

    Seohee casually shared her impression and sat down.

    "Inwoo, sit down."

    

    "Okay..."

    Pasta was a safe menu choice?

    Not when I left it to Seohee.

    

    This is so overwhelming.

    

    *Door slides open*

    

    While I was looking at the menu, a neatly dressed employee in a formal suit entered.

    

    "Since the guests are minors, we'd like to serve sparkling drinks instead of wine or champagne. Would that be acceptable?"

    "Yes."

    "Would you like to choose from Shine Muscat, Apple Mango, or Lime?"

    "I'll have Shine Muscat, please."

    "Apple Mango for me, please."

    

    After choosing Apple Mango, I exhaled.

    After the employee poured our drinks and left, I confronted Seohee.

    "You said this was an ordinary restaurant?"

    

    "Yes, why?"

    Seohee tilted her head as if asking what the problem was.

    Her expression showed genuine curiosity.

    "...Never mind."

    

    Come to think of it, today is the day I agreed to go along with whatever Seohee wanted, right?

    If this is where she wanted to come, that's fine.

    Reminding myself of the current situation, I answered.

    "Seohee, I'll treat you today."

    

    "What? Isn't that too much for you?"

    

    "No, I can at least do this!!... I'm sorry."

    I answered with wide eyes and a shrinking voice.

    

    This... looking at the prices makes me hesitate.

    Forget treating her, I can barely afford my own meal.

    "Since today is the day I go along with whatever you want, I'll pay for everything."

    

    While I was searching for the cheapest menu item, Seohee said,

    "That's a bit..."

    

    "Shh!"

    Seohee cautioned me.

    "You agreed to go along with what I want, right? Don't even think about taking out your wallet today."

    

    "...Thank you."

    

    "Aren't you sorry?"

    

    "Huh? Uh... hehe, I'm embarrassed..."

    

    "What did I say you should do if you want to apologize?"

    Seohee asked with a seductive smile.

    

    She's telling me to come kiss her because she's buying me food?

    "...What's with you suddenly?"

    

    "Ah, I want an apology from Inwoo."

    

    "......"

    

    "Retreat, promise."

    With just those two words, I couldn't argue back.

    

    Ah, I thought it was strange that we were having a date without any incidents.

    I stood up and looked around.

    It was a private room, so no one else was there.

    

    I approached Seohee,

    Feeling my whole body heat up,

    Enduring my heart's pounding that seemed unbearable,

    And "apologized" to Seohee's soft lips.

    The sweet scent of Shine Muscat filled my mouth.

    

    "Whew~ Satisfied?"

    

    "I didn't say you had to kiss me?"

    

    "!!...I didn't use my tongue!"

    

    "Haha, I'm joking. Inwoo, your face is so cute."

    Seohee, your face is red too.

    

    Swallowing those words, I sat back down.

    Since it's come to this,

    I should order something expensive to get back at her.

    Of course, it wouldn't affect Seohee at all.

    

    ——

    

    We finished our meal.

    

    During that time, Seohee made various demands.

    Every time we had lunch together, I was amazed at how

    Seohee, the wealthy heiress with impeccable table manners,

    

    Would deliberately smear sauce on the corner of her mouth and stare at me.

    Or take out her camera, and instead of photographing the food,

    Take pictures of me.

    

    Sure, take as many photos as you want.

    It's not like I'm some expensive model.

    

    But she kept asking me to pose in strange ways, saying she wanted to capture me being cute.

    

    I was so embarrassed I wanted to run away.

    And she ordered steak but didn't eat it herself, instead feeding it to me continuously.

    Saying she liked seeing me eat heartily, she kept offering me the fork...

    In the end, all the steak ended up in my stomach.

    

    "Ah~ That was delicious."

    Seohee leaned back in her chair, content.

    She was smiling while rubbing her stomach.

    

    Yet not a single bit of fat showed.

    I guess rich people consistently take care of their bodies.

    "You're being naughty."

    

    At those words, I immediately took my eyes off Seohee's stomach.

    "Thanks for the meal."

    I naturally ignored her previous comment and changed the subject.

    "Where should we go next?"

    

    "Hmm..."

    Seohee pretended to think for a moment.

    "You said we shouldn't cross the line as students, right?"

    

    "What are you thinking?"

    

    "Hehe, what do you think I'm thinking?"

    Seohee asked with a seductive smile.

    "I don't know."

    

    "But Inwoo, what do you mean by 'the line as students'?"

    I didn't expect Seohee to ask such a question.

    "How far are you allowing?"

    

    Seohee tilted her head as if she really didn't understand.

    "You... humanly speaking, you know! The line where accidents don't happen."

    

    "So as long as no accidents happen, it's fine?"

    Seohee grinned.

    "Not just accidents, but also the line that doesn't violate public morals!"

    

    "Hmm... that's too complicated for me to understand."

    Seohee asked for a more detailed explanation.

    "If you don't explain clearly, I'll just set the line myself."

    

    At the very least, the "rabbit picture box" is off-limits.

    

    With that thought, I told Seohee,

    "Nothing beyond kissing. Just kissing. Only kissing!"

    

    "Aren't you being too explicit about wanting kisses?"

    Seohee made a truly troubled face.

    "Gosh, Inwoo only thinks about such things~"

    

    "No, I mean!!"

    Come on, you know what I mean, why are you acting like this?

    

    My head was spinning from Seohee's constant teasing.

    "Is this what you meant by wanting me to go along with you?"

    

    When I glared at her resentfully with a reddened face,

    Seohee laughed.

    "Hehe, you're just so cute."

    

    Seohee reached out and stroked my hair.

    What's this, why do I feel like I'm always on the receiving end?

    

    *Smooch*

    "I'm sorry."

    Seohee leaned forward and "apologized."

    

    Sigh... can I really make it through today safely?

    If my heart bursts in the middle of this, I hope Seohee will take me to the hospital.

    

    ———

    

    After leaving the restaurant, we headed to the next course Seohee had already planned.

    

    Walking hand in hand with Seohee, we arrived at a dock near Hangang Park.

    

    We arrived at a dock that was supposedly specially managed by Jupiter.

    As we passed through where several large cruise ships were docked and looked for a yacht, Seohee stopped midway.

    "Seohee, what's wrong?"

    

    "We're here."

    

    "Huh? I don't see any yacht."

    Could it be...

    

    I looked up.

    I looked around at the boats that I had assumed were Han River tour cruises.

    "...Was there a yacht this big?"

    

    I do remember seeing them.

    In American movies or broadcasts, billionaires enjoy their vacations on such mega yachts...

    And now, a mega yacht I'd only seen on screens was right in front of me.

    "Is this yours?"

    

    "Yes. I went all out to get this one."

    

    "......"

    I had my suspicions when I saw the initials S.S.H on the boat.

    

    A white, cruise-like massive yacht.

    A tall and enormous mega yacht with its own swimming pool, and Seohee was the owner.

    As I stood there with my mouth open, admiring it, Seohee took my arm.

    "Let's go in quickly."

    

    Seohee looked genuinely excited.

    "Actually, this is my first time enjoying it since I bought it."

    

    According to Seohee, she hadn't used it until now because of company work and not having anyone to go with.

    "Then why did you buy it?"

    

    "Obviously to ride it with you. I told you, I want to experience all my firsts with Inwoo."

    

    As if Seohee had notified them in advance, there were a driver and several managers waiting inside.

    "Let's go in."

    

    Seohee pulled my arm and went inside.

    

    A date that truly exceeds imagination.

    

    Can I handle this?

  
    Chapter 41. Keeping the Promise (3)

    
    A refreshing breeze blew across the Han River, creating a cool atmosphere.

    

    The view from the pristine white boat, floating gently on the Han River, was beautiful.

    

    We lay there, gazing at the Han River glistening under the dazzling sunlight.

    

    We stretched our legs side by side on the beach chair, which was wide enough for couples.

    

    "Hehe, it feels so nice lying here together like this."

    

    A sweet voice came from beside me.

    

    "Yeah. Me too."

    

    I agreed with her.

    

    The weather was so languid that a pleasant drowsiness washed over me.

    

    "Really?"

    

    Seohee responded with a surprised voice.

    

    "Then shall we go to the bed after all?"

    

    "...That's not what I meant."

    

    How ridiculous.

    

    Lying here like this was the most we had agreed upon.

    

    As soon as we entered the yacht,

    Seohee had first suggested that we lie together on the bed inside.

    

    Of course, she probably didn't have impure intentions,

    but still, just to be safe.

    

    I don't know about anything else, but if someone saw this and strange rumors spread, it would be a big blow to Seohee.

    

    So after much persuasion, this is what we agreed on.

    

    "You're not satisfied with just this?"

    

    "No, this is fine too."

    

    Seohee used one of my arms as a pillow and wrapped her arm around my upper body.

    

    Our bodies were naturally pressed against each other.

    

    Our pleasant body temperatures mingled, and we could hear each other's breathing right next to us.

    

    Feeling Seohee's gentle breathing and the scent of her body, I was overcome with drowsiness again.

    

    I wondered if it was okay to be this leisurely on a date.

    But since it was what Seohee wanted, I supposed it was fine.

    

    "Inwoo."

    

    "What?"

    

    "Doesn't this feel like summer?"

    

    "You're right."

    

    Summer...

    

    Normally, I dislike summer.

    It's hot and humid, making it uncomfortable.

    Since my financial situation worsened, I've been hesitant to use the air conditioner.

    

    But now, if I could enjoy summer like this,

    maybe it wouldn't be so bad...

    

    "I wish we could stay close like this all summer."

    

    Seohee said with a smile.

    

    "Want to go on a trip together during the break?"

    

    A trip...

    

    I'd like to go, but...

    

    "I don't think my schedule will allow it."

    

    I had to decline.

    

    On weekdays, I need to take care of Hyeeun,

    and on weekends, I can't because of my convenience store part-time job.

    

    I didn't want to give up the job because I wanted to earn as much money as possible.

    

    Seohee showed a disappointed reaction.

    

    "Alright, let's plan a trip when we get another chance."

    

    "If possible."

    

    "Or we could at least go see the ocean for a short trip."

    

    "That might be possible."

    

    I thought a day trip to a nearby beach would be doable.

    

    Seohee smiled innocently and said,

    

    "Ah~ I want to keep going out with Inwoo. Just abandon work altogether."

    

    I laughed and replied,

    

    "A director like you shouldn't be saying that."

    

    "Hehe."

    

    Seohee giggled cutely and said,

    

    "Let's make time to go out occasionally."

    

    "Yeah."

    

    "In autumn, we'll go see the fall foliage."

    

    "...Yeah."

    

    "When it snows in winter, we'll play with Hyeeun."

    

    "..."

    

    "And on Christmas, we'll go on dates like other couples."

    

    Seohee continued to paint a picture of the future.

    She was diligently imagining our future together.

    Even after our summer break ends.

    

    "Inwoo?"

    

    "Huh?"

    

    I came to my senses and looked at Seohee.

    

    "Is something wrong?"

    

    Seohee looked at me with a worried expression.

    

    "No. I think I just dozed off for a moment because I'm tired."

    

    "Right, didn't you agree to go along with whatever I wanted today?"

    

    "Sorry. I got too comfortable."

    

    "Here, drink this and wake up a bit."

    

    Seohee handed me a glass of mojito juice from beside her.

    

    I sipped it through a straw while she held the cup.

    

    "I'm feeling more awake now. This is delicious."

    

    "Yes, it's handmade by a professional bartender."

    

    "...This doesn't have alcohol in it, right?"

    

    "Huh? Oh... no, it doesn't."

    

    "Ah."

    

    Only when Seohee looked flustered did I realize

    that I had unconsciously become serious.

    

    I tend to get sensitive about anything related to alcohol.

    

    "Ah... I'm suddenly sorry."

    

    "...Is something wrong?"

    

    Seohee, sensing something was off, sat up from her lying position.

    

    "Nothing's wrong."

    

    Seohee looked at me for a moment, then frowned.

    

    "Really?"

    

    Or maybe she had already figured it out?

    

    Was she watching my reaction while talking about what would happen after summer break?

    

    Either way, this isn't right.

    

    Today is a day to go along with whatever Seohee wants.

    It's a day for Seohee to be happy after all her efforts.

    

    Having decided this, I smiled and answered,

    

    "I have a condition where I shouldn't drink alcohol."

    

    "Really? Phew~ I was worried for nothing."

    

    Seohee was relieved.

    

    And as a bonus—

    Smooch-

    

    "...!!"

    

    When I kissed Seohee, she looked at me with a surprised expression, not having expected it.

    

    "Sorry."

    

    I "apologized" with a smile, though I felt embarrassed.

    

    Seohee was momentarily dazed.

    

    She had been happy until just now, so why this sudden change?

    

    As Seohee lay back down, I also lay beside her.

    

    Then she explained why she had been dazed.

    

    "I just remembered something."

    

    "Huh?"

    

    Her solemn voice made me wonder what was going on.

    

    "Didn't I save a punishment from last time?"

    

    Punishment.

    

    Last time when Seohee saw me fooling around with Han Areum, she said it was a punishment

    and kissed me,

    and when she wanted to do it again, I jokingly backed away.

    

    And she said she'd save an additional punishment for later.

    

    "Ah! I need to use the bathroom for a moment."

    

    Seohee's eyes look scary.

    I should get away for now.

    

    "Inwoo..."

    

    Seohee grabbed the hem of my clothes.

    

    "Haha, Seohee, about last time... mmph!!"

    

    I found myself lying back down as I received Seohee's passionate kiss.

    

    "Let's finish today's punishment before we go."

    

    Seohee straddled me and wrapped her arms around me to prevent my escape.

    

    "But this position is a bit..."

    

    Before I could finish speaking, she silenced me.

    

    As I received Seohee's forceful yet not unpleasant kisses,

    

    I made a promise to myself.

    

    Yes, not just today,

    but from now on, to make Seohee happy,

    to ensure she can be happy,

    I'll do everything in my power to make her happy.

    

    Strangely, as our lips met, a sense of peace came over me.

    

    ———

    

    In the end, all we did on the yacht was

    lie down, doze off, and kiss...

    

    It seems like we ended up doing such simple things that I wonder if we really needed such a large yacht.

    

    Well, it doesn't matter as long as Seohee is happy now.

    

    Seohee was still immersed in the afterglow, resting her head on my shoulder.

    

    "Hey, there are stairs, so walk carefully."

    

    "Ah~ That was nice."

    

    Why does Seohee like me this much?

    

    With that question in mind, I walked out to the dock.

    

    Still, I noticed that she thanked each staff member on the yacht one by one, which made me think she takes good care of those who work under her.

    

    "Seohee, do you have any plans for our next outing?"

    

    "Well, I have so many things I want to do that I'm still thinking about it."

    

    As we walked and talked, I saw a few people in the distance.

    

    Most people here are probably wealthy, right?

    

    One woman in particular caught my eye.

    Her elegance was evident even in her neatly tailored suit, making me wonder what kind of person she was.

    

    Of course, I shouldn't be looking at other women in front of Seohee.

    

    No, wait, she actually looks a bit like Seohee...

    

    "Inwoo. What are you looking at?"

    

    "Huh? I'm looking at you, Seohee."

    

    As if I would look at anyone else.

    With such a beautiful Seohee by my side.

    

    As I looked at Seohee, asserting my innocence,

    she stared at me with suspicious eyes.

    

    "What else would I look at besides Seohee?"

    

    When I answered with a smile, Seohee turned her head, still seeming uneasy.

    

    Phew~ Somehow I got away with it.

    

    I should be more careful about these things from now on.

    

    Just when I thought it was all over,

    I made eye contact with the woman in front.

    

    Well, not exactly, since she was wearing sunglasses, so I'm not sure if our eyes actually met.

    

    "..."

    

    "Seohee, what's wrong?"

    

    Seohee's face hardened.

    

    "I really wasn't looking at anyone else."

    

    "Why of all people..."

    

    "Huh?"

    

    It seems Seohee is concerned about the person in front for a different reason.

    

    Wondering why she was so wary, I turned to look ahead.

    

    The woman with sunglasses was gradually approaching us.

    She was walking toward us with clicking heels.

    With a gentle smile.

    

    Meanwhile, Seohee's face grew tense.

    

    "Why is my sister here..."

    

    "Sister?"

    

    While Seohee looked displeased,

    the approaching woman took off her sunglasses and faced us.

    

    Up close, she really did resemble Seohee a bit.

    

    Seohee's sister quickly scanned me from the side.

    

    "Hmm..."

    

    She made that short sound.

    

    "I didn't expect to meet like this~"

    

    Then she turned back to Seohee and greeted her first in a gentle voice.

    

    "What brings you here, sis?"

    

    Seohee asked in a subdued voice.

    

    "Oh, you know. I was stressed and came out for some fresh air and took one out for a spin."

    

    "I see that habit hasn't changed."

    

    "Habit? It's the law of economics that the rich should spend money to keep the economy going."

    

    By "took one out," she seems to be referring to a yacht.

    

    The dock lined with personal mega yachts was naturally a leisure spot for the wealthy.

    

    It wasn't strange for members of the Mok Sung Group family to run into each other by chance.

    

    However, it seems Seohee and her sister haven't met in a very long time.

    

    "Weren't you in America?"

    

    "Oh my~ You didn't know I came back?"

    

    As they conversed, her sister looked up at the boat we had been on.

    

    "And why is my sister being so extravagant all of a sudden?"

    

    Seohee's sister shifted only her eyes to meet mine.

    

    "Hello."

    

    This isn't the time to just stand here.

    I quickly greeted her.

    

    She nodded with a smile in her eyes.

    

    "So you're on a date~"

    

    "Yes, that's right."

    

    When I answered, her sister paused briefly.

    

    "And here I thought you were behaving yourself."

    

    She said that while looking at Seohee.

    

    "..."

    

    Seohee remained silent.

    

    A strange atmosphere lingered.

    

    First Seohee's mother, and now her sister.

    Why does everyone treat Seohee like this?

    

    So Seohee doesn't get along with her sister either?

    

    Concerned, I turned to look at Seohee.

    

    "You just keep getting cuter and cuter!!!"

    

    Huh?

    

    Suddenly, Seohee's sister was hugging her and laughing.

    

    Seohee struggled to break free from her embrace.

    

    "Ah, stop it!! Get off!!"

    

    "Ah~ How long has it been since we've had a sisterly reunion?"

    

    I couldn't tell if they were on good terms or not.

    

    Seohee was clearly displeased,

    but her sister paid no attention and did as she pleased.

    

    "Ah~ She's always like this!"

    

    Even when Seohee got angry, her sister wouldn't let go.

    

    As I watched the scene, I made eye contact with her sister again.

    

    "Oh right, I forgot to introduce myself properly."

    

    Finally releasing Seohee, she formally greeted me.

    

    "I'm So Eunbi. Seohee's one and only older sister."

    

    "Ah, yes. I'm Kang Inwoo! I'm currently dating Seohee!"

    

    "You don't have to be so formal."

    

    She told me to relax, seeing how tense I was.

    

    Fortunately, her sister seems like a nice person.

    

    "So it's you."

    

    Seohee's sister, Eunbi, suddenly came closer and whispered in my ear.

    

    "The thieving cat who's after the Mok Sung family position these days."

    

    It was clearly a soft, sweet voice with a smile.

    But my spine had never felt colder.

    

    "N-no, I don't have such thoughts..."

    

    "Haha, just kidding~"

    

    Eunbi laughed slyly.

    

    She was a woman whose true thoughts were impossible to read.

    I wasn't sure how to take this.

    

    "Sis! You're too close!!"

    

    Seohee, suddenly alert, pulled us apart.

    

    And she glared with a thoroughly vigilant gaze.

    

    "What are you doing to my boyfriend?"

    

    Eunbi brushed off Seohee's glare as if it were cute,

    and extended her hand to me.

    

    "Hoho, let's get along well from now on."

  
    Chapter 42. Fulfilling the Promise (4)

    
    Currently, we're sitting comfortably in a café.

    

    Seo-hee

    

    Me

    

    And Seo-hee's older sister, So Eun-bi

    

    "Unnie! Please go now!"

    

    "Oh my, do you dislike your sister now?"

    

    Seo-hee shot her a disgruntled look but couldn't come on too strong.

    

    "You're interrupting our date."

    

    "Don't mind me. You can even hug each other if you want."

    

    Eun-bi gestured toward us, telling us to be comfortable.

    

    Seo-hee just let out a deep sigh at her sister's sly response.

    

    "And I'll pay for the coffee, so don't worry about it."

    

    "Thank you."

    

    I felt like I'd had enough to drink already,

    but Eun-bi had brought us to the café, saying we should talk more.

    

    "So, Inwoo was it? Are you the same age as Seo-hee?"

    

    "Yes, we're in the same class."

    

    "Just call me Noona Eun-bi, feel free."

    

    "Okay."

    

    "I'm so happy to have a little brother now~"

    

    I accepted with a smile, but inside I was confused.

    

    With her meaningful remarks here and there, I wasn't sure if I could really be comfortable around her.

    

    Whether Eun-bi noona knew my state of mind or not,

    she suddenly brought up a pointed topic.

    

    "I heard you gave our mom quite a shock?"

    

    "Pardon?"

    

    When I first met their mother,

    I greeted her as Seo-hee's boyfriend.

    

    But somehow, things got strangely complicated.

    

    Seo-hee's mother was angry, saying Seo-hee had declared war.

    I still don't understand why she said that.

    

    Seo-hee took a sip of her drink through the straw and answered Eun-bi noona for me.

    

    "Well, it just happened."

    

    "I was so surprised when I heard. To think Seo-hee would actually rebel."

    

    Eun-bi noona looked at Seo-hee with interest.

    

    "Is this all thanks to Inwoo?"

    

    She smiled at me as she asked.

    

    I felt like I was sitting on pins and needles.

    

    Seo-hee, regardless of that, asked bluntly.

    

    "You seem excited about it, unnie?"

    

    "Of course! It's not every day you get to see something like that!"

    

    I still couldn't quite grasp what was going on.

    

    Then Eun-bi noona brought up something surprising.

    

    "It's already become a rumor in business circles. That you've got yourself a 'commoner' fiancé."

    

    Rumor?

    

    The thought of my existence being discussed among the wealthy felt strange.

    

    And 'commoner' fiancé?

    That choice of words left a bitter taste.

    

    "So, tell me, Inwoo. Is your family well-off?"

    

    "Unnie, what are you saying?!"

    

    Seo-hee got angry at Eun-bi noona's potentially rude question.

    

    "What's wrong? I need to know the exact situation so I can help."

    

    "We don't need your help, okay?"

    

    Seo-hee argued angrily on my behalf.

    

    I tried to calm her down.

    

    "Seo-hee, it's okay. I don't mind."

    

    Actually, I didn't mind her asking directly.

    

    And truthfully... if you're dating someone from a wealthy family, this is something you'll have to address eventually.

    

    "The truth is, my family isn't well-off. Seo-hee is too good for me."

    

    "Inwoo, you don't need to answer that!"

    

    "What's the big deal? Honestly, the wealthy are bound to be sensitive about these things."

    

    I understood it all, so I answered.

    

    Watching our conversation, Eun-bi noona nodded.

    

    "Thank you for answering honestly."

    

    Surprisingly, Eun-bi noona didn't seem to dislike me or change her expression when she heard about my poor family circumstances.

    

    She maintained her friendly smile.

    

    "It's okay, confidence is what makes a man!"

    

    She answered as if trying to comfort me.

    

    "Haha, thank you."

    

    It seems she doesn't think badly of me so far.

    

    "That is, if your feelings aren't half-hearted."

    

    "Excuse me?"

    

    Eun-bi noona spoke firmly.

    

    "If your feelings are half-hearted and uncertain, it's better to give up from the start."

    

    "......"

    

    I still couldn't quite grasp what she meant.

    

    Actually, I've been feeling both welcomed and warned since earlier.

    

    "Unnie, that's enough."

    

    Seo-hee grabbed my hand, unable to bear it anymore.

    

    "What are you thinking?"

    

    Seo-hee glared at Eun-bi noona anxiously, as if worried she might oppose us.

    

    Eun-bi noona chuckled as if amused.

    

    "I'm saying if you're dating with half-hearted feelings, I might just steal Inwoo away."

    

    Um, Eun-bi noona...

    

    Aren't you scared of Seo-hee's reaction right now?

    

    She's glaring at you with sunken eyes like she's about to kill you.

    

    But Eun-bi noona just chuckled, finished her coffee, and stood up.

    

    "I need to go now for work. Don't be mad, I was just joking."

    

    "...I'm going to delete your number, unnie."

    

    "Ehh?"

    

    Eun-bi noona looked flustered and clung to Seo-hee.

    

    "I'm sorry. I was just teasing because you two look so good together~"

    

    "No. I won't even acknowledge you anymore."

    

    "Inwoo, please stop her~"

    

    "Are you trying to hit on my boyfriend again?!"

    

    I'm not sure about other things, but one thing is clear.

    

    Eun-bi noona seems to deeply care for her sister.

    

    If that's the case, I can understand why she was subtly cautious earlier.

    

    "Seo-hee, that's enough. Thank you for making time for us, noona, especially when you're busy."

    

    "Sob, sob, only Inwoo understands me."

    

    Eun-bi noona pretended to cry, then checked her phone when it rang.

    

    "Oh! Well then, Inwoo, let's meet again soon."

    

    "Meet again?!"

    

    Seo-hee glared, but this time Eun-bi noona ignored it.

    

    "I'll call you too, Seo-hee. You better answer your unnie's calls!!"

    

    So Eun-bi, Seo-hee's sister, waved goodbye and left the café first.

    

    "Phew~ This is exactly why I didn't want to run into my sister."

    

    I smiled warmly and said,

    

    "But she seems to really like you?"

    

    Honestly, I was relieved.

    

    At least her sister wasn't coldly rejecting me like Seo-hee's mother,

    I could feel that she genuinely cared about Seo-hee.

    

    Her questions about my family and other things were probably because she was curious about what kind of guy was hanging around her sister.

    

    As I was thinking this,

    Seo-hee opened her mouth.

    

    "That was all an act."

    

    "Huh?"

    

    I turned to look at Seo-hee, wondering what she meant.

    

    Seo-hee spoke as if she was used to it.

    

    "She's only being nice because I've been saying I'll give up my inheritance rights to the Mokseong Group."

    

    ...Wealthy families are really complicated.

    

    Seo-hee told me not to pay attention to anything her sister had said.

    

    "By the way, were you uncomfortable? My sister can be quite self-centered."

    

    "No, I was fine."

    

    "Really, don't worry about the family stuff."

    

    "Haha, I told you I'm fine."

    

    As we left the café and walked through the park,

    Seo-hee looked around.

    

    After making sure the coast was clear, she quickly

    *smooch*

    

    "Apologized" to me.

    

    "Aren't you doing that too much?"

    

    "Hehe, they say the more the better."

    

    Seo-hee laughed and then stared at me.

    

    "But don't you have something to apologize for too?"

    

    "Huh? What?"

    

    As I tilted my head in confusion, Seo-hee confronted me.

    

    "Earlier, at the dock, you were checking out another woman."

    

    "Ah."

    

    "Did you think I didn't notice?"

    

    As Seo-hee puffed her cheeks in displeasure, I had no choice but to

    "apologize" too.

    

    The taste of coffee lingered in my mouth.

    

    "Satisfied?"

    

    "Yes, I'll let it go this time. But don't look at other women from now on!"

    

    "Got it. Where do you want to go next?"

    

    "Hmm... how about there?"

    

    Seo-hee stretched out her hand, pointing to Namsan Tower in the distance.

    

    "Actually, I've been wanting to go there too."

    

    "Then let's go right away!"

    

    Seo-hee excitedly shouted "Let's go!" as she walked.

    

    Our next destination was set for Namsan Tower.

    

    ——

    

    Namsan Tower was noisy with tourists from the entrance.

    

    "There are a lot of foreigners too."

    

    Well, it's a major tourist spot in Seoul, so that's to be expected.

    

    After entering the plaza,

    following Seo-hee, I saw numerous locks hanging on the wall.

    

    "Is this why you wanted to come here?"

    

    "It's nice, isn't it?"

    

    It's the "love locks" at Namsan Tower, where couples write their names and messages on locks and hang them on the wall.

    

    "I wanted to put one up with you."

    

    Well, today is about going along with what Seo-hee wants.

    

    We got a pretty heart-shaped lock from the vending machine.

    

    We wrote our names on the lock and decided to each write a message.

    There wasn't much space to write a long message, but

    Seo-hee and I each chose what to write.

    

    "Congratulations on your marriage?"

    

    "Hehe, considering it'll still be here in the future, it's not wrong."

    

    "...Write something else."

    

    "But I like this."

    

    How should I convince Seo-hee?

    

    "We're in the midst of a fresh romance, and I want to preserve that feeling."

    

    "...Okay, that would be better."

    

    Thankfully, Seo-hee changed her message.

    

    "Let's grow old together?"

    

    "Sure."

    

    Seo-hee answered with a smile.

    

    It's different from before, but still doesn't seem like the innocent romance of students...

    

    Well, if Seo-hee likes it, that's what matters.

    

    I wrote my message next to hers.

    

    "I won't forget these precious memories."

    

    Seo-hee read what I wrote.

    

    "What's this? You talk about fresh romance and then write this."

    

    "Why? It's nice, isn't it?"

    

    "You sound like an old man on vacation."

    

    "What?"

    

    Was it that middle-aged sounding?

    

    Seo-hee found my reaction amusing and chuckled.

    

    "I'll change it to something else."

    

    "No, now that I look at it again, I like it."

    

    Seo-hee stopped me.

    

    We hung our lock among the densely packed locks.

    

    "Shall we come back around this time next year to check on it?"

    

    "That would be fun."

    

    "It's a promise!"

    

    Seo-hee emphasized, pleased with my positive response.

    

    I noticed how Seo-hee wanted to promise for next year.

    

    "Namsan Tower really is tall, isn't it?"

    

    "Don't change the subject~"

    

    "I'll think about it."

    

    "Aww~"

    

    "Hahaha."

    

    - If your feelings are half-hearted and uncertain, it's better to give up from the start.

    

    Actually, since parting with Eun-bi noona,

    that phrase has been echoing in my mind.

    

    It was a clear warning.

    A warning that I couldn't love her sister with half-hearted feelings.

    

    Seo-hee is a third-generation chaebol.

    A position that attracts attention whether she wants it or not.

    The vast economic gap between our families.

    There will be many people who won't look favorably on us, starting with Seo-hee's family.

    

    There will be strong opposition, and it will disturb the Mokseong Group.

    

    Half-hearted feelings.

    In other words, if I might leave her halfway, wouldn't it be better to end things cleanly with Seo-hee from the start?

    

    I glanced at Seo-hee.

    

    She looks happy after hanging the lock.

    

    I don't have the heart to make a girl with such a bright smile cry,

    to see Seo-hee turn cold again.

    

    And I,

    though I know it's selfish, don't want to be apart from Seo-hee.

    

    At least for today, no, for this week, no, for this month,

    I felt the urge to stay like this.

    

    Half-hearted feelings that seem like love but hesitate to make it official.

    

    I shook my head.

    

    Right, today I should make Seo-hee happy.

    I shouldn't keep thinking like this.

    

    Seo-hee's proposal was

    to not give her an answer until the end of summer vacation.

    

    She said after vacation ends, she would accept my honest feelings, my answer, cleanly.

    

    Since it was a request from Seo-hee, who saved me from Han-areum,

    I accepted.

    

    Because I can't stay with half-hearted feelings,

    to avoid hurting Seo-hee's heart,

    I need to give her a proper answer during summer vacation.

    

    I reminded myself of the promise and resolved to keep it.

    

    Let me stay with Seo-hee at least until summer.

    I don't know what choice I'll make after that.

    

    So for today, let's stay like this.

    Because dating Seo-hee is enjoyable.

    Because being lovey-dovey like this makes time fly and brings happiness.

    

    While dating Seo-hee, a whole day vanished in an instant.

  
    Chapter 43. The Box with a Rabbit Picture.

    
    I'm currently facing a serious crisis.

    

    "Inwoo. Would you care to explain this to your mother properly?"

    

    What my mom held out was a 'Rabbit Picture Box.'

    

    The item Seohee bought for me before.

    

    On my first day working at the convenience store,

    Seohee bought it and unilaterally stuffed it into my pocket.

    

    It cost 7,000 won, and it seemed wasteful to throw it away, so I hid it somewhere out of sight, but I got caught in the end.

    

    "Um... Mom? It's not what you're thinking."

    

    "Then what is it?"

    

    Her gentle smile remained frozen in a terrifying way.

    

    Without the slightest change in expression, her gaze filled me with fear.

    

    "Does it have some function that even I don't know about?"

    

    My heart clenched.

    

    Is this how students feel when they get caught smoking?

    

    But unlike that situation, I felt extremely wronged.

    

    Because I had never used it even once.

    

    "I'm telling you, I never used it! Look, it's still new!"

    

    When I shouted that, my mom suddenly turned serious and said,

    

    "Did you get someone in trouble?"

    

    "No!! I didn't do anything like that at all!!"

    

    Hearing that, my mom let out a sigh of relief.

    

    "I'm glad you failed."

    

    "What do you mean 'failed'?"

    

    I was going crazy at her absurd choice of words.

    

    "I'm saying I never had that intention!"

    

    "Then why did you buy this?"

    

    "Well..."

    

    If I said Seohee bought it for me, the story would get weird.

    

    Of course, it's the truth, but saying it would make Seohee look strange.

    

    Well, maybe she really is strange, but it doesn't feel right to talk about her behind her back.

    

    "I... accidentally damaged it while working, so I bought it..."

    

    "Hmm, it looks fine to me?"

    

    As she said, it was in pristine condition.

    

    I hadn't touched it since hiding it.

    

    "And would the manager who gives you 10,000 won for food every time you work make you buy this for such a reason? And to a minor at that?"

    

    "......"

    

    "Nothing to say?"

    

    "No."

    

    It was a terrible excuse.

    

    "Haah~"

    

    Mom let out a deep sigh.

    

    "Well, given your age, you know everything there is to know, and now that you have a girlfriend, I suppose such thoughts would cross your mind."

    

    I never thought I'd hear such things from my mom, and it was truly embarrassing.

    

    "Huh? Mom, what's this?"

    

    Hyeeun looked at the rabbit picture with curiosity.

    

    "Hyeeun, this is something adults use."

    

    "Adults?"

    

    "Yes, I'm having an important conversation with your brother, so why don't you go watch Pporyring over there?"

    

    Mom turned on the TV and put on cartoons,

    and Hyeeun's attention shifted away.

    

    "Phew~"

    

    As I sighed in relief, Mom said,

    

    "What if Hyeeun had found it first?"

    

    "I hid it well so she couldn't find it."

    

    I closed my mouth as Mom gave me a look that seemed to say, "Are you proud of that?"

    

    "Well, what can we do? Minors can buy them, and I can't stop you from wanting to share love. The world is different now, so I guess I have to understand."

    

    "Haha, y-yeah."

    

    "Right. Mom understands everything."

    

    "Thanks."

    

    So she does understand after all.

    

    SLAP- SLAP- SLAP-

    

    "OW!! Mom, I thought you understood!"

    

    "I understand, but my hands don't seem to agree!!"

    

    Contrary to her words, Mom was slapping my back.

    

    "Ouch! Stop it!!"

    

    "Oh my goodness! I can't bear it!! It's so embarrassing!!"

    

    After slapping my back for quite a while, Mom calmed down and said,

    

    "Whew~ I'm sorry for hitting you, son."

    

    "No, I should be sorry. I upset you."

    

    "No, you were just trying to prevent accidents, right?"

    

    "Yeah, I won't do anything dangerous."

    

    "Then that's fine."

    

    And so our conversation ended.

    

    SLAP- SLAP- SLAP-

    

    "Ow! Mom, why are you doing this again?!"

    

    "I'm sorry! I'm trying to have an open mind, but my hands are still conservative!!"

    

    Mom continued slapping my back.

    

    "Inwoo, you're all grown up now. Can't you understand your mother's feelings for a moment? You can take a few slaps."

    

    "Ah, stop it!"

    

    

    Haah~ My back is stinging.

    

    "I'm sorry."

    

    "...If you're going to apologize, stop hitting me."

    

    Isn't this bad for Hyeeun's education?

    

    It's fine because right now, Hyeeun is watching Pporyring fighting a witch, completely unaware of what's happening here.

    

    And this was almost half-joking, so there wasn't much emotion behind it.

    

    Though it did hurt for a joke.

    

    "Whew~ Inwoo."

    

    Mom called me after exhaling a long breath.

    

    "What..."

    

    "Will it be okay with her being from a wealthy family?"

    

    She looked a bit worried.

    

    She was concerned that I might get into trouble for messing with a rich family's daughter.

    

    "What are you worried about? Nothing's happened yet."

    

    "Yes, not yet."

    

    Mom nodded in agreement.

    

    But her way of speaking strangely implied that such things would happen in the future.

    

    "And I didn't buy this to use it now."

    

    It's a bit awkward to talk about.

    

    So I left out the part about Seohee.

    

    "We bought it as a joke, planning to open it after we're no longer minors."

    

    "With Seohee?"

    

    "...With some innocent friends."

    

    Detecting my hesitation, Mom let out a deep sigh.

    

    Whether it was a sigh of relief or exasperation, I couldn't tell,

    but it was probably a mix of both.

    

    "You're sure there's really nothing for Mom to worry about?"

    

    "Of course. There's no way I'd do anything that could result in a child, even with the slimmest chance."

    

    I nodded and brought up something trustworthy.

    

    "I told you before, I'm not going to get married."

    

    "As if you'll stick to that."

    

    Mom squinted her eyes in doubt at my solemn declaration.

    

    "Huh? Why do you look like you don't believe me at all?"

    

    "Son, I hope you'll reflect on your actions once in a while."

    

    Have my actions really given Mom so little trust in me?

    

    I've prided myself on living honestly, so it was a bit shocking.

    

    Mom, regardless, pointed out the facts.

    

    "You're always staring at your phone, and when I check, you're texting Seohee. And once you start a call, you look around nervously, go outside, and stay there for over an hour."

    

    "Did I do that?"

    

    "Yes, since you came here, I haven't seen you hang out with your friends. You're always with Seohee on your days off."

    

    "That's just because Seohee and I happen to have matching schedules..."

    

    "Do you know what your expression looks like when you check your phone?"

    

    "I might have smiled a little."

    

    "A little? I've never seen my son smile so brightly in my life."

    

    Mom's words were all true.

    

    "At first, I was worried when you said you wouldn't get married, but Mom doesn't believe such lies anymore."

    

    "It's not a lie..."

    

    As I spoke in a shrinking voice, Mom scoffed.

    

    "If Seohee were to seduce you with marriage proposals right now, you'd fall for it immediately, wouldn't you?"

    

    Does Mom know?

    

    That Seohee proposes marriage almost every day?

    

    Every time, I've firmly resisted the temptation.

    

    Though I'm increasingly tempted to just give in.

    

    "From what I can see, at this rate, within two years? You'll be making a fuss about getting married. Yes, I can see it clearly."

    

    Mom nodded as if it was obvious.

    

    "It's not like that."

    

    I had something to say in my defense.

    

    "Dating and marriage are different."

    

    "Yes, you have a point."

    

    "Right?"

    

    "But you're not going to just keep dating forever, are you?"

    

    "......"

    

    That would be cruel to Seohee.

    

    I'm well aware of that.

    

    Seeing my troubled expression, Mom pressed on.

    

    "Why are you being so stubborn? You're still a student, there's no need to draw lines so early."

    

    I had nothing to say.

    

    Maybe this really is just my stubbornness...

    

    No, perhaps it's just trauma.

    

    Am I being too negative about marriage? I felt doubtful.

    

    "If it's because of your father, don't worry too much."

    

    Amid all this, Mom brought up the cause.

    

    "But aren't you bothered by marriage at all, Mom?"

    

    The person who suffered the most in marriage was none other than Mom.

    

    So I thought Mom would understand if I didn't want to get married.

    

    "No, I'm sure my son will be a much better husband than your father ever was."

    

    But instead, Mom comforted me.

    

    She didn't push or rush me, just spoke these words gently.

    

    As I sank deeper into thought, Mom smiled kindly again.

    

    Unlike when she caught me with the rabbit box, there was no sarcasm in it this time.

    

    "I hope Seohee becomes a catalyst for positive change in you."

    

    Our conversation had turned into relationship counseling.

    

    Still, talking with Mom made me feel better about what had been bothering me.

    

    Though her next words left a bitter aftertaste.

    

    "It would be super effective if Seohee threatened to go to another man if you won't marry her."

    

    "Don't say such scary things."

    

    "See? You already don't want to lose her."

    

    Losing Seohee...

    

    Honestly, I hadn't thought much about it, but now that I do, it doesn't feel good.

    

    Come to think of it, a perfect woman like Seohee with her economic status, beauty, figure, intelligence, and personality would be coveted by many men.

    

    There are plenty of better-looking men from suitable families, yet Seohee chose me.

    

    I guess I really am a lucky bastard.

    

    "Anyway, keep this safe."

    

    Mom handed the rabbit picture box back to me.

    

    "When you grow up and become an adult, use it well with Seohee."

    

    My face reddened at her blunt words despite her admonishing tone.

    

    "Ah, I'll handle it myself!"

    

    And so the rabbit picture box incident finally came to an end.

    

    "Hyeeun, let's have dinner."

    

    "Okay."

    

    "Your brother says he's buying us pizza."

    

    "When did I..."

    

    "Wow! Pizza! Pizza!"

    

    Before I could argue, Hyeeun was already too excited.

    

    She knows I'm weak for Hyeeun, so she deliberately told her first.

    

    "I gave you relationship advice, so you have to pay the consultation fee, right?"

    

    "Yes~ Yes~"

    

    Since she gave me sincere advice, I agreed to buy the pizza.

    

    Well, I didn't mind spending the money.

    

    I was earning money for my family from the beginning anyway.

    

    As the pizza arrived and we all sat down to eat...

    

    Buzz-

    

    My phone vibrated.

    

    I immediately checked it.

    

    Seohee: Inwoo, what are you doing?

    Seohee: (Emoticon peeking out)

    

    Inwoo: I'm about to have dinner.

    Inwoo: Have you eaten, Seohee?

    Inwoo: (Curious emoticon)

    

    "Why don't you just go outside to make your call?"

    

    Mom had an expression that said she couldn't stand watching.

    

    "Look at that face. So much for not getting married—you'll be making a fuss about getting married within a year."

    

    "...I'll be right back."

    

    I forced down the corners of my mouth and went outside, embarrassed.

    

    "Hello? Seohee."

    

    Since I was already outside, I called her.

    

    No, really, calling is just more convenient than texting.

    

    "Hyeeun, I think we'll be eating at a buffet before long."

    

    What on earth is Mom saying to Hyeeun?!

  
    Chapter 44. A June Morning When It Starts Getting Hot

    
    May was already fading away as June arrived.

    

    Summer was quickly approaching.

    The evidence was clear as temperatures had already begun to rise.

    

    "Haah~ It's already hot."

    

    I was holding Hye-eun's hand, dripping with sweat.

    

    Morning, waiting for the kindergarten bus.

    

    As I waited, feeling a bit uncomfortable, I heard the sound of a car.

    

    I turned my head to check, but it wasn't the bus.

    

    "Hello, In-woo, Hye-eun!"

    

    Seo-hee greeted us, rolling down the window of her now-familiar limousine.

    

    She looked genuinely bright.

    

    Of course she would be bright.

    

    It must be cool inside the limousine.

    

    It really does look cool.

    

    I can feel the coolness even from a distance.

    

    "In-woo... Were you that eager to see my face?"

    

    Seo-hee misunderstood and blushed.

    

    I guess I was staring too much because of the heat.

    

    "Hi, unnie!"

    

    "Hello."

    

    Hye-eun greeted her cheerfully.

    

    My voice was probably a bit less energetic.

    

    Seo-hee's limousine moved to another spot to make way for the kindergarten bus.

    

    Then the car door opened with a thud

    

    And Seo-hee walked toward us.

    

    Looking different from usual.

    

    Wearing a slightly pink summer uniform shirt that revealed her fair arms and seemed to accentuate her figure,

    paired with a blue summer uniform skirt that showed a bit of her thighs.

    

    "Your summer uniform looks pretty."

    

    "Hehe, I got a compliment."

    

    It was already hot, and now my face was flushing, making me sweat even more.

    

    This might make me smell of sweat.

    

    Regardless of my concern, Seo-hee approached.

    

    She patted Hye-eun's head and handed her candy.

    

    "Hey, don't give her these things too often."

    

    "What's wrong with accepting them?"

    

    Hye-eun asked, displeased.

    

    Hye-eun, do you know what kind of candy you're eating?

    

    I happened to see the candy wrapper in the car, and I was surprised that such expensive candy even existed.

    

    "It's okay, Hye-eun. Just make sure to brush your teeth regularly after eating."

    

    "Yes! Unnie, hehe."

    

    No wonder Hye-eun follows Seo-hee so well.

    

    Maybe Hye-eun likes Seo-hee more than she likes me.

    

    The two of them got along so well, they could almost be sisters.

    

    "You came early today?"

    

    I asked, standing one step away.

    

    In case I smelled of sweat.

    

    "Yeah, I was feeling good today, so I came early."

    

    Seo-hee took a step closer as she answered.

    

    "We still have to wait since the bus isn't here yet."

    

    So I took another step back.

    

    "That's okay."

    

    "It's hot, so wait in the limousine."

    

    "I can't do that alone. But In-woo..."

    

    "Yes?"

    

    "Why do you keep backing away?"

    

    As we matched each other's steps, we had moved quite far from where we were originally standing.

    

    "Oppa, unnie, what are you doing?"

    

    Hye-eun tilted her head at our foolishness.

    

    Feeling embarrassed, I decided to just say it.

    

    "I smell of sweat, so don't come close."

    

    "Huh? Sweat smell?"

    

    Seo-hee came closer and sniffed.

    

    Having a pretty girl do this in front of me feels strange.

    

    "Don't smell me."

    

    "Hehe... That's fine. Wait a moment."

    

    Seo-hee ran to the limousine and came back with a bottle.

    

    "Perfume?"

    

    "Yes, I thought this would suit you, so I prepared it as a gift."

    

    "...That's too much to accept."

    

    It's too burdensome to suddenly receive a luxury perfume in this situation.

    

    "It's okay. I'm giving it because I want to."

    

    "Hmm..."

    

    After thinking for a moment, I said something a bit embarrassing.

    

    "I actually prefer the scent that comes from you."

    

    "What?"

    

    Seo-hee's face turned bright red.

    

    "Can't you just spray a little of the perfume you use?"

    

    "U...okay."

    

    "Oppa, the bus is here."

    

    "Oh? Ah, Seo-hee, just a moment."

    

    I took Hye-eun to the bus door.

    

    A kindergarten teacher came out of the bus to help Hye-eun board.

    

    "Hello? Hi, Hye-eun."

    

    "Yes, hello, teacher!!"

    

    "Thank you for your hard work today."

    

    "You're really diligent, always taking care of your little sister."

    

    "It's nothing. Please take good care of her!"

    

    "Yes, study hard~"

    

    I waved goodbye to Hye-eun one last time,

    and the bus departed.

    

    "Seo-hee, did you wait long?"

    

    I headed toward the limousine where Seo-hee was.

    

    But Seo-hee... was looking at me with cold eyes.

    

    "What's wrong?"

    

    "You seem to get along well with the kindergarten teacher?"

    

    "Huh? Oh, I was just greeting her like usual."

    

    "You seemed low on energy when greeting me."

    

    It seems Seo-hee was upset about the difference in my reactions.

    

    Can't be helped.

    

    I looked around to make sure no one was watching.

    

    *Smooch*

    

    And I "apologized" to Seo-hee.

    

    "Uh..."

    

    Still, Seo-hee's response was lukewarm.

    

    "Do you think that's enough for me to forgive you?"

    

    "Alright, I'll greet you cheerfully from now on too."

    

    "Is that all?"

    

    "What else?"

    

    Surely she wouldn't ask me not to greet the teacher?

    

    How could I ignore the teacher who takes care of Hye-eun?

    

    Seo-hee pondered deeply.

    

    "Won't we be late if we keep this up?"

    

    "We still have plenty of time."

    

    "That's true."

    

    My attempt to change the subject failed.

    

    "Since you smiled so carelessly at another woman, this counts as you looking at someone else."

    

    Seo-hee nodded to herself

    

    And then started saying strange things.

    

    "I think we need to add more punishment."

    

    "By punishment, you mean..."

    

    She must be talking about kissing.

    

    "No. I'll just have to train you regularly so you won't even look at other women."

    

    "What are you talking about?"

    

    I'm not a pet or anything.

    

    "From now on, I'll have to properly tame you by kissing you whenever I feel it's necessary."

    

    So that was her true intention.

    

    She just wanted to kiss whenever she felt like it.

    

    She doesn't actually seem that angry.

    

    She doesn't need to go this far; I wouldn't refuse anyway.

    

    As long as there are no people around.

    

    "But I won't allow In-woo to do it freely. Only when I want to."

    

    In other words, she wanted to keep the choice to herself as punishment.

    

    Come to think of it, have I ever asked Seo-hee for a kiss first?

    

    Nothing was really changing.

    

    During the limousine ride, Seo-hee was strangely excited.

    

    Because I had accepted her proposal.

    

    "Ah, by the way, Seo-hee. Could I borrow some of the perfume you use?"

    

    More than anything, I'm concerned about my sweat smell right now.

    

    I can't give off an unpleasant smell in front of Seo-hee.

    

    And it's also not polite to make an expensive car smell of sweat when I'm getting a ride.

    

    "I guess I have no choice."

    

    Seo-hee rummaged through her bag for a moment and took out a mist.

    

    "Spray this."

    

    "Can I spray it on my body?"

    

    "Yes, or should I spray it for you?"

    

    Seeing Seo-hee's excited expression, I asked her to do it.

    

    I leaned my face forward for her to spray, and a cotton scent wafted over.

    

    It was the smell I always caught from Seo-hee.

    

    "Now your body too."

    

    "Huh?"

    

    "I told you, it's meant to be sprayed on the body."

    

    "...It's okay, I'll spray it myself."

    

    "Ah, I'm really upset that you were eyeing that kindergarten teacher in front of me~"

    

    You already decided on the punishment, and now this?

    

    Come to think of it, even if I spray it on my body now, I can't because I'm wearing my full uniform.

    

    But Seo-hee seems to have different thoughts.

    

    She's staring intently at my upper body.

    

    "So hurry up and take it off."

    

    Her voice was filled with desire, which made me uncomfortable, but I started unbuttoning my shirt.

    

    Seo-hee was watching with excitement, breathing heavily.

    

    "Seo-hee, it's embarrassing when you stare so intensely."

    

    "Don't mind it."

    

    "No, how can I not mind?"

    

    I took off my shirt, wearing only my undershirt.

    

    "Now spray it."

    

    "Ah..."

    

    Seo-hee sighed with disappointment.

    

    "Then what did you expect?"

    

    When I glared at Seo-hee in dissatisfaction, she complained back.

    

    "This is meant to be sprayed on the body. It won't work if you spray it on clothes."

    

    I'm not sure if that's true or if Seo-hee is lying.

    

    "Haah~ Just the upper body."

    

    "Hehe, okay."

    

    Well, taking off my upper clothes,

    

    I do it during PE class after sweating,

    

    Or when walking around at the swimming pool.

    

    I took off my undershirt too.

    

    "Seo-hee, spray it quickly."

    

    "Okay."

    

    Why is she staring at me with such bright eyes?

    

    I don't even have abs.

    

    I thought it wouldn't be a big deal,

    

    But as she keeps staring so intensely, I'm starting to feel embarrassed.

    

    "There's nothing much to see! Hurry up and spray!"

    

    *Spritz* *Spritz*

    

    The cotton scent lingered.

    

    After turning around to spray my back, I quickly put my clothes back on.

    

    "Ah~"

    

    "It's embarrassing when you stare so intently."

    

    If she put herself in my position, wouldn't Seo-hee understand how I feel?

    

    "Imagine if I looked at your body like that."

    

    "Want to?"

    

    That backfired.

    

    Seo-hee smiled seductively and immediately reached for her shirt buttons.

    

    "No!! Don't take it off! It's fine!"

    

    "Eh? You don't want to see?"

    

    Seo-hee looked dejected.

    

    "Am I that unattractive..."

    

    She murmured weakly, examining her own body and alluring figure.

    

    "That's not it! You're a girl! It's different from a guy's upper body!"

    

    Making me heat up from the morning.

    

    Even though the air conditioning in the limousine must be on full blast,

    

    My body felt hot.

    

    "Haha, okay. I was just teasing."

    

    Seo-hee stopped her joke after my anguished cry.

    

    "But if it's In-woo, just tell me anytime you want to see."

    

    Seo-hee said, looking at me with seductive eyes.

    

    I might really fall for the temptation at this rate.

    

    While we were fooling around like this, we arrived at school.

    

    The driver turned off the engine and was about to get out, but Seo-hee stopped him.

    

    "We'll open the door ourselves."

    

    "Ah, thank you."

    

    So the driver waited in the driver's seat until we got out.

    

    I was about to prepare to get out and open the door,

    

    But Seo-hee reached out faster and stopped me.

    

    "Wait a moment."

    

    "Huh? Seo-hee, aren't we getting out?"

    

    "We still have time."

    

    Ah, does she want to enjoy the air conditioning a bit more because it's hot?

    

    It would be the same either way.

    

    Seo-hee smiled brightly and said,

    

    "Then let's start the training right now."

    

    "What?"

    

    Still going on about that?

    

    Before I could say anything, my lips were sealed.

    

    "Mmph..."

    

    What if the driver sees us...

    

    Fortunately, we were hidden by the tinted windows.

    

    "Mmph..."

    

    In the middle of the school parking lot,

    

    In the private space of the limousine hidden by tinted windows,

    

    We explored each other's lips for a moment.

    

    "Whew... Now, we'll really be late."

    

    "Yeah. Let's go."

    

    To think just kissing could make me feel this hot...

    

    As we got out, the limousine started moving.

    

    Apparently, sensors in the driver's seat can detect whether people have gotten out of the back seat.

    

    We walked side by side, momentarily dazed.

    

    Even the usually composed Seo-hee couldn't meet my eyes, and we both turned our heads away as we headed to the entrance.

    

    This is a problem.

    

    We need to get rid of our flushed faces and the awkward atmosphere before entering the classroom.

    

    Otherwise, everyone will look at us strangely.

    

    "Seo-hee."

    

    "Yes?"

    

    "Um... thanks for lending me the mist."

    

    "Yeah... I'll spray it for you anytime."

    

    Even changing the subject only made Seo-hee's face redder,

    

    The heated atmosphere wouldn't dissipate.

    

    Because of this, we almost arrived late to class as we waited for our faces to cool down before entering.

  
    Chapter 45. Tutoring with My Girlfriend (1)

    
    "Everyone knows what's happening this month, right?"

    

    "Yes~"

    

    Another lively day in our class.

    

    Or at least that's what it should be, but everyone seemed low on energy.

    

    Soon, our homeroom teacher Ms. Lee Hayeon explained the reason with excessive cheerfulness.

    

    "We have the June mock exam. Since it's everyone's first test in preparation for the college entrance exam, I hope you all work hard!"

    

    "Yes~"

    

    At least the students responded well.

    

    "Come to think of it, I haven't been studying lately."

    

    "Really?"

    

    I looked at Seohee who was responding beside me.

    

    Well, it would be unfair to say Seohee is the cause, but...

    

    When I think about what's been happening lately, all that comes to mind is taking care of Hyeeun, working part-time, or hanging out with Seohee.

    

    Of course, I do study a bit while taking care of Hyeeun every day.

    

    It's true that my study time has decreased slightly because I spend time responding to Seohee's occasional messages.

    

    Well, I can't blame everything on Seohee.

    

    If I wanted to work harder, I could certainly do so.

    

    "Do you really not study at all?"

    

    When I asked Seohee, she shook her head as if to say don't even mention it.

    

    "Do you think I have time to study?"

    

    I guess that's true. While other kids are studying,

    

    Seohee has to manage her company.

    

    Unlike how she acts with me,

    

    Seohee is actually quite diligent and responsible.

    

    For company matters, since she's a student, her secretary and executives offered to handle things for her, but Seohee refused.

    

    Yet she's still first in the school... what's with this unfairness?

    

    Seohee rested her head on the desk, probably from fatigue.

    

    "Sigh~ It's hard enough that I barely have time to talk with Inwoo."

    

    She seems tired for reasons other than company work.

    

    "If you're busy, you don't have to force yourself to contact me."

    

    "I do it because I want to, you know?"

    

    Seohee said, turning only her head to look at me.

    

    "I just want to keep you by my side all day, and I'm confident I could feed you well."

    

    She reached out and stroked my chin like I was a pet dog.

    

    Pushing aside the thought that Seohee looked cute doing that, I cautioned her.

    

    "The others will see. Stop it."

    

    "Hehe."

    

    By now, everyone around us was used to us acting this way.

    

    So there wasn't much reaction, but I still felt embarrassed about physical contact in public.

    

    "Anyway, I need to focus on studying for a while."

    

    "Really? What do you want to do when you grow up?"

    

    "Hmm... I don't know."

    

    A sudden question about my future plans.

    

    Actually, I hadn't thought about it specifically, so it was hard to answer.

    

    "For now, my goal is to get a scholarship and go to university."

    

    "I could help you with that, you know."

    

    "No thanks. I want to achieve these things on my own."

    

    No matter what, I don't want to depend on Seohee for everything.

    

    "What will you do after university?"

    

    "Umm..."

    

    A man without plans for the future wouldn't be attractive, even to his girlfriend, right?

    

    I said the first thing that came to mind.

    

    "Get a job at a big company?"

    

    "Approved."

    

    Oh right, Seohee is a chaebol from a big company.

    

    Her eyes sparkled as she said:

    

    "Mr. Kang Inwoo, you've been specially recruited. Please come up to the director's office starting today."

    

    "No thank you."

    

    Even as I bantered with Seohee, I opened my workbook.

    

    "I told you, I want to achieve things on my own."

    

    "Aww~ Don't be like that, come to the company and support me."

    

    "Even if I joined the company now, there's no role I could fulfill."

    

    "Cushion."

    

    "What?"

    

    "Your role is to let me cuddle you whenever I want."

    

    "Seohee, how do you say such embarrassing things so casually?"

    

    At this rate, we'll waste the entire break chatting.

    

    I shifted my attention back to the workbook I had opened.

    

    Ignoring Seohee's gaze from beside me, I focused on the problems.

    

    After several hours of repeating classes and studying:

    

    "Inwoo, isn't it time for a break?"

    

    "..."

    

    "Inwoo."

    

    "What?"

    

    I turned to see Seohee with a bored expression.

    

    She seemed to have been checking some kind of report or indicator and handling work on her own.

    

    She paused what she was doing and looked at me.

    

    "We don't have much time to see each other like this, so a short break should be fine, right?"

    

    "Sigh~ Alright."

    

    I set aside the difficult problem I was working on and closed the book temporarily.

    

    "But that problem, weren't you looking at it earlier too?"

    

    "Yeah, it's a bit difficult."

    

    "Let me see."

    

    Seohee opened the book again.

    

    Didn't she just suggest taking a break?

    

    She glanced at the problem and started writing equations with my mechanical pencil.

    

    "There, how about this?"

    

    "Huh? I think it works now!"

    

    Seohee had instantly solved the problem I'd been struggling with for about 30 minutes.

    

    "How did you do that?"

    

    "I just looked at it and understood."

    

    "Wow, that's so unfair."

    

    When I said that, Seohee patted my head, saying I was cute.

    

    "Thanks anyway."

    

    "No problem, whenever you need..."

    

    Seohee suddenly stopped mid-sentence.

    

    What's up?

    

    Then she smiled ominously.

    

    It was the kind of smile she had when plotting something.

    

    "What is it now?"

    

    "Inwoo, instead of this, why don't I tutor you properly today?"

    

    "Tutor?"

    

    Seohee's offer was certainly tempting.

    

    What college prep student wouldn't be swayed by an offer of tutoring from someone who ranks first in school without even studying?

    

    "I'll help you with everything I can."

    

    "That would be great for me. But will you have time?"

    

    "Actually, I don't need to go to the office for one day."

    

    "...Is that okay for the CEO?"

    

    "Students should study. I can take a day off if it's not something important."

    

    ...She's going that far for me.

    

    As Seohee said, since she's still a student, she could leave work to her secretary.

    

    But as I mentioned earlier, Seohee was involved in company operations because of her strong sense of responsibility.

    

    To think she'd give up that stubbornness for my tutoring.

    

    "Thank you. Since you're taking a break from the company after a long time, let's keep it light."

    

    "Okay!"

    

    Though it's awkward to say,

    

    Being with me might be Seohee's form of rest.

    

    Since she's offering to help me,

    

    I should make sure Seohee gets some proper rest too.

    

    Rather than intensely focusing on studying,

    

    I'll just ask her when I don't understand something.

    

    "I need to take care of Hyeeun too, is that okay?"

    

    "Of course! Hyeeun is already my little sister!"

    

    "Says who?"

    

    Trying to steal my family from me.

    

    Seohee spoke as if it were already a fact.

    

    "She'll be my sister-in-law eventually, so it's better if we're close as sisters from an early age."

    

    "Oh, is that so? Anyway, it might be a bit inconvenient, but could we study at my house?"

    

    "I have an even better idea!!"

    

    Seohee shouted with sparkling eyes.

    

    This might be her true intention.

    

    "W-what is it?"

    

    "Come to my house with Hyeeun!"

    

    Unexpected words came out of Seohee's mouth.

    

    Come to think of it, we've been dating for a month, but I still don't know where Seohee lives.

    

    "Would your family be okay with that?"

    

    Just meeting Seohee's mother was intimidating enough.

    

    Once they know I'm from an ordinary family, the Mokseong Group's family probably won't look kindly on me.

    

    Seohee smiled at my words and said:

    

    "Didn't I tell you before? I live alone."

    

    "Huh? Really?"

    

    Now that I think about it, the day I introduced her to my mom.

    

    When told to take back the Korean beef set,

    

    She said there would be no one to eat it even if she took it home.

    

    She seemed to have a lot of circumstances, but I never thought she lived completely separately.

    

    "The family home is elsewhere, but I live alone due to certain circumstances."

    

    Seohee's smile had a subtle trace of bitterness.

    

    "That's why I'd like Hyeeun to come too. I like the liveliness."

    

    It was a sincere request from Seohee.

    

    I thought she was plotting something, but it was this.

    

    If that's the case, I'm all for it.

    

    "Hyeeun has been singing about wanting to play with you too."

    

    "Really?"

    

    "Yeah, you seem to have a talent for childcare."

    

    "Did you suddenly want to get married? Want to have kids and live happily together?"

    

    "Ahem... let's study."

    

    After teasing each other,

    

    I jokingly opened my book, and Seohee grumbled beside me.

    

    "Ugh... you always do this when marriage comes up."

    

    I barely held back a laugh at her cute grumbling.

    

    ———

    

    After the closing ceremony, on our way home.

    

    We walked side by side through the school gate.

    

    "I was thinking of walking today, is that okay with you?"

    

    "Sure, it's not like it's my car anyway."

    

    Our first destination was, as always, Hyeeun's kindergarten.

    

    The sky before evening was still blue.

    

    Evidence that summer was getting closer.

    

    The days will get longer from now on.

    

    The path to the kindergarten wasn't far from school.

    

    It was conveniently located when we moved.

    

    "Seohee."

    

    "Yes, what is it?"

    

    "Do you remember any other kids we went to kindergarten with besides me?"

    

    Walking to the kindergarten with Seohee made me suddenly curious.

    

    Seohee remembered a promise I made in kindergarten.

    

    I don't know if that's the only reason she likes me, but she brought it up first.

    

    "Why do you ask that suddenly?"

    

    "Just curious. Since you remember me, I wondered if you remember others too."

    

    Seohee answered while facing forward.

    

    "I don't know."

    

    "Really? I thought you might since you remember the promise you made with me."

    

    "Inwoo."

    

    Seohee stopped walking.

    

    "Want to get something to drink on the way?"

    

    Then she pointed to a convenience store across the street.

    

    The weather has gotten quite hot.

    

    We should refresh ourselves on the way.

    

    "I made you walk, so I'll pay this time."

    

    I stopped Seohee who was trying to pay again.

    

    "We're going to the kindergarten because of my situation, and I'm getting tutoring, so I should pay the tutoring fee properly."

    

    After agreeing that I would pay, Seohee and I walked to the convenience store.

    

    Our conversation was cut off as we entered the store.

    

    ———

    

    The kindergarten entrance was bustling with parents picking up their children, teachers, and children playing around.

    

    "I'm here to pick up Hyeeun."

    

    "Yes, just a moment. Hyeeun~!"

    

    The kindergarten teacher called Hyeeun from the room, and we waited briefly.

    

    "Was Hyeeun well-behaved today?"

    

    "Yes, she was quiet and got along well with her friends."

    

    "That's good to hear."

    

    "Hyeeun always talks about how well her brother takes care of her."

    

    "Is that so?"

    

    Hyeeun, I'm touched.

    

    "Yes, but that person..."

    

    The kindergarten teacher shifted her gaze to the side with an uncomfortable expression.

    

    "Hey, Seohee, you're making her uncomfortable."

    

    Seohee clung to my arm without changing her expression.

    

    "Haha, your sister seems to be in a bad mood."

    

    "She's my girlfriend, and she's shy around strangers."

    

    "Oh my, she's your girlfriend?"

    

    When I carefully put my hand on Seohee's shoulder, her mood seemed to improve.

    

    "Haha, you two look good together."

    

    "Well, we hear that a lot!!"

    

    Surprisingly, the lively voice came from the Seohee I know.

    

    She was glaring fiercely just a moment ago, but look how quickly her expression changed with a single word.

    

    While we were chatting, Hyeeun came out.

    

    "Hyeeun!"

    

    When I called her, Hyeeun smiled and:

    

    "Big sister!!!"

    

    "Hyeeun!!"

    

    She ran to Seohee first and hugged her.

    

    "......"

    

    "Haha, Hyeeun seems close to your girlfriend."

    

    "Hyeeun, can't you see your brother?"

    

    Tsk- No snacks for you until tomorrow.

    

    Feeling slightly annoyed, I left the kindergarten with the kids.

    

    "Hyeeun, I have lots of snacks at my house. Want to come over?"

    

    "Yes!"

    

    "I told you not to follow strangers who offer you snacks."

    

    Hyeeun was still easily tempted, breaking her brother's heart.
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    They each held Hye-eun's hands on either side as they walked together.

    

    "This feels like we're a family," Seo-hee said with a smile.

    

    Hye-eun just looked up at Seo-hee.

    

    "Unnie, can't we just be a real family?"

    

    "Hye-eun, you're making me flustered saying that so suddenly."

    

    "I really want you as part of our family!!"

    

    In truth, far from being flustered, she had expected this reaction.

    

    Seo-hee hugged Hye-eun with sparkling eyes.

    

    "In-woo, I even got your little sister's permission, you know?"

    

    "...Yeah. Good for you."

    

    I continued walking without saying anything more.

    

    Seo-hee's house was quite far.

    

    I heard her company was in Seoul, and her home was somewhere in the metropolitan area nearby, but it was also quite far from school.

    

    "So that's why you always travel by car."

    

    "Well, sometimes I just want to walk leisurely like this."

    

    She said she was taking a break from work, and with weather like this, it would cool down, so she wanted to walk.

    

    And she wanted to walk with us...

    

    It was still June, so the evenings were getting pleasantly cool as darkness fell.

    

    "We're almost there."

    

    As we walked, we arrived at an area with high-rise buildings beyond the bustling streets.

    

    "I guess tall buildings aren't just in Seoul."

    

    A clean, rectangular design.

    

    But it was a newly built, obviously expensive, tall and spacious apartment building.

    

    "You live there alone?"

    

    "Yes."

    

    "Wow..."

    

    Even the smallest unit looks at least six times bigger than our house.

    

    Hye-eun was also staring with her mouth open, apparently amazed by the size of the building.

    

    "Is that your house, unnie?"

    

    "Yes. Hye-eun, let's go play at unnie's house~"

    

    Seo-hee said while patting Hye-eun's head.

    

    Hye-eun's eyes were shining with anticipation.

    

    It must have been a while since she'd seen such a large building.

    

    Hye-eun always liked looking at tall buildings.

    

    I used to take her out to see them often, but since coming here, I hadn't taken her anywhere.

    

    I felt sorry about that.

    

    "Oppa, hurry up!!"

    

    As if reading my thoughts, though that was impossible,

    Hye-eun ran back to me and pulled my arm.

    

    "Okay."

    

    After cautioning Hye-eun not to run too fast and hurt herself,

    I went over to Seo-hee.

    

    "To think In-woo is finally coming to my house..."

    

    Seo-hee was full of anticipation, and Hye-eun looked excited.

    

    I couldn't help but smile, feeling good myself.

    

    At the apartment entrance, Seo-hee held out a card to the machine, and the glass doors opened.

    

    "Oh! So this is how fancy apartments work."

    

    "Aren't all new apartments like this these days?"

    

    "R-really?"

    

    I didn't know since I'd only lived in old villas and apartments since childhood.

    

    "Not all apartments are like this yet. It's understandable you wouldn't know."

    

    When I looked embarrassed, Seo-hee quickly reassured me it was fine.

    

    But there was no need for such encouragement.

    

    "Haha, it's just my first time."

    

    Honestly, I couldn't even remember the last time I'd ridden an apartment elevator.

    

    When I was very young, we were somewhat well-off,

    but after our first move, things got difficult financially.

    

    "I'll teach you everything, one by one."

    

    Seo-hee raised her fist to her chest, telling me to trust her.

    

    But all we were doing was entering an apartment.

    

    I burst out laughing at her gesture, and Seo-hee puffed her cheeks in displeasure.

    

    "Hye-eun, let's leave oppa behind and go."

    

    "Ah, let's go together."

    

    We got into the elevator.

    

    Inside, classical music played softly.

    

    Unlike some elevators that sometimes have unpleasant smells,

    this one had none of that.

    

    It smelled quite nice, as if air fresheners had been installed.

    

    Orange lighting, clean mirrors, and gold handrails attached to each wall.

    

    It might be an ordinary elevator to some,

    but for Hye-eun and me, it was a sight we'd never seen before.

    

    "Wow! An elevator!"

    

    "Hye-eun, don't run around carelessly!"

    

    "Yes, unnie!"

    

    She immediately became well-behaved at Seo-hee's warning.

    

    It took me quite a long time to get her to behave like that,

    yet Seo-hee could handle her so well...

    

    Seo-hee really seems to have a talent for taking care of children.

    

    The doors closed, and Seo-hee pressed the floor button.

    

    It was the top floor.

    

    "Is it a penthouse?"

    

    When I asked, Seo-hee nodded.

    

    "Yes, but it's nothing special, just a two-story home with an entrance terrace as an added option."

    

    "I see."

    

    Wow, really nothing special.

    

    But why do I feel such an enormous gap from that "nothing special"?

    

    Ding-

    

    A cheerful sound rang out, and the doors opened.

    

    Through the gap, the entrance corridor began to appear.

    

    "...This is the entrance corridor?"

    

    I understood what she meant by "entrance terrace."

    

    Usually, an apartment entrance corridor is a long hallway with doors lined up.

    

    But here on the rooftop, the first thing I saw was a fountain with flowing water.

    

    A marble sculpture of an angel holding a trumpet in the fountain,

    well-maintained flowers and plants,

    tables and chairs on the side,

    and a spacious balcony attached outside the door.

    

    Of course, the balcony walls were very high for safety.

    

    But if you stood there, you could see the entire Seoul skyline beyond.

    

    "...This is your home?"

    

    I asked again, unable to believe it.

    

    "No, this is just the entrance terrace."

    

    "......"

    

    "Well, I'm the only one living on this floor anyway."

    

    "......"

    

    "This is actually two units combined into one."

    

    "......"

    

    So this place is twice the size of other units in this apartment.

    

    Seo-hee explained everything one by one naturally and kindly, as if it were nothing special.

    

    Honestly, I was at a loss for words.

    

    As Hye-eun and I looked around in amazement,

    Seo-hee called us to follow her.

    

    Seo-hee entered the passcode at the door.

    

    She stood slightly to the side, as if deliberately showing us.

    

    "Remember it well."

    

    "Why would I need to memorize your house number?"

    

    "Because it's our temporary newlywed home~"

    

    "I wouldn't even dare to come up here."

    

    "Three, one, two, seven, eight..."

    

    "Hye-eun, you shouldn't memorize other people's passcodes."

    

    "What's wrong with it if we're family?"

    

    "Sigh~"

    

    Well, I know it's just a joke.

    

    Even if we knew the passcode, we'd be stopped at the apartment entrance anyway.

    

    Anyway, we finally arrived at Seo-hee's home.

    

    "Excuse the intrusion."

    

    "Welcome~"

    

    Seo-hee received our greeting.

    

    After passing the shoe rack and opening the door, a long horizontal corridor appeared.

    

    There were multiple rooms on both sides.

    

    It seems like there are usually two units per floor, but here they've been combined into one with rooms along the long corridor.

    

    "The living room is to the right."

    

    We walked together following Seo-hee's guidance.

    

    Entering the living room, I could only marvel again.

    

    First, the striking glass windows.

    

    Beyond them, Seoul was visible at a glance.

    

    "Wow!!"

    

    "Hye-eun, you should wash your hands first when you enter someone's home!"

    

    But before she could hear my words, Hye-eun had already placed her hands on the window to look at the scenery.

    

    "Haah-"

    

    Hye-eun pressed her forehead against the glass and breathed out, causing it to fog up.

    

    "Seo-hee, I'm sorry."

    

    "Haha, it's fine. I'm glad she likes it."

    

    "Hye-eun, hands first!"

    

    I took Hye-eun to the washroom.

    

    The reason I call it a washroom rather than a bathroom is because

    there was a separate room solely for washing up, distinct from the actual bathroom.

    

    The washroom had soft lighting and a pleasant scent.

    

    "Now, let's wash properly."

    

    I rubbed Hye-eun's hands with soap.

    

    It was a nice-smelling soap I'd never used before.

    

    Probably different from the discounted soaps sold at supermarkets.

    

    As I was washing Hye-eun's hands, Seo-hee appeared beside us.

    

    "I need to wash my hands too."

    

    "Okay."

    

    But Seo-hee, who said she wanted to wash her hands, just stood there.

    

    Staring at me intently.

    

    "Hm? Didn't you say you wanted to wash up?"

    

    "That's why I'm waiting."

    

    Seo-hee smiled sweetly.

    

    As if expecting something.

    

    "You can wash them yourself."

    

    "Ugh... but that's the same for Hye-eun. You're only doing it for her."

    

    "Hye-eun, unnie is jealous of you."

    

    Regardless, I teased Hye-eun playfully.

    

    Who gets jealous of a six-year-old?

    

    "I'm fine, so please wash unnie's hands."

    

    "Hye-eun!"

    

    Seo-hee looked at Hye-eun with a touched expression.

    

    "Oppa said we should live by giving to others."

    

    So you're giving up your oppa?

    

    "That's right, it's about give and take."

    

    Seo-hee pushed me aside and came forward.

    

    "Come on, hurry up."

    

    "......"

    

    Hye-eun, seemingly unconcerned, dried her hands.

    

    "Unnie, will it take long?"

    

    "Yes. Would you like to get some juice from the refrigerator while you wait?"

    

    "Juice!"

    

    "Yes, it's in the refrigerator next to the living room, go ahead and have some."

    

    "Wow!!"

    

    Hye-eun ran off with sparkling eyes.

    

    Before I could say anything.

    

    Now that Hye-eun was gone, it was just the two of us.

    

    "Hurry and wash my hands~"

    

    Right, she invited us to her home and is giving tutoring, so this much is nothing.

    

    I started washing Seo-hee's hands.

    

    I held her hands and rinsed them under the water.

    

    Holding hands like this was a bit embarrassing.

    

    But there was something even more embarrassing to come.

    

    "Now we need to apply soap."

    

    Seo-hee excitedly announced the next step.

    

    I applied soap and rubbed Seo-hee's hands with my slippery hands.

    

    I continued rubbing between her fingers.

    

    "In-woo... be a little gentler."

    

    "D-don't say weird things! I'm not even using force!"

    

    My face flushed hot.

    

    I just needed to finish washing quickly.

    

    My rapidly moving hands suddenly stopped.

    

    Seo-hee had grabbed both my hands.

    

    "Seo-hee, I can't wash your hands like this."

    

    "Let's stay like this for a moment."

    

    Eventually, Seo-hee interlaced her fingers with mine.

    

    "In-woo's hands are so soft and nice."

    

    "...Hye-eun is waiting for us."

    

    "So what? We can let her explore the house a bit more."

    

    "When are we going to study?"

    

    "Hehe, just a little longer?"

    

    Seo-hee said she had a good idea.

    

    "If we don't get much done today, I'll tutor you tomorrow too."

    

    "You have to go to work, Director."

    

    Though I wanted to stay like this too, we couldn't remain this way forever.

    

    I released my hands.

    

    "Kyaang~"

    

    "I told you not to make weird noises!"

    

    "Hehe."

    

    I finished washing Seo-hee's hands and then washed my own.

    

    On the way back to the living room.

    

    Even just this hallway had about two rooms visible.

    

    "Wow, one room here is bigger than our entire house."

    

    Hearing my amazement, Seo-hee smiled and suggested:

    

    "Then why don't you bring your whole family to live here?"

    

    "Thanks for the thought, but we'll handle our family matters ourselves."

    

    "Really? I just thought it would be nice to have a lively household."

    

    Seo-hee playfully put on a dejected expression.

    

    I carefully patted Seo-hee's head.

    

    "Hm? Hehe. What's this all of a sudden?"

    

    "Well... I'll visit often. So don't be too lonely."

    

    "Oh... okay."

    

    The playful Seo-hee seemed taken aback by my words, then nodded shyly.

    

    Her ears turned red,

    but she seemed happy, lowering her head and smiling where I couldn't see.

    

    "Unnie! Oppa! I poured some for you."

    

    "Thank you, you did well."

    

    "Yes! But unnie, can I watch TV?"

    

    Ah, it's time for "Magical Girl Ppyoriring" now.

    

    At Hye-eun's earnest request, Seo-hee said "of course" and turned on the remote.

    

    Then a wide screen lit up on one wall.

    

    "Wow..."

    

    I couldn't help but exclaim in amazement.

    

    "Shall we watch together, unnie?"

    

    "Yes!"

    

    When I came to my senses, Seo-hee was already holding Hye-eun in her arms and starting to watch the cartoon together.

    

    Seo-hee, when are we going to study?
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    "Want a cookie?"

    

    "Yeah, thanks."

    

    I took the cookie from Seohee's hand and put it in my mouth.

    

    'Magical Girl Pyororong~'

    

    The animation that always aired at this time began on the wide screen.

    

    Hyeeun was completely focused from the opening.

    

    With this level of concentration, she'll probably do well in her studies later.

    

    Every guardian tends to think their child is special.

    

    Perhaps for me, this is that moment.

    But our Hyeeun is special to anyone who sees her!!

    

    Anyway, what's important right now is something else.

    

    "Seohee, let's start studying soon."

    

    I whispered in Seohee's ear.

    

    "Eh~"

    

    Seohee's response was lukewarm.

    

    She probably wants to play more.

    

    "You came here to help me study, remember."

    

    "Haha, that's true."

    

    Seohee let Hyeeun go from her arms.

    

    Grab-

    

    Hyeeun, with her eyes still fixed on the television, grabbed Seohee's collar, not wanting her to leave.

    

    "Hyeeun, you need to let go of unnie."

    

    But Hyeeun continued to whine.

    

    She stayed nestled in Seohee's arms.

    

    "Hyeeun!"

    

    As I was about to scold her firmly, Seohee stopped me with her hand.

    

    "Isn't it better for her to be with us than to leave her alone in an unfamiliar place for too long?"

    

    "Is that so?"

    

    "Yeah, I'll help you study in a bit."

    

    Well, to be fair, it wasn't really an unfamiliar place since Hyeeun was already getting drinks by herself.

    

    But Seohee had a point.

    

    If Hyeeun suddenly started crying looking for us, that would be troublesome in its own way.

    

    "I guess we have no choice."

    

    In the end, we sat back down and watched "Magical Girl Pyoriring" with Hyeeun.

    

    The plot of "Magical Girl Pyoriring" was simple.

    

    First, a villain appears and terrorizes the city's people,

    then Pyoriring shows up and defeats the villain.

    

    [Pyoriring! Today I'll defeat you for sure!]

    

    It's characterized by the same clichéd lines that always appear.

    

    Also, to keep it interesting, they always put the protagonist in danger once.

    

    At those times:

    

    [Ugh... this isn't working! Friends, give me your power! Come on, all together!]

    

    "Pyoring Pyoring Power!!!"

    

    This is how they get the watching children to chant the spell.

    

    [Urgh... it's still not enough! Everyone, shout louder!]

    

    Hey, producer, how are you planning to take responsibility for the noise complaints?

    

    I always make such comments during these scenes.

    It might seem like I'm overthinking, but last time the neighbors actually came over to complain.

    

    But at Seohee's house, we don't need to worry about that.

    

    Instead...

    

    "Unnie! Oppa! Do it with me!!"

    

    Hyeeun furrowed her brow and spoke with intensity as if it were a truly serious matter.

    

    Suddenly we had to play along.

    

    "Okay! Inwoo, let's do it together!"

    

    Seohee joined in, and the three of us:

    

    "Pyoring Pyoring Power!!!!"

    

    shouted together.

    

    [Aaaaargh-!!!! I-I'll get you next time, Pyoriring!]

    

    And peace returns to the city.

    

    "Waaaa!!"

    

    "Pyoriring won!!"

    

    "Hooray for Pyoriring!..."

    

    What are we doing right now?

    

    Grown adults hugging each other in front of the TV because a magical girl won.

    

    "...Ahem..."

    

    "...Inwoo, shall we study?"

    

    While Hyeeun was still excited, Seohee and I, having returned to reality, were suddenly overcome with embarrassment.

    

    "Let's do that."

    

    After "Magical Girl Pyoriring's" ending finished, I asked Hyeeun.

    

    "Unnie and oppa are going to study now. What will you do, Hyeeun?"

    

    "Huh?..."

    

    "Would you like to read a book?"

    

    "Yeah!"

    

    We headed to Seohee's room.

    

    "Don't you have a study?"

    

    "That place is cluttered with company materials and documents."

    

    "Ah."

    

    Well, even if I am her boyfriend, she can't just show sensitive things like company materials.

    

    "Besides, isn't seeing my room more exciting?"

    

    Seohee looked at me seductively as she spoke.

    

    "I don't know."

    

    "Oppa, why does your heart flutter when you go into unnie's room?"

    

    Hyeeun asked, looking confused.

    

    "No, unnie's just saying weird things. Seohee!"

    

    "Hehe."

    

    She says anything in front of Hyeeun.

    

    Of course, it's not particularly inappropriate or explicit,

    but I'd prefer if Hyeeun learned about these things later.

    

    Hyeeun will understand when she grows up.

    Or maybe her mom will teach her.

    

    Anyway, I'm entering a girl's room for the first time now.

    

    "This is my room."

    

    Seohee introduced it at the doorway.

    

    When the door opened, a quite neat room appeared.

    

    A bed, desk, bookshelf, full-length mirror, vanity, wardrobe, and a spare school uniform hanging in front of it.

    

    The unusual thing was that the room was the size of our entire house.

    Also, the cotton scent I usually smelled on Seohee wafted through the air.

    

    "..."

    

    The fact that Seohee's cotton scent filled the room made me feel a bit embarrassed.

    

    Somehow the feeling of being in a girl's room hit me strongly, making me more careful with my actions.

    

    "Make yourself comfortable."

    

    Seohee said with a smile.

    

    She pulled out a chair at the desk and offered it to me.

    

    "Hyeeun, would you like to read a book on the bed?"

    

    "Yeah!"

    

    "Do you have books that Hyeeun can read?"

    

    I suddenly wondered.

    

    This is Seohee's place where she lives alone, would she have children's books?

    

    She was at an age where most people wouldn't read fairy tales unless they had a specific interest.

    

    "Just a moment."

    

    Seohee said that and opened the storage space under her bed.

    

    Inside was an expensive-looking safe.

    

    "A safe?"

    

    Did she hide important assets in there?

    But why is she taking it out now?

    

    Could it be a rare first edition of a fairy tale she bought at an auction?

    

    Somehow I feel like Seohee would do something like that.

    

    When Seohee opened the safe, a paper box appeared inside.

    

    It looked like a box she treasured greatly.

    

    Seohee took out the paper box, rummaged through it, and pulled out an old fairy tale book.

    

    Is it really from an auction?

    

    "Here, Hyeeun, read this."

    

    "Okay!"

    

    Hyeeun took the fairy tale.

    

    While Seohee was putting the box away,

    I looked over to see what Hyeeun was reading.

    

    'The Three Little Pigs'?

    

    A common fairy tale.

    

    Hyeeun opened the first page and said:

    

    "Isn't this oppa's name?"

    

    She showed me the book she was looking at.

    

    On the page, "Tulip Kindergarten, Sunshine Class, Kang Inwoo" was written clumsily in crayon.

    

    "Oh, it really is. Seohee, is this mine?"

    

    "Yes."

    

    Seohee nodded.

    

    "All the books there are yours, Inwoo."

    

    "Huh? How did you..."

    

    Well, I wouldn't ask for them back now even if she offered,

    but I was curious how Seohee had these books.

    

    "You gave them all to me."

    

    "Did I?"

    

    "Tsk- dumping all your stuff on me."

    

    Seohee puffed her cheeks.

    

    She looked unbearably cute.

    

    The scent in the room, the same as Seohee's usual fragrance, made my heart race even more.

    

    Anyway, that aside,

    I needed to appease Seohee.

    

    "Haha, I dumped them on you?"

    

    "Yeah, you said you didn't read such childish things anymore and gave them all to me."

    

    "Ah, hahaha, I guess I was quite bold when I was young."

    

    "Haah~ Well, you were decisive, but you acted too grown-up."

    

    "Ugh..."

    

    Of course, I didn't remember.

    

    Even my memories of childhood with Seohee were hazy.

    

    But it felt like I was hearing embarrassing stories in front of Hyeeun.

    

    "Stop!"

    

    "Unnie, what was our oppa like when he was little?"

    

    Hyeeun asked, her eyes sparkling.

    

    No, Hyeeun, why are you curious about that?

    

    Seeing my disgruntled expression, Seohee smiled mischievously.

    

    "Well... is it okay for me to tell this?"

    

    "Seohee! Let's study! We don't have time!"

    

    "Huh? Time?..."

    

    Seohee checked the time.

    

    It was already late evening.

    

    We couldn't stay at Seohee's house forever.

    

    Study time was running short.

    

    "I guess you're right. If it was just Inwoo, I wouldn't mind, but with Hyeeun here..."

    

    "What do you mean?"

    

    "I was going to suggest you stay overnight, but that won't work with Hyeeun."

    

    "..."

    

    When I stared at her silently,

    Seohee ignored it and went to the desk.

    

    "Let's start studying then."

    

    Seohee, completely disregarding what she had just blurted out, told me to sit down.

    

    "Hyeeun. Unnie and oppa are going to study now. Read your book for a while."

    

    "Eh~?"

    

    Hyeeun made a disappointed face.

    

    "I'll tell you about how oppa drew a map on his blanket when he was little later. Okay?"

    

    "Yeah!!!!"

    

    "Wait, Seohee!!"

    

    I shouted in alarm.

    

    Hyeeun, why are you interested in such stories?

    

    "Hahaha, I'm just kidding."

    

    Seohee tried to dismiss it with laughter.

    

    "Now, let's study. Open Mathematics 2."

    

    "Haah~"

    

    We started studying again.

    

    ———

    

    Unlike her teasing earlier,

    Seohee was quite serious about helping me study.

    

    Studying with Seohee made the problems I had been struggling with more understandable.

    

    "Basically, these problems require understanding the formulas, so you just need to understand the formulas well."

    

    "Yeah."

    

    "This part here might look difficult, but if you approach it like this..."

    

    "Ohh..."

    

    "Unnie, unnie."

    

    "Yes?"

    

    Looking back, Hyeeun had stopped reading and was calling us.

    

    "I need the bathroom."

    

    "It's right to the left of unnie's room. Can you go by yourself?"

    

    "Yeah."

    

    Hyeeun walked out confidently, saying it was no problem.

    

    "Phew~ Shall we take a break too?"

    

    "Yeah, let's do that. Uuuugh!!!"

    

    Seohee stretched and pushed her chair back.

    

    The wheeled chair moved back and stopped in front of the bed.

    

    Then she neatly arranged the fairy tale books on the bed.

    

    "By the way, what was that box from earlier?"

    

    I asked out of simple curiosity.

    

    A box kept in a rather expensive safe.

    But what came out of it was just old fairy tales.

    

    Old fairy tales that I had apparently given to Seohee long ago.

    

    Since it wasn't money or gold bars, I figured it was okay to ask.

    

    "My treasure."

    

    Hearing Seohee's answer, I made an assumption.

    

    "Things with memories?"

    

    "Hehehe."

    

    "W-what?"

    

    The answer seemed right, but Seohee was snickering at me.

    

    "Curious?"

    

    "Um..."

    

    It was more unsettling than curious.

    I regretted asking.

    

    "Want to see?"

    

    "No."

    

    Despite my refusal, Seohee opened the safe again.

    

    She took out the box that was inside.

    

    Since she was going to show me, I approached, wondering what it was.

    

    Seohee rummaged through it and pulled out a piece of paper.

    

    "This is my treasure number one."

    

    "Huh?"

    

    The number one treasure in Seohee's house.

    What kind of item would make Seohee show it to me with such a solemn expression?

    

    Could it be a family heirloom from the Mok family?

    

    There's no way something like that would be in Seohee's apartment.

    

    The piece of paper Seohee showed me was a printed photograph.

    

    "Ahh~ Just looking at this heals me~"

    

    "Seohee, you..."

    

    It was a photo of me at age six wearing only underwear.

    

    "Hehe, cute, right? Inwoo was even cuter then. Though you're still cute now."

    

    Seohee waved the photo teasingly.

    

    "Why do you have that?!"

    

    "When we were little, your mother gave it to me."

    

    "What? Didn't we meet for the first time the other day?"

    

    "Actually, we met very briefly, so you probably don't remember?"

    

    Why did mom do such an unnecessary thing!

    

    "Give it back!"

    

    "Why? This was given to me by your mother."

    

    "It's embarrassing! Give it back quickly!"

    

    I lunged at Seohee to snatch the photo.

    

    But Seohee kept dodging skillfully.

    

    "Seohee, you!"

    

    "Inwoo, calm down~"

    

    The room was spacious, making it hard to catch Seohee.

    

    "Give it back before I really get angry."

    

    "Try to catch me~"

    

    Thud-

    

    "Ah."

    

    But that didn't last long.

    

    Seohee suddenly stopped.

    

    Not seeing the bed while running, she fell and lay down on it.

    

    "Phew~ Finally caught you."

    

    "Inwoo. Haha, you know I'm just joking, right?"

    

    First, I needed to make sure Seohee couldn't escape.

    

    I trapped her by placing my arms on either side of her body and glared down at her.

    

    "Now you've finally calmed down."

    

    "Inwoo, don't do this."

    

    "Be quiet and just—"

    

    "Oppa, unnie, what are you doing?"

    

    "Huh?"

    

    Turning my head, I saw Hyeeun, back from the bathroom, watching us with wide eyes.

    

    Right now,

    she was witnessing me in a position that looked like I was pinning Seohee down on the bed.

    

    "What are you two doing?"

    

    Hyeeun, you won't tell mom about this, right?

  
    Chapter 48. Tutoring with My Girlfriend (4)

    
    I placed a cookie in Hye-eun's mouth and said.

    

    "Hye-eun. What happened earlier with your sister and brother on the bed is a secret from mom."

    

    "Okay. But why?"

    

    Hye-eun tilted her head, still confused.

    

    "I'll explain everything when you're older, so for now, let's just eat cookies and forget about it."

    

    "Okay."

    

    Currently, both Seo-hee and I had faces flushed red enough to raise suspicion from anyone looking.

    

    Of course, we hadn't done anything inappropriate.

    

    But describing what just happened could easily lead to misunderstandings.

    

    Our wholesome couple couldn't bear such a false reputation.

    

    "Here, say ah~"

    

    "Ah~"

    

    I put a cookie in Hye-eun's mouth, and the incident was successfully smoothed over.

    

    "Phew~ I'm getting tired."

    

    "That's because you were running around, In-woo."

    

    I glared at Seo-hee.

    

    She smiled innocently.

    

    Apparently, she had no intention of returning the photo still hidden in her clothes.

    

    I let out a deep sigh.

    

    "Fine, I give up. Just keep it well hidden since it's embarrassing."

    

    "Thanks, I'll take it out and look at it every day."

    

    "You really don't listen..."

    

    "Hehe, at least I didn't save it on my phone or set it as my background."

    

    "You're being oddly specific?"

    

    Anyone listening would think she actually considered doing it.

    

    Even if I was wearing underwear and it was from when I was young, you shouldn't misuse someone else's nude photo like that.

    

    "I'm someone who knows where to draw the line."

    

    "That's a relief."

    

    I felt too drained to resume studying.

    

    We decided to call it quits and head home since it was getting late.

    

    We left Hye-eun in the living room with her snacks,

    while Seo-hee and I returned to the room to pack our things.

    

    "You're leaving already?"

    

    Seo-hee made no effort to hide her disappointment.

    

    "Well, I'll come visit again when I get the chance."

    

    I gently patted Seo-hee's head.

    

    She seemed more clingy since we were at her place where she lived alone.

    

    "I'll call you when I get home."

    

    "Then..."

    

    Seo-hee leaned in close to my ear.

    

    "Next time, come to my place alone."

    

    Her whispered voice.

    

    Seo-hee's voice sounded both tender and seductive.

    

    Even her soft breathing seemed to tempt me, so I quickly regained my composure.

    

    "Hye-eun would feel left out."

    

    "Hehe, well, you can visit again when you get another chance."

    

    How could I refuse when my girlfriend invited me so sweetly?

    

    But I added one condition.

    

    "As long as you don't do anything weird."

    

    "What do you think I'd do?"

    

    Suddenly, I remembered something from two months ago.

    

    The day after Seo-hee first confessed to me.

    

    I had dreamed about our childhood when we promised to marry each other.

    

    The problem was what came after...

    

    I was tied to a bed and held captive...

    

    "I guess the sensible Seo-hee wouldn't actually hold me captive."

    

    "Is that your preference?"

    

    "No, not at all."

    

    Afraid of awakening some strange interest, I quickly denied it.

    

    "If that's what In-woo wants, just tell me. I'm not confident, but I can try."

    

    Seo-hee said shyly.

    

    "I don't want it! I don't like being tied up until my wrists and ankles get chafed."

    

    "Then we could use soft silicone or yarn material."

    

    Seo-hee was suggesting ways to keep me safe and unharmed.

    

    What exactly are you planning to do!

    

    "If you keep saying weird things, I won't come visit again."

    

    "Aww... threatening me like that, In-woo, you're so mean."

    

    Seo-hee pretended to be upset, cutely raising her fists to her eyes.

    

    My heart nearly stopped at her adorable aegyo, but I managed to stay firm.

    

    "Stop joking around. Hye-eun is waiting."

    

    "Hehe, okay. I won't keep you captive, so make sure you come visit."

    

    After promising, we headed to the living room.

    

    Despite Seo-hee's protests, I helped clean up the snacks and drinks Hye-eun had left.

    

    "Hye-eun, it's time to say bye-bye to your sister."

    

    "But I want to play more with her."

    

    "Your mom is waiting."

    

    Holding the reluctant Hye-eun's hand, we stepped outside.

    

    "Sis, can I come play again?"

    

    "Of course! Hye-eun can come anytime. Oh, and In-woo too."

    

    "Thanks."

    

    "You remember the password, right?"

    

    Seo-hee asked casually.

    

    Is she serious?

    

    "Do I look like someone who would memorize other people's door passwords?"

    

    "Three, one, two..."

    

    "Shh! Hye-eun."

    

    I need to go back and properly educate her.

    

    "Hehe, I won't change it."

    

    Even if Hye-eun knows the password, she won't come alone.

    

    I'm just worried she might do this with other places too.

    

    "See you tomorrow then."

    

    "See you next time, sis."

    

    "Yes! Take care!"

    

    Seo-hee came out to see us off at the elevator and waited until we got in.

    

    I stopped her from coming down to the first floor.

    

    There was no need to make her more tired.

    

    She must be exhausted after tutoring me and playing with Hye-eun.

    

    By the way, the study session was really helpful.

    

    This should help me perform well on the June mock exam.

    

    ———

    

    *Meanwhile, Seo-hee

    

    Ding-

    

    "See you tomorrow then."

    

    "See you next time, sis."

    

    "Yes! Take care!"

    

    The elevator doors opened and closed.

    

    With that, all the commotion disappeared as if it had never happened.

    

    Turning back and entering her apartment, silence pervaded the home.

    

    Seo-hee was alone again.

    

    "Still, today was fun."

    

    Though no one was listening, Seo-hee spoke to herself.

    

    After stretching, she decided to clean up.

    

    The neatly arranged storybooks.

    

    And from inside her clothes, she took out a photo.

    

    Seo-hee's treasure number one:

    A childhood photo of In-woo.

    

    Seo-hee opened the safe again.

    

    Inside was a box.

    

    It contained items that showed the passage of time.

    

    As she was putting the storybook and photo back, she suddenly wanted to look through the contents.

    

    'Just for a little while?'

    

    Seo-hee decided to spend about 20 minutes looking through it before putting it away.

    

    She needed to catch up on work she missed by taking the day off.

    

    Though she could have delegated, she felt more at ease finishing things herself.

    

    Seo-hee checked the time and made a quick plan.

    

    'Yes, I'll just look briefly and then get started.'

    

    The box contained various items.

    

    Old toys she received from In-woo as a child,

    In-woo's photos, storybooks, and a flower petal bookmark

    he had given her, among other things.

    

    As she looked through them, memories came flooding back to Seo-hee.

    

    Come to think of it, she had received so much from In-woo.

    

    So much love that it would be hard to repay now.

    

    Among them, a kindergarten group photo caught her eye.

    

    A photo with an empty space where one person should be,

    a truly lonely-looking photo the more she looked at it.

    

    Seo-hee smiled bitterly and shook her head.

    

    'No, it's okay now. The situation is different from back then.'

    

    Seo-hee closed her eyes and thought of In-woo from today.

    

    Him, who was visibly falling for Seo-hee.

    

    Him, who initially denied it but gradually came to understand love.

    

    Yes, things are different now.

    

    Now Seo-hee can stand confidently before In-woo.

    

    Not just receiving help from In-woo, but being able to help him, to walk side by side with him.

    

    Now they're in the same school, same class.

    

    And after that, whether they graduate or go anywhere, she will never let him go.

    

    Because In-woo is precious to Seo-hee.

    

    "This time, I'll never let go."

    

    With that determination, Seo-hee headed to her study.

    

    ———

    

    * In-woo's perspective

    

    The time for the June mock exam arrived.

    

    Since my first visit to Seo-hee's place, she had been busy with company work.

    

    I hadn't received tutoring since that day,

    but Seo-hee occasionally helped me study at school.

    

    Despite being busy, she said she enjoyed spending time with me and helped me study well.

    

    Thanks to her, I received a lot of help.

    

    "Time's up. Please submit your papers."

    

    The last period of the June mock exam ended.

    

    Everyone was in high spirits now that the exam was over.

    

    After receiving our phones back, everyone quickly left the classroom.

    

    "Hey~ Seo-hee, how did the exam go?"

    

    When I turned around, Seo-hee had already packed up and come over to me.

    

    "Well, not bad."

    

    Seo-hee seemed to handle it with ease. Of course, she's Seo-hee after all.

    

    "Thanks to you, I think I did well too."

    

    With Seo-hee's help, I expect good results on my first mock exam.

    

    For Seo-hee, it goes without saying.

    

    "What are you doing after this? Work?"

    

    "I can go in a bit later."

    

    Seo-hee's work hours were flexible unless there was something important.

    

    Whether she was late or not, or even if she took a day off to hang out with friends, I heard no one would say anything.

    

    Ring ring ring-!!

    

    Ring ring ring-!!

    

    Seo-hee's phone rang.

    

    "Ah, sorry."

    

    She must be busy today too.

    

    Getting a call right after school ends means we probably can't spend time together.

    

    I was going to suggest going out together, with me paying, though it wouldn't be much.

    

    I wanted to give her a breather since she's helped me a lot and seemed so busy lately.

    

    There was still time before Hye-eun finished kindergarten.

    We could have hung out for about an hour.

    

    Well, if she's busy, it can't be helped.

    

    "Hello? Yes, Grandfather?"

    

    Huh? Grandfather?

    

    If there's someone Seo-hee would call grandfather,

    it would be either her maternal grandfather or the CEO of Moon Sung Group from her father's side.

    

    But the conversation sounded serious.

    

    I couldn't hear the details, but it was definitely someone shouting.

    

    Is she getting scolded?

    

    "Ah, yes... hahaha, I... I was planning to."

    

    Seo-hee was laughing bitterly.

    

    "Yes, don't worry too much. Take care. Eat well."

    

    Fortunately, Seo-hee's voice didn't sound too intimidated.

    

    "Yes~ See you next time."

    

    After hanging up, Seo-hee let out a deep sigh.

    

    "Phew-"

    

    "What's wrong?"

    

    Is it something serious?

    

    Seo-hee seemed drained from her grandfather's scolding.

    

    Though at the end, it sounded like they were just exchanging greetings.

    

    Seo-hee looked at me and shook her head, saying it was nothing.

    

    "Just my grandfather threatening to fire me from the company if I don't quit working right away."

    

    "......"

    

    "Plus, he told my secretary he'd give her a bonus if I don't show up to work today."

    

    What kind of situation is this?

    

    Ring ring ring- Ring ring ring-

    

    "Ugh... another call already."

    

    As soon as Seo-hee answered, I could hear someone insisting she not come to work today.

    

    ——

    

    'You don't need to sacrifice your school days for something you can do plenty when you're older!'

    

    Apparently, her grandfather initially opposed Seo-hee taking on the role of company CEO while still a student.

    

    But after Seo-hee persuaded him in various ways, he reluctantly agreed.

    

    However, he often nagged her to study freely,

    go out and have fun,

    and build relationships not tied to business during her student years.

    

    And somehow, whenever she went to work or did overtime frequently, he would mysteriously find out and get furious.

    

    "Sigh~ He says it's all for my sake, but it's annoying sometimes."

    

    Seo-hee complained that it was really troublesome.

    

    But I could tell from beside her:

    

    This was the first time Seo-hee talked about her family with a slight smile.

    

    "Seo-hee. Um, so, would you like to go out with me?"

    

    I had only gotten as far as "Um, so" when Seo-hee's eyes were already sparkling.

    

    Really, she's just too cute.

  
    Chapter 49. Girlfriend's Day Off (1)

    
    We came to the bustling area in front of the station.

    

    The area around the station in our neighborhood was quite lively.

    

    Most entertainment facilities were gathered here—various complexes, department stores, karaoke rooms with the latest equipment, PC rooms, and so on.

    

    The convenience store where I work is also here.

    

    That's why I occasionally see students from our school.

    

    "Though I've never actually hung out here before."

    

    "Really? Hehe, then you're spending your first time with me."

    

    Seohee said with a seductive smile.

    

    "Stop with the weird jokes. Is there anywhere specific you want to go?"

    

    "No, let's go wherever Inwoo wants to. Um..."

    

    "Hmm?"

    

    Seohee suddenly blushed, looked away, and said:

    

    "It's embarrassing, but... we could go to a hotel..."

    

    "Yeah, if you're going to keep saying strange things, I'll just decide on my own."

    

    Seohee is truly a fascinating creature.

    

    How can she blush so convincingly when she's joking around?

    

    Or is she actually embarrassed while deliberately saying these things?

    

    "I heard there's a new coin karaoke place that opened recently. Want to go?"

    

    "Sure."

    

    Seohee happily agreed with a smile.

    

    "Hehe, there's something I've always wanted to do when I got a boyfriend."

    

    "What is it?"

    

    I feel like she's about to say something weird again.

    

    "A duet."

    

    "A duet?"

    

    "Yes, I want to exchange love songs with my boyfriend, whispering about love."

    

    "..."

    

    "Is that not possible?"

    

    Ugh...

    

    If she had said something completely outrageous or made a lewd joke, I'd be immune to it and wouldn't be bothered...

    

    But her request is so innocent and cute, filled with such shy sincerity that I'm the one feeling embarrassed.

    

    "Inwoo?"

    

    Seohee looks at me with slightly flushed cheeks and pleading eyes.

    

    "Sure."

    

    "Hehehe."

    

    Seohee giggled happily.

    

    Sigh~ Why am I feeling like this?

    

    My heart pounds painfully every time Seohee gives me that look.

    

    "Alright... but don't laugh at me because I can't sing well."

    

    "It's okay. Inwoo has a nice voice."

    

    "Me?"

    

    "Yes. I could listen to it every day."

    

    That's the first time in my life anyone has said something like that to me.

    

    I've never even been conscious of my own voice.

    

    Well, I guess Seohee's just saying that because she's infatuated with me.

    

    The coin karaoke place we arrived at was quite large.

    

    I heard they even have rooms that can fit 6-7 people.

    

    The machines were the latest models, allowing for card payments directly on the device.

    

    Technology really has improved a lot.

    

    As soon as the door opened and we entered, we were greeted by cool air conditioning.

    

    Are they already running the AC?

    

    Still, enjoying the pleasant coolness, we headed to the counter.

    

    "How many people?"

    

    "Two."

    

    "Okay, just a moment."

    

    The employee looked at the monitor and then said:

    

    "I'm sorry, but we're fully booked right now."

    

    "Oh, really?"

    

    "But a room should be available soon. Would you mind waiting about 10 minutes?"

    

    I looked at Seohee.

    

    She pressed herself closer to my arm.

    

    "I'm happy with anything as long as I'm with Inwoo."

    

    Seohee said with a smile.

    

    Well, I guess we can wait a bit.

    

    We sat side by side on the plush waiting area sofa.

    

    Seohee seemed especially excited today.

    

    I guess she really wanted to have some fun too.

    

    "Inwoo, do you want some juice?"

    

    "Juice?"

    

    "Yes, I'll go buy it."

    

    Seohee headed toward the vending machine across from us.

    

    She rummaged through her bag and then... looked flustered.

    

    What's wrong with her?

    

    She looked back at me, stuck out her tongue, and scratched her head.

    

    Does she not have cash?

    

    Actually, besides the vending machine, we could also buy drinks at the table.

    

    But since she'd already gone over there, I went to the vending machine too.

    

    By then, another customer had come and put money into the machine.

    

    "What would you like to drink?"

    

    "Excuse me?"

    

    What the hell? This guy...

    

    Why is he talking to Seohee?

    

    As Seohee looked perplexed, a sleazy-looking man opened his mouth.

    

    "I can buy it for you if you sing one song with me."

    

    This is truly laughable.

    

    Why would a third-generation chaebol like her hang out with you for a few measly bucks?

    

    Seohee shook her head at his obvious ploy.

    

    "No, thank you."

    

    "Come on~ Don't be like that. You're just my type. Let's hang out for a bit."

    

    "I'm..."

    

    Tap—

    

    I pulled Seohee's arm toward me.

    

    "Huh?"

    

    He was startled by my sudden appearance.

    

    "Looks like you were bothering my girlfriend at the vending machine. Seohee, let's go."

    

    "Oh... okay."

    

    I took Seohee to the counter.

    

    Then I glanced back slightly.

    

    "Tch-"

    

    Phew~

    

    Thankfully, it seems he won't bother us after seeing she has a boyfriend.

    

    Anyway, Seohee's beauty is almost a problem.

    

    "Inwoo."

    

    "Yes?"

    

    "Aren't you holding too tight?"

    

    "Ah..."

    

    When I came to my senses, I realized I was holding Seohee's hand and practically dragging her along.

    

    I had unconsciously tightened my grip.

    

    "Sorry, did it hurt?"

    

    "No."

    

    Seohee lied about not being in pain.

    

    If it didn't hurt, she wouldn't be furrowing her brow and blushing like that.

    

    Or is she upset because I intervened when she could have handled it herself?

    

    I carefully observed Seohee.

    

    "Seohee? Are you angry?"

    

    Seohee's brow rose and fell for a moment.

    

    "Seohee?"

    

    "Customers, a room is available now. Room 20... I'll clean it up quickly for you."

    

    "Okay. Seohee, what do you want to do?"

    

    Seohee, who had been acting strangely, took my hand and moved.

    

    She just held my hand silently as we walked.

    

    I walked with the silent Seohee and waited.

    

    "You can use it now."

    

    The employee finished cleaning and let us in.

    

    After the door closed, only Seohee and I remained in Room 20.

    

    "Seohee, you're not mad, right? I saw the corners of your mouth trying to turn up."

    

    "Too..."

    

    "Hmm?"

    

    "I'm just too happy."

    

    "Happy?"

    

    I recalled what I had just done.

    

    I was annoyed by that guy hitting on Seohee, and I ended up acting almost possessively.

    

    If Seohee likes me, then maybe...

    

    "Yes, I understand your feelings well."

    

    Seohee nodded contentedly.

    

    "I'm so happy that Inwoo protected me!"

    

    Seohee said that, but honestly, I couldn't understand why she would react so strongly to this incident.

    

    Still, I'm glad she's not angry.

    

    "Then I'll put the money in."

    

    I selected card payment and bought 30 minutes.

    I'd like to stay longer, but we need to pick up Hyeeun.

    

    Then I handed the karaoke remote to Seohee.

    

    "Hmm? You paid, so you should go first."

    

    "No, I want to hear your voice."

    

    I did pay because I wanted to, but somehow I wanted something more in return.

    

    "I want to hear Seohee sing first."

    

    "Actually, I'm not good at singing either."

    

    "That's okay."

    

    I nodded.

    

    There's a saying that a good voice can carry a song.

    

    In other words, if someone has a nice voice, it's still pleasant to listen to them even if they can't sing well.

    

    Or so I thought.

    

    "W-well then."

    

    Until Seohee started singing.

    

    "Never oooonce—HACK!!"

    

    "Seohee!"

    

    Seohee's voice cracked as she tried to hit a high note.

    

    Where's water! Water!...

    

    Ah, we never bought drinks after all.

    

    "Seohee, wait just a moment!"

    

    I quickly ran out and came back with water and juice.

    

    "Drink this."

    

    "Thanks."

    

    She stopped the song and gulped down the water.

    

    "Whew~"

    

    "Why did you start with such a difficult song?"

    

    "I was looking for songs that guys might like."

    

    "Sigh~ Next time, start with something within your range."

    

    Seohee was tone-deaf.

    

    And she had no rhythm to boot.

    

    I thought her sweet voice would make it bearable, but it was noticeably off if you knew the original song.

    

    "I came to hear Inwoo sing!"

    

    Seohee handed me the remote.

    

    "We don't have much time, so sing."

    

    "Alright."

    

    A song...

    

    It's been quite a while.

    

    When I was younger, I remember singing at karaoke occasionally.

    

    But it's been a long time since then.

    

    To choose quickly, I selected a simple ballad.

    

    As the intro played, Seohee, whose throat had calmed down, rested her chin on both hands and gazed at me.

    

    That expectant look is pressuring me.

    

    After what I said earlier, I'd be embarrassed if I couldn't sing well either.

    

    I took a deep breath and sang the first verse on cue.

    

    ——

    

    "Whew~ Seohee, how was it?"

    

    I glanced at Seohee.

    

    Her gaze was burdensome, and since I had to look at the lyrics, my eyes were fixed on the screen the whole time.

    

    I was curious about her reaction.

    

    "Seohee?"

    

    Seohee kept staring at me.

    

    She looks entranced.

    

    "Ah..."

    

    "Seohee? Your thoughts? And didn't you make a reservation?"

    

    "Oh, right."

    

    Seohee, coming to her senses, grabbed the remote.

    

    "Could you sing this song?"

    

    "No, you should choose a song for yourself to sing."

    

    "Just once, please!"

    

    "Haah~"

    

    The song Seohee chose was another ballad.

    

    It was a sweet romantic song with dreamy accompaniment sung by a vocalist with a unique timbre.

    

    "Won't this be hard for me to pull off?"

    

    "It's okay. I want to hear this song in Inwoo's voice."

    

    "...Okay."

    

    I ended up singing another song unexpectedly.

    

    As the intro ended with cello and violin harmonies swirling around, I began to sing the first verse.

    

    But this song has some falsetto parts, making it quite challenging.

    

    "I aaam~"

    

    Wondering if I was singing well, I turned to look at Seohee.

    

    Our eyes met.

    

    Her eyes looked as if she were immersed in a sweet fantasy.

    

    Is this the kind of gaze singers receive from their fans?

    

    Seohee was completely... captivated by me.

    

    I was flustered but somehow managed to finish the song.

    

    "Haah~ That was good."

    

    "...Did I sing well?"

    

    "Yes, why did you say you couldn't sing with skills like that?"

    

    "Haha."

    

    "Did you take lessons?"

    

    "I've never had lessons."

    

    Actually, I'm not bad at singing.

    

    I just set low expectations with Seohee as insurance.

    

    I thought Seohee would be better...

    

    If someone asked where I learned to sing, I'd say I just somehow knew how to sing from the beginning.

    

    When I told my friends that in middle school, they cursed at me for being pretentious.

    

    Well, that's not important.

    

    What matters is that Seohee is very satisfied right now.

    

    "Ah, I was so busy listening that I forgot to make a reservation."

    

    Seohee picked up the remote and searched for a song.

    

    "Could you sing this next?"

    

    "Seohee..."

    

    "Hehe, just one more time. Please? I want to see more of Inwoo's talent."

    

    With my happy girlfriend right in front of me, how could I refuse?

    

    "Alright, what the heck, I'll sing more!"

    

    "Yay!"

    

    Seeing Seohee excited made me feel pleased.

    

    And I wanted to accept because she kept complimenting me, which felt good.

    

    "In this world~"

    

    The next song was about a guy giving a phone concert to the girl he likes.

    

    The lyrics mentioned singing any song she wanted.

    

    It fits our current situation perfectly.

    

    Seohee is watching like she's at a concert.

    

    Three songs in a row is really tiring though.

    

    ———

    

    "Seohee, that's five songs already!"

    

    "Hehe, sorry."

    

    I'm running out of breath now.

    

    I'm not a professional singer, yet I've been asked to sing five songs in a row.

    I've sung for almost half of our allotted time by myself.

    

    When I gave Seohee a reproachful look, she stuck out her tongue.

    

    "You should sing too."

    

    "But you saw that I'm tone-deaf."

    

    Seohee seemed to lack confidence in her singing.

    

    She seemed even more reluctant after hearing me sing.

    

    "It's embarrassing..."

    

    "Then should we cancel your request too?"

    

    "Huh? Ah..."

    

    Only then did Seohee remember what she had wanted to do.

    

    "A duet! Let's sing together!"

    

    Seohee browsed the duet song category, suddenly interested.

    

    Unlike her lack of confidence earlier, her eyes were now sparkling.

    

    "Sigh~"

    

    Thanks to her, I have to sing more.

    

    Well, a duet should be easier at least.

  
    Chapter 50. Girlfriend's Day Off (2)

    
    After leaving the karaoke room, we wandered around the streets.

    

    "Ugh... my throat hurts."

    

    "I told you not to strain yourself if you can't hit those high notes."

    

    "B-but it was fun."

    

    Seo-hee's voice was still hoarse, probably from the strain on her throat.

    

    I'd heard somewhere that wealthy children receive early education in various arts and physical activities from a young age. But looking at Seo-hee, it seems being rich doesn't automatically make you good at those things.

    

    "Want something to drink?"

    

    "Yeah. Oh, there's the convenience store where Inwoo works."

    

    The direction Seo-hee pointed to was indeed where I worked part-time.

    

    Right, the manager treats me well and sometimes gives me free food, so I should buy her something.

    

    We entered the convenience store.

    

    I wonder if the manager is here now?

    

    Looking around, I didn't see the manager.

    

    Instead, a familiar face was organizing the store.

    

    "Oh, hyung!"

    

    "Ah, it's Inwoo."

    

    "Hyung, you're working at this hour too?"

    

    "There was a mock exam today. Somehow the manager knew and begged me to cover a shift as soon as it ended, like some kind of ghost."

    

    The part-timer who sighed deeply was a high school senior who worked the afternoon shift on days when I worked. We naturally chat during shift changes.

    

    "Did your exam go well?"

    

    "Haha, yeah, I tried my best."

    

    "Good. Phew~ Make sure you go to college."

    

    "Hahaha."

    

    The hyung glanced at Seo-hee and asked.

    

    "Date?"

    

    "Oh, yes."

    

    "Lucky bastard. Have fun."

    

    He smiled bitterly and went back to checking the incoming inventory.

    

    He's working hard.

    

    We headed to the beverage section.

    

    "Huh? Unni?"

    

    A familiar voice called out to Seo-hee as we walked.

    

    When we turned around, Han A-reum was walking toward us from one of the tables.

    

    "Oh? A-reum."

    

    Both Seo-hee and I were surprised.

    

    We hadn't expected Han A-reum to be here.

    

    "Why are you here?"

    

    "Am I not allowed to be here?"

    

    Han A-reum responded to my question with displeasure.

    

    "That's not what I meant..."

    

    I was wondering why she was still in an area full of ordinary food places. Especially since she seemed to hate common food so much...

    

    "A-reum, what brings you here?"

    

    "Oh, I just wanted something to drink. Hehe."

    

    When Seo-hee asked, she answered with a bright smile.

    

    "Her reaction seems different when I ask versus when Seo-hee asks?"

    

    I suppressed my rising irritation and asked with a smile.

    

    Because I'm being nice.

    

    "Of course. Did you really expect a commoner to receive the same treatment as unni?"

    

    Han A-reum responded with a smile too.

    

    But there seemed to be a subtle edge to it?

    

    She's really such an unfriendly person.

    

    As Han A-reum and I engaged in this strange battle of nerves, Seo-hee intervened.

    

    "Han A-reum."

    

    "Ah, unni. Hehe... I mean, you understand how I feel, right?"

    

    Seo-hee just stared at Han A-reum with her arms crossed, saying nothing.

    

    Han A-reum awkwardly faced me and apologized.

    

    "I'm sorry. Um... Seo-hee unni."

    

    "Yes?"

    

    In the middle of apologizing, Han A-reum asked Seo-hee.

    

    "If I can't call him 'commoner,' what should I call him?"

    

    "Well... that's..."

    

    Seo-hee paused for a moment.

    

    "You're right... just using his name seems strange because of our age difference."

    

    "Surely you're not going to tell me to call him 'oppa,' are you?"

    

    Han A-reum made a face of extreme disgust.

    

    It seems she'd rather die than call someone like me "oppa."

    

    I don't want to hear it from someone like you either!

    

    Currently, the only person who can call me "oppa" is Hye-eun.

    

    Though Seo-hee did jokingly call me "oppa" before meeting my mom.

    

    ...Well, it was kind of cute, so maybe I'll include Seo-hee too?

    

    Seo-hee fell into thought.

    

    It would be awkward for Han A-reum to call me "hey," "you," or whatever, but having her call me "oppa" seemed unacceptable to Seo-hee as well.

    

    "Um... Inwoo."

    

    Seo-hee looked at me with a troubled expression.

    

    So this was a difficult problem...

    

    "Sigh~ Just call me 'commoner.'"

    

    "Of course. A commoner should be called a commoner—ow ow ow ow!"

    

    Seo-hee pinched Han A-reum's cheek.

    

    "Ugh..."

    

    "Inwoo, are you really okay with that?"

    

    "Yeah."

    

    Honestly, how much will I even see her anyway?

    

    It's not like we contact each other or meet regularly.

    

    With the name issue settled, Seo-hee and I each chose our drinks.

    

    The part-timer hyung looks busy, so should I just go ahead and pay myself?

    

    With that thought, I headed to the counter without calling him.

    

    "Wait a moment."

    

    The part-timer hyung called out to us and came to the counter.

    

    "Ah, it's okay, I can just..."

    

    "No. Let me treat you and your girlfriend."

    

    "What? But..."

    

    "I've got plenty of money."

    

    "Huh?"

    

    Suddenly the part-timer hyung offered to pay for us.

    

    And somehow his eyes were telling me not to refuse.

    Plus there was some bravado in his words.

    

    Hmm... why is he acting like this?

    

    Anyway, we accepted the drinks.

    

    Since we had some time left, we decided to finish our drinks inside.

    

    Han A-reum was also looking at Seo-hee with an expression that said "please hang out with me."

    

    So we sat down at one of the convenience store tables.

    

    "By the way, you must have finished school early. You're not wearing your uniform either."

    

    It would be about time for middle school students to finish, but Han A-reum was wearing casual clothes instead of a uniform.

    She was dressed in a slightly thin white short-sleeved T-shirt and blue hot pants.

    

    "Inwoo."

    

    Seo-hee called me.

    

    As I was about to turn my attention to Seo-hee, Han A-reum answered.

    

    "Today is our school's foundation day."

    

    "Is that so?"

    

    That makes sense.

    

    "What is it, Seo-hee?"

    

    I turned to Seo-hee and asked.

    

    Seo-hee put the straw from her fruit juice into my mouth.

    

    "Try this."

    

    "Mmph... what's with you suddenly?"

    

    "Hehe."

    

    What's this, did she suddenly want an indirect kiss?

    

    I offered my soda to Seo-hee.

    

    "Want some?"

    

    "Yes!"

    

    Seo-hee happily accepted my drink.

    

    "Huh? Why are you looking at us like that?"

    

    Han A-reum had an expression that said this was really irritating to watch.

    

    "Haah~ It's nothing. I'm just glad to see Seo-hee unni happy."

    

    Han A-reum averted her gaze and took a sip of her iced tea through the straw.

    

    "Excuse me."

    

    While chatting with Seo-hee, I heard a voice from beside us.

    

    But it wasn't directed at us.

    

    "Yes?"

    

    Han A-reum turned her head toward whoever was calling her.

    

    The part-timer hyung was standing there.

    

    What's this about... don't tell me...

    

    He mentioned being interested in Han A-reum before.

    

    Has he not given up?

    

    The tense hyung raised what he was holding in response to Han A-reum's question.

    

    "Um... this is a discarded boxed meal, if you'd like..."

    

    What he offered was a convenience store boxed meal.

    

    A discarded one.

    

    "Oh..."

    

    Seo-hee and I held our breath as we watched the scene.

    

    Han A-reum accepted the boxed meal from him.

    

    "Oh, are you giving this to me?"

    

    "Yes!"

    

    The part-timer hyung nodded.

    

    "Thank you so much. I'll enjoy it."

    

    Han A-reum smiled and expressed her gratitude.

    

    "Yes! Please enjoy it!!"

    

    "Hehe, you're working hard. Fighting!"

    

    Excited by Han A-reum's smile, our part-timer hyung quickly bowed and scurried away.

    

    "Hmm... I was aiming for this discarded item, so that worked out well."

    

    Han A-reum nodded with satisfaction.

    

    It seems she doesn't have any feelings for the hyung who just gathered his courage.

    

    So as I suspected, she came to the convenience store for the discarded boxed meals.

    

    By now, I was getting used to her peculiar tastes.

    

    "Hey, Han A-reum."

    

    "Yes?"

    

    "Um... never mind."

    

    I was about to tell her that the hyung was showing interest in her.

    

    It didn't seem like his feelings were getting through at all.

    

    But I decided to just observe for now.

    

    It feels wrong to interfere in someone else's love life,

    

    and it's up to that hyung to handle it himself.

    

    "What is it? Starting to say something and then stopping is really unpleasant, you know?"

    

    "Seo-hee, can you do something about her?"

    

    "Ugh, how cowardly!..."

    

    "Sigh~ Are you two elementary school kids?"

    

    Seo-hee sighed deeply and tried to restrain us.

    

    Hmm... it's really embarrassing to be scolded like this by Seo-hee.

    

    "More importantly, I'm surprised."

    

    Han A-reum tilted her head at Seo-hee's words.

    

    "A-reum, I thought you had trouble with commoners and such?"

    

    "Not particularly."

    

    Han A-reum waved her hand in denial.

    

    "But your attitude toward me seems different from how you act toward that hyung?"

    

    When I confronted her, Han A-reum pushed back.

    

    "You have Seo-hee unni, and that person gave me a boxed meal."

    

    "I'm really hurt. I shared a boxed meal with you too."

    

    "Was that sharing? You forced me to eat it."

    

    "Alright, both of you calm down. Inwoo too."

    

    When Seo-hee mediated like a kindergarten teacher breaking up a fight, I couldn't argue anymore.

    

    Why do I feel like I'm getting younger whenever I'm with Han A-reum?

    

    I decided to pull myself together and stop talking to Han A-reum.

    

    "Anyway, I have no intention of pushing away people who are nice to me."

    

    Han A-reum said that and then briefly checked her phone.

    

    "Ah, I need to leave in about 10 minutes."

    

    Han A-reum carefully placed the boxed meal in the eco-bag she had brought.

    

    Even her eco-bag had a luxury brand logo on it—typical of the wealthy.

    

    "Then we should get going too."

    

    Seo-hee said, looking at me.

    

    "We need to pick up Hye-eun."

    

    It was a rare day off for Seo-hee, so I was reluctant to part ways so soon.

    

    If she has nothing to do, should I invite her over?

    She'd probably be bored alone at home anyway.

    

    "Then please go ahead."

    

    "Okay, A-reum. Take care."

    

    "Yes~ unni~"

    

    "Take care."

    

    "Yes~ commoner~"

    

    Hmm... is it really because of the way she addresses me?

    

    I keep feeling this temperature difference.

    

    After saying goodbye to the part-timer hyung, we went outside.

    

    "Seo-hee, what are you going to do after we get to Hye-eun's kindergarten?"

    

    "Hmm..."

    

    As we were heading back toward the kindergarten where our school was located,

    a voice called from behind us.

    

    "Com~mon~er~"

    

    At this rate, I'm starting to think my real name might actually be "commoner."

    

    When I turned around, Han A-reum was running toward us.

    

    "Huff... huff..."

    

    Han A-reum was so out of breath from running

    

    that she was struggling to breathe.

    

    "This..."

    

    And she held out a wallet to me.

    

    "Oh, did I leave it behind?"

    

    "Seriously, how could you just leave it on the counter? I only found out because the part-timer mentioned it later."

    

    So she ran all the way here to return this.

    

    I felt a bit sorry.

    

    "A-reum, you could have just called me in that situation."

    

    Seo-hee offered a simple solution.

    

    It was something that could have been left at the convenience store with a message.

    

    "Ah... um... I didn't want Seo-hee unni to make an unnecessary trip!"

    

    She seemed embarrassed,

    

    and made an excuse while averting her gaze.

    

    "Well, thanks for the effort anyway. Thank you."

    

    "I have no interest in a commoner's possessions, so I didn't touch anything."

    

    "Right, of course you wouldn't."

    

    "Well then, get home safely."

    

    After Han A-reum left, I put my wallet securely in my pocket.

    

    "You should take better care of your belongings."

    

    "Ugh... I'm ashamed."

    

    "You were so cool at the karaoke place."

    

    Seo-hee said with a playful smile.

    

    "Am I not cool now?"

    

    "No, you're making me want to marry you and take care of you, that's how much you're triggering my protective instincts."

    

    "Really?..."

    

    As soon as Han A-reum disappeared, Seo-hee started saying these embarrassing things.

    

    From being Han A-reum's cool older sister,

    

    to being my seductive girlfriend,

    

    Seo-hee really plays many different roles.

    

    ———

    

    Buzz- Buzz-

    

    As we continued walking, my phone vibrated.

    

    It was a call from my mom.

    

    "Hello. What's up?"

    

    Shouldn't she be busy working right now?

    

    [I think I'll be getting off work early today, so I'll pick up Hye-eun for a change.]

    

    "Oh, really? I'm on a date with Seo-hee right now."

    

    [That's fine, don't stay out too late, but enjoy your time together for once.]

    

    "Okay, got it."

    

    [But don't do anything inappropriate, you two.]

    

    "What are you talking about?"

    

    [Personally, I'd prefer if you waited until you're an adult for that sort of thing.]

    

    "I'm hanging up if you keep saying weird things!"

    

    [You never know. Young men and women at your age...]

    

    Click-

    

    I hung up.

    

    What is she even saying!

    

    After ending the call, I had to calm my flushed face.

    

    "What happened?"

    

    "Mom's finishing work early today, so she'll pick up Hye-eun instead."

    

    "Really?"

    

    "Yeah, she said we should enjoy ourselves."

    

    Seo-hee blinked a few times and then suddenly smiled.

    

    "Inwoo."

    

    "What?"

    

    "If that's the case, there's somewhere I want to go with you."

    

    "Where?"

    

    Seo-hee said with a bright, innocent smile.

    

    "Let's go to my house. Just the two of us."

    

    "What?"

    

    My girlfriend just invited me to her house where no one else would be.

    

    My face, which had just cooled down, became hot again.

    

    Mom just had to bring up weird things on the phone...

    

    Now I can't stop having strange thoughts!
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    I wonder what kind of people live in such expensive apartments?

    

    Of course, the person who lives in the most expensive unit among those expensive apartments is right in front of me.

    

    "It still looks so tall no matter when I see it."

    

    As I stared blankly up at the apartment building, Seohee took my arm.

    

    "Come on, let's go in~"

    

    Seohee is really excited.

    

    Is she that happy about me coming to her home?

    

    When we got off the elevator, I saw the entrance terrace that I'd seen once before.

    

    It's still an elegant terrace.

    

    The angel marble sculpture above the fountain looked magnificent as it caught the sunlight at just the perfect time of day.

    

    "...Seohee."

    

    "Yes, Inwoo."

    

    "Can we stay here a little longer before going in?"

    

    "Whatever you want, Inwoo."

    

    With Seohee's permission, I was able to look around the terrace more.

    

    There were well-maintained potted plants placed around the area.

    

    "There's someone who regularly maintains this place."

    

    Although it's a space that only Seohee uses, the apartment management takes care of it.

    

    In exchange, Seohee has to pay all the maintenance costs.

    

    "The maintenance costs alone must be quite substantial."

    

    "Well, it's not that much."

    

    It's probably an amount I couldn't even imagine.

    

    Thinking that to myself, I looked around.

    

    The indoor entrance terrace is pretty, but I was curious about the outdoor balcony area too.

    

    "Can I go over there?"

    

    When I pointed with my finger, Seohee looked startled.

    

    "What's wrong? Is it somewhere I shouldn't go?"

    

    "Ah, that's not it!"

    

    Seohee shook her head as if she had just come to her senses and her eyes lit up.

    

    "Yes! Let's go!"

    

    And suddenly excited, she grabbed my hand firmly and walked ahead.

    

    Why is she acting like this?

    

    Seohee soon explained the reason.

    

    "Actually, I've been wanting to show you this since we came here."

    

    "This place?"

    

    "Yes. I forgot to show you last time."

    

    Seohee opened the outdoor balcony door.

    

    She remained composed despite owning a limousine, a mega yacht, and a spacious apartment.

    

    What could this heiress have prepared that makes her so proud?

    

    I took a step onto the balcony, holding Seohee's hand.

    

    And before me was...

    

    A flower garden.

    

    There were flowers filling a semicircle from the balcony wall.

    

    It was a gorgeous and beautiful sight with flowers of various colors mixed together.

    

    Seohee led me into the flower garden.

    

    "Is this what you wanted to show me?"

    

    It's definitely pretty.

    

    But I didn't know Seohee liked flowers this much.

    

    Should I give her a bouquet as a gift next time?

    

    "What do you think? Isn't it pretty?"

    

    Seohee asked with a bright smile.

    

    "Yes. It's well-maintained too."

    

    Looking around, there was a bench on the opposite side of the flower garden where you could lean back.

    

    I guess you sit on the bench and appreciate the flowers.

    

    It would certainly be charming in spring.

    

    Seohee must have thought the same.

    

    "If I had known, I would have brought you here in spring."

    

    Seohee looked quite disappointed.

    

    Then she smiled.

    

    "Well, you can come again next spring."

    

    She said she would definitely invite me in spring.

    

    "Sure, I'll look forward to it."

    

    I answered with a smile too.

    

    "Inwoo, are your legs tired? Let's sit over there."

    

    Seohee pointed to the bench.

    

    I'm not the type to be inconsiderate in this situation.

    

    I was still fine, but Seohee had also walked a lot during our date today.

    

    "Okay."

    

    We walked side by side to the bench.

    

    There were a few flower petals on the bench.

    

    Even with maintenance, it's unavoidable when the wind blows.

    

    "Seohee, just a moment."

    

    "Hmm?"

    

    Searching through my bag, fortunately, I still had some wet wipes I'd received on the street.

    

    I took out the wet wipes and cleaned the bench.

    

    "I don't have a handkerchief to lay down."

    

    Still, it became relatively clean after wiping.

    

    "Now you can sit."

    

    "Inwoo, you're good at being a gentleman."

    

    "I... I guess so."

    

    I was embarrassed by Seohee's compliment.

    

    I tried to respond calmly and move on.

    

    However, Seohee noticed and, like a playful girl, patted my head and laughed.

    

    "Look how red you've gotten. You're still so cute."

    

    "I've been wondering about this for a while, can you stop calling me cute?"

    

    "Why? You're so cute like this."

    

    "Ugh... because it's embarrassing! I don't really like being called cute."

    

    "Really? I can't help it, but I should listen to cute Inwoo's request."

    

    "...How long are you going to tease me?"

    

    She patted the seat next to her, telling me to cheer up.

    

    "I won't do it anymore, so sit down."

    

    When I sat next to Seohee, she immediately pressed close to me.

    

    She hugged my arm and rested her head on my shoulder.

    

    I didn't mind, so I let her.

    

    The subtle fragrance emanating from Seohee tickled my nose.

    

    When I smelled it before, it was always stimulating,

    but now it was a scent that made me feel at ease.

    

    A gentle breeze blew.

    

    The flowers swayed peacefully in the wind.

    

    A few petals fell, mixing with the wind and dropping to the ground.

    

    Feeling that breeze made me feel so peaceful.

    

    As if I could shake off all the worries in this world.

    

    "It feels good to be like this."

    

    Seohee shared her sentiment.

    

    It was a soft and peaceful voice filled with happiness.

    

    "Yes, it really does feel good."

    

    I agreed.

    

    And I turned my eyes.

    

    Wanting to see Seohee's expression immersed in happiness,

    I slightly turned my head so as not to disturb Seohee who was leaning on my shoulder.

    

    To see Seohee's face.

    

    "Seohee."

    

    "Yes?"

    

    Seohee slightly raised her head at my call and looked at me.

    

    Our faces were extremely close.

    

    Close enough to feel Seohee's breath.

    

    Seohee's face seen up close was beautiful enough to never get tired of no matter how many times I saw it.

    

    I carefully opened my mouth to such a Seohee.

    

    "Are you crying?"

    

    "...Ah."

    

    Seohee removed her head from my shoulder and slightly furrowed her brow.

    

    "Ah, it's itchy."

    

    And she wiped away the tears that had flowed from her eyes.

    

    "Hehe, sorry for ruining the mood."

    

    "No, you don't need to apologize."

    

    "Because of my pollen allergy... I like flowers, but sometimes this happens."

    

    "Really? Don't you need to use artificial tears or something?"

    

    "It's okay. It'll get better soon."

    

    "Let's go inside for now."

    

    I decided to get up, holding Seohee's hand.

    

    "You should have told me earlier if you had that."

    

    "I wanted to see the flowers with you."

    

    We opened the door and came out.

    

    Carefully examining Seohee's eyes, she seemed to be okay now.

    

    Does it normally recover this quickly?

    

    I'm not sure since I've never experienced allergic symptoms.

    

    "Don't push yourself next time."

    

    "Okay."

    

    Seohee still didn't look well.

    

    She also seemed to be hesitating about something.

    

    "Are you still not feeling well?"

    

    Seohee shook her head vigorously.

    

    "No, it's definitely not serious."

    

    "That's a relief."

    

    "Yes, so I can keep our promise for next spring!"

    

    "Is that what you were worried about?"

    

    Sometimes Seohee has childlike aspects.

    

    It's a cute side of the reliable CEO.

    

    She seems to be worried that I might cancel our promise to meet in spring.

    

    "Let's see them together in spring too. But be careful with your allergies."

    

    "Okay!"

    

    Once I gave my permission,

    Seohee's condition finally improved.

    

    Now she was really fine, looking at me with sparkling eyes.

    

    Every single reaction of hers is just so cute.

    

    As I was looking at her, I moved my face closer.

    

    "Inwoo..."

    

    Suddenly with me coming right up to her face, Seohee flinched for a moment and then slowly closed her eyes.

    

    Exhaling rough breaths, she closed her eyes and pursed her lips with a flushed face.

    

    "..."

    

    "Done."

    

    Seohee opened her eyes.

    

    She looks a bit dissatisfied.

    

    "There was a flower petal stuck in your hair."

    

    Earlier, because of the wind, a flower petal had gotten into Seohee's hair.

    

    I was just trying to remove it.

    

    "Let's go inside now."

    

    As I was about to step towards the house,

    Seohee grabbed my arm and pulled.

    

    "Seohee, what's wrong?"

    

    "Where do you think you're going?"

    

    "I was going to go inside..."

    

    In the middle of speaking, Seohee came close and kissed me.

    

    In that moment, I was met with Seohee's breath and warmth,

    and her mouth entangled with mine strongly as if it would never let me go.

    

    "Mmph... haah~"

    

    She separated from my lips, making an indescribable sound.

    

    I took a moment to catch my breath.

    

    Seohee also exhaled, looking quite flushed.

    

    "What was that all of a sudden!"

    

    "You made me confused and embarrassed me."

    

    The words sounded like we were blaming each other,

    but both our expressions were closer to happiness than blame.

    

    "Geez..."

    

    The flower petal in my hand had already been blown away by the wind.

    

    "So are we good now?"

    

    "Yes, I'll let you off with just this today."

    

    "What do you mean 'just today'..."

    

    "Your punishment isn't over yet."

    

    I wonder when this punishment will ever end.

    

    Maybe she'll keep bringing it up even after we're married.

    

    It's probably just something Seohee says because she wants to.

    

    "Let's go inside now. I want to put down my bag and rest a bit."

    

    "Okay. Let's go in."

    

    Seohee seemed satisfied, so we could finally enter the house.

    

    ———

    

    Seohee's house is incredibly spacious.

    

    It's so large that our house where three of us live is about the size of just one room here.

    

    Plus, it's a two-story structure with multiple rooms.

    

    Seohee lives alone in this space.

    

    I wonder how it feels to be alone in such a vast, quiet space?

    

    If nothing else, I can understand why Seohee tends to feel lonely.

    

    "Inwoo, I brought you some coffee."

    

    "Thank you."

    

    "Here are some cookies too."

    

    "Thanks."

    

    "Should I turn on the air conditioner? Were you hot?"

    

    "No, today was cool, wasn't it?"

    

    "Ah, was it? Is there any movie you want to watch?"

    

    She was being extremely attentive.

    

    She was trying to take care of me to the point of being a bit burdensome,

    and she was happy about it.

    

    "Seohee."

    

    "Yes. What is it?"

    

    To Seohee with her attitude of wanting to do anything for me,

    with those bright, eager eyes, I scratched my cheek and answered:

    

    "Can we just relax a bit?"

    

    "Are you uncomfortable?!"

    

    Seohee asked in surprise.

    

    Ah, I phrased that poorly.

    

    "Can you relax, Seohee?"

    

    I patted the sofa seat next to where I was sitting.

    

    "Sit down. We didn't get to sit much earlier."

    

    I told her to be as comfortable as possible.

    

    After sitting side by side with Seohee, I turned on the television for a moment.

    

    There wasn't really anything to watch.

    

    Just meaningless noise from the large screen filling the background.

    

    We continued to sit quietly.

    

    "Do you want to watch a movie?"

    

    Seohee asked casually.

    

    I don't particularly want to watch a movie.

    

    Instead, to satisfy my curiosity and learn more about Seohee,

    I decided to ask:

    

    "Seohee. Rather than that."

    

    "Yes."

    

    "Can you show me some of our old photos?"

    

    "Huh?"

    

    Seohee looks at me in surprise.

    

    I guess asking to see childhood photos might be rude?

    

    But then again, Seohee has naked baby pictures of me.

    

    "I just want to know what we were like back then."

    

    I apologized, saying I felt bad.

    

    "Sorry, I don't remember well. I think I might remember if I see old photos."

    

    "..."

    

    Seohee remained silent with a contemplative expression.

    

    "Don't you want to show me?"

    

    "It's... not that I can't, but my room is too messy."

    

    After saying that, Seohee stood up.

    

    "Let me tidy up my room and we can look at them together in my room."

    

    Smiling again, Seohee dashed off to her room.

    

    "My underwear and stuff are scattered around, so don't come in until I've cleaned everything up!"

    

    Well, she was probably busy in the meantime, so she didn't have time to organize her room.

    

    I decided to wait leisurely until Seohee came out.
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    "Come in now."

    

    Seohee said as she finished tidying up the room.

    

    It took so long that I almost ended up sleeping on the couch.

    

    This couch is so comfortable.

    

    I wonder if I'll be able to buy furniture like this when I make money later.

    

    "If it was going to take this long, you should have just refused."

    

    "It wasn't that difficult."

    

    Seohee smiled while beads of sweat trickled down her face.

    

    She looks a bit tired...

    

    "I'm fine, so follow me."

    

    Seohee smiled as she pulled my arm and guided me.

    

    To be honest, it looked exactly the same as when I first arrived.

    

    It was extremely clean.

    

    "Did you clean up too?"

    

    If that's the case, I made her go through too much trouble.

    

    "No, I just tidied up quickly. So please understand if the floor is a bit dirty."

    

    There wasn't even a speck of dust visible on the floor.

    

    But I didn't hear the sound of a vacuum cleaner?

    

    No matter how good the soundproofing is, the vacuum sound should have been audible from the living room.

    

    "Here, sit on the bed."

    

    Well, it's probably nothing to worry about.

    

    Seohee patted the bed, indicating for me to sit.

    

    It feels a bit awkward to get on someone's bed with outdoor clothes...

    

    Seohee urged me, saying it was fine, so I carefully sat down.

    

    Only after confirming I was seated did Seohee open the safe.

    

    "It wasn't locked?"

    

    I spoke without thinking.

    

    The safe door just slid open smoothly.

    

    In fact, it wasn't even fully closed.

    

    "I must have forgotten to lock it. Since I'm alone at home."

    

    Seohee calmly explained as she took out a box.

    

    "Ah, that doesn't mean this isn't precious to me, I just made a mistake."

    

    "I know, you don't need to explain."

    

    She seemed a bit fidgety.

    

    Since entering the room, Seohee seemed to be hiding something,

    

    her expression was slightly stiff, and she appeared to be conscious of my every move.

    

    Though she maintained her composure, I sensed something different from her usual self.

    

    "Are you worried I might take the photos I saw last time?"

    

    "How did you know?"

    

    Seohee asked after a pause.

    

    "It's fine, I won't take them."

    

    "Thank you."

    

    Seohee smiled gratefully.

    

    Of course, I feel like that's not the only reason.

    

    Somehow, I just had that feeling.

    

    "Would you like to take a look?"

    

    Seohee handed me the box.

    

    Inside the wide-open box were the fairy tale books and toys I had seen before.

    

    "Huh? There are no photos."

    

    "Hmm? Wait a moment."

    

    Seohee rummaged through and pulled out some photos.

    

    "...What do you think?"

    

    She glances at me nervously as she shows me the photos.

    

    I admired the photos Seohee handed me.

    

    "It's embarrassing to have them collected so openly."

    

    There were photos of me from when I was young.

    

    In a yellowed paper, six-year-old me was smiling brightly.

    

    I could smile like that when I was young too, huh.

    

    I flipped through the photos one by one in admiration.

    

    "Hehe, isn't it cute? I kiss it every night before going to bed."

    

    She looks at my photos and does that every night?

    

    I'm the one feeling embarrassed now.

    

    "Nice, I like it~"

    

    Seohee expressed her satisfaction contentedly.

    

    But I had one question.

    

    "Seohee."

    

    "Yes?"

    

    "Why aren't there any photos of you?"

    

    Seohee looked at me with just her eyes and smiled as she said,

    

    "I didn't take any."

    

    "What?"

    

    "Sadly, there are no photos of us together."

    

    Seohee answered with a bitter smile.

    

    "How nice it would have been if we had dressed up nicely and taken photos side by side."

    

    She expressed her regret.

    

    She really looks disappointed.

    

    "Well, it's okay."

    

    I comforted Seohee while stroking her head.

    

    "We can take as many as we want now."

    

    My comfort seemed to work as Seohee's expression brightened.

    

    Seohee, continuing to receive head pats, smiled with her eyes curved into crescents.

    

    Her hair was so silky that I enjoyed stroking it too.

    

    As a comfortable silence flowed between us, our eyes accidentally met.

    

    "......"

    

    "......"

    

    This is somewhat embarrassing.

    

    Seohee also blushed, seeming shy.

    

    A strange atmosphere enveloped the room, and the temperature gradually rose.

    

    If we stay like this, something serious might happen...

    

    Right now, there are only two of us, a man and a woman, in the house.

    

    Moreover, we have feelings for each other and our eyes have met.

    

    I somehow managed to hold onto my reason and changed the subject.

    

    "Are there any group photos?"

    

    "I lost them."

    

    "Really?"

    

    That's a bit disappointing.

    

    Honestly, I wanted to see what Seohee looked like when she was young.

    

    Seohee at six years old... she must have been very cute.

    

    "That's all for the photos."

    

    Besides the photos, I found toys among the fairy tale books.

    

    It was a wind-up car.

    

    "Seohee, did you like cars when you were young?"

    

    "No, that's Inwoo's."

    

    "Really? What about this robot too?"

    

    Robots, cars, dinosaur toys.

    

    Of course, Seohee might have liked these toys,

    

    but I couldn't help but wonder if she really did.

    

    Because in my memory, Seohee was...

    

    "What's wrong?"

    

    Seohee glanced at me and asked.

    

    "Nothing. It just feels like I'm about to remember something."

    

    "Really? By the way, Inwoo. Aren't you thirsty?"

    

    "Huh? I'm fine."

    

    "Should we go out and get some water together?"

    

    "Go ahead. I'll stay put."

    

    "Then I'm fine too."

    

    She could go get a drink first if she's thirsty.

    

    Seohee sat back down.

    

    "You're acting strange today."

    

    In the end, those words came out of my mouth first.

    

    "Me?"

    

    "Yes."

    

    Seohee scratched her head and laughed.

    

    "Haha, maybe because I pushed myself too hard today?"

    

    "Yeah. You really overdid it today."

    

    Come to think of it, Seohee must be very tired.

    

    Her voice became hoarse from singing at the karaoke,

    

    she had allergies at the flower garden.

    

    Plus, she had to quickly clean up her messy room.

    

    She seemed to be very conscious since I entered her room.

    

    "Or would you like to lie down for a bit?"

    

    "I'm fine. Not to that extent."

    

    "You don't look fine at all. Should we go to the living room instead?"

    

    Seohee opened her mouth to speak but hesitated.

    

    Usually, she would insist she's fine and try to spend more time with me.

    

    She must be very tired today.

    

    "Yes, I'd like to lie down and watch TV outside."

    

    Seohee answered honestly.

    

    Well, it can't be helped.

    

    I don't know what Seohee is hiding,

    

    but I'll pretend not to notice for now.

    

    She looks very anxious.

    

    I got up from the bed.

    

    Seohee put the box back into the safe.

    

    Meanwhile, I looked around Seohee's room again.

    

    A neat desk, bookshelf, and wardrobe.

    

    The slightly warm June breeze blew in through the open window.

    

    Still, it felt refreshing, so it wasn't bad.

    

    "Let's go now."

    

    "Okay."

    

    Perhaps because Seohee had been sitting and then stood up,

    

    her pocket moved, causing its contents to slightly protrude.

    

    And that breeze mischievously passed by Seohee's pocket.

    That content, a white paper, fell to the floor.

    

    "Seohee, you dropped this."

    

    As I was about to pick it up, my shoulder was grabbed.

    

    "Inwoo. I can't hold back anymore."

    

    "What? Mmph..."

    

    And Seohee's rough breath approached.

    

    From such a close distance, I could almost hear Seohee's heartbeat.

    

    Seohee explored my lips and then pulled away for breath.

    

    "Haah..."

    

    "What's this all of a sudden?"

    

    Flustered, I looked at Seohee.

    

    Seohee looked at me with seductive eyes and picked up the paper, putting it back in her pocket.

    

    "Shall we continue?"

    

    "..."

    

    Our eyes met again, and we gazed at each other.

    

    All the foreshadowing that had been building up...

    

    Like the conversation with my mom,

    

    the kiss on the entrance terrace,

    

    and our eyes meeting while I was stroking her hair, all flashed through my mind.

    

    So... this was bound to happen.

    

    As Seohee and I drew closer again,

    

    when our breaths were about to overlap.

    

    Ding dong-

    

    "......"

    

    "......"

    

    Ding dong-

    

    Ding dong-

    

    Ding dong-

    

    Ding dong-

    

    "Seohee! I'm here!!"

    

    Seohee's sister, So Eunbi's voice was heard from outside.

    

    "I know you're in there! Open the door! My arms are getting tired."

    

    Seohee turned her head and frowned.

    

    It was a look of resentment for interrupting the good atmosphere.

    

    "Aren't you going to open it?"

    

    "She'll probably leave if we wait."

    

    Seohee said indifferently.

    

    "Do we have no choice?"

    

    The voice continued to come from the intercom.

    

    And then...

    

    Beep beep beep beep beep-

    

    "Wait a moment, sis!!!!!"

    

    Seohee rushed to Eunbi, who was dialing her house number.

    

    With two people inside, pretending not to be there,

    

    not opening the door would lead to misunderstandings, so she had no choice but to open it first.

    

    ———

    

    "Haah~ What's this, making me wait with these heavy arms."

    

    Eunbi complained to Seohee,

    

    but her expression wasn't as displeased as Seohee's current face.

    

    "Ah...hello."

    

    "Hmm? Oh, Inwoo was here too?"

    

    I also came out to the entrance belatedly and greeted Eunbi.

    

    It would be stranger to pretend I wasn't there.

    

    "By the way."

    

    "Yes?"

    

    "How did you know my house number?"

    

    The ice queen crossed her arms and glared at Eunbi.

    

    "Grandfather told me?"

    

    "Haah~"

    

    Seohee sighed deeply, accepting the explanation.

    

    "Grandfather was worried you might not eat well living alone, so he asked me to prepare meals for you."

    

    Eunbi held out a grocery bag.

    

    "I'll cook something delicious for you."

    

    Seohee couldn't say anything to Eunbi, who was smiling brightly.

    

    "But."

    

    Eunbi's eyes curved as she smiled teasingly at us.

    

    "What were you two doing?"

    

    And she was looking back and forth between me and Seohee.

    

    "We weren't doing anything. I was tired and sleeping."

    

    "You two... slept together?"

    

    When Eunbi spoke with a strange tone, Seohee shouted with a reddened face.

    

    "Just, dozing off on the couch, both of us!!!"

    

    My face also turned red.

    

    When asked what we were doing, the situation from just moments ago kept coming to mind.

    

    "Alright, just don't speed too much."

    

    Eunbi nodded after making her own interpretation.

    

    "Inwoo, you should stay for dinner too."

    

    "What?...Oh, yes."

    

    "I prepared a lot of delicious things. You two can't eat it all anyway."

    

    "Why did you bring so much?"

    

    Eunbi and Seohee headed to the kitchen, bickering.

    

    Looking at the two of them, I felt that sisters will always be sisters.
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    We sat quietly at the table, waiting for dinner.

    

    Before long, delicious aromas wafted from the kitchen.

    

    We offered to help, but were promptly refused.

    

    Eunbi, confident in her domain, declared the kitchen was her home ground.

    

    Come to think of it, Seohee wasn't good at cooking.

    

    I wonder if Eunbi is skilled?

    

    Just from the smell, her talent was already evident.

    

    "I could help too..."

    

    Seohee was pouting slightly.

    

    I suspect Eunbi's rejection of our help wasn't simply because she preferred cooking alone.

    

    She probably refused Seohee's assistance based on the judgment that Seohee shouldn't be trusted in the kitchen.

    

    "Seohee, you must be tired too, so take a rest."

    

    "But it feels like I'm being dismissed."

    

    "By the way, is Eunbi noona a good cook?"

    

    "Huh?"

    

    Seohee glared at me fiercely.

    

    "Eun. Bi. Noo. Na?"

    

    "She told me to call her that."

    

    Seohee turned her gaze forward, staring straight ahead.

    

    "You two seem quite close?"

    

    "Are you seriously being jealous of Eunbi noo—I mean, your own sister?"

    

    "Last time she was saying things like she'd steal Inwoo and whatnot."

    

    "That was obviously a joke."

    

    It was a joke, right?

    

    Well, even if Seohee might act that way, Eunbi, who has no connection to me, wouldn't easily show interest in someone like me.

    

    Even after that explanation, Seohee's mood didn't seem to improve.

    

    Inside the kitchen, unaware of our situation, Eunbi was humming cheerfully.

    

    Then the cooking was complete.

    

    "Here you go, dinner is served for our VIPs."

    

    The table was laden with a feast.

    

    She probably didn't even know I'd be here, but she prepared this much for Seohee?

    

    It was mostly Korean cuisine.

    

    Kimchi stew, japchae, braised short ribs, and more...

    

    How did she make all this by herself?

    

    "I hope it suits your taste."

    

    Eunbi smiled as she placed a bowl of rice in front of me.

    

    Seohee's gaze grew even fiercer.

    

    "Seohee, stop being so wary of your sister and eat up. Grandfather will scold you if you don't eat properly."

    

    Seohee picked up her spoon and took a bite.

    

    She chewed and then swallowed.

    

    "How is it? Delicious?"

    

    Seohee turned her head and muttered.

    

    "You've already been acknowledged by master chefs anyway."

    

    An indirect way of saying it was delicious.

    

    Eunbi smiled happily and stroked Seohee's hair.

    

    "Ugh... what's that all of a sudden!"

    

    "It would be nice if you could just be honest."

    

    Ah, I've heard that phrase somewhere before.

    

    It was definitely something Seohee had said to me, and now Eunbi was saying it to Seohee.

    

    "Get your hand off."

    

    "You'd happily lean into it if Inwoo did it... Have you switched your allegiance from me?"

    

    "When did I ever switch?!"

    

    Seohee was completely losing to Eunbi.

    

    I think it's the first time I've seen Seohee on the losing side.

    

    "Ah, Inwoo, please eat as much as you want."

    

    "Yes, thank you for the meal."

    

    As their bickering ended, I picked up my spoon.

    

    "This is really delicious!!"

    

    Just as Seohee said, it was worthy of recognition from a prestigious restaurant.

    

    The texture was perfect, and the seasoning was flawless.

    

    It was the kind of food that makes you want to keep eating once you start.

    

    "Eat plenty~"

    

    While Eunbi looked pleased, Seohee's reaction wasn't so positive.

    

    "Ugh..."

    

    "Seohee, don't be like that. Try this too. Eunbi noona, please eat with us."

    

    I picked up a large piece of braised short rib and placed it in Seohee's bowl.

    

    Enough with the bickering.

    

    I'm now playing the mediator role that Seohee had played at the convenience store.

    

    After the meal,

    

    Eunbi gave up her spot when we insisted on doing the dishes.

    Seohee and I stood side by side at the sink.

    

    "Be careful here, it's slippery."

    

    "Okay."

    

    Only the clattering of dishes could be heard.

    

    A moment of silence.

    

    Eunbi was in the living room, saying she needed a short rest.

    

    Alone with Seohee, I asked her:

    

    "Are you feeling better now? Or do you want to rest too?"

    

    "I'm fine. The food gave me some energy back."

    

    Honestly, I wanted to tell Seohee to rest as well.

    

    Though knowing her personality, she probably wouldn't back down.

    

    "Don't push yourself too hard. If you're struggling, it makes me uncomfortable too."

    

    "...Okay."

    

    Seohee nodded.

    

    Despite my concern, Seohee was blushing with happiness.

    

    "Look at you two, all lovey-dovey."

    

    A voice came from behind us.

    

    "What is it, unnie?"

    

    When we turned around, Eunbi was watching us with an amused expression.

    

    "What do you mean? I'm observing the newlyweds."

    

    "..."

    

    Seohee seemed satisfied with that comment and didn't say anything in particular.

    

    I just thought Eunbi was teasing us and didn't pay much attention.

    

    "Don't mind me, just continue what you were doing. You can even get closer if you want."

    

    What are you trying to make your sister do?

    

    "Hehe."

    

    Her playful laugh was remarkably similar to Seohee's.

    

    ——

    

    "Let's play a game!"

    

    After finishing the dishes and returning to the living room,

    

    Eunbi exclaimed excitedly.

    

    "A game? We shouldn't have any gaming consoles at home."

    

    But the large screen was connected to a gaming console.

    

    "I anticipated that and brought one. I'm here to teach my sister the joys of life."

    

    Eunbi puffed up her shoulders, as if expecting gratitude.

    

    Even so, Seohee just looked at her with disdain.

    

    "Do you like games, Inwoo?"

    

    When Seohee didn't respond, Eunbi turned her hopes to me.

    

    "I don't really play games."

    

    "What!..."

    

    Eunbi looked extremely shocked.

    

    I'm not sure if this is really something to be so shocked about.

    

    "What a hopeless couple! This won't do. I'll change your lives today."

    

    With firm resolve, Eunbi declared with burning determination.

    

    "This is annoying. Should we kick her out?"

    

    "Seohee, that's not right. She cooked for us, so we should at least play along for a bit."

    

    While we were whispering, Eunbi called out:

    

    "Hey! Stop your love whispers and grab a controller."

    

    Seohee sighed deeply and reluctantly picked one up.

    

    She's a sister who can't stand up to her older sister after all.

    

    Soon, the screen showed various characters fighting, and then a versus mode appeared.

    

    "I'll teach you how to play... but just playing normally would be boring, right?"

    

    "Pardon?"

    

    "We need to set a penalty."

    

    Eunbi let out a devious laugh.

    

    And then she proposed an outrageous penalty.

    

    "Let's play a truth game. The person who comes in first gets to ask the person who comes in last anything, and the last-place person has to tell the truth. How about it? Sounds fun, right?"

    

    Unlike Eunbi, whose eyes were gleaming, Seohee and I had lukewarm reactions.

    

    "That's unfair."

    

    Seohee spoke first.

    

    "You're the only one here who's played a lot of games, and we don't really have anything to ask you, so it only benefits you, right?"

    

    "That's so mean~ You should be curious about your sister too."

    

    Eunbi pretended to cry at Seohee's sharp criticism, but her eyes changed for a moment.

    

    ...What was that?

    

    Eunbi, who had been hanging her head low pretending to cry, looked up again with a smile.

    

    "Well, I understand. It's natural for Seohee to lose to me."

    

    "What are you saying?"

    

    Seohee's eyes sharpened.

    

    "My cute little sister couldn't possibly beat her big sister."

    

    "You'd better be prepared. If you lose, I'll make you spill all your weaknesses."

    

    "Hehe, that's more like it."

    

    Seohee was now burning with competitive spirit.

    

    In the end, Seohee fell right into Eunbi's provocation.

    

    "Inwoo, isn't there anything you want to know about us?"

    

    Eunbi turned to look at me this time.

    

    "...I'm not sure?"

    

    I hesitated to speak, feeling somewhat uncomfortable.

    

    "Hmm... for example."

    

    Eunbi put her finger on her chin, pretending to think deeply.

    

    "Like Seohee's childhood."

    

    I flinched involuntarily at those words.

    

    It was indeed shrouded in mystery.

    

    But it's something Seohee is uncomfortable with.

    

    Seohee's expression was indeed not good.

    

    Rather than the hostility she showed when provoked earlier,

    

    She looked at Eunbi with resentful eyes.

    

    "It's okay, Inwoo. This is a battle between me and my sister, so you don't have to join if it's difficult."

    

    "Why are you treating Inwoo like an outsider? It's more fun if we all play together."

    

    Eunbi didn't back down.

    

    "Besides, doesn't Seohee have things she wants to hear from Inwoo too?"

    

    At Eunbi's words, spoken with a friendly smile, Seohee also wavered.

    

    Things she wants to hear.

    

    Demanding truths from each other might be like opening Pandora's box for both Seohee and me.

    

    We can't know what will happen if we hear the results before we're mentally prepared to share with each other.

    

    Still, it was a very tempting proposal.

    

    "Then I'll take that as a yes and start!"

    

    When neither of us responded, Eunbi started the game.

    

    The rules of the game were surprisingly simple.

    

    In this fighting game featuring famous characters,

    

    You choose a character and use them to knock opponents off cliffs or deal damage.

    

    Occasionally, items appear that can make you more powerful if used well.

    

    When the game time ends, rankings are determined.

    

    After listening to Eunbi's explanation of basic controls, skills, brief character traits, items, and specific map precautions, and playing two practice rounds,

    

    We finally started the real game with penalties at stake.

    

    ———

    

    Results of the first round:

    

    So Eunbi - 1st place

    Kang Inwoo - 2nd place

    So Seohee - 3rd place

    

    Eunbi gave Seohee a triumphant smile.

    

    "Ugh... this is annoying."

    

    Regardless of Seohee's resentment, Eunbi's question came:

    

    "Tell me honestly. What were you two doing right before I arrived?"

    

    Eunbi continued with a mischievous smile:

    

    "Remember, you can't lie."

    

    "...We were kissing."

    

    Seohee hesitated before answering.

    

    I hung my head in embarrassment too.

    

    I was caught in Seohee's penalty.

    

    Eunbi looked at both of us, who were hanging our heads low, with a surprised expression, covering her mouth.

    

    Then she teased us thoroughly.

    

    "My, my, such young people being so scandalous, a boy and girl alone in an empty house."

    

    "I've answered, so let's quickly move on to the next round!!!"

    

    And so we started the second round.

    

    The results were:

    

    So Eunbi - 1st place

    So Seohee - 2nd place

    Kang Inwoo - 3rd place

    

    Now it's my turn to answer a question.

    

    "Haha, noona, please go easy on me."

    

    Questions that are too intense can be mentally harmful.

    

    Eunbi smiled gently.

    

    "Don't worry. I won't ask you anything too difficult."

    

    But waiting for a question that could explode like a bomb at any moment

    

    Made me extremely nervous.

    

    I swallowed hard and waited for Eunbi's question.

    

    "So, Inwoo. Are you going to marry Seohee?"

    

    The following question dropped from Eunbi.
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    "Yes, Inwoo. You're going to marry Seohee, right?"

    

    I met eyes with Eunbi noona.

    

    It felt like I could hear a voice saying, "You can't escape."

    

    While I was flustered, Eunbi noona raised the corner of her mouth into a smirk.

    

    "To get married, you need to know your partner well."

    

    "Pardon?"

    

    "How much do you know about Seohee, Inwoo?"

    

    Wasn't her first statement a question?

    As if my earlier impression had been just my imagination, Eunbi noona looked perfectly calm.

    

    Breathing an inward sigh of relief, I answered.

    

    "Honestly, I don't know much yet. We haven't been together long."

    

    "Then you probably don't know about what Seohee was like before."

    

    Eunbi noona nodded.

    

    "What she was like before?"

    

    "Unnie, please stop."

    

    A cold voice came from one side.

    

    The Ice Queen glared at Eunbi noona with an utterly frigid expression.

    

    "Hahaha, Seohee, what's wrong? Alright, I won't mention how you used to follow me around everywhere when you were little."

    

    Wait, you just did mention it.

    

    "Well, unless Inwoo can beat me."

    

    Eunbi noona glanced at me.

    

    Perhaps her true feelings were even darker than they appeared.

    

    "Should we stop if it's getting too difficult?"

    

    "No. Keep going."

    

    In response to Seohee's murderous glare, Eunbi noona chuckled with amusement.

    

    "That's more like it, worthy of the Mok family."

    

    It was essentially a battle of nerves between just the two of them.

    

    Caught between these two women with sparks flying from their eyes, I was just an innocent civilian.

    

    So this is what they mean by "when whales fight, the shrimp's back gets broken."

    

    Without time to collect myself, the next game began immediately.

    

    It was essentially a battle between just the two of them.

    

    I was running away from their terrifying control.

    

    But then...

    

    "Hey, Seohee, why are you attacking me too!"

    

    "At this rate, you'll be the one advancing, Inwoo."

    

    Seohee was keeping me in check too.

    

    Was she worried I might ask her sensitive questions?

    

    In the end, the third round finished without me accomplishing anything.

    

    The results:

    So Seohee - 1st place

    So Eunbi - 2nd place

    Kang Inwoo - 3rd place

    

    Last place again.

    

    Now it's Seohee's turn to ask me a question.

    

    Please, no more heart-pounding questions.

    

    Seohee looked at me and briefly made a troubled expression.

    

    She seemed to be choosing what question to ask.

    

    "Come on, ask something you've always wanted to know about your boyfriend!"

    

    Eunbi noona was still beaming.

    

    "Um... Inwoo..."

    

    Seohee began speaking with difficulty.

    

    To open Pandora's box, or not.

    

    I was anxious about what question she might ask me.

    

    "Inwoo, isn't there something you want to ask me?"

    

    "Huh?"

    

    That was a question I hadn't expected.

    

    After a moment of confusion, I came to my senses.

    

    Seohee's fist was trembling subtly.

    

    She's nervous right now.

    

    At times like this, I shouldn't just stay silent.

    

    "Yes, there is."

    

    I told the truth since this was a truth game.

    

    "Really? What is it?"

    

    If you ask what it is, there's a lot.

    

    Because I want to know more about Seohee.

    

    What she usually thinks about,

    How she's lived her life,

    What she likes,

    What she dislikes,

    

    And more than anything right now,

    Why she keeps trying to hide things from me.

    

    After organizing my thoughts, I gave an honest answer.

    

    "I don't want to tell you."

    

    This is also the truth.

    It's not a lie.

    

    "Ooh~ That's not fair~ You have to answer properly."

    

    Of course, Eunbi noona booed, saying it wasn't fun.

    

    Seohee, who had been blank for a moment, asked again.

    

    "Why not?"

    

    "Because I want to get to know you gradually."

    

    There's no need to rush.

    

    I plan to wait until Seohee opens up,

    Until she opens her heart.

    

    What's the point of forcibly discovering what Seohee is hiding?

    It would only make our relationship more awkward.

    

    "......"

    

    Unlike Eunbi noona's reaction, Seohee smiled as if satisfied.

    

    "That's so like you, Inwoo."

    

    Seohee's tension visibly melted away.

    

    I'm glad her discomfort has disappeared.

    

    "If the first-place winner is satisfied, isn't that enough?"

    

    When Eunbi noona continued to express dissatisfaction, Seohee argued back.

    

    "Then I'll just have to win next time and ask Inwoo what he wants to know."

    

    Eunbi noona rekindled her enthusiasm.

    

    "Alright, next round..."

    

    Ring-ring-ring-

    

    A phone rang.

    

    It was Eunbi noona's phone.

    

    "Hello?"

    

    After taking the call briefly, Eunbi noona discussed some company business.

    

    Her expression subtly contorted before she let out a deep sigh.

    

    "I'll be right there."

    

    After ending the call, Eunbi noona hurriedly got up.

    

    "I'll be back soon. You two continue."

    

    And she rushed to the entrance before we could say anything.

    

    "Phew~ Is it over now?"

    

    Seohee let out a deep sigh of relief.

    

    Now that Eunbi noona was gone and the flow was broken, the tension completely dissipated.

    

    "Want to take a break?"

    

    "Yes."

    

    Seohee nodded, and we sat side by side on the sofa.

    

    Actually, Seohee lay down.

    

    She rested her head on my thigh and lay down.

    

    "Mmm~ Inwoo, your thigh is so soft and comfortable."

    

    "You seem to know how to subtly humiliate men, don't you?"

    

    "Hehe, no, I'm just saying I'd like you regardless of your body type."

    

    We stayed like that for a while.

    

    I checked my phone and saw a message.

    

    Mom: When are you coming home?

    

    Inwoo: I'll be home a little later.

    

    "It's getting late."

    

    "Is it?"

    

    Seohee checked the time and looked disappointed.

    

    "Do you have to go now?"

    

    "Should I stay a bit longer?"

    

    Since I don't have anything urgent to do at home anyway, they'll understand if I'm a little late.

    

    Seohee smiled brightly at my words.

    

    She's really easy to read.

    

    After admiring the cute Seohee for a moment, I looked at the game screen.

    

    "Seohee, want to play one more game?"

    

    "What? Have you gotten hooked?"

    

    At Seohee's question, I smiled and suggested:

    

    "The winner gets one small wish granted."

    

    Seohee's eyes lit up.

    

    She seemed absolutely confident that she would win.

    

    "Then I can't lose."

    

    Seohee immediately got up, grabbed a joystick, and handed one to me.

    

    "Get ready!"

    

    "Okay. But remember, it's a small wish. No marriage proposals or anything excessive, alright?"

    

    "What should I ask for..."

    

    She's not even listening.

    Well, if the request is too much, I'll definitely refuse.

    

    The reason I suggested this bet was because I wanted to give Seohee a small gift.

    

    To tell her not to feel too lonely when I leave.

    

    Of course, I have no intention of losing on purpose.

    

    If Seohee wins, I'll grant her wish, and if I win, I'll use the wish as an excuse to give Seohee a small reward.

    

    Though it's just something minor.

    

    And so, Kang Inwoo's bonus round began.

    

    "What? Why isn't this working?"

    

    "Hehe, Inwoo."

    

    "Seohee, you're hitting too hard. Hey, give me a break."

    

    While I was struggling with my still-clumsy controls, Seohee's character was one-sidedly beating up mine.

    

    At this rate, I'm going to lose overwhelmingly.

    

    As a man, I can't let that happen.

    

    Currently, I was sitting on the sofa, and Seohee was playing intently on the floor.

    

    In other words, Seohee was showing her back to me, completely off guard.

    

    I carefully moved down and approached Seohee without her noticing.

    

    "Hehe, Inwoo. Goodbye."

    

    Just as Seohee was about to use her special move.

    

    I tickled her side.

    

    "Ugh... hahaha... wait, what!"

    

    Seohee shuddered and squirmed, missing her special move.

    

    Good. While her character was motionless, I quickly attacked Seohee's character with my joystick.

    

    "Ugh... that's cheating!"

    

    Seohee quickly grabbed her joystick, but her character had already fallen far away.

    

    "Inwoo, you."

    

    Seohee looked at me with reproachful eyes, then blushed.

    

    "Touching my body without permission, have you grown up that much?"

    

    Regardless, when Seohee's character reappeared on the battlefield,

    

    I targeted her side again.

    

    "Where do you think you're touching!"

    

    Seohee blocked my arm, then quickly sucked on my nape, tickling me.

    

    "Ugh... Seohee, wait, this is...!!"

    

    "Take that!"

    

    In an instant, my character fell off a cliff.

    

    "Phew... alright, let's see how far you can go."

    

    And so we engaged in this shameless competition.

    

    I tickled Seohee's side again.

    

    She tried to block it, but my hand successfully tickled her side.

    

    Seohee kicked her legs, trying her best to endure the tickling.

    

    "Stop it!"

    

    She pushed away my arm, and this time, Seohee reached for my side.

    

    "Now it's your turn to suffer!"

    

    "Ha-hahaha, Seohee, I give up, I won't tickle you anymore!"

    

    Even when I begged, Seohee wouldn't let go.

    

    After repeating this foolishness for a while,

    

    "Phew~"

    

    "Haah~"

    

    We both got tired.

    

    This isn't even an exercise game.

    

    "This round is void. Let's start over."

    

    "Okay. I'll play properly now."

    

    We pressed restart on the messed-up game and began again.

    

    "You're really going to play properly?"

    

    "Yes. I'm too tired to do anything else."

    

    Of course, I had no intention of doing so.

    

    As soon as we started, I wrapped my arm around Seohee's neck.

    

    "You said you'd play properly..."

    

    "Yes, I'll play properly like this."

    

    Seohee turned her head with a reddened face, looking at me who was close enough that our noses almost touched.

    

    I pretended to focus on the game.

    

    Taking advantage of Seohee's distraction, I struck her character.

    

    "Are you really going to keep doing this?"

    

    Seohee also started to focus on the game.

    

    As I continued playing while holding Seohee.

    

    It seems my skinship is gradually losing its effect.

    

    Hmm, in this case...

    

    "Seohee, I like you."

    

    "Ugh..."

    

    It was just a probing comment, but Seohee's ears turned extremely red.

    

    "You're really pretty. How wonderful would it be to have a woman like Seohee as my wife~"

    

    "Th-that..."

    

    Seohee momentarily stopped operating her joystick.

    

    "You shouldn't get distracted while playing."

    

    I seized this opportunity to completely crush Seohee.

    

    After that...

    

    "Seohee, I love you."

    

    "Heek-"

    

    I whispered sweetly in her ear, completely disrupting her concentration.

    

    Hehe, now my victory is assured.

    

    As a result of tormenting Seohee both in-game and mentally.

    

    Kang Inwoo - 1st place

    So Seohee - 2nd place

    

    The score difference was overwhelming.

    

    Of course, since Seohee could barely play.

    

    "I won."

    

    "Isn't that too much?"

    

    Seohee covered her face with her palms, embarrassed.

    

    "Ah~ I feel like I've used up all my lifetime wishes."

    

    And suddenly she seemed happy.

    

    She was recalling the words I had whispered earlier.

    

    Hey, is that really all your lifetime wish amounts to?

    

    "My throat is dry. I'll go get something to drink..."

    

    Feeling the need to calm down, Seohee escaped to the kitchen.

    

    It's getting late, and the consolation is over, so should I leave soon?

    

    Actually, just doing this much was probably enough consolation for Seohee.

    

    There's no need to use the wish right now.

    

    As I stretched and started packing my bag,

    

    A piece of paper caught my eye in the corner of my vision.

    

    It's definitely the paper I saw in Seohee's room earlier.

    

    Did it fall when I was tickling and playing with Seohee just now?

    

    I carefully approached the paper.

    

    Seohee had kissed me to hide this paper.

    

    Should I really look at it?

    

    But if it's important, she might lose it if I leave it here,

    

    I should pick it up and place it on the sofa.

    

    As I picked up the paper, I saw the back side.

    

    It was a photo.

    

    "Inwoo."

    

    I had been looking at the photo without realizing it.

    

    I quickly averted my gaze from the photo.

    

    "Inwoo, what would you like to drink?"

    

    Fortunately, her voice came from beyond the kitchen.

    

    "Anything is fine."

    

    I quietly put the photo back on the floor and headed to the kitchen.

    

    It would be better to pretend I hadn't seen it if I wanted to keep it a secret from Seohee.

    

    ———

    

    Seohee accompanied me to the elevator.

    

    Of course, I stopped her from coming down to the first floor.

    

    "I had fun today."

    

    "Me too."

    

    "I should say goodbye to Eunbi noona."

    

    "It's okay, I'll pass it on for you."

    

    "Okay, tell her I left first and thank her for dinner tonight."

    

    "I'll tell her, and if that weird woman asks for your number, don't give it to her or take hers. Got it?"

    

    Seohee warned me sternly.

    

    She must be worried that I might exchange contact information with Eunbi noona and keep in touch.

    

    "I got it. You worry too much."

    

    "Sigh~ It's a shame. Why don't you just stay over?"

    

    I stroked Seohee's head to comfort her.

    

    "Next time when I have a day off, I'll come visit earlier."

    

    "Really?"

    

    Seohee's eyes lit up with excitement.

    

    It felt like seeing a pet waiting at the door when you come home from work.

    

    She's really cute.

    

    "Of course. Get some rest tonight since we overdid it."

    

    "Okay, text me when you get home."

    

    As I rode the elevator down, I recalled the events of the day.

    

    We had a lot of fun, and many things happened.

    

    But one thought kept coming back to me.

    

    About the photo Seohee had hidden.

    

    Actually, the photo Seohee had hidden was just a "kindergarten group photo."

    

    Seohee had said she lost the group photo,

    but it came out of her school uniform pocket.

    

    Was it really a photo worth hiding?

    

    Of course, there was one peculiar thing.

    

    In that photo, I was there, and all the kindergarten children were there, but

    

    No matter how much I looked, I couldn't find a girl who looked like "So Seohee."

    

    "I must be mistaken. Whatever."

    

    It's not easy to immediately recognize who's who in childhood photos anyway.

  
    Chapter 55. End-of-Term Ceremony

    
    Weekend evening.

    

    Today, Seohee was busy with work and hadn't replied.

    

    I checked my phone and put it down.

    

    "No response from Seohee?" Mom looked at me.

    

    She seemed strangely pleased.

    

    "I was just checking if there was anything interesting."

    

    "Really? I thought you were waiting for her message, even though you were with her until dinner."

    

    Mom hit the nail on the head.

    

    She's always been perceptive.

    

    I sighed deeply and denied it.

    

    "I wouldn't be that obsessive."

    

    "Hmm, is that so?"

    

    Even Mom couldn't quite picture me being obsessive.

    

    Right, this isn't obsession.

    

    When couples part ways after hanging out, it's normal to text to make sure they got home safely, isn't it?

    

    I shouldn't miss these little thoughtful gestures.

    

    "Or were you watching those dating advice videos again?"

    

    "...W-who said I ever watched those things?!"

    

    Ah, I messed up.

    

    My reaction was too obviously flustered.

    

    I was just recalling what I'd learned from a relationship video, and she hit the mark perfectly.

    

    "Pfft."

    

    "Mom, why are you laughing?"

    

    I asked with annoyance, and Mom calmed her laughter, wiping tears from her eyes.

    

    "It's just funny that my son looks up those things."

    

    "Haah~"

    

    These days, I'm so tense about what Mom might say next that I can barely look at her face.

    

    Weekends pass quickly—even with just a little fun, bedtime comes soon.

    Night had already fallen.

    

    As we laid out the bedding to sleep side by side, I asked, "Mom, do you remember when I was little?"

    

    "When you were little?"

    

    Mom thought for a moment before answering.

    

    "You were such a mature and cute child back then..."

    

    "And I'm not anymore?"

    

    "No, you're still plenty reliable now."

    

    Mom said with a smile.

    

    "You take good care of Hyeeun too."

    

    She stroked Hyeeun's head, who had already fallen asleep, with a contented smile.

    

    "So why ask about your childhood?"

    

    I suddenly remembered something and asked.

    

    Seohee said she had met my mom when we were young.

    

    That's how she got my childhood photos from Mom.

    

    I wondered if Mom remembered young Seohee too.

    

    "Did I know a girl when I was six?"

    

    "Hmm..."

    

    Mom looked at me with a troubled expression.

    

    Does she know something?

    

    "...Son, even if Seohee likes you, don't you think you're being a bit too narcissistic?"

    

    "What are you talking about?"

    

    I should just drop it.

    

    It seems Mom doesn't remember either.

    

    I flopped down onto the bedding.

    

    Tomorrow I need to wake up early again for Hyeeun's kindergarten.

    

    I closed my eyes, trying to fall asleep quickly.

    

    "There was one. A girl who followed you around."

    

    "What?"

    

    I opened my eyes at those words.

    

    "So you've known Seohee since back then too?"

    

    "Huh? It couldn't have been Seohee."

    

    Mom said as if I was talking nonsense.

    

    "If not Seohee, then who?"

    

    "Hmm... she was different from Seohee. I remember her name was Lee Yuri."

    

    "......"

    

    "It was so long ago, even I'm not sure. Anyway, good night."

    

    With those words, Mom fell asleep.

    

    ———

    

    The scorching sun.

    

    Sweat pours down like rain.

    

    Summer has finally arrived.

    

    "Ah, it's hot."

    

    "Yeah, you two are lucky. You get to come by car."

    

    Seokyul looked at us with resentful eyes.

    

    Seohee still didn't respond.

    

    I thought she was getting better after the retreat, but it seems she's only opened up to the girls.

    

    That's a good thing.

    

    No need for her to pay attention to other guys.

    

    "It's just as hot even if we come by car."

    

    I answered for her.

    

    Despite coming in a limousine, I'd sweated a lot while waiting for Hyeeun's kindergarten bus and walking from the parking lot to school.

    

    "Ooh~ liar."

    

    My explanation didn't seem to convince him.

    

    Well, whatever.

    

    It's too hot to bother explaining.

    

    Some boys were gathered at the front door of the classroom.

    

    Channeling their inner technicians, they were trying various things with the air conditioner.

    

    "I heard you can manipulate the temperature this way."

    

    "If they care about the environment, they should raise the temperature in the teachers' office first."

    

    "Hey, you guys! We're going home in a few hours anyway, so just sit quietly!"

    

    A girl who was the class president stepped in to stop them.

    

    It was almost time for the teacher to arrive.

    

    Despite the heat, most students were filled with excitement rather than complaints.

    

    There weren't many people actually complaining about the heat;

    everyone was chatting cheerfully.

    

    Of course, the seat next to mine was no exception.

    

    "Inwoo. Inwoo. Inwoo."

    

    "What?"

    

    "What are you going to do during the break?"

    

    I'd been hearing this question every day for the past week.

    

    "Just looking after Hyeeun and working part-time, I guess."

    

    "What about when your mother is on vacation?"

    

    "Hmm... I'm thinking of picking up some day labor or short-term work."

    

    "...When will you have time to play?"

    

    "I'm also thinking of studying if I have time."

    

    "Really?"

    

    Seohee was looking at me with an expectant expression.

    

    "Do you want to go on a trip or something?"

    

    "Yes!"

    

    "I'll think about it."

    

    "Aww~"

    

    Honestly, I want to go on a trip with Seohee too.

    

    I was just playing hard to get because her reactions were so cute.

    

    "Well, let's try to match our free days."

    

    "Okay!"

    

    "Will it be just the two of you?" Seokyul cut in.

    

    "What if it is?"

    

    "Whaaaat???? Are you two planning to do something?!"

    

    He shouted but immediately shrank back under Seohee's glare.

    

    "We're just going to have fun, what do you think we'd do?"

    

    Watching Seohee's reaction, Seokyul whispered in my ear.

    

    "Se..."

    

    *Slide*

    

    "Good morning, everyone~!"

    

    "Good morning!!!"

    

    Seokyul stopped mid-word and, as soon as the homeroom teacher entered, fulfilled his duty as a member of Hayeon's knights.

    

    He greeted louder than anyone else.

    

    There was no need to listen to his meaningless words anyway.

    

    "Today is finally the end-of-term ceremony you've all been waiting for."

    

    That's right.

    

    Time had flown by, and it was already the end of July.

    

    Today was the end-of-term ceremony.

    

    "I'll be sad not seeing you during the break, teacher!"

    

    "Save that talk for when you sign up for supplementary classes."

    

    "Hahaha-!!"

    

    With the teacher's guidance, the classroom was filled with commotion as the ceremony began.

    

    Fortunately, the school didn't make us go outside in this heat.

    

    They conducted the ceremony by projecting it on a screen.

    

    Honestly, I wasn't really listening.

    

    That was probably true for most students, but especially for me.

    

    I was lost in other thoughts.

    

    'Only about a month left.'

    

    My promise with Seohee—

    

    We agreed to date until the end of this summer break,

    to see if we're compatible or not,

    if there are feelings or not,

    and to give an answer about our future on the last day.

    

    I need to give a definite answer when the break ends.

    

    "Phew~ It's over."

    

    Beside me, Seohee stretched with a relaxed expression.

    

    "Inwoo?"

    

    "What?"

    

    I turned my head.

    

    There was Seohee, sitting right next to me with a smile.

    

    "Let's go have fun!"

    

    Will Seohee still be smiling like this next to me after a month passes?

    

    Will we still commute together every day, sit next to each other, and chat like this?

    

    Actually, my answer is already decided.

    

    "Sure, let's go."

    

    ————

    

    I sat across from Seohee at a café.

    

    "Hehe, Inwoo."

    

    "Yes?"

    

    "About our trip. Where do you want to go?"

    

    "Hmm... I don't want to go too far."

    

    We can't go too far.

    

    If it's just the two of us,

    going too far would make our parents suspicious.

    

    Of course, anything longer than an overnight trip would raise suspicions.

    

    There's also the money issue.

    

    Sure, Seohee would probably offer to pay for everything, but I'd feel bad making her cover expensive costs.

    

    I've been saving my part-time earnings for something like this.

    So I can proudly pay my share up to a certain point.

    

    "Then overseas is too much?"

    

    Seohee smiled as she put the pamphlets she had spread out back into her bag.

    

    "'Top 10 Honeymoon Destinations'?"

    

    "Ehehe, let's think of it as a rehearsal."

    

    I let out a deep sigh.

    

    Seohee's behavior is cute but burdensome.

    

    "We haven't even gotten permission for the trip yet."

    

    "Really?"

    

    Seohee tilted her head.

    

    "Aren't you going back to your family home during the break?"

    

    "I have work at the company, and my family is usually too busy to get together often."

    

    That's a bit sad.

    

    Of course, at our age, friends and lovers are everything, but

    it must be hard not seeing family.

    

    "You need to match your mother's vacation days, right?"

    

    "Yes. We can't take Hyeeun with us."

    

    "Hmm..."

    

    "What now?"

    

    Seohee gave a seductive smile.

    

    Just seeing that smile now makes my heart race and gives me a strange, embarrassed feeling.

    

    Is this what they call 'Pavlov's dog'?

    

    Am I conditioned to feel shy when Seohee makes that expression?

    

    "'We can't take Hyeeun with us'... I wonder why?"

    

    "Obviously, how could we take a child without a guardian? Mom would worry too."

    

    "So you want to go just the two of us?"

    

    "Well... yes."

    

    "What for?"

    

    "What do you mean?"

    

    "What does our Inwoo want to do alone with me?"

    

    "We're just going on a trip! It's not like we're going to do anything strange, just the two of us!!"

    

    "Hehehe, sometimes I just want to tease you like this."

    

    She's deliberately creating misunderstandings even when there's no reason to.

    

    "Or we could all go together. Since you seem to dislike going just the two of us."

    

    "Not at all."

    

    Actually, going just the two of us is still just a hope.

    

    The important thing is getting permission from our guardian—my mom.

    

    I need to convince her that we won't get into trouble as minors.

    

    As for Seohee... I had a feeling she wouldn't bother asking for permission.

    

    "Seohee, you should get permission from your family too."

    

    "Do I really have to? I'm already running a company on my own."

    

    "Yes, you absolutely have to. If they find out two minors of opposite sexes went on a trip without saying anything, they'll be angry."

    

    "Ugh..."

    

    Seohee pouted.

    

    But this is something I can't compromise on.

    

    "I don't want to create a bad impression with your family. I want to look good to my girlfriend's family."

    

    After saying this much, even Seohee agreed.

    

    "Haah~ I guess I have no choice."

    

    Seohee smiled, somehow both happy and bitter.

    

    She must have difficulties with her family.

    

    While I don't know about her sister or grandfather, she doesn't seem to get along with her mother.

    

    I wonder what her relationship with her father is like?

    

    I was curious but didn't pry.

    

    So I guess we'll put the trip discussion on hold for now.

    

    Ring ring ring-

    

    Seohee's phone rang.

    

    She looked at the screen.

    

    Her expression hardened.

    

    "Inwoo, I'll be right back after taking this call."

    

    "...Okay."

    

    No wonder her expression changed.

    

    I happened to see the screen of her phone on the table.

    

    'Old Hag'... Could that be Seohee's mother?

    

    That's a harsh label.

    

    Ring ring ring-

    

    Soon my phone rang too.

    

    I answered and put it to my ear.

    

    "Why are you calling?"

    

    A cheerful and loud male voice came through.

    

    [How've you been?]

    

    "I'm doing fine."

    

    [I saw your profile picture has a girl. Could it be...?]

    

    "It just happened."

    

    [Wow, you said you wouldn't date, but you're such a liar.]

    

    "Is that why you called?"

    

    [I thought you weren't interested in girls, so I wondered if you were gay.]

    

    "Okay, I'm hanging up now."

    

    [Hey, don't treat your middle school friend like that.]

    

    It was a voice I hadn't heard in a long time.

    

    A guy I was close with before moving here.

    

    [Listen. I have very important news.]

    

    "What is it?"

    

    [You're on break now, right?]

    

    "Yeah, today was the end-of-term ceremony."

    

    [Perfect. We're all coming to Seoul as a group, so show your face. Don't just hang out with your girlfriend, that's not cool.]

    

    "You're suddenly coming to Seoul? When..."

    

    Beep- Beep- Beep-

    

    The call ended.

    

    "Still doing whatever he wants."

    

    I put down the phone, sighed deeply, and waited for Seohee.

    

    My call was nothing special, but I wonder what's going on with Seohee?

    

    Her expression wasn't good...

    

    Anyway, like that,

    the "summer break" that seemed likely to be the most eventful of my life had arrived.

  
    Chapter 56. Other People's Love Stories Are Always Entertaining

    
    I'm currently witnessing an unbelievable sight before my eyes.

    

    Beep-

    

    "Th-three thousand eight hundred won, please."

    

    "Hey, that's a two-plus-one deal."

    

    "Would you like to get one more, customer?"

    

    Her extremely awkward speech,

    Her trembling from anxiety,

    And her frequent mistakes.

    

    After the customer left,

    I let out a deep sigh watching her anxious demeanor.

    

    "Hey, Ah-reum."

    

    "What's with the sudden familiarity? Everyone makes mistakes. Don't address me like we're close."

    

    Ignoring Ah-reum's hostility, I continued.

    

    "Weren't you supposed to be rich?"

    

    With clothes and accessories that looked expensive to anyone,

    Elegant blonde hair and an arrogant attitude,

    She was now wearing the same vest as me.

    

    "So why are you learning to work here?"

    

    As soon as I arrived for my shift, the manager instructed me to teach Ah-reum how to work.

    I followed the instructions while dealing with incoming customers, not knowing what was going on.

    

    I think I've taught her enough to ask for the reason now.

    

    After hearing my question, Ah-reum seemed to ponder... or rather,

    She yawned as if she couldn't care less.

    

    "Ah~ I'm tired so early in the morning."

    

    "Do you need money or something?"

    

    "What do you take me for?!"

    

    Then don't ignore me and just answer.

    

    Ah-reum glared at me, feeling her pride scratched.

    

    "Hey, customer's coming. Fix your expression."

    

    "I'll deal with you later."

    

    Despite our bickering, we somehow managed to work together.

    

    When the flow of customers subsided,

    Ah-reum finally told me the reason.

    

    "I got caught by the manager while eating discarded lunch boxes."

    

    "What?"

    

    "What's with that pathetic look?"

    

    "Sorry. You just look really pathetic."

    

    "Is that supposed to be an apology?!"

    

    Anyway, Ah-reum's story went like this:

    

    Occasionally, when Ah-reum craved discarded lunch boxes, she would come to the convenience store.

    But naturally, from the store's perspective, they can't sell expired food to customers.

    

    So after being rejected multiple times,

    She was finally able to get lunch boxes during my shift.

    Of course, she couldn't get them if I didn't want to give them to her.

    

    But recently, another person started giving Ah-reum discarded lunch boxes.

    It was the coworker who works after my shift.

    

    On the day of the June mock exam,

    After I gave Ah-reum a discarded lunch box,

    That guy would also give her lunch boxes whenever she came by.

    

    And beyond that...

    

    "You even exchanged contact information?"

    

    "Yes, is there something strange about that?"

    

    They became close enough to text each other, with him promising to let her know when tasty discarded lunch boxes were available.

    

    "Well, he does text me annoyingly sometimes."

    

    "Is that possibly a crush?"

    

    "What?"

    

    Ah-reum looked at me pitifully as if I was talking nonsense.

    

    Does this girl really have no clue?

    For a moment, Ah-reum seemed lost in thought.

    

    "Well, I guess he could misunderstand. I just want the free lunch boxes."

    

    "Wow, I feel sorry for him."

    

    "What's there to feel sorry about? He's giving them to me because he wants to."

    

    "Still, people have feelings, you know."

    

    How can she be so indifferent to someone's kindness?

    

    Of course, I don't expect anything from Ah-reum,

    But I wish she would take people's kindness more seriously.

    Or if she's not interested at all, she should cut it off completely.

    

    "I guess you're right."

    

    While arranging products, Ah-reum fell into thought.

    

    "Well, if I see him making an effort, I might play along a little."

    

    Ah-reum smiled with a strangely satisfied expression.

    

    "Anyway, how did the manager find out?"

    

    "Oh, about that."

    

    One day, that guy called Ah-reum while working.

    As he was excitedly giving her many discarded lunch boxes,

    

    The manager witnessed the scene.

    

    The two were flustered and didn't know how to explain,

    

    And the manager... apparently cried.

    

    "Why?"

    

    "I don't know either. He was saying something about how kids these days can't even eat proper meals... Oh, and he mentioned your name too."

    

    "He must think you're poor."

    

    "What? Ha, that's ridiculous."

    

    Anyway, the misunderstanding manager apparently asked Ah-reum to work at the convenience store.

    

    There was a temporary vacancy that needed filling,

    So he asked her to work until they could find someone.

    

    Ah-reum naturally refused, but the manager made an attractive offer.

    

    He would give her all the lunch boxes that were going to be discarded.

    Of course, with the added lecture that she shouldn't live on lunch boxes alone.

    

    "So you agreed to work?"

    

    "Yes. I was bored, and it didn't look that difficult."

    

    "For someone who says that, you were trembling quite a bit."

    

    "Everyone struggles at first! Was Seo-min good from the start?"

    

    "Yes."

    

    "...Liar."

    

    Ah-reum glared at me again and went back to organizing items.

    

    She's surprisingly diligent at work.

    

    Watching from behind, she was doing quite well.

    If she could just handle customers better while ringing them up, she'd be perfect.

    

    "Isn't Seo-min going to work?"

    

    Ah-reum asked with displeasure, noticing she was working alone.

    

    "I'm coming."

    

    I stood next to Ah-reum and arranged dairy products.

    Since it's boring to work in silence, I made conversation to pass the time.

    

    "Doesn't your family say anything about you working?"

    

    "They don't care. I'm already a child they've given up on."

    

    "What?"

    

    I looked at Ah-reum in surprise.

    

    "Ah... you're dropping the milk. Hold it properly."

    

    "Oh, right... Ah-reum."

    

    "What?"

    

    Ah-reum had definitely acted like she was incredibly powerful when threatening me before.

    

    "About when you threatened me by bringing up my family last time."

    

    Ah-reum flinched for a moment.

    

    "I... I already apologized for that. Do you want me to get on my knees or something?"

    

    "No, not that. You threatened me saying your mother would do anything you asked."

    

    I really do have a good memory.

    Though until a few days ago, I had forgotten everything from kindergarten.

    

    "That was a lie. Even if I had called her, my mother wouldn't have listened to me, just telling me not to cause trouble."

    

    "...So I was the fool for believing you."

    

    "Yes, Seo-min was the fool for believing me."

    

    "Why you!"

    

    As we worked while chatting, afternoon arrived.

    

    Is this why people want to work with friends?

    Although Ah-reum and I aren't that close,

    The conversation was fun, time passed quickly, and work seemed to finish faster.

    

    "When your shift ends, you'll see your crush soon."

    

    "I told you it's not a crush! Why are you so interested in other people's business?"

    

    Right, it's someone else's business, someone else's love life.

    What good would it do for me to interfere?

    Whatever the outcome, it's between the two of them...

    

    Yeah, right.

    

    What could be more entertaining than other people's love stories?

    I was full of thoughts about teasing Ah-reum.

    Time to pay back everything I've received so far.

    

    "Why are you getting so worked up? If it's not true, it's not."

    

    "It's because you keep trying to make something out of nothing!"

    

    "Right, you're in the denial stage."

    

    "What?"

    

    "Then you'll find yourself constantly aware of him, and if he doesn't contact you for a while, you'll catch yourself waiting."

    

    I smiled and spoke fluently.

    This is absolutely not about me.

    

    Really, I never waited for Seo-hui's messages in the early days of our relationship.

    

    "Who are you talking about?"

    

    "You."

    

    "Who does that?"

    

    "Do you really have no feelings at all?"

    

    "None."

    

    "None at all? Zero percent?"

    

    "None at all!!"

    

    Ah-reum's face suddenly flushed as she shouted.

    I've never seen her like this before.

    

    Still, teasing her like this, Ah-reum is actually a cute kid.

    It's just her behavior and way of speaking that diminish that cuteness.

    

    "Aw~ You're blushing, so you must like him."

    

    "I don't!"

    

    "Really?"

    

    Ah, I can't help but laugh.

    I shouldn't be doing this.

    

    "I... I would never... like someone like Seo-min!!!"

    

    *Slide*

    

    "What are you talking about?"

    

    When Ah-reum shouted, the person coming in must have heard.

    

    "Huh? Seo-hui."

    

    Looking back, Seo-hui was... staring with a terrifying expression?

    

    Ah-reum turned around too and trembled.

    

    ———

    

    Let's revisit this scene from Seo-hui's perspective.

    

    Ah-reum, with a flushed face, shouted at me:

    "I would never like someone like Seo-min!"

    

    And I'm the only person Ah-reum calls "Seo-min."

    

    So, one suspicion arises:

    

    'Could Ah-reum possibly like In-woo...?'

    

    That was the current situation from Seo-hui's perspective.

    

    "Phew~ So it's not true?"

    

    "Of course not. I'm just saying Seo-min and I don't match."

    

    Seo-hui, relieved that the misunderstanding was cleared, sighed deeply and sat down.

    

    "This wouldn't have happened if Seo-min hadn't said weird things from the start."

    

    "You could have avoided the misunderstanding by speaking more clearly."

    

    "Are you saying it's my fault? Not the person who teased me?"

    

    "You two are always fighting whenever I see you."

    

    Seo-hui sighed again and tried to stop our argument.

    

    "Hmm... So Ah-reum has a guy now."

    

    "He's just someone who gives me lunch boxes. Are you going to be like this too, unnie?"

    

    "Okay, calm down."

    

    Seo-hui stroked Ah-reum's head and smiled at her.

    Ah-reum showed a happy expression she never shows me and stayed obediently still.

    

    It's really enviable...

    Of course, I envy Ah-reum getting her head stroked.

    They already seemed to have a good sister-like relationship.

    

    "But Seo-hui, what brings you here? You said you couldn't hang out today."

    

    "I know."

    

    I told Seo-hui not to come today.

    After my shift, I had plans to meet someone else.

    

    My middle school friends came up to Seoul.

    Today was the only day I could make time during their trip,

    So we planned to meet.

    I had already let Seo-hui know about this.

    

    Seo-hui looked at me and said:

    

    "I missed you."

    

    Such a simple yet heart-fluttering reason.

    

    "I'm about to finish my shift, so we won't have much time to see each other."

    

    "I still wanted to see you, so I came anyway."

    

    Seo-hui smiled cutely.

    What a killer line...

    

    "...I missed you too."

    

    I answered while slightly averting my gaze.

    If I looked into her eyes, my heart wouldn't calm down.

    

    "Wow, that's cheesy."

    

    Ah-reum found it cringeworthy.

    

    "Why don't you go be lovey-dovey with your crush!"

    

    "Ugh... really! I!!!"

    

    *Slide*

    

    "In-woo! You're early today!!"

    

    Before Ah-reum could protest, the door opened again.

    

    "Oh, hyung, you're here?"

    

    "...Yeah."

    

    He froze when he saw Ah-reum.

    Ah-reum also stopped mid-shout.

    

    "Ah... hello. I'll go put on my vest."

    

    After a brief greeting, he went into the storage room.

    

    "Well, good luck then."

    

    "What... what do you mean 'good luck'?"

    

    "Seo-hui, let's go."

    

    "Okay."

    

    Seo-hui looked extremely disappointed.

    We had just met, but now we had to part.

    

    I stroked Seo-hui's head and said:

    

    "Are you free tomorrow? Want to go on a date?"

    

    "Yes! Absolutely! I'll make time no matter what!"

    

    I wish she would focus on her work if the company is busy.

    

    After leaving the convenience store and parting with Seo-hui,

    I headed to the meeting place.

  
    Chapter 57. Seoul Trip (1)

    
    I headed to the place where I was supposed to meet my middle school friends.

    

    Clunk- Clunk-

    

    Perhaps because it was the weekend and off-season, the subway was packed full.

    

    This is my first time taking the subway since coming here.

    

    Whenever I went out before, I'd either hang around the station near my neighborhood,

    or ride around in a limousine.

    

    And the place I'm going now is somewhere I've never been before.

    

    [Next station is Hongdae Station, Hongdae Station.]

    

    Hongdae was already swarming with people from the subway.

    

    After arriving, I exited through gate number 9.

    

    "Hey, where are you? I can't see you."

    

    [On my way.]

    

    "Alright, got it. It's hot, so hurry up."

    

    [Oh! That girl is pretty! Should I get her number?]

    

    "I said hurry up because it's hot!"

    

    After waiting a bit, I spotted a familiar silhouette in the distance.

    

    "Yo~ How've you been~"

    

    "Couple, couple, couple."

    

    "Haha, sorry I'm late."

    

    "Brother Kang In-woo has arrived."

    

    I faced four guys after a long time.

    

    Everyone was greeting me in their own unique way.

    Though for some, it wasn't uniqueness but quirkiness that came through.

    

    "Well, you all look healthy."

    

    "Haven't eaten lunch yet, right? I'll treat you."

    

    The guy who kept calling me earlier came over and put his arm around my shoulder.

    

    "It's hot, so back off."

    

    We walked around the streets of Hongdae.

    

    Befitting an art district, there were places with music and performances,

    and many stylish older guys and girls with hip fashion.

    

    By the way, all my friends remained unchanged.

    

    "Pretty girl, pretty girl, pretty girl."

    

    Jun-su was a madman who maintained his concept of rapidly repeating words in romance-related situations.

    

    "Hey, should I get her number?"

    

    Hyung-woo was full of pretense.

    

    "Go ahead if you want~"

    

    Jung-sik dragged out his words.

    

    "Haha, this should be fun."

    

    Beom-yun was relatively normal in his speech.

    

    However, despite his neat and proper way of talking, his actions were quite quirky.

    

    Even now, while Hyung-woo went to get a number,

    he was standing nearby with a camera, filming the rejection.

    

    "Hey, don't film other people without permission."

    

    "It's fine. I'm just going to capture his expression when he gets rejected."

    

    That's Beom-yun with his creepy tendencies.

    

    "Sigh~ You guys never change. Enough of this, let's go eat."

    

    After walking a bit, we arrived at an all-you-can-eat pork belly restaurant.

    

    "So we came all the way to Hongdae just to end up here."

    

    Jun-su, who had been making strange noises, finally spoke normally.

    

    "There's no better place to eat pork belly cheaply."

    

    It seemed like it was Hyung-woo's choice, as he was the one who usually made decisions.

    

    The others appeared to just go along with whatever Hyung-woo wanted.

    

    Soon after waiting, an employee brought out the meat.

    

    "Pretty gi—mmph!"

    

    "Excuse me?"

    

    "Ahaha, it's nothing. Thank you."

    

    I stopped Jun-su as his habit emerged again.

    

    "Try to control yourself in front of others."

    

    "Ah, sorry, it was unconscious."

    

    Seriously...

    

    "Should I ask for her number?"

    

    Hyung-woo was starting again.

    

    Beom-yun, put away that camera.

    

    We resumed our meal after Hyung-woo decided to ask for the employee's number when we leave the restaurant, or rather, when he gets rejected.

    

    "It's fine. I'll grill the meat. I said I'd treat you guys to a meal."

    

    "Ooh~ That's our In-woo~ You've changed since getting a girlfriend~"

    

    "Indeed couple, indeed couple, indeed couple."

    

    "Shut up."

    

    The topic inevitably came up during the meal.

    

    Well, it's natural since that's what they'd be most curious about.

    

    "Hey, she looked pretty. How did you win her over?"

    

    "Well..."

    

    Should I say I won her over?

    

    "Seo-hee confessed to me first."

    

    "So your girlfriend's name is Seo-hee~"

    

    "Stop lying. Just from the photo, she's clearly an S-tier beauty in the province. You're saying she confessed to you?"

    

    "Wow deceiver, wow deceiver, wow deceiver."

    

    "Hmm... tell us the details."

    

    I'm increasingly reluctant to share.

    

    If they knew how Seo-hee usually treats me, they'd either try to kill me or faint.

    

    I embellished the story a bit.

    

    It would be embarrassing to talk about Seo-hee's one-sided affection, and they wouldn't believe me anyway.

    

    Also, there's no need to mention that she's from a wealthy family.

    

    "Of course, I had feelings for her too. She sat right next to me, and we talked, hung out together..."

    

    "Hung out?"

    

    "We'd go places after my part-time job, wandered around here and there, got closer, and then she confessed."

    

    I told the story as if it was nothing special.

    

    Though to these perpetually single guys, it would still seem like deception.

    

    "Ugh!!! You lucky bastard!"

    

    "If I had the chance, I'd grab it right away. Why doesn't God give me any opportunities?"

    

    "Well, won't your spring day come eventually?"

    

    I consoled the singles a bit

    and changed the topic by asking about what else was going on in their lives.

    

    ———

    

    We continued exploring the streets of Hongdae.

    

    Since it was my first time in this neighborhood, I was enjoying myself too.

    

    "It would be fun to come here with Seo-hee."

    

    I muttered that unconsciously.

    

    They say it gets even more lively at night,

    

    Next time, I definitely want to come with Seo-hee in the evening.

    

    Though I don't like it when Seo-hee attracts attention from others.

    

    But that's something I can handle by holding her hand tightly.

    

    "Hey, there's an accessory shop over there."

    

    "Oh, should we get friendship rings?"

    

    We entered the accessory shop.

    

    True to Hongdae style, unique designs of necklaces and rings were displayed.

    

    "Come to think of it, In-woo, don't you have couple rings?"

    

    Hyung-woo's words caught me off guard.

    

    It was something I hadn't even thought about.

    

    The only accessory that had passed between Seo-hee and me was the hairpin I gave her.

    

    "That's a minus point with your girlfriend."

    

    I laughed it off, feeling embarrassed.

    

    "I'll earn money and get them."

    

    "Well, I was planning to get them soon anyway."

    

    I looked around at the accessories.

    

    Surely, Seo-hee would be more suited to rings from department stores or luxury brands rather than street shops.

    

    "I don't think these would suit Seo-hee."

    

    "Is that so?"

    

    "Yeah. I want to buy her something nicer, so I'm planning to get it when I earn more money."

    

    After looking around the accessory shop, we walked a bit more.

    

    "It's hot walking around so much. Let's go somewhere with air conditioning."

    

    "Where to?"

    

    "Ah, I know a cafe."

    

    We headed to the cafe Hyung-woo mentioned.

    

    This time, it was a popular cafe with quite a focus on interior design.

    

    Inside, it was bustling with people.

    

    "I saw on social media that a lot of girls come here."

    

    Of course, Hyung-woo's intentions were impure.

    

    "Sigh~ You're really a womanizer."

    

    "What! Can't I try to date someone?!"

    

    "Pretty girl, pretty girl, pretty girl."

    

    After completing the repeated pattern, we finally sat comfortably in the cafe.

    

    "Oh, this would be a nice place for a date."

    

    Maybe I should bring Seo-hee here next time.

    

    "......"

    

    "......"

    

    "......"

    

    "......"

    

    "What's with this silence?"

    

    Everyone was staring at me.

    

    "Sigh~ You've been thinking about your girlfriend all this time."

    

    "What? No, I haven't."

    

    "You've been spacing out, and everything you say suggests you're thinking about your girlfriend."

    

    Was it that obvious?

    

    I was trying to hide it.

    

    If I leave it like this, they'll all get upset.

    

    I smiled and said:

    

    "No, I'm enjoying hanging out with you guys too."

    

    "Sure you are."

    

    "Deceiver, deceiver, deceiver, deceiver."

    

    "If you're jealous, just say so."

    

    "I'm jealous, I'm jealous, I'm jealous, I'm jealous."

    

    We quenched our thirst with drinks and cooled off with the air conditioning while watching people outside.

    

    People coming and going on the streets of Hongdae.

    

    Of course, I've been living near Seoul for quite a while now.

    

    Nevertheless, being here with old friends like this,

    

    It felt like I was on a trip.

    

    My first trip of this summer.

    

    But I wanted my first trip to be with Seo-hee.

    

    I wonder what Seo-hee is doing right now.

    

    I took out my phone and sent her a message.

    

    A reply from Seo-hee came quickly.

    

    "Wow, look at that expression."

    

    "Is it your girlfriend again?"

    

    "Texting, texting, texting..."

    

    Sigh~

    

    I closed my phone for a moment.

    

    "Shall we get going?"

    

    Since we seemed to have rested enough, let's move to the next destination.

    

    When I tried to hand over my card at the counter, the guys stopped me.

    

    "No, I'll pay."

    

    "What? I have money too."

    

    "Yeah, yeah, I get it~ Just buy your little brother something tasty~"

    

    "What do you take me for!"

    

    "Well, I see you as a couple-deceiving jerk, but still, I can't let In-woo spend money."

    

    Receiving their uncomfortable consideration, they ended up paying for my drink again.

    

    "Haah~ You guys, really."

    

    "Enough. Just follow us quickly."

    

    After being forced to accept the free drink,

    we walked to the front of the station.

    

    "What money do you guys even have?"

    

    "We saved up extra just to treat you, idiot."

    

    As we were about to enter the station, Beom-yun and Jung-sik stopped behind us.

    

    "What's up? Aren't you coming?"

    

    "Hey, isn't that a 'Bugatti'?"

    

    "Huh? Wow, it really is a 'Bugatti'."

    

    "What's that?"

    

    I asked, not knowing much about cars.

    

    "Don't you know? It's a foreign car that costs tens of billions at minimum."

    

    "What?"

    

    What kind of car costs as much as a house?

    

    Hearing the price, I understood other people's reactions.

    

    Not just us,

    but most people passing by the station

    had their eyes fixed on that 'Bugatti'.

    

    Some were even taking pictures with cameras.

    

    I wonder how burdensome it must be for the car's owner.

    

    Or maybe they enjoy the attention?

    

    Well, we wouldn't know.

    

    "Wow, Seoul is amazing~"

    

    "But it seems to be coming our way?"

    

    At Beom-yun's words, Hyung-woo waved his hand.

    

    "It's probably just passing by. Why would it come to us?"

    

    Swoosh-

    

    That car really stopped in front of us.

    

    "......"

    

    "I think the owner is getting out."

    

    Everyone held their breath and looked at the driver's seat.

    

    They were all curious about what kind of person would own such a car.

    

    And soon we found out.

    

    Instead of the door, the driver's window rolled down.

    

    "Oh! It's In-woo..."

    

    Sister Eun-bi waved from behind the window.

    

    Ah, sis.

    

    Why now, of all times...

    

    Sister Eun-bi paused her waving and glanced at my side.

    

    Then she smiled.

    

    It was the look she had when she was about to play a prank.

    

    "In-woo. Have you been waiting long?"

    

    Look at her changing her story when we just happened to meet!

    

    I don't know what Sister Eun-bi is up to,

    but that's not important right now.

    

    How should I explain this?

    

    Everyone's silent gaze shifted to me at once.

    

    To me, whom the owner of that 'Bugatti' had personally come to find.

    

    The car door opened with a thud, and Sister So Eun-bi got out.

    

    "Seeing your expression, you must have waited a long time."

    

    I shook my head.

    

    Please don't do this, don't make this bigger.

    

    Seeing me like that, Sister Eun-bi smiled broadly.

    

    And lightly ignored my plea.

    

    "Oh, In-woo~"

    

    Sister Eun-bi approached me with an expression that said I was hopeless.

    

    "How could you leave your card behind? You should be more careful."

    

    "...Card?"

    

    "Yes, your card."

    

    Sister Eun-bi held out a black card that had been issued in limited numbers from Jupiter.

    

    What is this sister up to?

  
    Chapter 58. Seoul Trip (2)

    
    # The Sudden Bugatti

    

    The Sudden Jupiter VIP Card

    

    I couldn't comprehend the situation before my eyes.

    

    "Hurry and take it. My arm's about to fall off."

    

    Eunbi noona smiled mischievously, as if finding something incredibly amusing, while holding out the card.

    

    I had no idea what was going on, but...

    

    "Ah, thank you."

    

    I decided to play along with this charade.

    

    Yeah, let's see how far this goes.

    

    While everyone else was frozen in place,

    I accepted the card.

    

    Among my friends watching the scene, Hyungwoo finally managed to speak.

    

    "Um... excuse me."

    

    "Yes?"

    

    When Eunbi noona turned to him with a smile, everyone jumped in surprise.

    

    "Pretty noo... ahem."

    

    Everyone's faces flushed.

    

    Avoiding Eunbi noona's gaze, their eyes naturally shifted to me.

    

    'Explain what's going on!'

    

    That was the atmosphere.

    

    Hmm, how should I explain this?

    

    I looked at Eunbi noona awkwardly.

    

    "Oh, hello. I'm So Eunbi. Feel free to call me Eunbi noona."

    

    Eunbi noona greeted them with sociable charm.

    

    "Ah, hello."

    

    Everyone responded with entranced expressions.

    

    After hesitating, Hyungwoo gathered his courage and asked.

    

    "Um, how do you know Inwoo?"

    

    Eunbi noona turned to look at me, assessing the situation.

    

    Having already committed to playing along, I wasn't particularly bothered.

    

    As long as she doesn't drop any bombshells, that is.

    

    Eunbi noona smiled at my friends again and answered.

    

    "You could say we're partners?"

    

    "P-partners..."

    

    Why is everyone's face turning red?

    

    These guys must be thinking something weird again.

    

    Eunbi noona took it a step further.

    

    "Hmm... you could also call me his sponsor."

    

    *Gulp*

    

    Someone even swallowed audibly.

    

    "Ahahahaha~!!"

    

    Eunbi noona burst into laughter watching my friends silently misunderstanding.

    

    "Ah, sorry. I guess that could be misunderstood."

    

    She calmed her laughter and explained this charade.

    

    "Business partners. I'm currently investing in Inwoo's business."

    

    So that was the setup.

    

    Phew~ I was worried she might create some strange romantic drama.

    

    "Business?"

    

    Hyungwoo asked dubiously.

    

    "Yes, I liked Inwoo's ideas so we decided to work together. We've even partnered with Jupiter Group."

    

    She's obviously just messing around.

    

    How could an ordinary high school student suddenly transfer to the capital, develop business sense, and succeed in less than a year?

    

    Of course, if someone asked how an ordinary high school student could date a third-generation chaebol heiress, I'd have no answer either.

    

    But that's reality.

    

    "Come on, you're just joking..."

    

    My friends naturally didn't believe it,

    

    But turning their gaze slightly, they could see the Bugatti.

    

    And the VIP card in my hand.

    

    Would a wealthy person waste their time playing pranks on ordinary citizens?

    

    While actually giving them a real card?

    

    And if it weren't true, how would someone with my financial struggles know such a beautiful, wealthy woman?

    

    In the end, faced with the authority of capital, my friends couldn't help but be completely fooled.

    

    "Inwoo, is this true?"

    

    "Yeah, I came to see you guys despite being tired from balancing academics and business."

    

    Now even I was starting to enjoy the situation.

    

    Seeing me play along, Eunbi noona looked satisfied.

    

    "But I don't think I've met these friends before?"

    

    "Ah, let me introduce them. These are my friends from when I lived in the countryside."

    

    "Hmm... they're cute."

    

    Eunbi noona captivated them with an adorable smile.

    

    Wow, just like Seohee unnie, she has an equally charming cuteness.

    

    If I didn't have Seohee, I probably would have fallen for her too.

    

    While they were frozen in place, Eunbi noona briefly checked her phone.

    

    "If I'm not interrupting, could I join you guys?"

    

    "What?"

    

    This was a bit surprising.

    

    I had planned to play along with Eunbi noona for a while,

    

    Then return the card and reveal the truth when we parted ways.

    

    How far is Eunbi noona planning to take this charade?

    

    "I've been stressed from work lately and want to unwind~ Is it weird for me to hang out with younger people? If Inwoo doesn't like it, I can't help it."

    

    She spoke in a cute voice loud enough for everyone to hear.

    

    "No! Noona!! If you're okay with it, hang out with us!! Don't worry about Inwoo!"

    

    "Inwoo! You're not going to just take the card and send her away, are you?"

    

    "How dare you treat someone who invested in your business like an errand girl!"

    

    "She said she's stressed! What's so hard about showing her around Seoul!! I really didn't think you were like this!!"

    

    Wow...

    

    For once, they all put aside their usual personas, speech patterns, and personalities

    

    And united to scold me.

    

    I hadn't seen such a scene even in middle school.

    

    "Haha, let's hang out together."

    

    "Really? That's exciting."

    

    As I reluctantly agreed, Eunbi noona clung to my arm.

    

    If Seohee saw this, would she cut ties with me?

    

    No.

    

    Right now, I should worry about myself rather than Eunbi noona.

    

    There are four pairs of eyes looking like they want to murder me right now.

    

    "Wait a moment, I'll go change cars and come back. It would be too cramped for six people."

    

    Saying that, Eunbi noona got back into the Bugatti and drove away.

    

    "Ah, that's a shame. I was hoping to ride in the Bugatti."

    

    Someone expressed their disappointment.

    

    After a while, Eunbi noona returned with what appeared to be a six-seater SUV.

    

    This time it was a product from 'Jupiter Motors.'

    

    "Did you wait? Get in."

    

    "Excuse us then!"

    

    With me in the passenger seat and the rest in the back,

    

    Eunbi noona and my middle school friends' Seoul tour began.

    

    ——

    

    "Where to next?"

    

    "Pardon?"

    

    When Eunbi noona asked, Hyungwoo was flustered.

    

    As the car stopped at a traffic light, I turned to look at the back seat, and saw Eunbi noona also directing her gaze at Hyungwoo.

    

    "Um... is there anywhere you'd like to go?"

    

    Hyungwoo passed the choice to Eunbi noona.

    He seemed too nervous to offer his own opinion in this situation.

    

    "Hmm... then shall we just drive around? Let me know if we pass somewhere you've already been."

    

    "Yes."

    

    The guys had become quite docile since Eunbi noona appeared.

    

    Of course, I could hear them chatting quietly,

    

    But being socially aware, they had toned down their crazy talk.

    

    Instead, next to me was something that could rival their craziness.

    

    "So, Inwoo, how did you handle the report you received yesterday?"

    

    "...There was a bit of friction with the contractor, but it was resolved well."

    

    What kind of conversation is this?

    

    Even more surprisingly, when I made up a vague answer, Eunbi noona went along with it.

    

    Of course, the guys in the back were listening and whispering seriously among themselves.

    

    I really don't know how far she's planning to take this.

    

    "Um... Inwoo."

    

    "What?"

    

    "Can I ask what kind of business you're in?"

    

    "Marketing and advertising."

    

    Why am I lying too, you ask?

    

    Because it seems fun...

    

    No, I want to give those guys a little entertainment.

    

    I've always stayed back when it comes to money matters,

    

    So I wanted to experience living as a rich guy for once.

    

    Also, I wanted to observe Eunbi noona more.

    

    Among the people I've met, she's one of the most enigmatic.

    

    Just when I think she supports my relationship with Seohee, she tests me or

    

    Takes a cautious attitude.

    

    I don't know her true feelings.

    

    I don't understand why she's staging this charade either.

    

    Is it simply because she thinks it would be fun,

    

    Or is she testing how fluently I can lie?

    

    Since I don't know her intentions, I'll play along for now.

    

    Maybe I'll figure out her motives.

    

    So I'm absolutely not holding back laughter right now.

    

    I'm definitely not continuing this because it's genuinely fun.

    

    "Have you guys been to Myeongdong?"

    

    "Not yet!"

    

    "We just arrived this morning."

    

    "Really? Shall we go there then?"

    

    Before long, the business talk was set aside,

    

    And Eunbi noona and my middle school friends were happily exploring Seoul.

    

    ———

    

    "I see. I've been wanting to visit Busan too."

    

    "You should definitely come! We'll be your guides!"

    

    "Really? I'm looking forward to it. I'll have to visit when I get my next vacation."

    

    We chatted while walking through Myeongdong.

    

    They were basically telling her about various attractions in Busan and inviting her to visit.

    

    "Wow, Seoul really is different."

    

    "Yeah, the land must be expensive, yet they build buildings like that."

    

    The building one of them pointed to was Jupiter Digital Plaza.

    

    Do they know?

    

    That building could someday be inherited by Eunbi noona.

    

    Seoul was home to many corporate headquarters.

    

    That's why Seoul is a place where skyscrapers form a forest visible from afar.

    

    Particularly in Myeongdong, two buildings stood prominently.

    

    One was Myeongwang Science Art Shopping Mall,

    

    And the other was Jupiter Cultural Complex Digital Plaza.

    

    I don't know why these two giant pillars stood facing each other across Myeongdong as if in competition, but the buildings themselves were considered tourist attractions.

    

    "It was built by world-renowned architectural designers."

    

    Eunbi noona explained fluently, clearly knowledgeable about it.

    

    "Initially, they were places that mainly sold electronic appliances, but when Myeongwang Best Shop tried to outdo Jupiter Digital Plaza, they started expanding the building."

    

    Both groups had separate department store affiliates, so there was no need to create such complex facilities from the beginning.

    

    But when Myeongwang Group first provoked the competition,

    

    They completed expansion works adding various cultural spaces,

    

    Resulting in the massive twin complexes standing before us now.

    

    I was actually seeing them for the first time too.

    

    "Wow, that's impressive."

    

    I couldn't help but admire them.

    

    Companies that could pull off such outrageous projects in the heart of Myeongdong...

    

    And currently, among the heirs of these companies,

    

    One is courting me,

    

    While the other is obsessed with discarded lunch boxes and working part-time at a convenience store.

    

    The reality felt quite different from my usual perception.

    

    "I really can't treat those two casually anymore."

    

    While I was muttering to myself, I noticed my friends were no longer around.

    

    "What are you doing? Come on."

    

    Looking back, Hyungwoo was urging me to hurry.

    

    Everyone was entering Jupiter Cultural Complex Digital Plaza.

    

    "Coming."

    

    Is Eunbi noona planning to show us around the building?

    

    We followed her into the elevator.

    

    Even the elevator had a sophisticated interior design that showed attention to detail.

    

    The elevator ascended smoothly without any noise.

    

    As we were quietly watching the floor numbers,

    

    Eunbi noona leaned close and whispered in my ear.

    

    "Inwoo. Do you still have the card I gave you?"

    

    "What? Ah, of course."

    

    It's not my card, and it's a VIP card that's difficult to obtain.

    

    How could I lose something like that?

    

    Eunbi noona whispered once more.

    

    "Keep it safe."

    

    What is this noona planning now?

  
    Chapter 59. Seoul Trip (3)

    
    The elevator doors opened, and I arrived at the main floor of the Digital Plaza.

    

    Even though it had become a multi-purpose facility, since Digital Plaza was still the main attraction, it was the largest area within the complex.

    

    Inside the spacious store, the latest products released by Jupiter were on display.

    

    Particularly, since the Myeongdong Plaza was the flagship store and a major tourist attraction, it was also the first place in the country to showcase the latest technology.

    

    "This is the largest store in the country, so feel free to look around."

    

    Eunbi noona said with subtle pride.

    Following her words, everyone headed toward areas that interested them.

    

    "Let's go see the tablets!"

    

    "I've been wanting to change my phone."

    

    "You mean those foldable ones these days?"

    

    Kids my age are naturally more interested in digital devices than home appliances.

    

    "Inwoo, what are you doing?"

    

    When I paused while everyone else was moving along, they all turned to look at me.

    

    "Ah, I'll just check out the washing machines first."

    

    "Inwoo's still the same as always."

    

    The truth is, I'm really interested in home appliances.

    Not that I'm an expert on the information,

    I just enjoy looking at them.

    

    "This dryer has a clean design."

    

    If I had one of these dryers, I wouldn't have to worry about drying clothes during the rainy season.

    

    The washing machine at home is old too; I'd like to replace it with something like this.

    

    I was about to look around by myself while letting the others go where they wanted, when Eunbi noona approached me.

    

    "You seem really interested?"

    

    "Ah, I'm into home appliances."

    

    "Hmm... are you already preparing for married life?"

    

    "No, I'm not."

    

    "Really? Seohee would be disappointed to hear that."

    

    "Besides, I'm still just a first-year in high school. Where would I get that kind of money?"

    

    "Aren't you already wealthy from your business, Director Kang Inwoo?"

    

    "...Well, yeah..."

    

    Right now, all the kids have gone to the digital device section.

    With just Eunbi noona and me here, maybe this is my chance to ask.

    

    "Noona, why are you doing this role-play?"

    

    Making me a CEO and giving me that card.

    I don't think this is just for fun.

    

    No matter how interested she might be in her sister's boyfriend,

    she wouldn't go this far to set up a role-play while hanging out with friends.

    So I keep thinking there must be something more to this.

    

    "Aren't you enjoying it?"

    

    "Me?"

    

    "Yeah, I can see you trying not to smile."

    

    Eunbi noona laughed playfully.

    

    "...Well, I am a bit excited, I guess."

    

    I watched my friends with gleaming eyes at the product experience zone.

    

    "They've been considerate of my financial situation since middle school."

    

    "Really?"

    

    "Yes, so I'm grateful, but sometimes their consideration makes me uncomfortable, and I guess I wanted to appear like someone who secretly has a lot of money."

    

    "Well, that worked out perfectly then."

    

    "So what's the real reason you're doing this role-play?"

    

    I looked at Eunbi noona.

    She just smiled with her eyes but still didn't answer.

    Without saying anything, she walked over to where the others were.

    

    "Alright, everyone!"

    

    And she started gathering everyone together.

    I'm getting a bit of an uneasy feeling about this.

    

    After finishing whatever conversation she had, Eunbi noona approached a staff member.

    

    When I caught up, my friends surrounded me.

    

    "What is it that you want to show us?"

    

    "Huh?"

    

    "You said you had somewhere to take us?"

    

    What's going on now?

    If she was going to set up another role-play, she could have at least told me first.

    This is making me feel awkward too.

    

    Soon, an even more awkward situation unfolded.

    

    Eunbi noona came back with a grin on her face.

    Next to her was a neatly dressed staff member in a suit.

    

    The staff member looked at me and smiled kindly.

    

    "Are you CEO Kang Inwoo?"

    

    "...Yes."

    

    I glanced at Eunbi noona before answering.

    

    "If it's not too much trouble, could you please present your card?"

    

    The staff member spoke to me with genuine respect.

    

    I glanced at Eunbi noona again.

    She nodded.

    

    Don't tell me the reason she gave me that card was...

    

    Reluctantly, I took out the VIP card from my pocket.

    

    The staff member briefly took the card, smiled, and nodded.

    

    "Yes, verification complete. I'll escort you and your party to the private room."

    

    So that's why she gave me the card earlier.

    

    "P-private room."

    

    "That's sick..."

    

    "What's a private room?"

    

    "It's a shopping area that only VIPs can access."

    

    At this point, even if I explained later that this was all a staged act, my friends probably wouldn't believe me.

    

    Eunbi noona was one thing, but even the plaza staff was treating me like a VIP.

    

    I followed the staff member.

    I couldn't exactly refuse to go at this point.

    

    I walked naturally, but my heart was pounding rapidly.

    Obviously, this was a place I normally wouldn't be able to enter.

    

    Following the staff member, we went through a secluded corridor and boarded an elevator.

    

    It was an elevator that only went to one specific location.

    When the elevator opened, there was a single door.

    

    It was a black door with "VIP Exclusive Private Room" written on it.

    

    The staff member opened the door and went in.

    

    A spacious area appeared.

    It was about a quarter the size of the digital store we had just browsed.

    

    This grand space was empty except for us.

    

    "Wow."

    

    Everyone let out gasps of admiration.

    I almost opened my mouth in amazement too but held back.

    Still, my eyes couldn't help but scan the surroundings in wonder.

    

    Under soft, warm lighting,

    products were elegantly displayed on white desks and shelves.

    

    Stock items were piled next to the products, ready to be taken.

    Some products had only one item in stock,

    and they were all limited editions that were hard to find on the market.

    

    "For home appliances, if you specify in the category section, we'll bring the products up for you."

    

    The staff member pointed to a paper on one of the desks.

    

    Next to it was an elevator specifically for bringing up products.

    

    "Hah..."

    

    I couldn't help but let out a sound of amazement.

    Wow, to think such a space exists in this world.

    

    Probably the only people not surprised were the staff member and Eunbi noona.

    

    "Please call me when you've selected all your products."

    

    With those words, the staff member waited by the door.

    

    It's impressive, I'll admit.

    Yes, impressive, but...

    Isn't this a place for people who are actually shopping?

    

    We're all students, so none of us have money to buy things here.

    Suddenly, that ominous feeling returned.

    

    No way...

    

    I turned to look at Eunbi noona.

    She grabbed my shoulder and smiled.

    

    "Hmm~"

    

    I shook my head, pleading for her to say it wasn't what I thought.

    Receiving my signal, Eunbi noona nodded.

    As if she understood.

    

    "Oh my, did you bring your black card specifically to buy gifts for your friends, Inwoo? You're so cute~!!"

    

    I've been set up.

    

    I gave her a reproachful look, as if asking if this was why she had been role-playing all along, but it was useless.

    

    "What!!"

    

    "R-really?"

    

    Everyone had surprised expressions and seemed bewildered.

    

    "Inwoo's business is doing well, and he wanted to treat you all to something nice. He's really something else!"

    

    Eunbi noona had been acting as my spokesperson all along.

    But she kept saying things contrary to my intentions.

    

    No way! This is actually Eunbi noona's money!

    

    I screamed internally.

    No, I should say it out loud now.

    I don't know what her intentions are,

    but if this continues, I'll end up owing Eunbi noona a huge debt!!

    

    "It's okay, we can't just accept expensive things..."

    

    Beomyun tried to refuse first, but his eyes kept drifting toward a gaming laptop.

    

    Eunbi noona continued.

    

    "It's fine. This space is only accessible to those who can afford to buy everything here with ease."

    

    "R-really?"

    

    "Yes, and if Inwoo, who earns a lot, wants to give you gifts, wouldn't it be polite to accept gratefully?"

    

    One by one, they started being persuaded by Eunbi noona.

    

    "Noona! Over here!"

    

    "Yes?"

    

    I urgently called Eunbi noona and whispered so the others couldn't hear.

    

    "This doesn't feel right. I'll be too embarrassed to face you after this."

    

    "I want to give these gifts because I want to. Why are you being like this?"

    

    Eunbi noona smiled and presented her logic.

    It's her money, and she's spending it how she wants.

    The problem is why she's doing it under my name.

    

    "I want to give you a chance, Inwoo. Didn't you once wish for this? To be able to confidently repay those who've been kind to you when you become wealthy."

    

    "......"

    

    "Isn't it good to fulfill a wish, even if just for a day?"

    

    After finishing her words, Eunbi noona shouted so the others wouldn't notice.

    

    "He's buying for me too? Awesome! Everyone! Pick whatever you want!"

    

    "What? Is that really okay, Inwoo?"

    

    All eyes turned to me at once.

    I hadn't said anything until now.

    

    I said,

    

    "Yeah. Pick whatever you want. Today, this big brother is treating you all."

    

    Maybe it was the atmosphere, but I gave in to the temptation.

    

    I'm sorry, Seohee.

    I fell for Eunbi noona's temptation.

    

    Watching my friends excitedly picking out items,

    I wondered if I was being too sensitive about this.

    

    But what could I do?

    It's just not in my character to take credit for someone else's money.

    

    "Aren't you going to pick something, Inwoo?"

    

    "Haha, I already have everything I need right now."

    

    This was the best I could say at the moment.

    

    I don't know, I'll just smile.

    I don't even know anymore.

    I don't know!!

    

    ———

    

    After leaving the Digital Plaza, we decided to part ways with the others.

    

    Everyone came out holding three shopping bags each.

    They looked happy.

    

    "Thank you, Inwoo!!"

    

    They all thanked me in unison.

    

    "From now on, we'll call you big brother!"

    

    "That's enough. What are your plans now?"

    

    When I asked, their expressions were excited.

    

    "Next plans?"

    

    "Um... haha, I just want to rest at the accommodation."

    

    "Me too."

    

    From the looks of it,

    they were only thinking about unboxing the devices they just got, regardless of the trip.

    

    "Is that so?"

    

    "Do you want to come to the accommodation too?"

    

    That's when Eunbi noona interjected.

    

    "Inwoo has some business matters to discuss with me, so we'll have to part ways here."

    

    "That's a shame, but if you're busy, it can't be helped."

    

    "I'll still drive you to your accommodation."

    

    "Thank you!"

    

    Everyone got into Eunbi noona's car.

    

    Business matters...

    

    It seemed she had something to tell me after all.

    

    After dropping them off at the accommodation and saying goodbye,

    I followed Eunbi noona.

    

    ———

    

    The space in the car with just the two of us was momentarily silent.

    It didn't seem like an uncomfortable silence, as Eunbi noona's expression looked bright.

    

    "...Thank you."

    

    I expressed my gratitude first.

    Whatever it was, I was truly thankful.

    

    "I think they got too many things. I'm not sure how to repay you. Haha."

    

    "......"

    

    There was no response, so I laughed awkwardly.

    

    "I'll... definitely pay you back. It might take time."

    

    The car continued to drive.

    And then,

    

    "Haah~"

    

    A deep sigh came from the driver's seat.

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    Looking over at the sound,

    I saw Eunbi noona glancing at me with sharp eyes.

  
    Chapter 60. Drive

    
    Did I just hear wrong?

    

    "Haah~"

    

    I definitely heard a deep sigh coming from the driver's seat.

    

    It was hard to believe it came from Seohee noona, who had been so cheerful until just now.

    

    I glanced over discreetly.

    

    Eunbi noona was looking at me with sharp eyes.

    

    "Noona?"

    

    I'm extremely confused.

    

    With her piercing gaze, Eunbi noona opened her mouth.

    

    "Do you really think you have to pay it back?"

    

    "Yes. It'll take time, but I will."

    

    I nodded as if it were obvious.

    

    Eunbi noona stared at me for a while before speaking.

    

    "Then let's go for a drive with me."

    

    "What?"

    

    "I've bought you this much, so it's fine, right?"

    

    I nodded for now.

    

    It wasn't a difficult request anyway.

    

    And it seemed like she had more to say.

    

    Our car pulled into a parking lot.

    

    We parked in one spot and I got out, following Eunbi noona.

    

    And right next to us,

    I saw the Bugatti that Eunbi noona had been driving.

    

    "Get in."

    

    Never in my life did I think I'd ride in a car worth billions of won.

    

    It seems like I'm riding all sorts of cars this year.

    

    I got into the Bugatti.

    

    The luxury seats and stunning design would impress anyone, even those with no interest in cars.

    

    With a soft purr, the car left the parking lot.

    

    Inside the car, I could feel everyone looking at us.

    

    So this is what it feels like.

    

    I was secretly impressed.

    

    But it wasn't entirely comfortable.

    

    Eunbi noona still maintained her stoic expression.

    

    The uncomfortable silence settled again.

    

    In the midst of that silence, Eunbi noona spoke again.

    

    "Inwoo, do you have a good-boy complex?"

    

    "Pardon?"

    

    Eunbi noona suddenly brought this up while driving.

    

    "You didn't buy anything for yourself at the store."

    

    "I'd feel bad if you bought things for me too."

    

    "I was the one who initiated this whole thing. Who would criticize you?"

    

    She's right.

    

    Eunbi noona started this, and it was strange that she asked me about the cost.

    

    She had clearly set it up for me to take advantage of.

    

    "I thought I was going to die of frustration watching you hesitate."

    

    For the first time, Eunbi noona expressed her dissatisfaction with me.

    

    Is that why she sighed earlier?

    

    "Ahaha, I didn't want to feel like I was taking advantage of being friends with a wealthy person."

    

    I smiled awkwardly.

    

    It felt strange seeing Eunbi noona show such an honest reaction for the first time.

    

    "Anyone else would have excitedly grabbed everything they could."

    

    Of course, there might be people like that.

    

    Actually, wouldn't most people do that?

    

    "I guess I'm just sensitive about these things."

    

    "Of course, there could be people like that."

    

    Eunbi noona acknowledged that possibility.

    

    "Though I'm not sure they'd survive in the business world."

    

    However, the weight of her following words was not something I could take lightly.

    

    "Sometimes in life, you need to be shameless. If you're indecisive, you won't be able to seize opportunities when they come."

    

    "So that's why you set up that role-play earlier?"

    

    Eunbi noona nodded.

    

    "Did it upset you?"

    

    "No, not at all."

    

    I had expected something like that anyway.

    

    Plus, I enjoyed it knowing there was an intention behind it.

    

    Only the end was really burdensome.

    

    "As I suspected, Inwoo seems to have trouble receiving things from others."

    

    "It's just hard to accept expensive things without reason."

    

    "Even when they're from a wealthy person?"

    

    "Yes, even then, I still..."

    

    Of course, I'm not criticizing the friends who bought things.

    

    It's just that my personality won't allow it.

    

    I can accept meals without thinking twice,

    but expensive items or money felt different.

    

    "Is it because of Seohee?"

    

    Eunbi noona immediately pinpointed the exact reason.

    

    "How did you know?"

    

    "It's obvious."

    

    The narrative of the wealthy and the commoner is a predictable one.

    

    Stories where people slander a loving relationship, claiming it's just about money...

    

    Stories where the wealthy get hurt by commoners who use "love" as an excuse to exploit them...

    

    Stories where the wealthy appear as saviors to make poor commoners happy...

    

    These clichéd narratives apply to the relationship between Seohee and me as well.

    

    "You're wary of both my money and Seohee's money because you're afraid your relationship might sour and hurt her?"

    

    "That's right."

    

    Seohee has been hurt a lot in her relationships.

    

    There must have been many people who approached her for her money.

    

    So I decided that at least I wouldn't be like that,

    that I would accept Seohee for who she is.

    

    So that Seohee wouldn't suffer again.

    

    "Why do you think Seohee likes you?"

    

    This time, Eunbi noona changed her question.

    

    I was taken aback by the sudden question.

    

    I could easily answer why I like Seohee.

    

    But could I explain why Seohee likes me?

    

    "You don't have to answer if it's difficult."

    

    The car stopped momentarily at a red light.

    

    This time, Eunbi noona looked straight at me as she spoke.

    

    "But you know, a relationship between a wealthy person and a commoner isn't always romantic and ideal."

    

    I could feel her sincerity in those words.

    

    "Do you really think you can be accepted by Seohee or Mokseong without receiving anything from them, staying as you are now?"

    

    Realistically, that's impossible.

    

    Whether you rely on the backing of the wealthy or grow on your own,

    if the levels don't match, it's hard for a commoner to be with someone wealthy.

    

    "So if you keep being indecisive, Mokseong will separate you two, even if Seohee clings to you."

    

    Eunbi noona's words were quite realistic advice and a warning.

    

    A warning to give up if you're not willing to take risks.

    

    "You don't want to hurt Seohee, right?"

    

    "Of course not."

    

    "Then you should either break up with Seohee quickly or completely discard the thoughts you've been holding. The wealthy don't understand the circumstances of commoners."

    

    Additionally, Eunbi noona ended with words that hit the mark.

    

    "If you're afraid of being labeled as selfish by others, then give up."

    

    The traffic light changed, and the car moved forward again.

    

    Eunbi noona silently gripped the steering wheel once more.

    

    The car drove on in silence.

    

    Silence hung in the air.

    

    "Thank you. For making me come to my senses."

    

    I spoke carefully in the quiet atmosphere.

    

    Eunbi noona hesitated for a moment before speaking.

    

    "I was trying to scare you, but it seems you have no intention of giving up."

    

    Even though I was clearly being scolded, I felt incredibly grateful.

    

    Thinking about it, I had been complacent.

    

    Because I was thinking about Seohee with the wall of wealth between us, I never considered becoming her equal.

    

    I always felt sorry for only being on the receiving end with Seohee.

    

    At the very least, I can't just rely on Seohee and make her wait while I hesitate.

    

    I shouldn't be a lesser being in front of Seohee.

    

    "Well, I'm glad you understood. I was worried you might not get it."

    

    Eunbi noona finally relaxed her expression.

    

    She let out a sigh of relief.

    

    As evening approached, the sky was tinged with the colors of sunset.

    

    "Inwoo, you won't abandon Seohee, will you?"

    

    Eunbi noona asked calmly.

    

    "I won't let Seohee get hurt."

    

    "So you're prepared? Though I'm not sure if you can endure it."

    

    Eunbi noona smiled slightly, as if finding it amusing.

    

    As if her mood had improved,

    she picked up speed on the open road after leaving the congested area.

    

    "Then remember this feeling today."

    

    Seohee noona said.

    

    "The things given to you today are what you should enjoy from now on."

    

    Beyond the driver's seat, everything was dazzlingly tinted orange due to the setting sun.

    

    "Experience the feeling of driving a foreign car."

    

    The window opened.

    

    The wind rushed by refreshingly as she accelerated cheerfully.

    

    "Actually, do you want to drive?"

    

    "No matter what, a minor driving is not okay."

    

    Eunbi noona laughed playfully.

    

    "Alright, alright. When Inwoo gets his own car later, give noona a drive like this."

    

    The car indeed had excellent ride quality.

    

    A good car feels different from the start.

    

    Also, for the first time, I felt comfortable in front of Eunbi noona.

    

    I had always found her intimidating before.

    

    So, since we'd already shared deep conversations,

    I thought it wouldn't hurt to ask something I'd been curious about.

    

    "Noona, do you support our relationship?"

    

    "Well, that depends on what kind of person Inwoo turns out to be, doesn't it?"

    

    "That's a realistic answer."

    

    I was at a loss for words at her obvious statement.

    

    But soon, for the first time, I felt warmth from Eunbi noona.

    

    "Yes, I'm always on Seohee's side."

    

    "..."

    

    "So if Inwoo turns out to be an unremarkable man, I'll step in and drive you away."

    

    Seohee noona chuckled at my blank expression.

    

    "I'll work hard to earn your approval, noona."

    

    "Of course you should. I have quite high standards for my brother-in-law."

    

    Anyway, I had come to fully trust Eunbi noona.

    

    We passed through the road and left Seoul.

    

    And not long after, we arrived at my house.

    

    "Your house is here, right?"

    

    "Yes. A bit shabby, isn't it?"

    

    "Yes, extremely shabby."

    

    "Ugh. It's true, but couldn't you at least pretend otherwise?"

    

    "In front of Inwoo? Why bother?"

    

    Eunbi noona smiled mischievously.

    

    "Anyway... well, thanks for the ride. Oh, wait!"

    

    I almost forgot.

    

    I took out the card from my pocket.

    

    "Keep it."

    

    "What?"

    

    "What did you think I meant by what I said earlier?"

    

    Eunbi noona shot me a displeased look.

    

    But the atmosphere was much softer now.

    

    "Can I use it?"

    

    "Use it where you need to. To become a man worthy of Seohee."

    

    Eunbi noona gave me the VIP card.

    

    "Oh, and the card statements come to me, so don't use it for anything weird."

    

    "I won't use it for anything improper!"

    

    "Good. If you need to go to places like hotels, use Seohee's card."

    

    "What are you saying?!"

    

    She had completely returned to her usual playful self.

    

    "Then see you next week!"

    

    "Yes, take care on your way back."

    

    After saying goodbye, watching the Bugatti speed away, I muttered to myself.

    

    "Did she just say 'next week'?"

    

    ————

    

    Soon, I would understand the meaning of that "next week."

    

    "Inwoo, there's a letter for you?"

    

    "A letter?"

    

    I was lying down, trying to relax on a weekend evening,

    when my mom, who had just returned from a brief outing, came in with an envelope.

    

    "Yes, from 'So Eunbi'? Do you know her?"

    

    What is Eunbi noona up to now?

    

    I took the envelope.

    

    It was a pink letter envelope,

    more like a personal letter than mail.

    

    It had no stamp, just the sender's and recipient's names written on it.

    

    And it showed signs of being handmade.

    

    Upon opening it,

    inside was pink stationery covered with hearts.

    

    This isn't even a love letter...

    

    I pulled out the paper and read it.

    

    [To Mr. Kang Inwoo,

    

    We are always grateful for your dedication to the Mokseong Group.

    

    Especially for always taking care of Mokseong's troublemaker, 'So Seohee'. Therefore, Mokseong would like to invite 'Kang Inwoo' to So Eunbi's private island to comfort you. We have prepared everything so that your family members can also enjoy it, so please feel free to enjoy yourselves comfortably.

    

    Future schedules will be notified later.

    

    From So Eunbi.]

  
    Chapter 61. Invitation

    
    An invitation arrived.

    

    Setting aside the appearance of the letter,

    

    the contents invited me to a private island for a visit.

    

    "What is she thinking now?"

    

    It seems like a simple invitation to come over...

    

    After my conversation with Eunbi a few days ago,

    

    I've come to trust her.

    

    Perhaps I've even developed feelings close to admiration.

    

    Above all, she's "on Seohee's side" and can help Seohee.

    

    "Still, this is... rather sudden."

    

    While I was tilting my head in confusion,

    

    Mom approached and looked at the letter with me.

    

    "Inwoo! Could this person be..."

    

    "Yes. That person, So Eunbi, is Seohee's older sister."

    

    "The CEO of Beauty Minerva!!"

    

    "What?"

    

    Beauty Minerva?

    

    Ah, I remember now.

    

    It's the name of that cosmetics brand Mom sometimes sees in advertisements and says she wants.

    

    But was that Eunbi's company?

    

    I didn't even know it was affiliated with Jupiter Group.

    

    Since they mainly use foreign models or well-known Korean Wave stars abroad, I thought it was a foreign company.

    

    "So... the CEO of a beauty company sent you a letter?"

    

    Mom was excited, her eyes sparkling like a thrilled schoolgirl.

    

    "I didn't know she was that kind of executive."

    

    Looking at Eunbi, I never would have thought she worked in the beauty industry.

    

    Her appearance was generally modest.

    

    Her makeup was so light it was barely noticeable,

    

    and she didn't seem to put much effort into her appearance or care about looks.

    

    Yet despite that, her beauty rivaled Seohee's to the point where makeup seemed unnecessary.

    

    In contrast, looking at Minerva company advertisements,

    

    most models wore elaborate and powerful makeup.

    

    It was quite the opposite image.

    

    "So, the CEO invited you?"

    

    "Yeah, it seems that way... I didn't expect her to invite my family too."

    

    "Hmm..."

    

    Mom appeared deep in thought.

    

    She knew my girlfriend was from a wealthy family,

    

    but this was a sudden invitation to a rich person's private island.

    

    She's probably wondering if it's okay to accept.

    

    "If I use all my remaining vacation days, I could stay for a few days?"

    

    Wait, she's already planning to go.

    

    "Oppa, what's going on with Mom?"

    

    "Hyeeun, I think we're going on a trip soon."

    

    "What? Where?!!"

    

    "I think we're going to the beach?"

    

    "Wow!!!! Beach beach beach beach."

    

    Hyeeun was also extremely excited after hearing Mom's words.

    

    Right, it's been over a year since we last took Hyeeun on a trip.

    

    The two of them had already decided on the trip.

    

    "Haah~"

    

    I should contact Seohee first.

    

    Just as I was about to call, my phone rang.

    

    It was Seohee calling.

    

    "Hello."

    

    [Hi, Inwoo.]

    

    "I was just about to call you."

    

    [Did you receive the letter?]

    

    Seohee got straight to the point.

    

    "Yes, I just opened the invitation."

    

    I answered Seohee, having figured it out.

    

    Then I heard through the phone:

    

    [Haah~]

    

    A deep sigh that conveyed Seohee's current feelings.

    

    [I'm suddenly sorry. My sister went ahead and arranged this on her own.]

    

    "No, my family is actually excited about it."

    

    [If only I hadn't mentioned it... I'm really sorry!]

    

    "What are you talking about?"

    

    [I told my sister. About us planning a trip together.]

    

    Seohee explained.

    

    While talking with Eunbi,

    

    Seohee had mentioned our travel plans.

    

    From Eunbi's perspective, she didn't think it was right to let two young students go far away alone, so she arranged this.

    

    "In other words, she's saying we shouldn't go without a guardian."

    

    [Yeah, I was really looking forward to going just the two of us.]

    

    I'm not sure what she was expecting,

    

    but Seohee looked extremely disappointed.

    

    "But we're still going on a trip, right?"

    

    [Haah~ I guess...]

    

    "We'll still have opportunities to be alone."

    

    [Only if my sister doesn't interfere.]

    

    "Should we plan a short trip somewhere, just the two of us next time?"

    

    [Where do you little ones think you're going alone again?]

    

    This time I heard Eunbi's voice.

    

    Wait, they were together?

    

    "Ah, noona. What are you saying? Hahaha, we always hang out very innocently."

    

    [Oh really? What were you two doing in that empty house then...]

    

    "Thank you for inviting us."

    

    I quickly changed the subject.

    

    "But is it really okay to include my family?"

    

    [Don't change the subject.]

    

    "Hahaha, who's changing the subject?"

    

    She's still as sharp as ever.

    

    [Sigh~ Anyway, I thought it was right for each of you to bring guardians when traveling far away, that's why I invited them.]

    

    "I see."

    

    Eunbi might seem free-spirited,

    

    but she was quite firm on matters like this.

    

    [It's not like more people cost more in fuel, and the space is large, so having more people is better.]

    

    Eunbi finished her explanation.

    

    "Yes, thank you for your consideration."

    

    Honestly, I was extremely grateful.

    

    It had been a long time since I'd seen Mom properly rest,

    

    and Hyeeun hadn't had the chance to make proper travel memories either.

    

    "When is this scheduled for?"

    

    [I need to consider my company schedule first... is your family available?]

    

    Hyeeun is currently on kindergarten vacation so she's fine,

    

    but Mom...

    

    "Mom, when are you using your vacation days?"

    

    When I asked, Mom answered.

    

    "I'll use them whenever the trip is scheduled."

    

    "Can you do that so easily?"

    

    "Yes, and if they say no, I'll have to argue with them."

    

    Mom's expression was resolute.

    

    It was the face of someone thinking, 'Surely they wouldn't deny me a proper vacation after making me work overtime every day?'

    

    "Won't the company say something?"

    

    "If they fire me, they won't function properly anyway."

    

    "So that's the backstory."

    

    There was a reason for her confidence.

    

    But doesn't that actually make it harder to take vacation?

    

    Anyway, I put the phone back to my ear.

    

    "My mom says she can adjust to whatever the travel schedule is."

    

    [What about your father?]

    

    "He passed away."

    

    [Ah, sis!]

    

    I can hear Seohee shouting in the background.

    

    I'm fine with it though.

    

    And it's natural that Eunbi wouldn't know.

    

    [Alright, I'll let you know once the schedule is arranged.]

    

    "Okay."

    

    [Get some rest then.]

    

    "You too, get some rest."

    

    [Sis, wait!]

    

    As we were about to hang up, Seohee urgently grabbed the phone.

    

    [Inwoo.]

    

    "Yeah, what is it?"

    

    [Um... do you want to go shopping before the trip?]

    

    "Shopping? Sure, but what are we buying?"

    

    [Well... that...]

    

    What Seohee said next made my heart drop.

    

    [Swimsuits]

    

    "S-sure. Let's go, I n-needed one anyway."

    

    [Wow, that sounds fun! Can I come along too?]

    

    [No, sis, stay out of this!]

    

    For a while, I could hear a noisy commotion through the phone.

    

    Regardless, I was having trouble calming my heart right now.

    

    Seohee in a swimsuit...

    

    I couldn't help but imagine it.

    

    "Inwoo, why is your face so red?"

    

    "Huh? Mine?"

    

    "Yes, oppa. It's really bad, just like at Seohee unnie's house... mmph."

    

    Hyeeun belatedly realized she needed to keep it a secret and covered her mouth.

    

    "Hmm?"

    

    Mom looked at Hyeeun with a puzzled expression.

    

    "Hyeeun."

    

    "Ah, right, it was supposed to be a secret. Hehe."

    

    Hyeeun smiled cutely.

    

    But it wasn't cute at all.

    

    For once, I resented innocent Hyeeun.

    

    I had specifically told her it was a secret.

    

    "Inwoo, did you go to Seohee's house?"

    

    "Yes, Seohee said she'd help me study for the mock exam."

    

    "What did you do there?"

    

    "Huh? I didn't do anything."

    

    [Hooh~ Hyeeun, would you like to tell me that story in detail too?]

    

    Why are you getting involved too?

    

    Having heard Hyeeun's voice and my flustered response through the phone,

    

    Eunbi seemed interested.

    

    "Hmm..."

    

    "I really didn't do anything!"

    

    [Hey, Kang Inwoo. Could you please put Hyeeun on the phone?]

    

    "Noona doesn't need to hear this!"

    

    "Hyeeun, what did your brother and Seohee do?"

    

    Mom asked Hyeeun.

    

    Hyeeun shook her head.

    

    "Oppa told me to keep it a secret! He said I'd understand when I'm older."

    

    "Inwoo."

    

    Mom's gaze turned sharp.

    

    "It's not like that!!! I'll explain everything!"

    

    ———

    

    Currently, after ending the call,

    

    I'm kneeling in front of Mom.

    

    And I explained the whole situation truthfully.

    

    "That's what happened."

    

    "...And you expect me to believe such a ridiculous story?"

    

    Mom looked at me with utter disappointment.

    

    While playing around in the room, I accidentally fell onto the bed,

    

    and ended up on top of Seohee who was lying on the bed.

    

    Hyeeun saw that scene.

    

    "Then you could have just explained it to Hyeeun."

    

    "Yes, that's absolutely right."

    

    "Why did your face turn red then?"

    

    "When I realized the situation, I felt like I'd made a fool of myself in front of others."

    

    "Is that really all?"

    

    "Yes."

    

    "Mom trusts her son."

    

    Mom said in a gentle but pressing tone.

    

    "So tell me the truth. That's the only way Mom can deal with it."

    

    "What do you mean 'deal with it'?"

    

    "Legal issues and such."

    

    "There are no such issues!!"

    

    "Haah~ Preparing for marriage won't be easy either."

    

    "Why are you worrying about that? I'm not even old enough to get married yet."

    

    Mom, now completely calm after her anger subsided, looked composed.

    

    Wait, why is she smirking at me?

    

    "You're not saying you won't get married anymore?"

    

    Struck at my core, I flinched.

    

    "Didn't you say there's no need to draw the line yet?"

    

    Embarrassed, I turned my head away as I answered.

    

    "Hehe, alright, alright."

    

    Mom just laughed and didn't say anything more.

    

    She simply gently stroked Hyeeun's hair.

    

    "Hehe... oppa, I kept your secret."

    

    Hyeeun looked pleased that she hadn't revealed the truth.

    

    Looking at it now, was she pretending to be innocent while trying to get me in trouble?

    

    No.

    

    I can't suspect my young sister.

    

    Shaking my head, I was just starting to sit comfortably when

    

    Mom said:

    

    "But Seohee had that photo?"

    

    "Yes. Didn't you give it to her?"

    

    "Yes, I remember giving her a photo, but certainly..."

    

    Mom seems a bit hazy on the memory too.

    

    Well, that's understandable.

    

    Buzz-

    

    My phone vibrated again.

    

    It was Seohee.

    

    Ah, Seohee must have been tormented by her sister too.

    

    I should comfort her.

    

    "Mom, I'm going to step out and take this call."

    

    "Okay, don't come back too late."

    

    "Sure."

    

    "Let me know if you're going to meet Seohee."

    

    "It's late at night though?"

    

    It would be rude to go to Seohee's house at this hour.

    

    "That's why I'm telling you to let me know. And make sure you bring that too."

    

    Mom referred to the box with the rabbit picture.

    

    "I'm just going to talk on the phone!"

    

    "Right, and the other party is a big corporation. You always need to be careful."

    

    Geez, what is she saying?

    

    I sighed deeply in exasperation and went out.

    

    "And don't do it in front of Hyeeun."

    

    "As if I would!!"

    

    Seriously, until the end!!

    

    ———

    

    [Did you talk things out with your mother?]

    

    Seohee asked in a trembling voice.

    

    "I explained everything was a misunderstanding, so don't worry."

    

    [Phew~ I was worried she might think badly of me.]

    

    Seohee let out a deep sigh of relief.

    

    "My mom seems completely set on marrying us off?"

    

    [What? Really?]

    

    "Just kidding."

    

    [Hey!]

    

    "Hahaha. But she doesn't disapprove of you."

    

    I'm not sure if it was a joke or not,

    

    but if we were to get married, she seemed worried about dowry issues, family matters, and so on.

    

    So I need to answer properly and act accordingly.

    

    This summer will be crucial.

    

    "What about Eunbi noona?"

    

    [I explained everything truthfully to my sister.]

    

    "Good. I'm glad it worked out."

    

    We both seemed a bit tired.

    

    At times like this, I should move on to more energetic topics.

    

    "Seohee, when should we meet?"

    

    [Hmm? You mean for the swimsuits?]

    

    "Yeah. Because I want to see you. Ah..."

    

    What am I thinking?

    

    I unintentionally said something so blatant.

    

    My ears felt incredibly hot.

    

    [...Inwoo, you're a man after all. So naughty.]

    

    "What are you saying! I just meant I want to see you!"

    

    [Really?]

    

    "Yes! I only want to see So Seohee! I'm saying this because I feel like I'm going crazy wanting to see you as soon as possible!"

    

    Knock- Knock- Knock-

    

    "It's giving me goosebumps, why don't you go downstairs to take the call?"

    

    I must have been speaking loudly as I made excuses, feeling caught.

    

    Mom heard everything from inside and cautioned me.

    

    [When Inwoo says things like that... haaaaah!!!]

    

    While Seohee was delighted,

    

    I, on the other hand, didn't want to go back inside.

    

    But if I don't go in, they'll think I went to Seohee's house.

    

    Mom now knows that Seohee lives alone.

    

    Unable to do either,

    

    I could only sigh deeply in the hallway by the entrance.

  
    Chapter 62. Summer Shopping (1)

    
    In the blazing midday sun hanging high in the sky,

    

    I stood in front of the station, dripping with sweat.

    

    I watched the passersby coming and going while waiting for Seohee.

    

    Despite the heat, I wasn't irritated.

    

    Because today was finally the day I'd go shopping with Seohee.

    

    I hadn't been able to see her for a while.

    

    We'd only talked on the phone for some time because she said she had things to take care of before our trip.

    

    These rich kids sure live diligently even during vacation.

    

    Anyway, she said she'd finished her urgent tasks.

    

    Now she'll be free during our trip.

    

    As I waited, I heard someone calling me from a distance.

    

    "Inwoo!!"

    

    Seohee waved her hand and approached from far away.

    

    "Hehe, have you been well?"

    

    "...Yeah."

    

    "What's wrong? Did something happen?"

    

    No, why is she so pretty even though I haven't seen her in a while?

    

    Her white dress reflected the summer sunlight, making her look even more dazzling and gentle.

    

    Beyond the frilled short sleeves, Seohee's fair skin extended smoothly.

    

    I kept finding my gaze drawn to her, almost having impious thoughts about whether I might catch a glimpse of her bare skin.

    

    "What's wrong?"

    

    Seohee tilted her head.

    

    Even her face looked better.

    

    Her fair and dewy skin looked youthful and beautiful, making it hard to believe she had been overworking herself.

    

    And she had secured her beautiful black hair with the hairpin I bought her.

    

    Every heartwarming detail about Seohee was enough to melt my heart.

    

    "Because you're pretty."

    

    I expressed my honest feelings.

    

    "Thank you."

    

    Seohee bowed her head and smiled.

    

    For a moment, her face turned as red as the summer sun,

    but that only made her look even cuter.

    

    I shook my head to clear my thoughts.

    

    Then I looked around.

    

    "Tsk-"

    

    "I was just going to try talking to her."

    

    "With your face? Not a chance."

    

    As expected in the city center, there were many men trying to hit on girls.

    

    "Seohee, let's go."

    

    "Huh?"

    

    Seohee looked puzzled as I suddenly grabbed her hand and started moving.

    

    But soon she held my hand back and followed me.

    

    Phew... why am I acting like this all of a sudden?

    

    Is it because I haven't seen her in a long time?

    

    Sure, she probably dressed up carefully for me,

    but I've never had my heart race this much before.

    

    Am I just suffering from the heat?

    

    Maybe the fever has numbed my reason.

    

    I'll probably come to my senses after resting somewhere with air conditioning.

    

    As we entered the department store, it was much cooler inside.

    After cooling my head with the air conditioning, I turned to look at Seohee.

    

    "Seohee."

    

    "Yes?"

    

    "..."

    

    Maybe I need more cooling.

    

    Why am I like this today?

    

    "Seohee, did you put something on?"

    

    "Why?"

    

    "Well... you look different today."

    

    "How so?"

    

    Seohee asked back.

    

    But she was subtly smiling.

    

    It was a look that seemed to expect something.

    

    "Um... your skin just looks better."

    

    "Do I look prettier?"

    

    "I already told you that earlier."

    

    "I want to hear it again."

    

    At Seohee's urging to say it, I mumbled quietly.

    

    "Yes. You're pretty."

    

    "Hmm? What did you say?"

    

    Seohee pretended to bring her ear closer, demanding a louder compliment.

    

    "I said you're drop-dead gorgeous!"

    

    When I spoke a bit louder, nearby staff members looked at us while whispering.

    

    In a position where I was getting attention because of Seohee, they couldn't help but hear.

    

    "Hehehe, even so, you didn't have to shout. Am I that pretty?"

    

    "That wasn't really shouting, you know?"

    

    Seohee, with her completely relaxed expression, looked like she might melt like summer ice cream.

    

    Meanwhile, I had to cool down my heated face.

    

    There's no helping the embarrassment.

    

    What's going on all of a sudden?

    

    It was as if she came with some aura or halo effect.

    

    Seohee smiled with her eyes and answered.

    

    "Actually, I've been squeezing in time for some skincare treatments lately."

    

    "Weren't you always doing that?"

    

    "No, I didn't have time, and when you weren't around, I had no reason to get them."

    

    "Really?"

    

    She did it deliberately for me...

    

    But does that mean the Seohee I've seen all this time wasn't even after expensive skincare treatments?

    

    I felt both joy and surprise.

    

    "My sister kept nagging me, so I got them, and it was worth it."

    

    "I see."

    

    Nice one, Eunbi noona!

    

    I found myself mentally thanking her sister.

    

    Of course, it's not that my girlfriend wasn't pretty before,

    but now she was so pretty I was almost afraid to look at her.

    

    But... as time went on, I wondered if I should be grateful.

    

    "Seohee."

    

    "Yes?"

    

    "Um... can we go somewhere less crowded?"

    

    "Huh? What are you saying when we came to shop?"

    

    "Haha, right."

    

    "Are you having naughty thoughts?"

    

    That's not it.

    

    To be honest, I'm just annoyed that all the men are staring at Seohee like they're targeting her.

    

    I felt both pride and anxiety simultaneously.

    

    Of course, men, or perhaps anyone, always looked at Seohee, but

    not to this extent like today.

    

    Being prettier can be quite troublesome.

    

    "Sorry. It's nothing."

    

    "Huh?"

    

    Just as Seohee tilted her head.

    

    "Excuse me."

    

    A voice came from in front of us.

    

    "Yes?"

    

    As we turned around, a handsome man approached.

    

    "If you don't mind, could I get your number..."

    

    What's this guy doing asking a girl who's clearly with her boyfriend?

    

    "Seohee, let's go."

    

    Tap-

    

    I took Seohee away.

    

    We stopped when we reached a bench with no people around.

    

    And I sat down with a thud.

    

    Seohee, who had been led by me, sat down next to me without saying anything.

    

    "Phew~"

    

    And when I let out a deep sigh,

    she looked at me and said,

    

    "Don't worry too much. I can just reject them."

    

    Seohee tried to comfort me.

    

    "I'll really reject them all."

    

    When I reflected on what I'd done today while cooling down,

    I could only see one conclusion.

    

    I was severely caught up in possessiveness over Seohee.

    

    To the point where I became sensitive when someone looked at her.

    

    Why am I acting like this?

    

    Is it because I haven't seen her for a few days?

    

    Or because of one skincare treatment?

    

    No.

    

    Surely it's not just that.

    

    Anyway, with my reason somewhat restored, I spoke.

    

    "Phew~ Sorry. I think I'm a bit sensitive today."

    

    I looked at Seohee again.

    

    She was still more beautiful than usual.

    

    Even though I must have seen her all the time, today I marveled at Seohee's appearance anew.

    

    My heart was still beating a little fast.

    

    If this continues, I might end up clinging to Seohee.

    

    Anyway, I feel like I've been making a fool of myself in front of Seohee today.

    

    Just as I was thinking about pulling myself together again.

    

    "...Seohee?"

    

    Thud-

    

    Seohee rested her head on my shoulder.

    

    The scent of Seohee's shampoo lingered in my nose.

    

    "Let's stay like this until you calm down."

    

    And she hugged my arm.

    

    "Light skinship like this will make you feel comfortable."

    

    "Yeah."

    

    "And it will also serve as a sign that 'Seohee belongs to Inwoo. Don't touch her.'"

    

    Seohee seemed excited as she smiled.

    

    She seemed pleased that I had shown possessiveness.

    

    Even if she had become prettier, Seohee was still Seohee.

    

    She still prioritized me and laughed playfully.

    

    "So I'll marry you. Don't worry, Inwoo just needs to show up."

    

    And she courts me the same way again.

    

    I was the only one treating Seohee with difficulty.

    

    "I'm calm now. Thanks."

    

    "There you go changing the subject again."

    

    I couldn't help but smile at how cute Seohee looked with her cheeks puffed up in dissatisfaction.

    

    I gazed at her for a long time.

    

    Well, I don't need to answer right now.

    

    The day to give a proper answer will come soon,

    and I should respond properly then.

    

    ——

    

    The department store's air conditioning had dried all my sweat.

    

    Feeling the cool sensation, we got on the escalator.

    

    "What kind of swimsuit are you going to buy, Inwoo?"

    

    "Whatever you pick for me?"

    

    "Really? Is that okay?"

    

    Seohee's eyes sparkled brightly.

    

    Is that such a happy thing?

    

    Soon I heard words from Seohee that almost made me faint.

    

    "Th-Then! You can pick my swimsuit too."

    

    "That's a bit..."

    

    "Why~?"

    

    "What if I tell you to wear something really revealing?"

    

    "Then..."

    

    Seohee also seemed embarrassed as she turned her gaze away.

    

    It was just about time for me to say I was joking.

    

    "I'll wear it when we're alone in a room."

    

    "...Forget it. Don't think weird things. Anyway, I don't know much about these things."

    

    As I hurriedly tried to stop her, Seohee gave a seductive smile.

    

    "Weird thoughts? What are you talking about?"

    

    "That... never mind. I've never bought a swimsuit before, so you'd be better at choosing, right?"

    

    "Hmm... well, alright. But tell me if you see something you like."

    

    Seohee stopped there.

    

    No, she added one more thing with a smile.

    

    "I'll secretly try on extras too."

    

    "As if Eunbi noona and my mom would leave us alone in a room."

    

    Well, it's true that picking a women's swimsuit is delicate, but I don't know much about swimsuits.

    

    It's been a really long time since I last wore one.

    

    I used to wear them often when I was learning to swim.

    

    Mostly ones my parents bought me,

    or ones provided by the public swimming pool.

    

    After I quit swimming, I had no occasion to wear them, so I never bought one.

    

    But it should be fun to look.

    

    Although I had calmed down on the bench earlier,

    my heart was still racing at the thought of seeing Seohee in a swimsuit.

    

    I hope you don't think I'm too perverted.

    

    It's natural for a man to be interested in the woman he likes.

    

    Who am I making excuses to...

    

    As we came up the escalator,

    various brands were displaying swimsuits by section.

    

    Jupiter Department Store had set up a swimsuit-dedicated floor

    for the summer season, coincidentally today.

    

    It was an opportunity to browse swimsuits from all brands.

    

    Maybe that's why there seem to be quite a few people.

    

    "Seohee, but won't it be a bit expensive here?"

    

    They're all luxury brands where prices easily exceed 100,000 won.

    

    Of course, I have the VIP card Eunbi noona gave me.

    

    With that, I could just go to a private room and grab whatever I want.

    

    But Seohee is reluctant about me meeting Eunbi noona.

    

    It feels awkward to take out the card and use it openly.

    

    "I said I'd pick for you."

    

    "Don't tell me you're going to buy it for me?"

    

    "Yes. But you have to wear whatever I buy you."

    

    Seohee's eyes blazed.

    

    She exhaled strongly.

    

    I wonder what she's planning to make me wear.

    

    Seohee energetically moved to one of the swimsuit stores.

    

    A place where 500,000 won is the baseline.

    

    "Hmm..."

    

    After browsing the men's swimwear section for a while, Seohee pulled one out.

    

    "This one."

    

    And handed it to me.

    

    "Try this on."

    

    "Hey, this is."

    

    It was a triangle swimsuit, one that looked tight-fitting and had minimal coverage.

    

    "Do they even make these for men?"

    

    While I was flustered, Seohee smiled sweetly.

    

    "Go on, try it."

    

    "You think I'd wear that?"

    

    I decline even if she's buying.

    

    Asking me to walk around the beach in this?

    

    I'd be too embarrassed.

    

    Seeing this, I wonder how women manage to wear revealing bikinis?

    

    They're really amazing.

    

    In the midst of these thoughts,

    as if Seohee had read my mind, she said,

    

    "If you wear that, I'll wear any bikini you choose."
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    I held the swimsuit in my hands with a trembling heart.

    

    The piece of black fabric clutched in my hand.

    Looking at this triangular shape, I let out a deep sigh.

    

    "Seohee. No matter what, this is a bit..."

    

    I wanted to argue whether this was even a men's swimsuit to begin with.

    If I hadn't seen Seohee take it from the men's section, that is.

    

    Why do they even make swimsuits like this?

    

    "Try it on quickly. It'll look good on you."

    

    "No, I don't think it will."

    

    I tried to hand it back to her.

    

    "Don't you want to see me in a bikini?"

    

    Is she really going to blackmail me with that?

    Come to think of it, it doesn't seem right that only Seohee would be wearing a swimsuit here.

    Maybe she's embarrassed too and wants me to try mine on first.

    

    Well, I should wear it then.

    It's absolutely not because Seohee said she'd wear a bikini.

    Understanding her feelings, I sighed once more and entered the changing room.

    

    "Hehe, I can't wait to see~"

    I could hear Seohee's voice through the changing room door.

    Is she planning to look right away?

    

    Actually, that might be better.

    I don't want to walk around showing it to other people.

    I slowly took off my clothes.

    

    And put on the swimsuit.

    

    "Seohee, this isn't going to work."

    

    "Why? Is it too small?"

    

    "It's small, but that's not the only problem..."

    

    The issue is what's sticking out.

    This swimsuit makes a man's self-assertion way too strong.

    

    "Is there another problem?"

    Of course, I couldn't say this to Seohee directly.

    

    "No, it's just so small I don't think my legs will fit."

    

    "What~, that material stretches, so it'll fit if you just put it on."

    Seohee said I was complaining without even trying it on.

    

    Actually, I'm already wearing it.

    

    "I am wearing it. But it's so small I think it might tear."

    

    "Then we shouldn't buy that one."

    

    "Yeah."

    Relieved that Seohee had given up, I immediately decided to take off this swimsuit.

    

    "Come out wearing it first."

    

    "What? No, I need to take it off right now."

    

    "Did you forget our promise?"

    

    "What promise?"

    As I anxiously asked back,

    Seohee cruelly replied:

    

    "We agreed to show each other. I want to see Inwoo wearing that swimsuit."

    

    "I'll try on a bigger size then."

    

    "I don't think they have any bigger sizes."

    Seohee urged me to come out.

    I racked my brain in this difficult situation.

    What should I do?

    

    "I'll wear whatever you want too, you know?"

    I almost lost my reason.

    Plus, it's even more awkward to go out now.

    

    I pressed my legs together and silently recited the national anthem in my head.

    

    "Seohee, I'm sorry, but you don't have to see."

    

    "What? You don't want to see me?"

    

    "It's not that I'm not interested, but I'm in a state where it's very difficult to show myself right now."

    

    "Ah..."

    Seohee caught on.

    

    A moment of silence passed.

    

    "T-then hurry up and change and come out."

    When I came out after changing, Seohee turned her gaze away with a flushed face.

    

    "I'm sorry."

    

    "Phew~ It's okay."

    My face was burning hot too.

    To think that Seohee found out about that.

    

    Seohee's gaze strangely drifted down before quickly looking away.

    

    "What are you looking at?"

    

    "W-what do you mean I was looking at something?"

    

    "Never mind. Let's look at something else now."

    Seohee agreed, and this time we decided to look for my swimsuit together.

    

    Square is definitely better than triangle.

    At least it's less embarrassing for me.

    

    After browsing through various designs, I picked a suitable swimsuit.

    

    "Is this one okay?"

    

    "Yeah. It looks good."

    With Seohee's approval, I immediately tried on the swimsuit in the changing room.

    

    "Hmm... this is much better than before."

    I felt relieved looking at myself in the changing room mirror.

    This should be fine to show Seohee.

    

    When I opened the door, Seohee was right in front of me.

    

    "How is it?"

    

    "......"

    

    *Gulp*

    

    "Seohee. You should be looking at the swimsuit. Where are you looking?"

    I carefully covered my upper body.

    

    It seemed like Seohee swallowed hard, but I don't know what there is to see.

    

    "Inwoo, you have a nice body."

    

    "There's nothing nice about my body."

    I'm just moderately thin.

    But Seohee was staring at me uncomfortably.

    She's completely smitten.

    

    "Excuse me. So how's the swimsuit?"

    

    "I like it!"

    Seohee gave a thumbs up to my swimsuit.

    I nodded vaguely and changed back into my clothes.

    

    "Ah, you could have kept it on."

    

    "What are you saying? We're going to wear them on the island anyway, right?"

    

    "I guess you're right."

    

    Anyway, now that I've chosen my swimsuit...

    It was Seohee's turn.

    

    Right, who cares about my swimsuit?

    My eyes were fixed only on Seohee.

    

    *Gulp*

    

    Without realizing it, I swallowed hard just like Seohee had.

    

    Seeing me like this, Seohee smiled seductively.

    

    "Inwoo, you're so obvious."

    She said something about how men can't help themselves.

    

    "Who was it that was making a fuss about wanting to see me in a swimsuit earlier?"

    Seohee laughed at my sarcasm and dragged me to another place.

    

    After paying, we went to another brand store.

    This one specialized in women's swimwear only.

    

    From the entrance, it was mostly women.

    

    Occasionally, I saw a few men like me who had been dragged along by their girlfriends.

    

    Still, since it was a place where women tried on and came out in swimsuits, I didn't know where to look.

    

    If I looked around carelessly...

    

    "Where are you looking?"

    Seohee would get angry like this.

    

    "I was looking at swimsuits for you."

    

    "Don't let your eyes wander to other women."

    

    "Come on~ I wouldn't do that."

    Seohee gave me a suspicious look.

    

    "Anyway, let's hurry and pick out your swimsuit."

    

    "Did it get bigger..."

    As we passed through the store, I heard a voice.

    

    "Ugh... I had my eye on this pretty one."

    I glanced over at the familiar voice.

    

    "Oh? Teacher?"

    

    "Huh?"

    I ran into our homeroom teacher coming out of the changing room.

    

    "Ah, it's Seohee and Inwoo."

    The teacher hid the swimsuit behind her back and approached us.

    

    "Hello."

    

    "Hello."

    

    "Hi, it's nice to see you all. But... did you happen to hear what I just said?"

    Let's pretend we didn't hear.

    But Seohee subtly frowned.

    

    "What? I didn't hear anything."

    

    "For someone who didn't hear anything, you turned your head as soon as you heard the teacher's voice."

    When Seohee complained, Teacher Ihayeon's face turned bright red.

    

    "Seohee, what are you saying? Haha."

    

    "I knew Inwoo liked women with big bre—mmph!"

    

    "Haha, oh Seohee, what are you saying?"

    I quickly covered Seohee's mouth.

    

    "Ahhh! That's! Inwoo, forget about it!"

    The teacher panicked and desperately shouted.

    She waved her hands in front of her, asking me to forget.

    

    Naturally, the swimsuit she was hiding behind her back became visible.

    

    Yeah, it's a cute design.

    A sky-blue bikini with lots of frills.

    

    If the "Hayeon Knights" knew I was the only one witnessing this scene, I'd probably be dragged off somewhere and purged.

    

    Faced with a scene that might be too much of a blessing for some, I tried to reassure the teacher.

    

    "I really didn't hear anything. I don't know what happened, and I won't tell anyone, so don't worry about it."

    

    "Thanks, I appreciate it."

    The teacher, who always seemed so dignified at school, looked quite cute out here.

    

    After calming the teacher down, I gave Seohee a meaningful look.

    

    "Okay. I won't look elsewhere. And don't bring that up again."

    

    "You'd better not."

    

    "Are you two going somewhere too?"

    The teacher asked, changing the subject.

    

    "Yes, we're planning a trip. I guess you're on vacation too, Teacher."

    

    "Yes, I'm going to a water park with some other teachers."

    

    "That sounds really fun."

    

    "Yes, it's a newly opened place..."

    In the middle of our conversation, I felt someone tugging at my collar.

    

    "Teacher, we should get going now."

    

    "Alright. See you when school starts again."

    

    "Yes."

    

    "Goodbye."

    Seohee seemed uncomfortable, so we quickly parted ways.

    She had been quiet the whole time we were talking with the teacher.

    

    Is she still uncomfortable around teachers?

    But she helped us during the retreat.

    

    "You seemed to be enjoying yourself?"

    Was it jealousy rather than discomfort?

    

    "Seohee, are you jealous of the teacher too?"

    

    "Yes, because you were looking at her lecherously."

    

    "How was I looking at her..."

    

    "That look in your eyes just now was like an old executive sexually harassing his female subordinate."

    

    "How would you even know what that looks like?"

    

    "Because I've disciplined men for it."

    It was similar to my sensitive situation earlier.

    

    Seohee must be feeling insecure too.

    Worried that I might get distracted with all these women around.

    

    In this situation, I need to give her confidence as her boyfriend.

    

    "Alright. I won't do anything suspicious in front of my straightforward Seohee, so let's pick out your swimsuit now."

    

    "Really?"

    

    "Yes! After being seduced by you, I don't even want to look at other women. So come on, hurry up~"

    

    "You always know what to say."

    Seohee's mood improved.

    

    I moved closer to her to reassure her.

    

    Interlocking our fingers, I asked her:

    

    "Then can I pick one for you too?"

    

    "Sure, since I picked one for you."

    We started looking at swimsuits.

    

    What would look good on Seohee...

    Honestly, I thought everything would look good on her.

    I carefully selected one after another.

    

    After a while, Seohee called me.

    

    "Inwoo, how about this one?"

    

    "Yeah, it's cute."

    

    "What about this?"

    

    "Too revealing. Let's try something else."

    It's better to wear something appropriate for a student.

    Also, I don't want other people seeing Seohee in something too revealing.

    

    "Aren't you being too possessive?"

    

    "It's not possessiveness. And..."

    

    "And?"

    

    "...if you wear something like that, I don't think I could handle it."

    I answered quietly, embarrassed.

    

    "Then I should wear this at night."

    

    "N-night? What are you planning to do!"

    

    "I wonder? What do you want to do at night, Inwoo?"

    Seohee teased me with a smile.

    

    I snatched the revealing swimsuit from Seohee's hand.

    

    "You're already eager to see it at night."

    

    "No, forget this one. Try that one on."

    I pointed with my chin to another swimsuit Seohee had picked out.

    It was a cute blue bikini with adorable frills.

    

    "Well~ since Inwoo is begging, I'll try it on."

    I put the swimsuit I had taken back in its place and followed Seohee to the changing room.

    

    Seohee said she would try it on first and asked me to wait.

    

    I waited in front of the changing room booth.

    

    I was worried about catching the eyes of women coming and going to change, but fortunately, there were a few other men sighing deeply with similar thoughts.

    

    I could endure it, feeling a sense of camaraderie.

    

    "Huh?"

    

    "Ah, Teacher."

    I saw our homeroom teacher coming in.

    She must be trying on a new swimsuit she picked out.

    

    And naturally,

    the gazes of the men waiting for their girlfriends turned.

    

    It was indeed Teacher Ihayeon.

    The teacher hid the swimsuit she was carrying behind her back and smiled.

    

    "Haha, waiting for Seohee?"

    

    "Yes."

    

    "It's vacation and you're going to the beach which is all good, but since you're still students, Inwoo, please make sure she doesn't wear anything too revealing."

    As expected, she was a homeroom teacher who cared for her students even outside of school.

    

    "Yes, don't worry. We're keeping things wholesome."

    The teacher nodded in satisfaction.

    Then she headed toward an empty changing booth.

    

    Just as the teacher was opening the door to go in,

    

    "Inwoo."

    

    "Yes?"

    

    I heard a voice calling me from inside another changing room.

    

    Has she finished changing already?

    

    I approached the booth.

    

    "Inwoo, are you out there?"

    

    "Yes, what is it, Seohee?"

    

    "Just a moment."

    I waited, expecting the door to open soon.

    Sure enough, the door opened.

    

    As the door opened...

    

    "Ugh... wait..."

    

    Seohee's hand suddenly shot out.

    And pulled me into the booth.
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    The arm that suddenly reached out grabbed me and pulled me inside.

    

    In an instant, I was inside a narrow changing booth.

    

    "What... what are you doing!"

    

    Though extremely flustered, I questioned her in the most hushed whisper I could manage.

    

    After all, we were now two people in a private space.

    

    As I questioned her, I looked at Seohee.

    

    And quickly turned around.

    

    "Hey! You're not even fully dressed yet!"

    

    The strings of Seohee's bikini top were undone.

    

    She was barely covering her chest with her hands, using the bikini as a shield.

    

    "Hurry up and get dressed!"

    

    I whispered softly while straining my ears toward the outside.

    

    Did anyone else see us?

    

    Just as I was trying to calm my racing heart in the midst of my confusion.

    

    "Help me."

    

    I carefully looked at Seohee at her request.

    

    Still covering her chest with her swimsuit top, the strings on her back were undone.

    

    Seohee's body was exposed.

    

    Her snow-white skin that looked so soft and her supple figure made it impossible to look away.

    

    Just a little longer, I want to admire her beautiful body.

    

    "Um... it's embarrassing when you stare so much."

    

    "Ah, ahem... what do you need help with?"

    

    I hastily averted my gaze and asked.

    

    Seohee turned her back to me.

    

    "It's hard to reach the strings on my back. Tie them for me."

    

    "Oh, is that all? You scared me."

    

    Relieved, I turned my gaze toward Seohee, and my heart skipped a beat again.

    

    Right in my view was Seohee's snow-white, seemingly smooth back.

    

    She had tied her hair up to make it easier to dress.

    

    Thanks to that, I could see from the nape of her neck all the way down her back.

    

    Below that, I could see her lower body wearing a cute swimsuit with frills.

    

    I know it's rude to stare so blatantly,

    but the devil inside me whispers that it might be okay to look a little since Seohee can't see me right now.

    

    Gulp-

    

    "No, this isn't right."

    

    "What's not working?"

    

    "No, I'm doing it now."

    

    Coming to my senses, I reached toward Seohee's back with trembling hands.

    

    And carefully tied the strings.

    

    A simple bow knot should do, right?

    

    As I carefully tied the strings, making sure not to touch Seohee's body.

    

    Seohee said:

    

    "Um... you need to tie it tighter so it doesn't slip down."

    

    "R-really?"

    

    "Yes. So it fits snugly against my back."

    

    I untied it and retied it, pulling the strings as tight as I could.

    

    "Ugh, really~ You need to press your hand against my back and tie it tightly!"

    

    Seohee complained as if frustrated.

    

    "Huh? Against your back?"

    

    "Yes, hold it firmly with your hand."

    

    So now, I have to touch Seohee's back... or rather, my hand needs to make contact with her back?

    

    Of course, I've already kissed Seohee and held her lightly before.

    

    But being told to place my hand on her exposed bare skin made my face burn hot.

    

    "Hurry~ I'm embarrassed too..."

    

    Seohee whispered the last part softly.

    

    The tips of her ears had turned red.

    

    Being exposed in this confined space,

    

    Relying completely on me—it was equally embarrassing for her.

    

    "Okay."

    

    Right, no more hesitation.

    

    I properly secured the strings against Seohee's back and tied the bikini.

    

    Since it shouldn't come undone,

    

    I tied it tightly.

    

    "Seohee. It's done now. Is it not too tight?"

    

    If it's too tight, it might be uncomfortable for her chest.

    

    When I asked, Seohee stood still.

    

    "Thank you. It's fine."

    

    And then she turned around.

    

    Finally, Seohee's fully dressed in her bikini was revealed.

    

    "How do I look?"

    

    Seohee tilted her head and asked carefully.

    

    The flowy blue bikini with frills was both cute and sexy.

    

    Combined with Seohee's fantastically beautiful appearance, I wanted to embrace her right then and there.

    

    "You look incredibly pretty."

    

    Really, why are you so beautiful today?

    

    The restlessness I felt since we first met today had only intensified.

    

    Making eye contact, the touch of skin—everything felt more challenging than usual.

    

    "Are you going with that one?"

    

    "Yes, if Inwoo likes it."

    

    "I'm extremely satisfied."

    

    Seohee noticed that my face had reddened and that I couldn't maintain eye contact.

    

    She too, with a deeply flushed face, let out a happy smile.

    

    "Aren't you liking it a bit too much?"

    

    "Well..."

    

    It was hard to deny.

    

    Even if I tried to deny it jokingly, I wouldn't forgive myself for that denial.

    

    "Whew~ Okay, since I'm dying from how much I like it, let's go with this one."

    

    "Yes, yes, I like honest Inwoo."

    

    After the decision was made, Seohee tried to open the door, and I hurriedly stopped her.

    

    "You're going out wearing it just like that?"

    

    "Oh!"

    

    Seohee stuck out her tongue, saying she had forgotten.

    

    "I just wanted to hold your attention a bit longer."

    

    "You just forgot."

    

    The problem is not me, but that it would catch the attention of others too.

    

    That would make me sensitive, which isn't good.

    

    Ah, I really am a possessive boyfriend.

    

    Seohee reached behind her back and immediately undid the strings.

    

    The strings came loose and dangled down, revealing Seohee's bare back.

    

    "What are you doing! I'm still here!"

    

    "Oh come on~ It's okay if you see."

    

    She pretends it's no big deal, acting casual and mature.

    

    But the trembling in Seohee's voice gave her away.

    

    Anyone could tell she was nervous and embarrassed but deliberately acting this way.

    

    "Don't tease me when you're embarrassed too."

    

    "Hehe, okay."

    

    After saying I'd wait, I left the changing booth.

    

    "Whew~"

    

    I looked around while cooling the heat on my face.

    

    People waiting nearby seemed uninterested, just looking at their phones.

    

    Fortunately, it seems there was no issue with me being in there.

    

    "You there, student."

    

    Of course, that was my misconception.

    

    I stiffly turned my gaze.

    

    "T-Teacher?"

    

    I came face to face with someone who had just opened the door of a changing booth.

    

    It was our homeroom teacher.

    

    "I happened to see you coming out just now, but what exactly is going on?"

    

    The teacher asked with the most gentle smile possible.

    

    But behind that gentleness, I could feel a piercing coldness.

    

    Our teacher was preparing to scold us.

    

    "Seohee said she had trouble tying her swimsuit strings, so I was helping her."

    

    "When I saw her earlier, she seemed perfectly capable of dressing herself?"

    

    "Is... is that so? Haha, maybe Seohee found it difficult since it's her first time wearing it."

    

    "Did you just say strings?"

    

    "Yes."

    

    "Don't tell me..."

    

    The teacher looked back and forth between me and the changing booth, then let out a deep sigh.

    

    "Haah~ Well, I suppose it's not right to interfere with even that."

    

    The teacher nodded and then asked worriedly:

    

    "It's not too revealing, is it?"

    

    This was a look that begged me to say it wasn't.

    

    Since we were outside school, it was awkward to directly interfere with a student's choice of bikini,

    

    but the teacher hoped the students wouldn't wear anything too provocative.

    

    "No. It's not that provocative. It's more on the cute side."

    

    Seohee's bikini was lethal, but

    

    if I had to choose, it was closer to cute than sexy.

    

    Too dangerously cute to be lethal.

    

    Setting aside my personal appreciation, I reassured the teacher.

    

    "As you said, we absolutely won't cause any trouble."

    

    "While I trust you both, it's still not common for boys and girls to enter changing rooms together, is it?"

    

    The teacher began to scold us more sternly.

    

    "Honey~ Come in here for a second~"

    

    "What is it?"

    

    But at this exact timing, the conversation of another couple was heard from behind.

    

    "What's going on?"

    

    "I can't reach the strings of my swimsuit, could you tie them for me?"

    

    Right behind us as we were being scolded by the teacher,

    

    there was another couple together in a changing booth.

    

    "..."

    

    "W-Well!... It might happen occasionally, but it's certainly not—!"

    

    "Honey, I'm all dressed~ Come in."

    

    Then the man waiting outside also entered the changing booth where his girlfriend was.

    

    "You could just come out."

    

    "I want to show only you~ I'm embarrassed out here."

    

    Two lovey-dovey couples were cuddling in changing booths.

    

    "...not common..."

    

    The teacher hung her head as if defeated.

    

    And couldn't raise it again.

    

    "I understand what you're trying to say, teacher."

    

    I tried to console our homeroom teacher.

    

    The teacher slightly raised her head and said:

    

    "Inwoo... do all couples do this?"

    

    With much less confidence, she looked slightly tearful.

    

    "I'm not sure."

    

    "Haah~ What am I lacking?"

    

    "Pardon?"

    

    In the middle of our conversation, the changing booth door in front of us opened.

    

    Seohee came out, having changed her clothes.

    

    "I heard noise outside and wondered what was happening..."

    

    Seohee looked at us—no, at me—with cold eyes.

    

    The teacher, looking at Seohee, seemed to lack the courage to do what she had done with me earlier...

    

    Due to the two previous examples,

    

    she seemed to question whether it was necessary to make an issue of us entering the changing room together.

    

    It's not easy to discipline students.

    

    "Teacher, we meet again."

    

    Unusually, Seohee initiated conversation with our homeroom teacher.

    

    "Yes, Seohee."

    

    "What were you discussing?"

    

    Seohee asked, pretending not to be on guard.

    

    Still, she knew how to hide such feelings when talking to an adult.

    

    Even though Seohee rarely initiated conversation,

    

    the teacher, seemingly too preoccupied to notice, let out a deep sigh.

    

    "Nothing. Just seeing you two makes me want to date someone too."

    

    "I see~ Is that so."

    

    Seohee pulled my arm closer to her side.

    

    Subtly creating distance between the teacher and me.

    

    The teacher smiled warmly again and said:

    

    "Don't worry. I won't take Inwoo from you. And I wouldn't lay a hand on a student, would I?"

    

    That clear boundary-setting statement, delivered with a smile,

    

    would sadden the members of the "Hayeon Knights" if they heard it.

    

    Some of them were quite serious, after all.

    

    "It's just that I've never dated before, so I find it hard to understand the feelings of student couples."

    

    It was surprising to hear that someone as beautiful as our teacher had never dated.

    

    But Seohee nodded nonchalantly and said:

    

    "Teacher, you're pretty, so you'll surely meet a good man soon."

    

    "You think so?"

    

    The teacher smiled happily at Seohee's encouragement.

    

    "If Seohee says so, it must be true, right?"

    

    "Yes, so fighting at the water park!"

    

    "Huh?"

    

    "Isn't that why you were carefully selecting swimsuits?"

    

    "Ahaha, what are you talking about?"

    

    The teacher, seemingly hit right on target, scratched her head and laughed.

    

    "Well, good luck then."

    

    Anyway, the conversation with our homeroom teacher went well, and we parted without being scolded.

    

    "You always look elsewhere the moment I'm not around."

    

    "Just now wasn't looking elsewhere, it was having a conversation with the teacher."

    

    Regardless, Seohee pulled my arm closer and hugged it.

    

    She cutely puffed her cheeks.

    

    Seriously, why is she so cute?

    

    Seohee with her puffed cheeks was at peak cuteness today.

    

    "Ahem... anyway, now that we've bought the swimsuit, what do you want to do next?"

    

    "Hmm..."

    

    Just as we were about to discuss this topic after leaving the swimwear store.

    

    "Isn't that Eunbi noona over there?"

    

    I stopped walking when I spotted someone in the distance.

    

    Judging by how she was looking around, was she searching for us?

    

    I was about to call out to Eunbi noona.

    

    "Inwoo. Shall we go somewhere else now?"

    

    Seohee quickly called out to stop me.

    

    And she led me to an escalator, as if escaping.

    

    "Whew~ We almost had our date interrupted."

    

    Eunbi noona would be hurt if she heard that.

  
    Chapter 65. Summer Shopping (4)

    
    I was led onto the escalator by Seohee.

    

    "Phew~ That was close to ruining our date."

    

    Seohee let out a sigh of relief after shaking off Eunbi noona.

    

    "You didn't need to run away like that."

    

    "Inwoo, don't you want to be alone with me?"

    

    "That's not it, but..."

    

    Certainly, the fact that Eunbi noona had come this far meant she had plenty of free time.

    

    Knowing her personality, she would definitely stick around for our entire date.

    

    "Should we leave the department store first?"

    

    "Then..."

    

    I thought about the next part of our date.

    

    Somewhere we could be alone together comfortably,

    And since it was hot, somewhere indoors would be nice.

    

    After considering everything, I made a decision and suggested to Seohee.

    

    "Seohee, we still have time left. Want to go to the movies?"

    

    "The movies?"

    

    "Yeah."

    

    Come to think of it, this would be the first time going to the movies with Seohee.

    

    "The movies... is there anything you want to see?"

    

    "Let me check what's playing. What genre do you like?"

    

    "Hmm... I guess romance would be better if I want to get physical with Inwoo?"

    

    "Right, let's see if there's any romance... Wait, Seohee."

    

    I looked at her.

    

    I mean, even if you think that, you don't usually say it out loud.

    

    "We can't kiss if ghosts are jumping out, right?"

    

    She had a point.

    

    Who would kiss during a horror scene?

    

    "That's true, but you're being too direct."

    

    "Don't you like it?"

    

    Seohee, who was one step below me on the escalator, looked up at me.

    

    She looked so cute with her head reaching around my chest due to the height difference.

    

    "Ahem... Unfortunately, there aren't any romance movies showing."

    

    I showed her my phone.

    

    "Tch- Then there's no need to go."

    

    It seems Seohee misunderstood the purpose of going to the movies.

    

    Well, since she could watch movies at home anytime, it's not unreasonable for her to feel that way.

    

    "Should we not go then?"

    

    I felt somewhat disappointed.

    

    I had wanted to experience a movie date with her.

    

    "Or would you like to come to my house and watch a movie?"

    

    Seohee asked with sparkling eyes.

    

    Her house again...

    

    Ring-ring-

    

    Just then, Seohee's phone rang.

    

    She looked at it and frowned.

    

    "My sister, as always."

    

    It seems Eunbi noona was calling Seohee.

    

    After the call ended shortly, a text message came in.

    

    "Sigh~ She's asking if we're done shopping and if we're coming home."

    

    If Seohee answered the call, Eunbi would ask where we are and come.

    If she kept ignoring her, Eunbi would probably go to their house.

    

    In other words, if we went to Seohee's house, we'd inevitably meet Eunbi noona.

    

    "Let's go to the movies."

    

    Seohee seemed to want to spend more time with me.

    Without worrying about others.

    

    "But why does Eunbi noona keep looking for you?"

    

    "When I said I was going swimsuit shopping, she got weirdly interested and said she couldn't miss the fun moment or something..."

    

    "Haha. That's so like Eunbi noona."

    

    Seohee let out a deep sigh.

    

    She grimaced, saying her sister was obsessed with her grown-up little sister's swimsuit.

    

    "That just means you two are close."

    

    "You wouldn't understand, Inwoo."

    

    While I couldn't know the details of their family situation,

    I had seen Eunbi noona's sincerity.

    

    She had clearly said she was always on Seohee's side.

    With honest eyes and a warm voice.

    

    That's why I wanted Seohee to get along well with Eunbi noona.

    Or maybe they already did get along well.

    Seohee was probably just finding it annoying.

    

    "Anyway, I want to be alone with Inwoo today!"

    

    Seohee's words made me happy.

    

    Making time for me,

    Getting skin treatments she normally wouldn't,

    Wearing a bikini,

    She was doing all of this for me.

    

    I gently stroked Seohee's head.

    

    "I want to spend more time with you too, Seohee."

    

    "Hehe, now I don't have to worry about being rejected if I propose."

    

    Seohee seemed satisfied in her own way.

    

    "Should we go straight to the district office?"

    

    "Are you still on about that?"

    

    I let out a deep sigh.

    

    She always brings this up whenever she sees an opening.

    

    "Anyway, this movie looks interesting. Want to go see it?"

    

    "Sure, if Inwoo wants to."

    

    The movie I pointed to was a comedy action film.

    

    It wasn't a romance, but it was a popular film that was getting good buzz.

    

    "Great, I'll buy the tickets."

    

    "What? You will?"

    

    "Yeah, you bought the swimsuit for me, after all."

    

    "Hmm... then I'll buy the popcorn and snacks."

    

    We headed to the theater in high spirits.

    

    ————

    

    "This one and this too..."

    

    "Seohee... are we having a full meal here?"

    

    "Hehe, is it too much?"

    

    "For someone with such a small appetite."

    

    Seohee was still getting carried away.

    

    Our hands were now full with drinks, a large popcorn, cheese nachos, dried filefish, dried squid, hot dogs, and even rice cake skewers with sausage.

    It was almost too much to carry.

    

    "We skipped lunch while choosing swimsuits."

    

    Come to think of it, we hadn't eaten lunch yet.

    

    Seohee hadn't mentioned it, so I hadn't even thought about it.

    

    I had been focused on other things rather than the state of my stomach.

    

    For example, Seohee, or Seohee in a bikini, or... well, Seohee.

    

    That's why I hadn't realized I was hungry.

    

    "Should we have gone for a proper meal instead? I'm sorry, Seohee."

    

    I felt bad for not being more considerate.

    

    I wouldn't have any right to complain if Seohee was upset.

    

    But Seohee shook her head.

    

    "I didn't realize I was hungry either, because I was with you."

    

    Seohee smiled brightly, showing no signs of discontent.

    

    "Really?"

    

    "Yeah, and if I wanted to eat, I would have said so earlier."

    

    True, Seohee isn't the type to hold back her opinions.

    It might not be a big deal.

    

    "If you're really worried, you could feed me."

    

    That wouldn't be difficult.

    It would make me happy to see Seohee enjoying food I gave her.

    

    "Alright. Let's sit down first."

    

    We found our seats.

    Advertisements were playing on the large screen.

    

    We started putting popcorn in our mouths to the sound of others eating popcorn.

    

    Of course, we weren't eating separately.

    

    "Mmm~"

    

    "Is it good?"

    

    "Yeah, give me more."

    

    I put popcorn into Seohee's mouth.

    

    "Seohee, I'm hungry too."

    

    "Okay, just a moment."

    

    Seohee tore off a piece of dried filefish and held it out to me.

    

    For a while, we looked at each other and fed each other.

    

    But that time was brief...

    

    Soon the lights dimmed and the movie began.

    

    While focusing on the movie, our hands occasionally touched in the popcorn bucket,

    but we naturally held those hands tight.

    

    This movie is as good as its reputation.

    

    [Hold me.]

    

    [Smooch-]

    

    [Mmph... ah... not there!]

    

    ... It's fun and good, but why are there scenes like this?

    

    The actors' performances were getting more intense.

    

    Since it was rated 15+, they were keeping it within appropriate limits.

    But the camera was just showing the actors kissing passionately while caressing each other's bodies.

    

    Our hands froze in the unexpected love scene.

    It was awkward to either let go or hold tighter.

    It was also extremely embarrassing to look at Seohee.

    

    "Slurrrp-!!!!"

    

    Beside me, Seohee loudly sucked on her drink.

    

    She must be thirsty.

    

    That's understandable.

    Despite the awkward situation, she could be thirsty.

    

    I felt strong pressure on my hand that was about to go limp.

    

    "Inwoo."

    

    Seohee called me in a very seductive and ticklish voice from beside me.

    

    "Inwoo."

    

    She called again, and I carefully turned my head.

    

    "Yes?"

    

    "Um..."

    

    We couldn't take our eyes off each other.

    A strange current flowed between us.

    

    Our faces gradually moved closer.

    We were naturally drawing closer to each other.

    

    As we slowly closed our eyes

    

    [What in tarnation is this nonsense!!]

    

    "Hahahahaha-!!!!"

    

    We opened our eyes at the comedy scene that broke the mood.

    

    "Pfft..."

    

    "Puhuhuh..."

    

    We burst into laughter at what had just happened.

    

    The scene transition seemed almost deliberate.

    

    After that, we were able to watch the movie comfortably.

    Though we were more aware of each other than the movie.

    

    ———

    

    "That was fun~"

    

    "Glad we came, right?"

    

    Seohee nodded and stretched her arms wide.

    

    We left the theater in good spirits.

    

    "I really didn't expect that scene to turn out that way."

    

    "Oh~?"

    

    "Yeah, that part was really funny."

    

    "I wonder what was so funny~"

    

    Someone kept interrupting our conversation.

    

    Noticing something odd, we looked behind us.

    

    "I want to have fun too~ What could it be~"

    

    Eunbi noona was following us.

    

    "Sis?"

    

    "Eunbi noona, when did you get here?"

    

    Seohee looked dumbfounded.

    

    Eunbi noona pouted.

    

    "Why didn't you answer your phone?"

    

    "Because you're interfering with our date."

    

    Seohee grumbled as if she had something to say.

    

    "And sis, if you came with me to buy swimsuits, you'd make me try on all sorts of things."

    

    "That would make Inwoo happier too. Right, Inwoo?"

    

    "Huh?"

    

    I was taken aback.

    Still, I should probably take Seohee's side here.

    

    "Wouldn't that be too hard on Seohee?"

    

    "Sigh~ Inwoo, I didn't think you'd be like this. After all I've done for you! Sob sob..."

    

    Well, she has done a lot for me.

    The credit card alone was incredible.

    

    Anyway, Eunbi noona noticed she had no allies and changed the subject.

    

    "By the way, I came to set up the schedule."

    

    It was indeed time to plan the trip.

    

    "If that's all, you could have just called."

    

    "I did call."

    

    "Ah..."

    

    Seohee, feeling awkward, didn't say anything more.

    

    Eunbi noona turned to me and asked.

    

    "Inwoo, would it be okay to go from Thursday to Sunday, including the weekend?"

    

    "I have part-time work on the weekends."

    

    I was reluctant to take two days off from the convenience store.

    Even if I could find someone to cover for me, two consecutive days would be a burden.

    

    "Don't worry about that."

    

    Eunbi noona puffed out her chest, telling me to trust her.

    

    "I've already taken care of it."

    

    "How?"

    

    Had she already found out where I work and made arrangements?

    

    Eunbi noona just smiled confidently.

    

    "It's hot, shall we get something to drink and talk?"

    

    Eventually, we joined Eunbi noona and walked a bit.

    

    The place she led us to was...

    

    The convenience store where I work.

    

    "Welcome... Ack!"

    

    As I opened the door first and entered,

    Han Areum greeted with a smile before her expression soured.

    

    "What? Am I not allowed to come here?"

    

    "Hello, sis!... Ah... hello."

    

    Han Areum completely ignored my words and greeted Seohee and Eunbi noona.

    

    She really has no charm at all.

    

    "Areum, have you thought about what I asked?"

    

    Surprisingly, it wasn't Seohee who addressed Han Areum so casually, but Eunbi noona.

    

    "Yes, Eunbi sis. Well, I'll do it."

    

    Han Areum agreed easily.

    

    However, judging by her expression, she seemed afraid of Eunbi noona.

    

    When we came in, she was smiling at Seohee, but her pupils shook violently when she saw Eunbi noona.

    

    What on earth did Eunbi noona do to Han Areum...

    

    "Great! Inwoo, Areum says she'll cover for you."

    

    "Hey, Han Areum, are you really okay with this?"

    

    "Ahem... Well, it must be hard living as a commoner, so you should get some fresh air occasionally."

    

    "Huh? Commoner?"

    

    Eunbi noona didn't know my nickname.

    

    "I just told her to call me that."

    

    "Pfft, what a funny nickname!"

    

    Fortunately, Eunbi noona took it well.

    

    Han Areum let out a sigh of relief and looked at me.

    

    "But you owe me one."

    

    Her tone suggested she intended to collect on that debt.

    

    "Fine."

    

    Sitting in the convenience store, we continued planning our trip.

  
    Chapter 66. Island (1)

    
    Our family stood outside the house with our luggage packed.

    

    "It's been a while since we've done something like this."

    

    "Yes, it has."

    

    "Yeah! I wanted to go on a trip too!"

    

    Mom smiled brightly as she patted Hye-eun's head, who was full of energy since morning.

    

    "I'm living the good life thanks to having such a good son, aren't I?"

    

    "It's not like I'm paying for this trip or anything."

    

    Honestly, there are others who deserve our gratitude.

    

    And soon, those people we should be thanking approached.

    

    A limousine stopped in front of our house.

    

    "A... a limousine..."

    

    While Hye-eun and I had seen this vehicle several times before, it was Mom's first time.

    

    Had she briefly seen it when she first met Seo-hee last time?

    

    "Hello, ma'am!"

    

    Seo-hee got out of the car and greeted us.

    

    "Oh, nice to meet you."

    

    Mom looked surprised again upon seeing Seo-hee.

    

    I guess it's rare to see an actual wealthy person in real life.

    

    "Pleased to meet you for the first time."

    

    The door on the opposite side of the limousine opened, and this time Sister Eun-bi walked toward us.

    

    "Thank you for accepting our sudden invitation."

    

    "M-Madam CEO!"

    

    Mom's eyes sparkled as if she had met someone she idolized.

    

    "Oh my goodness~ Madam CEO! Thank you so much for inviting us!"

    

    "I'm glad you're pleased."

    

    Mom's excitement level suddenly shot up.

    

    She became extremely respectful and talkative all at once.

    

    "My son has been causing you trouble. Has he been rude or annoying at all?"

    

    "Not at all. Inwoo and I get along comfortably, almost like siblings."

    

    "Sniff... I really raised a good son."

    

    Feeling increasingly embarrassed, I hurriedly tried to stop Mom.

    

    What are you doing fawning over my girlfriend's sister?

    

    "Stop it! It's embarrassing."

    

    "What's with you? Do you even know who Madam CEO is?"

    

    Mom's loyalty to Beauty Minerva was intense.

    

    Even though she didn't own any of their products because they were too expensive.

    

    After that, Mom explained the greatness of Beauty Minerva and Sister Eun-bi.

    

    How does she know all this?

    

    Even Sister Eun-bi was flustered and tried to stop Mom.

    

    Ah, seriously... maybe I should have just gone with Seo-hee alone.

    

    "Shall we get in the car now?"

    

    At Sister Eun-bi's suggestion, we immediately loaded our luggage into the limousine.

    

    Seo-hee and I sat on the left side,

    while Sister Eun-bi, Mom, and Hye-eun sat on the right.

    

    "Wow~!!!"

    

    As soon as we got in, Hye-eun's eyes fell on the numerous snacks and drinks.

    

    Hye-eun couldn't contain herself at the paradise unfolding before her eyes.

    

    She was staring intensely.

    

    She might cry if we don't give her any.

    

    "Hye-eun, that's impolite."

    

    I scolded her, but Seo-hee took out some snacks and gave them to Hye-eun.

    

    "These are all prepared for you, Hye-eun. Eat as much as you want."

    

    "Waaaa~!!!"

    

    "Hye-eun, you shouldn't jump in the car. Thank you, Seo-hee."

    

    "It's nothing, ma'am."

    

    Hye-eun tore open lots of snacks.

    

    "Aren't you giving her too much?"

    

    When I complained, Seo-hee just shrugged her shoulders.

    

    "What's the problem? We're on vacation."

    

    "Hye-eun, if you eat too much now, you won't be able to eat later."

    

    I warned Hye-eun, but she didn't seem to hear me.

    

    I thought she might listen if Mom cautioned her, but

    Mom was busy chatting with Sister Eun-bi and not paying attention to us.

    

    What could they have to talk about when they just met today?

    

    Most of it was about cosmetics and beauty-related topics.

    

    I didn't know Mom was so interested in beauty products.

    

    I should get her cosmetics as a birthday gift next time.

    

    "Inwoo, aren't you excited about the trip?"

    

    "Have you been there before, Seo-hee? What kind of place is it?"

    

    "I've never been to the private island either."

    

    Sister Eun-bi, who happened to overhear our conversation, answered instead.

    

    "It's just an ordinary place with one huge mansion."

    

    "...I see."

    

    A 'private island' itself is already far from ordinary.

    

    And that explanation is so simple.

    

    I'm not sure if the explanation was insufficient,

    or if she deliberately withheld information, but Sister Eun-bi just smiled.

    

    "You'll be satisfied, just wait and see."

    

    "Of course. If Madam CEO says so."

    

    "Mom, please stop."

    

    I don't want to see her bowing and scraping to someone more than 20 years younger than her.

    

    Sister Eun-bi resumed the conversation she was having with Mom earlier.

    

    "So, would you like to try our new products?"

    

    "Really!? Is that okay?"

    

    Sister Eun-bi took out a box full of cosmetics, as if she had prepared it in advance.

    

    When she pressed a button, it revealed a three-tiered cosmetics toolbox.

    

    It was filled with Minerva products released this year.

    

    Mom's eyes lit up too.

    

    Wow~ Now anyone can see that Hye-eun is definitely Mom's daughter.

    

    Neither Hye-eun nor Mom could contain themselves inside the limousine.

    

    "Haah~ Really..."

    

    I'm not sure if I should feel proud seeing them so happy,

    or if I should be embarrassed.

    

    "Is there anything you want, Inwoo?"

    

    Seo-hee asked me from beside.

    

    Right now, everyone in my family except me is enjoying various things.

    

    "I'm good."

    

    "Really?"

    

    "Yeah, I'm already grateful for being invited."

    

    Honestly, what more could I ask for here?

    

    They're sending us on a free trip by plane...

    

    "Having Seo-hee is enough."

    

    Going on a trip with my cute girlfriend,

    what more could I want?

    

    I was about to answer Seo-hee quietly and just gently pat her head.

    

    But...

    

    "Why is everyone staring at us?"

    

    The adults who were chatting and Hye-eun who was eating snacks all stopped and looked our way.

    

    "My, young people these days are so bold."

    

    "Hey~ Do that kind of thing when no one's watching."

    

    "Ahem..."

    

    Our faces reddened and we quickly moved apart.

    

    Seo-hee seemed quite disappointed.

    

    "What did we do that was so bad?"

    

    "Oh my, does that mean you do even worse things when we're not around?"

    

    Sister Eun-bi teased us.

    

    Next to her, Mom reacted with an "Oh my, son~" that made it unclear whether she was teasing or genuinely uncomfortable.

    

    "Pat my head too!"

    

    Only Hye-eun, not understanding the situation, stuck out her head.

    

    "Sure, Hye-eun, good girl~"

    

    When Sister Eun-bi patted her, Hye-eun grinned happily.

    

    She really does get along well with anyone who approaches her.

    

    "...Son. Just in case, after you become an adult..."

    

    "Whoa! Mom, what are you saying in front of Seo-hee!"

    

    I almost fell over in shock.

    

    "Why are you shouting?"

    

    "That's right, you should listen to your elders."

    

    "......"

    

    Seo-hee just hung her head with a flushed face.

    

    Sister Eun-bi and Mom were teasing us.

    

    I shouldn't give them any openings.

    

    "Big sister's face is red!"

    

    Only Hye-eun pointed at Seo-hee's face with curiosity.

    

    "Yes, Hye-eun. That sister is like that sometimes. Want some snacks?"

    

    Sister Eun-bi changed the subject while patting Hye-eun's head.

    

    "Can Hye-eun sit on big sister's lap?"

    

    "Yeah!"

    

    Sister Eun-bi seemed to like her and sat Hye-eun right on her lap.

    

    "Hye-eun is so well-behaved and obedient~"

    

    She started praising Mom again.

    

    "That's all thanks to Inwoo taking good care of Hye-eun. I can't pay much attention to her because of work."

    

    "Hmm~ So Inwoo has this talent."

    

    Sister Eun-bi and Mom's gazes turned toward us again.

    

    This time with pleased expressions.

    

    "Seo-hee, you hear that? If you live with Inwoo, you won't have to worry about childcare."

    

    "Sister!!!"

    

    Seriously, why has everyone been picking on me?

    

    "...Of course. He's the person I chose."

    

    Seo-hee turned her head away and said quietly.

    

    "Ooh~"

    

    "My son is so blessed~"

    

    The limousine headed to the airport as they continued to tease us relentlessly.

    

    As we got closer to our destination, the airport came into view in the distance.

    

    "Mom! Airplane! Airplane!"

    

    Hye-eun excitedly tugged at Mom's clothes and pointed at the car window.

    

    "Wow~ You're right!"

    

    "Is this Hye-eun's first time seeing an airplane?"

    

    Sister Eun-bi asked while patting Hye-eun's head.

    

    "Yeah!"

    

    I didn't expect the three of them to get along so well.

    

    But Sister Eun-bi seems pretty good with kids too.

    

    Or maybe Hye-eun is just too friendly with everyone.

    

    "An airplane..."

    

    Though I tried not to show it, I was starting to get excited too.

    

    This was my first time at an airport, after all.

    

    "I think the last time I rode a plane was on our honeymoon, so long ago..."

    

    Mom said nostalgically.

    

    Well, she's always worked hard, so she never had the luxury of going on trips.

    

    "Ah, this is Inwoo's first time on a plane too."

    

    Mom turned around and said.

    

    "Really?"

    

    Seo-hee asked beside me, and I confirmed it.

    

    "Yeah, I've never been on one."

    

    I never had a reason to fly anywhere in my life.

    

    "Is that so? You'll have many chances to fly from now on."

    

    Seo-hee said with a bright smile.

    

    "We'll take a plane for our honeymoon too."

    

    "...Sure."

    

    I answered halfheartedly.

    

    She really takes any opportunity to say things like that.

    

    "You're not denying it anymore."

    

    "Yeah, it's too much trouble to argue."

    

    "Aww~ Show a little more sincerity!"

    

    Seo-hee cutely complained, but it was difficult to indulge her.

    

    If I patted her head or comforted her again,

    Mom and Sister Eun-bi would tease us again.

    

    "So if it's a private jet, will it be just us on board?"

    

    "Just us, the pilots, and the flight attendants."

    

    "Really? My first flight being on a private jet..."

    

    I'm realizing that thanks to Seo-hee and Sister Eun-bi, I'm experiencing all sorts of new things.

    

    "We have arrived."

    

    The limousine that reached the airport came to a stop.

    

    Soon the driver opened the door for us.

    

    "Thank you."

    

    "Thank you."

    

    "...Thank you."

    

    Mom was awkward with the situation of having a driver open the door for her, as it was her first time.

    

    After unloading all our luggage, the limousine departed.

    

    Instead, other staff members were waiting for us.

    

    "We'll load your luggage first."

    

    After handing over our luggage, we followed the staff's guidance into the terminal for private jets.

    

    It was surprising that such a place existed, especially since even coming to an airport was new to me.

    

    Inside was a clean and pleasant space.

    

    A place used only by the top few percent of passengers.

    

    "Wow..."

    

    Mom, Hye-eun, and I could only express our amazement.

    

    This makes me look unsophisticated in front of Seo-hee.

    

    When I glanced at her nervously, Seo-hee grinned.

    

    "You're cute."

    

    "Ahem... Anyway, what do we do now?"

    

    After that, we went through a simple boarding process.

    

    It was really simple.

    

    There were no passengers waiting in line, and

    the process seemed largely formal since our identities were already verified.

    

    "We're going straight in like this?"

    

    "Yes, it's time. The aircraft inspection is complete."

    

    We headed directly to the prepared private jet without time to look around.

    

    I did want to explore a bit,

    but the staff were waiting for us.

    

    We were able to board the private jet without having to wait.

  
    Chapter 67. Island (2)

    
    The inside of the private jet was truly comfortable.

    

    Wide seats with screens,

    And freely accessible sofas and a bedroom were provided.

    

    "Inwoo, sit here!"

    Seohee, who had boarded first, patted the seat next to her.

    

    I sat down beside her, and the rest of our group boarded as well.

    

    "I'm excited. Aren't you?"

    Seohee said, taking my hand.

    

    Mom and Hyeeun sat right behind us,

    While Eunbi noona sat across from us.

    

    [Attention please]

    Soon, a stewardess stood in front of us and began the safety briefing.

    

    There were more procedures than I expected.

    Starting with seatbelts, then life vests, oxygen masks, and emergency exits on both sides...

    

    Even on trains or ships, they weren't this thorough.

    Well, problems on airplanes can lead to major accidents.

    

    "Mom... is something bad going to happen?"

    

    "No, Hyeeun. The pilots know what they're doing, so don't worry."

    

    "Pilots? What are pilots?"

    I smiled at Hyeeun's innocence and leaned back comfortably in my seat.

    

    "Hmm... it's so soft and fluffy."

    

    "Are my breasts soft and fluffy?"

    

    "Yes, they're soft and fluffy."

    The backrest is soft and fluffy, and the armrests are soft and fluffy too...

    

    "Seohee..."

    When I glared at her as if I was about to say something, Seohee grinned.

    

    "Stop it, it's embarrassing."

    

    "Okay, I'll control myself."

    Even so, Seohee continued to hold onto my arm.

    Well, since I didn't mind, I leaned slightly against her.

    

    "But will this thing actually go up?"

    

    "Huh? It's an airplane, of course it will."

    It's amazing how science and technology can make such a heavy piece of metal fly into the sky.

    Even as a high school student, I still think about these things.

    

    Because I'm a bit nervous right now.

    What will it feel like to take off?

    

    "Umm... like your center of gravity rising for a moment?"

    Even with Seohee's description, it was hard to understand.

    

    "Well, you'll know when you experience it."

    

    [Please make sure your seatbelts are securely fastened.]

    Soon, with the sound of engines, the plane began to move.

    The plane kept rolling and then gradually, gradually

    lifted off the ground and took flight.

    

    "Wow..."

    What is this strange sensation?

    It seemed like Seohee was right, but it felt so peculiar.

    

    It was my first time flying.

    

    "Inwoo, look over there."

    Seohee helped me get a better view out the window.

    

    "Mom! Mom!!! Look at thiiis!!!!"

    Hyeeun was also excitedly making a fuss.

    Thankfully, since it was a private jet with no other passengers, Hyeeun could freely express her excitement.

    

    "Hyeeun, you still shouldn't jump around."

    Perhaps pleased at giving a child such a wonderful experience,

    Eunbi noona just watched with a content expression.

    

    Our eyes met.

    Smiling with her eyes, Eunbi noona stood up from her seat.

    

    "I'm going to take a nap then."

    Eunbi noona went into the bedroom.

    

    "The obstacle is gone!"

    

    "Obstacle...?"

    Seohee seemed delighted.

    

    It seems she found Eunbi noona sitting next to us bothersome.

    Even though she's her own sister...

    

    "Now I can kiss you without anyone knowing, right?"

    

    "The stewardess is watching over there."

    When I pointed, the stewardess sitting in the front seat quickly turned her head away.

    Did I say something unnecessary?

    

    "Are you looking at another woman?"

    Seohee glared at me fiercely.

    

    "That's not what I meant."

    Seohee still glared at me with dissatisfaction.

    But to me, she was no longer the "Ice Queen" – just adorable Seohee.

    

    Still, I should make her feel better.

    *smooch*

    

    "Ah..."

    I gave her a light kiss on the lips.

    

    "...I was just saying that. Suddenly doing it here... really~"

    Seohee made excuses.

    Just say you like it if you do.

    

    "You don't like it?"

    

    "You started it first?"

    Flushed, Seohee glanced at me and then gently pressed her lips against mine again.

    

    With Mom and Hyeeun talking right behind us, it gave me a strange feeling.

    Is this what they call a sense of transgression?

    

    ————

    

    Two hours later,

    The first few hours of flying were interesting,

    But after a while, fatigue set in.

    Well, I did wake up early today.

    

    "Yawn~"

    

    "Want to sleep a bit?"

    

    "Yeah."

    I tried to recline my seat.

    

    "Why not just go to the bedroom where it's comfortable?"

    

    "Is that okay?"

    That would leave Seohee alone.

    Well, she'd be bored either way if I fell asleep, right?

    

    "Or should we go in together?"

    Seohee said with a mischievous smile.

    

    "I think the bed's too narrow for that."

    

    "That's even better. I can cuddle up close with you."

    Seriously, she says such embarrassing things without hesitation when no one's around.

    

    "If we get caught, it'll cause a commotion."

    

    "Tch-"

    Even if we just said we were only sleeping together, Eunbi noona would tease us,

    And Mom would give us a stern warning.

    Saying we promised to wait until we're adults.

    

    Plus, we don't have the rabbit picture box now...

    No! Why am I imagining such a situation!!

    

    "Inwoo, your face is red. What are you imagining?"

    

    "Nothing."

    

    "Are you having dirty thoughts?"

    

    "No. I'm just tired."

    After calming down for a moment, I quickly turned around.

    To hide that thing that was asserting my presence as a man.

    

    "I'm tired. I'll go sleep for a bit, Seohee."

    I hurriedly opened the bedroom door as if escaping.

    

    "Phew~ I'm really becoming more perverted."

    Calming my lower half for a moment, I walked to the bed.

    

    As I was about to lie down, I saw someone who looked similar to Seohee sleeping peacefully.

    

    "Ah..."

    I accidentally entered the room where Eunbi noona was sleeping.

    

    Just as I turned to leave, I heard rustling from the bed.

    

    "Mmm."

    "Oh, did I wake you?"

    Eunbi noona rubbed her eyes and sat up.

    

    "I came in by mistake. Sorry for waking you."

    

    "Hmm~"

    She started showing a subtle reaction.

    Then, after staring at me for a while, she spoke.

    

    "So you feel like you're becoming more perverted lately?"

    

    "What?"

    Did she hear what I said earlier?

    

    "Is that why you barged into a lady's room? Because you couldn't control your momentary urges?"

    

    "No! I said that because Seohee was teasing me and I was running away!"

    

    "Hmm..."

    Eunbi noona raised the corner of her mouth.

    She had the expression of someone who found an amusing toy.

    

    "Haha, sorry for waking you. I'll be going now."

    

    "Where do you think you're going?"

    With that, Eunbi noona grabbed my arm and pulled me onto the bed.

    

    "Um..."

    

    "Just rest here for a bit."

    Eunbi noona started chuckling.

    She was planning some kind of prank again.

    

    "Shall we chat for a moment?"

    

    "I don't know? If Seohee sees this..."

    

    "Hmm... let her see."

    

    "What?"

    

    "Why not? It's not like we're doing anything inappropriate."

    

    "That's true."

    It's something that could be cleared up easily if there was a misunderstanding.

    

    "Or would you like to do something inappropriate?"

    

    "Please don't tease me."

    

    "But I'm serious."

    Eunbi noona is also...

    I know this is all to test me.

    Even knowing that...

    Sigh~ The heat rising to my face wouldn't subside.

    

    "You're cute. I can see why Seohee likes you."

    

    "If you're just going to tease me, I'm really leaving."

    

    "Why not cool down your face first?"

    As Eunbi noona said, my face was red.

    If I went out like this, it would be perfect for Seohee to misunderstand.

    

    "Don't go, just sit down."

    

    "Sigh~ I'll stay just for a moment."

    I decided to sit for a bit.

    Eunbi noona seems to have something to say to me.

    

    "You haven't used the card since you received it?"

    

    "No, I haven't had a reason to use it yet."

    

    "I thought you'd replace the TV at home first."

    

    "That's not why you gave it to me, is it?"

    "Then what do you think I gave it to you for?"

    Eunbi noona smiled as if amused.

    

    "What do you think I gave it to you for?"

    

    "I'll think about it slowly later."

    I answered vaguely.

    I still hadn't decided how to use the card.

    

    I didn't need anything urgently,

    And Mom wouldn't want me to accept expensive items recklessly.

    

    "You said to use it when needed. I'll definitely use it when I need something rather than just for things I want."

    "You haven't changed, Inwoo."

    

    "I think I've changed a little."

    

    "No, if you're still like this even after being given such capital, you haven't changed at all."

    Eunbi noona seemed quite satisfied.

    

    "But consistency means you can be trusted."

    

    "I'm glad I've earned your trust."

    

    "I hope you continue to grow properly like this."

    Eunbi noona got up completely from the bed.

    Then she straightened her clothes.

    

    "Rest well. I feel refreshed now, so I'll head out."

    

    "Thank you."

    Eunbi noona stretched and gave me her spot.

    As she opened the door to leave, she casually asked:

    

    "Do you still think you need to repay me?"

    A question she had asked before.

    The same question she asked the day she bought electronic devices for my middle school friends without my permission.

    

    "When the marketing advertising business succeeds, I'll repay you properly."

    At those words, Eunbi noona burst into laughter.

    

    "That's the best answer."

    Eunbi noona said that and tried to open the door.

    *click*

    

    However, the door opened by itself first.

    By someone on the other side.

    

    "What are you two doing?"

    Seohee opened the door and looked inside.

    At that moment, I felt a cold atmosphere from Seohee.

    

    She saw me and Eunbi noona together in the bedroom.

    And the atmosphere even seemed friendly.

    

    "Are you here to see Inwoo?"

    Eunbi noona asked with a casual smile.

    

    Of course, we were in the bedroom together,

    But it would be hard to imagine we did anything inappropriate on the plane.

    

    It was a short time, and neither of us was that kind of person.

    Seohee wasn't suspicious about that either.

    But she seemed displeased for another reason.

    

    "What were you talking about with my sister and Inwoo?"

    Eunbi noona glanced at me.

    

    "We didn't talk about anything. I came in by mistake, and when noona woke up, she offered to switch places."

    "Hmm..."

    

    Seohee looked at Eunbi noona with cold eyes.

    

    "Seohee, you're so jealous. Your sister wouldn't touch your boyfriend."

    "That's true, but... you didn't say anything unnecessary to Inwoo, did you?"

    Eunbi noona told her not to worry and returned to her seat.

    

    She was leaving the rest to me.

    

    "Seohee, were you looking for me?"

    I asked as she entered the bedroom.

    

    "I couldn't find you in the other bedrooms, so I wondered. Were you two together?"

    

    "Just for a moment. Just a moment."

    

    "Really?"

    

    "Yes, I must have made you feel lonely. Come lie down here."

    Did I make Seohee feel lonely in that short time?

    I comforted her.

    

    "You think patting my head will easily make me feel better?"

    

    "Should I hug you then?"

    

    "That won't work."

    

    "Then... a kiss?"

    

    "People will think I'm an affection-obsessed girlfriend if they hear you."

    Sorry.

    I've already thought that a few times.

    

    Still, after I hugged and stroked her a few times, Seohee pretended to be upset but forgave me.

    

    "Nothing that Seohee would worry about happened, so don't worry."

    

    "You're not 'hiding anything'?"

    

    "Of course not. No matter what happens, I only have eyes for Seohee."

    

    "Tch- You're good with words."

    When Seohee smiled, I finally felt relieved again.

    This kid really seems like a child sometimes.

    

    Until then, I was mistakenly thinking that Seohee was just jealous of Eunbi noona.

  
    Chapter 68. Island (3)

    
    After hours of flying,

    

    The plane arrived at the island.

    

    On the screen, an image showed the aircraft approaching some unknown island.

    

    I'd heard it was somewhere in the Pacific.

    

    "But can airports connect to islands that aren't countries?"

    

    Curious, I asked Eunbi noona.

    

    "I hired the pilot myself. The company has a contract with the airport for commuting here."

    

    "I see."

    

    I didn't understand the details, but I let it go.

    

    After landing safely, there were no special immigration procedures.

    

    It was an island owned by Eunbi noona, after all.

    

    We were simply guided by an employee who had been waiting for us.

    

    Following her guidance, on the way to our accommodations.

    

    "Mom, look at the ocean!"

    

    "Wow..."

    

    Everyone except Eunbi noona couldn't help but marvel.

    

    Though it was clearly some nameless island somewhere,

    

    It was beautiful enough to rival any tourist destination.

    

    Clear shorelines with crashing waves

    

    Forests made up of exotic palm trees and various other trees

    

    The village visible in the middle had colorful buildings clustered together.

    

    It felt like we had arrived on some European island.

    

    "Unnie, how did you even buy a place like this?"

    

    Seohee asked, looking around in amazement.

    

    "Some country on the verge of bankruptcy put it up for auction."

    

    "A nation auctioned off its territory?"

    

    "...Is that for real?"

    

    Even Seohee was at a loss for words.

    

    "You're talking about it like America buying Alaska."

    

    Eunbi noona chuckled at my comment.

    

    Let's just accept that Eunbi noona lives in a different world from us.

    

    Starting a beauty hologram company at twenty,

    

    And becoming one of the flagship affiliates of a group—it's all beyond reality anyway.

    

    Since we arrived in the evening, the sky was growing dark.

    

    "This island has beautiful sunsets too, so tourists are always satisfied when evening comes."

    

    The employee walking ahead of us explained.

    

    She had an exotic appearance with tanned, bronze skin

    

    And looked like a woman of South American build.

    

    She didn't seem Korean, but her Korean was natural and fluent.

    

    "The night view from the village is especially beautiful."

    

    The employee continued explaining in fluent Korean.

    

    She told us where the best beaches were, that there was a cruise dock,

    

    And that there were also swimming pools, hot springs, and amusement facilities.

    

    There was even a track where you could race sports cars freely.

    

    It was truly specialized for tourism.

    

    "This is a private island?"

    

    I asked Eunbi noona.

    

    "Of course, it would be wasteful if only we used it. So normally, I rent it out for money."

    

    When we're not using it, other wealthy people come to visit.

    

    Much of the rental income goes toward island maintenance and facility operation costs.

    

    "Since most of the village lives off tourism, security is excellent and everyone is friendly."

    

    I could sense the pride in the female employee's voice.

    

    "I'm a native of this place myself. I know the residents well."

    

    Everyone could only marvel.

    

    Mom was already excited.

    

    Even while carrying tired Hyeeun on her back, she looked energetic.

    

    "I'm glad I insisted on getting this vacation!"

    

    "Mom, are you really okay with this?"

    

    Don't companies usually schedule vacations a month in advance?

    

    I heard that her company told her they weren't sure about the schedule,

    

    And approved her taking time off when things were less busy.

    

    Wasn't it too easy?

    

    Maybe Han Areum?... No, she doesn't have much power.

    

    Perhaps Mom really does hold an important position at her company.

    

    Gradually, the mansion where we would be staying came into view.

    

    Past the iron gates and through a well-maintained garden, a 'ㄷ'-shaped mansion appeared.

    

    "We've arrived."

    

    The employee stopped and turned to face us.

    

    "I apologize for the late introduction. I'm 'Illis,' and I'll be your guide during your stay, CEO and guests."

    

    After politely greeting us,

    

    We parted ways with Illis at the front of the garden.

    

    She said she would come to escort us again in the morning.

    

    "Hello~ It's been a while, CEO."

    

    Afterward, a kindly old man guided us to our rooms.

    

    He was also a foreigner but spoke Korean well.

    

    "There are many rooms, so please use whichever ones you prefer."

    

    We discussed how to divide the rooms.

    

    If there weren't many rooms, we would have split into men's and women's rooms, but...

    

    Come to think of it, I'm the only male here.

    

    I thought about dividing by family units.

    

    "Then Inwoo and I will take this room."

    

    Seohee smiled, pulling her suitcase and taking my hand, trying to enter a room.

    

    Thud-

    

    Eunbi noona blocked the doorway with a smile.

    

    "Where do you think you're going, young ones?"

    

    "Son, are you going to do this right in front of your mother?"

    

    "Ahem... it wasn't me, Seohee was acting on her own."

    

    Of course, I had obediently followed when Seohee pulled me along,

    

    But I was just playing along, thinking it was a joke.

    

    "I think it's better to divide rooms by family units, right?"

    

    "Of course~ I'll keep a good eye on my son."

    

    Mom and Eunbi noona seemed to be in perfect sync.

    

    "It might be different if adults weren't watching, but you shouldn't do that when we can clearly see."

    

    "No~!!! Inwoo!!!"

    

    Eunbi noona forcibly dragged Seohee away.

    

    Seohee resisted but was easily pulled along by Eunbi noona.

    

    "Inwoo!! I'll be back soon~!!"

    

    As if we were parting forever,

    

    Like a female protagonist in a disaster movie being rescued before the male lead,

    

    Seohee reached out her hand and cried out desperately, but she was dragged to another room.

    

    Hmm... Seohee, you need to work on your strength training.

    

    Aren't you being pulled away a bit too easily?

    

    "Inwoo, I understand how you feel, but come this way."

    

    "Yes. I wasn't expecting anything anyway."

    

    I carried my luggage toward the room.

    

    I sat Hyeeun on the bed first and started unpacking.

    

    While organizing, I suddenly felt like I was doing it alone.

    

    When I looked up, Mom and Hyeeun weren't helping but were exploring the room.

    

    "Mom, where should I put the clothes?"

    

    "Wow~ Hyeeun, look over there."

    

    "Heeh..."

    

    Everyone except me was admiring the sunset through the window.

    

    "It's so beautiful, I think I might cry."

    

    "Mom, don't cry~"

    

    They're completely ignoring me.

    

    "Help me out!!"

    

    When I shouted, Mom turned around with a frown, saying I'd ruined the moment.

    

    "This kid... you should learn to appreciate the sentiment sometimes."

    

    "Don't make me do it alone. We can do this after unpacking, it's not too late."

    

    It's almost dinner time, and I want to finish quickly so we can rest.

    

    ———

    

    After some struggle, we finally finished unpacking.

    

    While taking a short break, there was a knock at the door.

    

    "Hello?"

    

    It was a woman's voice.

    

    When I opened the door, a plump lady smiled kindly.

    

    "Please come down for dinner."

    

    The dining room was located past the entrance hall on the first floor of the mansion.

    

    Eunbi noona and Seohee were already seated at the long dining table.

    

    "Wow, what is all this?"

    

    As Mom said, it was truly impressive.

    

    "Welcome. We've been waiting for you."

    

    Eunbi noona invited us to sit.

    

    "Inwoo, come over here."

    

    Seohee pulled out the chair next to her, determined not to miss this opportunity.

    

    But our entire family's attention was fixed on the table.

    

    "Can we... really eat all this?"

    

    Mom asked.

    

    The table was laden with king crab, lobster, various shellfish like scallops, meats, cheese platters, wine, and exotic fruits in abundance.

    

    "There's no additional cost, right?"

    

    "Mom..."

    

    I understand being impressed, but that's such an embarrassing question.

    

    Eunbi noona just smiled and said,

    

    "Haha, there's nothing you need to pay for inside the mansion."

    

    Thanks to Seohee, I was somewhat immune to this and could take it in stride.

    

    But this seemed to be Mom's first exposure to such luxury.

    

    She appeared dazed, hesitant to pick up her fork and knife.

    

    "Hyeeun, should unnie teach you how to hold a fork?"

    

    "Yeah! But I'm not hungry."

    

    Hyeeun had eaten a lot of snacks earlier.

    

    She had stuffed her mouth with all available snacks not only in the limousine but also on the plane.

    

    As a result, she only admired the feast without any intention of eating.

    

    "Hyeeun, that's not right!"

    

    Mom grabbed Hyeeun's shoulders and began lecturing her.

    

    You need to eat proper meals to grow big and strong.

    

    "This is all money! If you don't eat it now, you're losing out!!"

    

    "Mom, please..."

    

    I whispered to Hyeeun, but everyone could hear.

    

    Sigh~ Now I'm the one feeling embarrassed.

    

    "I'm sorry. My mom is a bit sensitive about financial matters."

    

    "Your mother is right."

    

    Eunbi noona actually agreed with Mom.

    

    "But you don't need to force yourself to eat everything. If there are leftovers, we can eat them tomorrow, and we have other food prepared as well."

    

    "Yes! CEO!!"

    

    Mom answered with sparkling eyes.

    

    Her respect for Eunbi noona seemed to have grown even more.

    

    "Haah~ I swear..."

    

    "Inwoo. Inwoo."

    

    While I was preoccupied with my family, Seohee called me.

    

    "What?"

    

    "Should we go for a walk after eating?"

    

    "Hmm? Sure."

    

    Honestly, when would I get another chance to visit a place like this?

    

    We should explore while we can.

    

    "But is it okay to walk around at night?"

    

    I'd heard the security was good, but

    

    Would it be as safe as Korea or Japan?

    

    While we were whispering, Eunbi noona spoke up.

    

    "It's fine. Most places have people I've hired, and there are security guards patrolling."

    

    "Really?"

    

    "Yes, just don't go into the deep forest in the middle of the night."

    

    She said the security level was almost the same as Korea.

    

    The security guards were also skilled and could protect us safely.

    

    We decided to focus on dinner first.

    

    I tried the crab soup first, scooping it with a spoon.

    

    It wasn't fishy at all, but rich and savory, stimulating my appetite.

    

    Everyone started eating in earnest, chatting away.

    

    "I heard somewhere that in some foreign places, the mafia maintains security."

    

    "Really?"

    

    Seohee and I casually discussed such topics.

    

    "You haven't hired the mafia here, have you?"

    

    I asked jokingly in the cheerful atmosphere.

    

    "......"

    

    At those words, Eunbi noona deliberately avoided eye contact.

    

    "Noona?"

    

    When I asked again in confusion, Eunbi noona pretended not to hear before briefly glancing my way.

    

    Wait, are we actually involved with the mafia??

    

    "Ahaha, of course not!"

    

    "You scared me."

    

    Eunbi noona can be so mischievous sometimes.

    

    She explained with a laugh.

    

    "Well, they might have sold firearms in the past, but now they're just ordinary 'residents' who've reformed and focus on maintaining security."

    

    "That's the mafia!"

    

    "It's troublesome when you shout like that. That grandfather over there was also involved."

    

    When I turned my gaze, a kindly-looking old man was looking at me.

    

    "Haha, we absolutely don't do such things anymore. We're good people now."

    

    His Korean was so good that he seemed to have understood everything I said.

    

    "I see."

    

    My hands trembled as the old man stared at me for a while.

    

    "Ahaha!! Inwoo, you're so naive, believing everything."

    

    "Was that a lie?"

    

    "Who knows? I just said you're too trusting."

    

    "Unnie, stop teasing Inwoo!!"

    

    Seohee got angry on my behalf.

    

    "Only I can tease Inwoo!"

    

    "No, Seohee. You shouldn't tease me either."

    

    And so, with the truth remaining a mystery,

    

    Our lively dinner came to an end.

    

    Even after the trip ended, I never found out whether Eunbi noona's words were true or false.
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    "Thanks for the meal~"

    

    "Mom, don't just lie around like that. Hye-eun is watching and learning from you."

    

    "What's the problem? We're on vacation and you're still nagging?"

    

    "Seriously."

    

    After the meal, a leisurely time arrived.

    

    Since it was getting dark, we decided to save the real fun for tomorrow.

    

    After washing up,

    Mom just sprawled out on the bed.

    Hye-eun was right beside her, mimicking her exactly.

    

    "Get up, we said we'd go for a walk."

    

    "Yeah. In a little bit."

    

    Knock- Knock-

    

    Someone knocked on the door then.

    

    Were they already prepared over there?

    

    "Come in."

    

    The door opened and Eun-bi noona entered.

    

    "Where's Seo-hee?"

    

    "In her room."

    

    "We'll be ready soon too."

    

    "Then you two enjoy a cozy walk together."

    

    "What?"

    

    What is noona talking about now?

    Telling us to go for a walk alone in an unfamiliar place...

    

    "In-woo's mother, wouldn't you like to get a skin massage with us?"

    

    "Skin massage!!"

    

    At those words, Mom jumped right up.

    When I called her, she wouldn't budge an inch.

    

    "Yes, there's a place here that does great skincare and massages."

    

    Mom nodded with sparkling eyes.

    

    "Can I take Hye-eun too?"

    

    "Of course."

    

    "Hye-eun, let's go!!"

    

    "Mom... I'm tired..."

    

    Hye-eun looked very sleepy.

    Still, not wanting to leave the child alone in a strange place, Mom pulled her arm forcefully.

    

    "Wait! So you really want me and Seo-hee to go alone?"

    

    We're still young,

    Telling us to go for a walk abroad without guardians...

    

    "You think I'd send just the two of you?"

    

    "Then?"

    

    "Security guards and a guide will go with you."

    

    Security guards, really...

    

    While I was thinking that, Eun-bi noona smiled brightly.

    

    "They'll be armed with guns. You'll be safe."

    

    "Wait, wouldn't that alarm the locals?"

    

    And didn't they say the public safety was as good as Korea's?

    If we need armed guards, it can't be that safe.

    

    "Hehehe. Don't worry. The locals carry guns too."

    

    "...You're joking, right?"

    

    "Oh! How did you know?"

    

    Eun-bi noona started acting exaggeratedly surprised.

    

    "Sigh~ Rich people wouldn't come to vacation in such a place to begin with."

    

    "Hahaha!! But there will be several trustworthy people accompanying you. You'll be safer that way."

    

    "I understand."

    

    If that's the case, I feel more at ease.

    

    "Though it's a shame you won't be able to have any intense skinship."

    

    "I suppose so."

    

    I answered casually.

    I've gotten used to this kind of teasing now.

    

    "But I guess there's nothing we can do if you two are alone in the mansion."

    

    "We won't do anything weird."

    

    "In-woo, make sure to use protection properly. Let's go now!!"

    

    "Mom, what are you saying?!! You should be warning him to control himself!"

    

    Has Mom already given up on her son?

    Or is skincare her priority?

    

    Either way, Mom doesn't seem to care about leaving me and Seo-hee alone.

    

    "Yes, yes. Son, you won't disappoint Mom, right?"

    

    Mom asked with sparkling eyes.

    She looked like Hye-eun when cake is placed in front of her.

    Hye-eun really is Mom's daughter.

    

    "Sigh~ I won't cause any problems, so please enjoy yourselves."

    

    I should let her go since she's so happy about it.

    

    "Yes! That's right! Mom trusts In-woo!"

    

    "Sure~ Eun-bi noona, please take care of my mom."

    

    "Alright, let's all have fun."

    

    Eventually, Eun-bi noona and Mom left for the massage shop, taking Hye-eun with them.

    

    "Then I should go too."

    

    Knock- Knock-

    

    "Seo-hee."

    

    I knocked on her door.

    

    The door opened and Seo-hee greeted me with a smile.

    

    "Yes, come in!"

    

    The room layout was a bit different,

    but the overall style was similar to ours.

    

    There was a sweet smell mixing Eun-bi noona's perfume and Seo-hee's cotton scent.

    

    "Seo-hee, what was that mist you said you use?"

    

    "Why do you ask all of a sudden?"

    

    "Just thought it blends well with the perfume smell in the room."

    

    "Really? Um... it's this one."

    

    The mist Seo-hee showed me was a 'Beauty Minerva' product.

    

    "My sister gave it to me saying it suits me."

    

    "As expected of a beauty company founder. It matches you well."

    

    "You think so?"

    

    "Yeah."

    

    Seo-hee sprayed it on her arm a few times.

    When I leaned in slightly to smell it, Seo-hee became shy.

    

    "Do you like my scent that much?"

    

    "Ah, sorry, was that creepy?"

    

    "No. You can smell more if you want."

    

    Seo-hee extended her arm further.

    

    "It's okay. I'm sorry for being weird."

    

    I started feeling embarrassed too.

    I just thought it blended well with Eun-bi noona's fragrance.

    If they're both Minerva products, that would make sense.

    

    "Anyway, shall we go for that walk now?"

    

    "Sure, what about your sister?"

    

    "Didn't she tell you anything?"

    

    "I didn't hear anything."

    

    "She just took Hye-eun and my mom to get skincare treatments."

    

    Seo-hee gulped.

    

    "So that means right now..."

    

    "Let's go out too."

    

    "Hehe, can we wait a little longer?"

    

    Seo-hee, your eyes look mischievous.

    

    "The guide and staff are waiting for us."

    

    I extended my hand urging her.

    

    "Tch-"

    

    Seo-hee clicked her tongue and took my hand.

    

    "Just walking together is nice too."

    

    It's happiness for couples on vacation to walk down cozy streets at night.

    

    "Well, anything is good as long as I'm with In-woo."

    

    We held hands and left the mansion.

    

    When we reached the entrance, guide Illis, whom we had parted with earlier, was waiting.

    Around her were two people who looked like bodyguards.

    They were Korean.

    

    "We will escort you safely."

    

    Between the bodyguards and Illis,

    did they come out specially for our walk?

    I felt a bit sorry.

    

    "Our village has so much to see! It'll be really fun!"

    

    Fortunately, Illis seemed to be enjoying herself.

    

    "Shall we go then?"

    

    We headed toward the village following Illis's guidance.

    

    ———

    

    It seems the claim about good public safety was true.

    

    Whether it was thanks to the bodyguards or not,

    it just felt like taking an evening stroll in my neighborhood.

    

    The only difference was the palm trees visible around us.

    

    After walking a bit through the forest path, we reached the village entrance.

    

    "Welcome to our 'Silver Rain Town'."

    

    Illis said, spreading her arms.

    

    Silver Rain... Eun-bi noona, did you even have a say in naming the village?

    

    Setting aside my suspicions, the village was truly beautiful.

    

    It looked like a European-style animation straight out of Japan's Ghibli Studio.

    Despite it being nighttime, people were as lively as during the day.

    

    A street lined with shops

    filled with many people coming and going, enjoying themselves.

    

    "We hold festivals when tourists visit."

    

    "Really?"

    

    "I heard from my sister that when guests come to this island, at least hundreds of millions of won enter the island."

    

    That amount of money keeps this small village running well for years.

    

    "Is that so?"

    

    The villagers were all enthusiastic and excited.

    It would make me feel guilty to leave without spending any money.

    

    "Please don't feel pressured. We're just holding a festival in our village."

    

    The time we happened to come out for a walk was when the festival night market was opening.

    

    "I don't think you'll need any special guidance here."

    

    After telling us to call her anytime and that she would be nearby, Illis withdrew.

    

    "This looks fun."

    

    When I said that, Seo-hee squeezed my hand.

    

    "In-woo. Shall we go then?"

    

    I held hands with Seo-hee, who probably had an expression similar to mine.

    

    Excited, we ran off to enjoy the festival.

    

    A night market street lined with shops.

    People immediately recognized us as tourists.

    Well, we were the only East Asians here besides our bodyguards.

    

    "Please just take a look before you go!!"

    

    "Try this! It's our shop's specialty!"

    

    "Oh my, you're pretty, miss! Would you like to see some clothes at our shop?"

    

    "Here, take this for free, please eat it."

    

    "Can I have your autograph?"

    

    "Can I take a picture with you?"

    

    I didn't expect this kind of reaction...

    

    The merchants urged us to visit their shops.

    Food vendors kept giving us free samples.

    And little children looked at us like we were celebrities.

    

    "I didn't expect such an enthusiastic welcome."

    

    "In-woo, are you okay?"

    

    "Yeah. It's actually fun."

    

    Honestly, I didn't mind.

    Everyone seemed pure-hearted and pleasant to see.

    

    They didn't try to force us to buy anything either.

    Maybe because they already knew they were helping their economy.

    

    "But everyone speaks Korean so well."

    

    When I finally voiced my question,

    Illis, who was standing by, explained.

    

    "We learn various languages to accommodate any tourist."

    

    "Really?"

    

    "Yes, and Korean is our top priority."

    

    She said the villagers consider Korean as important as English, their native language.

    

    That's interesting.

    Everyone spoke Korean really fluently because of that.

    

    "Excuse me~"

    

    While I was admiring this,

    another woman appeared.

    

    She was rare among the locals with long black straight hair,

    smiling seductively.

    

    "Are you two a couple?"

    

    "Yes, we are."

    

    Seo-hee moved closer to me and answered proudly.

    

    "Come to our shop. I'll make you couple rings for free."

    

    "Couple rings?"

    

    I looked at Seo-hee.

    Come to think of it, we haven't gotten couple rings yet.

    

    I kept putting it off thinking Seo-hee would suit something more elegant and luxurious.

    

    "Seo-hee. What do you want to..."

    

    "We'll go right now!!"

    

    Seo-hee was breathing heavily with excitement.

    

    "Seo-hee..."

    

    You're too excited.

    

    Was I overthinking?

    Whether expensive or cheap, what mattered to Seo-hee was having a symbol of our relationship.

    

    "Would it be possible to get engagement rings instead of couple rings?"

    

    "Of course."

    

    "Don't rush too far ahead."

    

    The staff member welcomed us kindly.

    

    We entered an accessory shop that looked like it belonged in a European market alley.

    It was a tent shop that resembled a small circus.

    It seemed like the kind of place that might sell occult items or magical rings.

    

    As soon as we entered, the employee put on a purple cloak that looked like something an astrologer would wear.

    So that was the concept.

    

    It gave off an occult feeling.

    I wondered if we were being offered as sacrifices for some demon summoning ritual...

    

    I had such childish thoughts, but that couldn't be the case.

    The bodyguards were right behind us.

    

    "Our shop customizes accessories based on fortune-telling... Do either of you have religious beliefs?"

    

    "I'm not religious."

    

    After answering, I looked at Seo-hee.

    Come to think of it, does Seo-hee have a religion?

    

    I thought she didn't.

    She comes to my convenience store almost every weekend.

    

    "I always have the same religion as In-woo."

    

    Seo-hee looked at me with a bright smile.

    

    "We're destined to be together in hell or heaven~"

    

    "Seo-hee, that's actually quite scary."

    

    Hearing that, the staff member chuckled.

    

    "You two are so cute~ Then, may I read your fortune?"

    

    "Seo-hee, I've actually wanted to try this."

    

    Now that I knew it was a genuine fortune-telling shop, I started getting excited.

    

    "If In-woo wants to."

    

    "Then let me read your fate. Both of you."

    

    The fortune teller shuffled the cards with a solemn expression.

    

    I wasn't sure if they were tarot cards or what, but they had strange pictures on them.

    

    "Would the lady like to draw first?"

    

    Seo-hee drew three cards.

    

    "Now the gentleman."

    

    I also drew three cards.

    

    "Hmm..."

    

    The fortune teller stared at the cards for a while.

    

    Gulp-

    

    I'm getting nervous now that the results are coming.

    

    Finally, the fortune teller spoke.

    

    "You two... are misaligned."
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    Soon, shocking words came out of the fortune teller's mouth.

    

    "You two... are misaligned."

    

    "Quack."

    

    "Seohee. That's rude."

    

    I understand Seohee feels upset, but it's problematic to act this way just because the reading isn't favorable.

    

    The fortune teller, slightly flustered, quickly tried to recover.

    

    "I don't mean you two won't end up together."

    

    The fortune teller began interpreting the cards.

    

    "The two cards you've drawn actually match each other."

    

    Then she explained each of the two pairs of cards we had drawn.

    

    Seohee calmed down and listened attentively.

    

    "First, I checked your feelings with the initial cards, and your affection for each other aligns perfectly."

    

    It's embarrassing to hear it directly.

    

    The fortune teller then presented the second pair of cards.

    

    "There's also good energy flowing in your surroundings. Whether it's people or situations, everything is adjusting well to you both."

    

    I never expected to receive such a positive evaluation in that area.

    

    Though looking at our families and Eunbi noona now, it made some sense.

    

    Finally, the fortune teller showed us the last cards we'd drawn and put on a serious expression.

    

    "However, your thoughts are misaligned, which could become quite an obstacle."

    

    "What do you mean...?"

    

    Seohee asked with a trembling voice.

    

    The fortune teller looked us in the eyes and answered.

    

    "You risk fighting or growing apart over something seemingly small."

    

    "W-what should we do?!"

    

    Seohee's earlier disbelief had vanished, and she now gazed desperately at the fortune teller.

    

    "I want to bring you both good fortune because you make such a nice couple."

    

    After saying this, the fortune teller cleared away the cards and opened an accessory box.

    

    This feels like typical sales tactics—giving a good reading but ending with something concerning.

    

    But since she's doing this for free, maybe I shouldn't be too critical.

    

    After all, magic and fortune-telling are matters of faith.

    

    I decided to take it as entertainment.

    

    Seohee, however, seems to be taking it quite seriously.

    

    "Here are rings with spells to ward off misfortune for couples."

    

    The box contained rings of various designs.

    

    "Choose whichever you like, and I'll adjust them to your size."

    

    Seohee and I put our heads together to select couple rings.

    

    Seohee, in particular, examined each one meticulously.

    

    She really seems to believe these will protect our relationship.

    

    How does someone so naive manage a company?

    

    "Hmm... Inwoo, what about this one?"

    

    Seohee held out a ring.

    

    "It's pretty. Shall we go with this?"

    

    It was a thin red gold band with small transparent cubic zirconia stones embedded around it.

    

    When Seohee tried it on, it looked quite pretty.

    

    "I'll prepare the ones you've chosen..."

    

    A moment later,

    

    The woman, now back to being a shop employee rather than a fortune teller, came out from the back storage with a box.

    

    It was a small box containing a pair of couple rings nested together.

    

    "Whenever you feel misaligned, focus on these rings."

    

    The employee continued her explanation.

    

    "You can also cup your hands in prayer around the ring. It will help you organize your thoughts."

    

    She claims the rings have talisman-like effects.

    

    Well, emptying your mind and focusing on the ring might help cool your head when needed.

    

    After putting on the rings, we spread our palms and overlapped them side by side.

    

    "...Hehe."

    

    Seohee smiled softly.

    

    I'm glad she seems satisfied.

    

    "Thank you for visiting. Have a pleasant journey."

    

    We left the tent and rejoined the security team waiting outside.

    

    "Now we won't have any problems."

    

    Seohee tightly held my hand and said excitedly.

    

    "Seohee, you're surprisingly superstitious."

    

    "A certain amount of superstition is necessary for love."

    

    I burst out laughing at her words.

    

    "What? I thought it was a cool thing to say."

    

    "No, it is cool. Just doesn't suit you at all."

    

    "Woo~ What's that supposed to mean?"

    

    Who would have thought the Ice Queen, always thinking and judging coldly, would believe in such things?

    

    It made me happy to think that probably only I, her boyfriend, knew this side of her.

    

    Buzz-

    

    My phone rang.

    

    "Hello?"

    

    "Hi~ son, where are you?"

    

    "Still walking around, we're in the village."

    

    "When will you be back?"

    

    I looked at Seohee.

    

    "Just a moment."

    

    I moved the phone away and asked Seohee.

    

    "Seohee, do you want to head back now?"

    

    "Hmm? I'm still fine here."

    

    "Then, would it be okay if we invited the others to join us?"

    

    "...Sure. Whatever."

    

    Seohee looked somewhat disappointed but agreed.

    

    "Thanks."

    

    Putting the phone back to my ear,

    I explained that the village was having a festival and a night market had opened.

    

    ————

    

    Since there's a night market, it wouldn't be right for just us to enjoy it.

    

    So I invited the rest of our group to join us.

    

    Fortunately, everyone seemed to like the idea.

    

    "Hyeeun, aren't you eating too much?"

    

    "Want some?"

    

    "No, I'm good."

    

    Hyeeun took a bite of the takoyaki she had offered me.

    

    In my hands were cotton candy and honey candy,

    and beside me on the bench were boxes of fried chicken and cubed steak I'd already eaten.

    

    Not all of it was bought—most was given to us.

    

    Whenever Hyeeun walked by,

    villagers would rush over, saying how cute she was, and force various foods into her hands.

    

    Everyone here seemed to love children;

    Hyeeun's popularity was through the roof.

    

    "Little one! Can big sister give you a hug??"

    

    Village girls who looked about middle school age surrounded Hyeeun, making a fuss.

    

    I was worried Hyeeun might feel uncomfortable, but...

    

    "Sigh~ Why does Hyeeun have so little sense of caution?"

    

    She actually enjoyed it.

    

    She happily took photos with them and let them pat her head.

    

    "Mom, will Hyeeun be okay like that?"

    

    "Children raised with plenty of love grow up healthy, you know."

    

    "That's true."

    

    Mom told me not to worry.

    

    Well, we're watching over her, so it should be fine.

    

    "Hey, oppa~ Let's take a picture together too!"

    

    "Huh?"

    

    Suddenly, the girls turned their attention toward me.

    

    Then one of them boldly grabbed my arm.

    

    "Don't worry. We won't post it on social media."

    

    "Well..."

    

    Seohee started glaring in our direction.

    

    I withdrew my arm and declined.

    

    "Sorry. My girlfriend gets very jealous."

    

    "Oh... can't be helped then."

    

    Seohee nodded with satisfaction.

    

    "Good job."

    

    And when I approached her, she patted my head as if rewarding me.

    

    "Seohee should also push away other men who approach you."

    

    "Of course, that's obvious."

    

    Perhaps because we'd just gotten our couple rings, the mood between us was quite good.

    

    "What a waste. I thought I'd finally found a guy."

    

    "I want a rich boyfriend too."

    

    "Not much age difference and his face is my type. Tsk..."

    

    I could hear the girls whispering from a distance.

    

    "Pfft, hear that?"

    

    "Is Inwoo very pleased with himself?"

    

    "No, Seohee."

    

    Actually, I'm not the rich one—Seohee is.

    What made me laugh was that they didn't know this fact.

    

    After playing for a while, the night market's closing time approached.

    

    The crowd thinned out, and the stall lights went out one by one.

    

    "Shall we head back now?"

    

    At Eunbi noona's suggestion, we decided to return after wrapping things up.

    

    "Ms. Illis, you can go home from here if you'd like."

    

    "Thank you."

    

    "Mom."

    

    Just then, a voice called out to Illis from behind.

    

    It was one of the girls from earlier.

    

    "Still up despite it being vacation?"

    

    "What does it matter? It's a festival."

    

    "Did you do your homework properly?"

    

    "Uh... hehe."

    

    Illis is her mother?

    

    She looked like she was in her mid-twenties at most,

    so it was surprising that she had a middle school-aged daughter.

    

    "Hey mom, but..."

    

    Soon the girl whispered something to Illis while fixing her gaze on me.

    

    "I don't like this..."

    

    Beside me, Seohee frowned.

    

    "What's wrong?"

    

    "Nothing."

    

    Seohee pulled my arm and turned around.

    

    I followed her back to the mansion.

    

    ————

    

    Beep beep beep-

    

    Beep beep beep-

    

    "Mmm..."

    

    I slowly opened my eyes to the alarm sound.

    

    This bed is really nice.

    

    Thanks to it, I slept soundly without realizing morning had come.

    

    The blackout curtains were drawn, so it was still dark around me.

    

    I checked the time on my phone and was about to get up,

    when I noticed someone staring at me right in front of my face.

    

    "Whoa!"

    

    "Hehe."

    

    Seohee was lying in the bed under the covers, facing me.

    

    "What the..."

    

    "Good morning~"

    

    "Yeah, good morning."

    

    Seohee smiled and remained still in that position.

    

    "How long have you been like this?"

    

    "Don't you remember sleeping together yesterday?"

    

    "I'm pretty sure Mom and Hyeeun were next to me."

    

    The bed was wide enough for three people to sleep comfortably.

    Now those two were nowhere to be seen.

    

    "Don't you remember hugging me in your sleep?"

    

    "Nope. Not at all."

    

    Seohee puffed her cheeks.

    

    Look at how shameless she is.

    

    "Anyway, where's everyone else?"

    

    "They're already up and having breakfast."

    

    "Really?"

    

    They could have woken me up too.

    

    I sat up.

    

    "Let's stay in bed together a little longer~"

    

    "Didn't you come to wake me up?"

    

    "Yes, but I also wanted to see you sleeping."

    

    Apparently, she hadn't intended to wake me right away.

    

    Seohee still looked disappointed.

    

    She spread open the covers she was under.

    

    "Come on in. It's warm."

    

    For a moment, I felt the urge to crawl back under the covers.

    But if I did that now, I'd end up lazing around all morning.

    

    "It's cold, hurry up and get in~"

    

    "It's summer, you know?"

    

    Of course, the air conditioner was off now, but some coolness remained.

    Still, it wasn't cold enough to feel chilly.

    

    I went to the window and pulled the blackout curtains wide open.

    

    Swoosh-

    

    "Ugh..."

    

    Seohee covered her eyes at the sudden light attack.

    

    "Let's go downstairs now."

    

    As I was helping Seohee up,

    the door swung open.

    

    "That's enough skinship between you two. Come downstairs now."

    

    Eunbi noona said just that and went back down,

    not giving me any chance to explain.

    

    "Woo~ We didn't even get to do anything yet."

    

    The sisters are making me out to be some pervert this morning.

    

    "Sigh~ I'll wash up quickly, so go downstairs first."

    

    "Let's wash together."

    

    "Don't say weird things."

    

    After washing up briefly,

    I went down to the dining room.

    

    Mom and Eunbi noona were leisurely having tea time.

    Hyeeun was beside them, watching "Magical Girl Ppyoriring" on a tablet.

    

    "You could have woken me up too."

    

    "You were sleeping so well, I left you alone. Besides, Seohee went to wake you up."

    

    "That's right. If it weren't for me, Inwoo would still be sleeping."

    

    "The phone alarm woke me up, you know."

    

    If her intention was to startle me awake, then I'll give her credit.

    

    "Eat your breakfast."

    

    "Breakfast is buffet style, so help yourself to whatever you want."

    

    Looking beside the dining room, I noticed there was another space besides the kitchen.

    

    Taking a plate,

    I was loading up with toasted bread and pecan pie when Seohee pressed her shoulder against mine.

    

    "This looks delicious."

    

    "Did you come to my room without having breakfast?"

    

    "Yes, I wanted to eat with you."

    

    Is every meal here going to be this abundant and delicious?

    

    It might be hard to readjust to normal life after this.

    

    Still, I should enjoy it while I can.

    

    It was a breakfast with no regrets.

    

    ———

    

    After getting ready, we gathered at the entrance again.

    

    "Shall we all head to the beach now?"

    

    "Yeah, hurry!!"

    

    Hyeeun responded most enthusiastically to Eunbi noona's suggestion.

    

    Grateful, Eunbi noona fondly patted Hyeeun's head.

    

    "Come on, you two should show some energy like Hyeeun."

    

    "I'm plenty excited."

    

    It's just that, unlike a child, I'm too lazy to show big reactions.

    

    Seohee was in the middle of some conversation with Mom.

    

    As we left the mansion, Ms. Illis was waiting in front of the door.

    

    "Did you sleep well?"

    

    Still maintaining her polite demeanor, she greeted us,

    and began guiding the way.

    

    Just as we were about to exit through the main gate.

    

    "Here, let me take your luggage!!"

    

    "Vicky!!"

    

    A tanned girl suddenly appeared and grabbed our bags.

    

    Flustered, Ms. Illis quickly apologized.

    

    "Vicky, it's rude to appear so suddenly. Why are you here?"

    

    Then she began scolding her daughter, whom we had seen yesterday.

    

    "I'm sorry. I'll send her back right away."

    

    "Woo~ I'll just quietly carry your luggage."

    

    Vicky immediately approached Eunbi noona, who seemed to be the most authoritative among us.

    

    "What? Can't I just help carry the luggage and assist my mom?"

    

    "It's fine, Ms. Illis."

    

    Eunbi noona readily agreed.

    

    "Please help us, Vicky."

    

    "Yes, I'll help with anything!"
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    Despite the commotion, we headed to the beach.

    

    Everyone was excited since it had been a long time since we'd seen the ocean.

    

    The girl called "Biki" just carried our luggage and wasn't particularly disruptive.

    

    However,

    

    "So what kind of place is Korea?"

    

    "Hmm... it's hard to describe such a big country... but there are lots of people and buildings."

    

    "I want to visit someday. I've never been outside this island."

    

    "Yeah."

    

    "When I grow up, could you take me there, oppa-ya?"

    

    This girl Biki kept asking me questions and trying to talk to me.

    

    She kept calling me "oppa-ya~" in a friendly manner.

    

    Meanwhile, Seohee was grinding her teeth right next to me...

    

    Could she not see that?

    

    "You should ask someone else about that."

    

    I smiled, trying to end the conversation.

    

    "Aw, don't be like that. Oh, look over there."

    

    Biki pointed to a tall rock jutting out from the middle of the sea some distance away.

    

    "What about it?"

    

    "It's the only place where you can see beyond the island from this beach."

    

    Biki told me about swimming there before.

    

    Apparently, it's the only spot where you can see outside the island.

    

    "Inwoo!"

    

    Seohee grabbed my arm.

    

    "Seohee, what is it?"

    

    "Did you see that dolphin that just passed by?"

    

    "Where?"

    

    Are there dolphins around here?

    

    I looked around the sea.

    

    "Oppa-ya, you can't see dolphins from here. That girl probably saw wrong."

    

    "Seohee, did you take a picture?"

    

    "No, it happened too quickly."

    

    I looked at the sea just in case, but I couldn't see any dolphins.

    

    "Oppa-ya, do you travel abroad often?"

    

    "No, this is my first time on this island. Have you traveled a lot, Seohee?"

    

    "Hmm... I've only been to the US once for business, nothing much besides that."

    

    Seohee complained that when she went to America, she was too busy working to do any sightseeing.

    

    Still, she looked strangely proud of it.

    

    "That's impressive."

    

    As I expressed my admiration, I felt something touch my other arm.

    

    When I turned my head, Biki had gently grabbed my arm.

    

    "By the way, oppa-ya, do you like stargazing?"

    

    "Stars? More importantly, isn't it hard carrying the luggage with one hand?"

    

    I asked Biki to give me some of the luggage.

    

    "Thanks. It was getting heavy."

    

    Biki didn't hesitate to hand me a small bag containing her swimsuit.

    

    "Anyway, there's a great spot for stargazing here."

    

    "Really?"

    

    "Yes, I could show you."

    

    "Seohee, want to go together tonight?"

    

    I turned to Seohee and asked.

    

    "Yes, if it's just the two of us."

    

    "Tsk-"

    

    I heard someone clicking their tongue beside us.

    

    "My son is quite popular, isn't he?"

    

    My mom, who had noticed the subtle triangle, chimed in.

    

    "What are you talking about?"

    

    I didn't want Seohee to feel bad.

    

    I checked Seohee's expression.

    

    "But the ocean... even though you lived in Busan, you didn't go much, right?"

    

    "It's been a long time since I've been to the beach too."

    

    Just because I lived in Busan didn't mean I went to the beach often.

    

    Going back and forth between home, school, and kindergarten, I rarely had the chance.

    

    "We never took Hyeeun to play in the water either."

    

    Seohee carefully asked after hearing this.

    

    "Inwoo, you're a good swimmer though?"

    

    "Yeah, I learned when I was young."

    

    "Seohee, have you seen Inwoo swim before?" Mom asked, sounding surprised.

    

    Well, I hadn't swum since I was little.

    

    "Ah, well. Inwoo saved me once."

    

    Seohee briefly told my mom about what happened during the retreat.

    

    During rafting, Seohee was swept away by rapid currents, and when the instructors failed to rescue her, I jumped in.

    

    She said she really thought she was going to die then.

    

    Thinking about it now, I was grateful to see Seohee smiling so brightly beside me.

    

    "That's amazing."

    

    Mom looked surprised too.

    

    Well, it wasn't an easy thing to do.

    

    "Oh~ I didn't know Inwoo had that side to him."

    

    Eunbi noona, who had been walking ahead, turned around and joined the conversation.

    

    "I guess I can trust Seohee with you."

    

    "Wow, oppa is so cool. Like Pyori-ring!"

    

    "That's impressive."

    

    Even Hyeeun and Ms. Illis joined in.

    

    With everyone suddenly praising me, I didn't know how to react.

    

    "It's in the past, no big deal."

    

    "Don't downplay it. Without Inwoo, things could have gone very badly."

    

    Seohee hugged my arm tighter.

    

    "Thank you."

    

    Then I felt something touch my other arm again.

    

    "Oppa-ya. If I fell into the water, would you save me too?"

    

    "Hey! Biki!"

    

    Ms. Illis intervened and stopped Biki.

    

    She must have finally noticed Biki flirting with me.

    

    "I'm sorry. Biki, I told you not to bother the guests, didn't I?"

    

    "Tch-"

    

    I felt a bit sorry for her getting scolded, but I kept quiet.

    

    I couldn't take another girl's side with Seohee here.

    

    ———

    

    After a long conversation, we arrived at the beach.

    

    White sand.

    Clear ocean waves breaking in front.

    A pleasant sea breeze blowing.

    

    Above all, it was quiet.

    

    Normally at this time of year, such scenery would be ruined by people's noise and discarded trash...

    

    But the private beach maintained its picturesque landscape perfectly.

    

    Everyone couldn't take their eyes off the shoreline as we headed toward the cabins.

    

    The wooden cabins consisted of changing rooms, a dining area, and shower facilities.

    

    It wasn't just thrown together; you could tell care had been put into it.

    

    "Feel free to come by whenever you get hungry while playing."

    

    An older woman and two younger-looking women were waiting for us.

    

    There was a menu on the wall, like you'd find at a typical beach restaurant.

    

    Eunbi noona took out a check from her bag and handed it over.

    

    The staff bowed respectfully after receiving the tip.

    

    "Let's split up now. Girls this way, Inwoo that way."

    

    I ended up going to the men's changing room alone.

    

    "Hmm, won't Inwoo be lonely by himself?"

    

    Seohee said that, but of course it was rejected.

    

    She was dragged away by Eunbi noona.

    

    "Inwoo, when you're done changing, wait for us at the shore."

    

    "Okay."

    

    The women would probably take longer to get ready.

    

    I went to the changing room and quickly put on my swimsuit.

    

    Then I applied sunscreen to my body once more.

    

    After stretching before getting in the water and completing all the preparations,

    I went to the sandy beach.

    

    "Wow, it really looks good up close too."

    

    I set up the parasol and beach chair rented from the cabin and lay down.

    

    The salty sea breeze blew gently.

    

    As I was enjoying the comfortable feeling, I heard a voice beside me.

    

    "How is it? Nice, right?"

    

    I turned my gaze to the side.

    

    Biki had come out first.

    

    "Yeah."

    

    "Hehe."

    

    Biki unfolded a beach chair next to mine and sat down.

    

    Then she moved close to me.

    

    This is a bit uncomfortable.

    

    "Oppa-ya, are you dating that girl?"

    

    I moved slightly away from Biki and answered.

    

    "Seohee? Yeah, we're dating."

    

    "Really? I thought so."

    

    Saying this, Biki reached out again and grabbed my arm.

    

    "How long have you been dating?"

    

    "About four months."

    

    "That's not very long."

    

    "Yeah."

    

    Feeling this wasn't going well, I stood up from the chair.

    

    "There might still be a chance."

    

    "Huh? What did you say?"

    

    "Nothing. I just said it seems like she really likes you."

    

    "That's right."

    

    "How about you?"

    

    Biki seems to be seriously misunderstanding something.

    

    I was about to say something but stopped.

    

    If she claims she didn't mean anything by it, there would be nothing more to say.

    

    "I like her a lot. Actually, these days I think I might like her even more than she likes me."

    

    "R-really?"

    

    Biki was momentarily flustered.

    

    Realizing this approach wasn't working, she hastily changed the subject.

    

    "A-anyway, oppa-ya~ I bought this swimsuit, what do you think?"

    

    Biki stood in front of me as if showing off.

    

    "It's cute."

    

    "Really?"

    

    The red swimsuit with lace was indeed cute.

    

    However, it gave me the feeling of looking at a cute little sister rather than any romantic attraction.

    

    "How about it? You can compliment me more?"

    

    "Umm..."

    

    I didn't have much else to say besides that it was cute.

    

    "Inwoo~"

    

    Just then, I heard a welcome voice.

    

    I turned my head.

    

    Eunbi noona and Mom were walking leisurely behind,

    while Seohee and Hyeeun were running ahead.

    

    "You'll get hurt if you run like that!"

    

    Despite my warning, they didn't stop and came toward me.

    

    "Hehe..."

    

    "Oppa! Oppa! Let's go in quickly!"

    

    Hyeeun, wearing an inner tube, tugged at my clothes.

    

    "Hyeeun, you might pull off oppa's swimsuit."

    

    "Hyeeun, pull harder!"

    

    "Seohee!"

    

    "Hehe..."

    

    The atmosphere suddenly became lively.

    

    "Hyeeun, come with mommy."

    

    "Okay~"

    

    Mom, who had arrived from behind, took Hyeeun with her.

    

    "Inwoo, isn't it a bit much to stare at me so intensely with Seohee right there?"

    

    Eunbi noona came over and started teasing me.

    

    "Inwoo!"

    

    Seohee glared at me.

    

    "I wasn't even looking."

    

    "Wow, that's harsh. I put in effort to look good for Inwoo."

    

    "Unnie!!"

    

    To be honest, Eunbi noona in her black bikini was too provocative.

    

    With her long, fair legs,

    and a figure exuding more maturity than Seohee's,

    it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say she had the charm to captivate any man.

    

    But I'm trying hard not to look.

    

    I can't let Eunbi noona get to me.

    

    It's obvious she's just trying to tease me, and there's nothing good that can come from reacting.

    

    So I absolutely did not look!

    

    Maybe it's the heat from the sun, but I need to cool my face.

    

    "Hehe, I'm glad Inwoo likes it."

    

    "I said I didn't look!"

    

    I shouted in frustration and ended up looking at Eunbi noona.

    

    "Ugh..."

    

    I quickly turned my head away.

    

    "Ahaha, sorry. Seohee might cry. I'll stop now."

    

    Eunbi noona put on a jersey over her upper body.

    

    "Actually, I don't really like exposing myself. I made a big effort just to tease Inwoo."

    

    "What do you want me to say?"

    

    Eunbi noona smiled and went to sit under the parasol.

    

    "Haah~ really..."

    

    I glanced at Seohee.

    

    "Hmph!"

    

    Seohee was slightly sulking.

    

    "Oppa-ya. Let's play..."

    

    "You still look beautiful."

    

    Overcoming my embarrassment, I shared my thoughts with Seohee.

    

    "I'm not as curvy as your sister anyway."

    

    "No, that's..."

    

    It's because Eunbi noona is unfair, but Seohee... no, Seohee's figure was unfair too.

    

    She was so beautiful that I worried if I should even dare to look at her for too long.

    

    "Seohee, you're so cute and pretty I can't even look directly at you."

    

    "R-really?"

    

    "Yeah, I deliberately looked away. If I stared too long and became too conscious of you, I was afraid I wouldn't be able to control myself."

    

    "S-stop! Inwoo!"

    

    Seohee's face turned completely red as she tried to stop me.

    

    But my mouth wouldn't stop.

    

    "You're so cute and pretty!! If I had to react honestly, I'd probably jump into the sea and scream!"

    

    "Urgh..."

    

    Everyone was looking at us.

    

    Ah, maybe I spoke too loudly.

    

    "...Your reaction to me is completely different."

    

    I thought I heard Biki's voice, but that didn't matter.

    

    "So, Seohee, you need to realize how stimulating you are."

    

    It was true.

    

    Even though I helped pick out her swimsuit and saw her put it on,

    my heart still raced uncontrollably every time I looked at her.

    

    If I catch a fever, it's all Seohee's fault.

    

    "Um... Inwoo. Okay! I get it, so please calm down..."

    

    Seohee lowered her head with a flushed face.

    

    "...I've lost."

    

    Meanwhile, someone seemed to be sinking into defeat.
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    After spitting out those heated sentiments, an awkward silence briefly fell.

    

    "I'm going to cool my head off for a bit."

    

    Leaving only those words behind, I immersed myself in the sea.

    

    Cooling off by soaking my head in the water made me feel better.

    

    "Phew~"

    

    Seohee soon collected herself and entered the water as well.

    

    She quickly began playing with Hyeeun.

    

    Of course, Eunbi noona and mom were looking at us teasingly,

    

    But the atmosphere soon flowed naturally.

    

    Mom left Hyeeun with Seohee and went to rest under the parasol.

    

    The adults were all watching from under the parasol.

    

    Eventually, I came out of the sea.

    

    That's when I noticed a girl crouching alone.

    

    She was stirring the sand with her finger, and when she noticed me approaching, she looked up.

    

    "What are you doing here alone?"

    

    "...It's oppa."

    

    Vicky had a dejected look on her face.

    

    I think she had been saying something earlier about losing.

    

    "It's nothing."

    

    Then Vicky turned her face away.

    

    It seemed a bit sad for her to be alone like this at the beach.

    

    "Why don't you join us?"

    

    "No thanks. I'm fine, so go back to your girlfriend."

    

    Vicky looked completely drained of energy.

    

    How could I just leave her when she was so down?

    

    "Alright."

    

    With those words, I went back into the sea.

    

    And then—

    

    Splash!

    

    "Ah! What the—!"

    

    I splashed water on Vicky.

    

    "Stop it!"

    

    "Don't want to~"

    

    Vicky's eyebrow twitched.

    

    Yes, be annoyed. If you're annoyed, fight back.

    

    I could tell Vicky actually wanted to play.

    

    She kept sneaking glances at the others who were having fun.

    

    "Or are you afraid of the water?"

    

    "Who's afraid! Don't underestimate someone from Silver Rain!"

    

    "Well~ I can't believe it unless you show me."

    

    Splash!

    

    As I kept splashing water, Vicky stood up, seemingly annoyed.

    

    "Stay right there."

    

    Soon Vicky came in and charged at me.

    

    She splashed water at me relentlessly.

    

    "Seohee!! Requesting backup!! Help!!"

    

    I ran toward Seohee and Hyeeun, trying to escape from Vicky who was chasing me.

    

    "Ah! That's unfair!"

    

    Soon Seohee and Hyeeun attacked Vicky.

    

    "Three against one is unfair!!"

    

    "Oh, you're right?"

    

    Hearing that, Hyeeun changed her attack strategy and aimed at us instead.

    

    "Hyeeun, I won't let you get away with this!"

    

    "Take this! And this! And this!"

    

    Vicky started targeting only Seohee blatantly.

    

    "Ugh... seriously, since earlier!"

    

    Seohee gritted her teeth and focused her aim on Vicky.

    

    And so, their play, mixed with joy and various emotions, gradually subsided.

    

    "Huff..."

    

    "Haah..."

    

    "Everyone take a break while playing~!"

    

    We stopped splashing as our strength was completely drained.

    

    I could hear Eunbi noona calling from a distance.

    

    Right, we might collapse at this rate.

    

    I pulled Hyeeun's tube and came ashore.

    

    The two following behind seemed to have calmed down and made up.

    

    Well, it's nice that we can all play together like this.

    

    "Oppa, introduce me to some guys."

    

    "All of a sudden?"

    

    Taking a short break,

    

    We were eating watermelon in the hut.

    

    Vicky, who approached me, had none of her earlier dejected expression and was lively again.

    

    But about guys...

    

    "Korea is far from here."

    

    "Come on~ We have internet here, you know?"

    

    "Really?"

    

    "Yeah, so I was wondering. You must know some chaebol heirs our age, right?"

    

    Vicky, I can see what she's misunderstanding.

    

    "First of all, I'm not from a chaebol family."

    

    "Eh?"

    

    The only chaebols I know are So Seohee, So Eunbi, and Han Areum.

    

    And they're all women.

    

    "If you're not rich, why are you here..."

    

    "You're quite good at saying rude things."

    

    "What are you talking about?"

    

    Seohee cut in.

    

    "Oh, Seohee, it's nothing. Vicky was asking me to introduce her to guys."

    

    "What?"

    

    "Whoa! Wait, how much are you telling her?"

    

    "What's wrong?"

    

    Did I say something I shouldn't have?

    

    "My mom might hear!"

    

    Vicky glanced at Illis-ssi.

    

    Looking in the same direction, I saw Illis-ssi watching us from where the adults were gathered.

    

    She's probably worried Vicky might do something strange again.

    

    "Then why did you say such things?"

    

    After asking me to speak quietly, Vicky explained her reason.

    

    "I want to have a boyfriend and experience dating too."

    

    "Then you could date a guy from this island."

    

    "Guys from here?"

    

    Vicky shook her head.

    

    "I'm looking for a guy who can take me to a wider world."

    

    "Really?"

    

    "Yes, a rich guy from outside could take me away from here."

    

    In other words, she wants to date a rich guy.

    

    That's why she approached me, mistakenly thinking I was wealthy.

    

    "So if oppa isn't rich, how did you two meet?"

    

    Seohee proudly hugged my arm.

    

    "Inwoo confessed to me first. He proposed marriage."

    

    "That's some courage, proposing directly to a chaebol."

    

    "Hmm..."

    

    Who should I say confessed first?

    

    Since high school, Seohee has been pursuing me,

    

    But when we were six, I definitely made the marriage promise first.

    

    I couldn't just stand there while a girl who was about to leave was crying.

    

    "I wish I had a chaebol who would accept my confession... Oh, then unni, can you introduce me?"

    

    "What?"

    

    "Since you're a chaebol, you must know at least one or two rich guys, right?"

    

    Guys that Seohee knows?

    

    My heart suddenly sank.

    

    Could there be someone?

    

    Since Seohee is pretty, if there were guys who knew her,

    

    Most of them would definitely have impure intentions.

    

    I should be properly vigilant.

    

    "I don't know any."

    

    "Eh? Don't lie. I heard that popular girls have at least one or two guy friends."

    

    "No. Really, I don't. Inwoo, you believe me, right?"

    

    "Ah, yes, I believe you."

    

    I had unknowingly furrowed my brow seriously.

    

    I quickly relaxed my expression.

    

    Seohee was someone who didn't talk to anyone in class.

    

    It's more like she started talking to a few girls because of me.

    

    Still, I wondered if she might know someone through her family, but fortunately, it seems she doesn't.

    

    "Ugh~ What a waste of effort."

    

    Vicky expressed her disappointment as she gulped down her drink.

    

    "Sorry about that."

    

    After that, Vicky no longer tried to get close to me.

    

    Both Seohee and I felt relieved.

    

    The fortune said there would be some discrepancies,

    

    But we managed to get through this incident well.

    

    After all, a fortune is just a fortune,

    

    And if we behave properly like this, there shouldn't be any reason to fight, right?

    

    I'm also being careful not to create situations that might make Seohee jealous.

    

    ———

    

    Time flew by as we played.

    

    Before we knew it, it was evening.

    

    Returning to the mansion, we went to the back garden instead of the dining room.

    

    Having already showered and feeling refreshed, we sat around a long wooden table.

    

    The staff immediately brought out barbecue ingredients from the refrigerator.

    

    "We'll handle it ourselves. You all can rest."

    

    Eunbi noona dismissed the staff.

    

    "Oh~ Noona's going to do it?"

    

    Eunbi noona picked up a bag filled with large black charcoal pieces.

    

    "This is nothing for me."

    

    "You're going to spill it like that."

    

    For someone who spoke so confidently, she was opening the bag incorrectly.

    

    It looked precarious, so I took scissors and cut the top of the bag.

    

    "Ah, thanks."

    

    She started pouring the charcoal into the barbecue pit.

    

    "Aren't you going to overflow it?"

    

    "Ugh... there's more than I thought."

    

    She scooped out the overflowing charcoal.

    

    "This amount should be enough."

    

    "Inwoo, have you done this before?"

    

    "No. It's written on the back of the bag."

    

    "Ahaha, is that so?"

    

    This is the first time I've seen Eunbi noona being so clumsy.

    

    Wasn't she usually playful but cool-headed?

    

    Anyway, we somehow managed to heat up the barbecue pit.

    

    The charcoal turned red, and smoke rose.

    

    "Shall we grill the meat then?"

    

    "Noona, just in case, have you ever grilled meat before?"

    

    "What do you take me for! I excel at everything from the start."

    

    "I see."

    

    A spirit of challenge is truly a good thing.

    

    If someone wants to challenge something, you should quietly support them.

    

    "Inwoo, I said I'll grill it."

    

    But that's something to say after your stomach is full.

    

    "We'll take turns. There's too much for one person to grill alone."

    

    "Alright."

    

    "And you'll get a feel for it by watching me grill."

    

    Eunbi noona eventually gave me her spot.

    

    "Wow, Inwoo grills meat well."

    

    "This is the first time I'm grilling meat with Seohee, huh?"

    

    "Yes, it's the first time I'm eating meat grilled by Inwoo."

    

    Eunbi noona was watching me grill with a serious expression from beside me.

    

    Is she that hungry?

    

    "Inwoo, should I flip it now?"

    

    "Well... everyone has different standards, but if you want it juicy..."

    

    Eunbi noona asked serious questions with each piece of meat I grilled.

    

    She was like a student who came to learn.

    

    But I wonder if neither Eunbi noona nor Seohee had ever grilled meat before?

    

    Well, they mostly had chefs with them, I guess.

    

    "You should cut it now so it cooks well."

    

    "Oho~"

    

    And so, Eunbi noona and I stood side by side in front of the barbecue pit, continuing our conversation for a while.

    

    "I didn't know you had this side to you, quite reliable!"

    

    "I can do things when I need to."

    

    "Yes, I'm glad I trusted you with this."

    

    Eunbi noona suddenly put her arm around my shoulder.

    

    "Ah, what are you doing! That's dangerous!"

    

    "I'm just proud of you. Ah! It's burning over there!"

    

    "Ah! Need to flip it..."

    

    And so, the warm barbecue time passed.

    

    "Ah~ As expected of my brother."

    

    "Brother..."

    

    "What's wrong with that? It'll be that way soon."

    

    I finished grilling the meat and put it on plates.

    

    "Here, it's done."

    

    "Oh! It's been a while since my son grilled meat?"

    

    "Ouch! Hot!"

    

    "Hyeeun, let it cool first!"

    

    Amidst the commotion, I didn't forget to take care of Seohee.

    

    "Seohee, eat a lot too."

    

    "Yes! It looks delicious."

    

    I secretly gave Seohee more meat on her plate.

    

    It might be unfair to others,

    

    But I'm giving her my share since I couldn't eat while grilling, so please don't complain.

    

    "Delicious! As expected of my disciple!"

    

    Eunbi noona seemed satisfied and gave a thumbs up.

    

    But...

    

    "What disciple?"

    

    Earlier she was trying to learn from me, and now she's changing her attitude.

    

    Feeling bewildered, I questioned her, and Eunbi noona said with a smile:

    

    "You'll learn a lot from me in the future."

    

    "About grilling meat?"

    

    "This and that, business and various things if you want to become rich."

    

    Is this perhaps a continuation of what we talked about in the car?

    

    The things she said I would soon enjoy.

    

    That thought occurred to me.

    

    Giving me a VIP card to use for necessary things,

    

    I seemed to vaguely understand what Eunbi noona was thinking.

    

    "What are you talking about?"

    

    Seohee asked.

    

    To that, Eunbi noona said with a smile:

    

    "I've decided to raise Inwoo."

    

    "What are you saying! Inwoo is mine!"

    

    Seohee shouted with a frown.

    

    "Oh my, if the CEO wants to raise him, what can we do?"

    

    "Mom! Don't suddenly give up on your son!"

    

    Mom was heartily laughing while putting a wrap in Hyeeun's mouth.

    

    "Seohee, don't worry about it and eat."

    

    "Grow up strong and healthy."

    

    "Noona, stop provoking Seohee unnecessarily!"

    

    Maybe all that talk about being her disciple was just teasing.

    

    Eunbi noona remains a difficult person to understand.

  
    Chapter 73. Island (8)

    
    "Both of you worked hard."

    

    Mom said as we finally sat down at the table to catch our breath.

    

    I just kept an eye on Eunbi noona while she was grilling the meat.

    

    Eunbi noona says she's never grilled meat with her own hands in her entire life.

    

    "No, but you were acknowledged by a master chef!"

    

    "Yeah, that's true. But I soon quit because it was bothersome."

    

    "What?"

    

    What kind of nonsense is that?

    

    "That's just like you, unnie."

    

    Seohee agreed with what Eunbi noona was saying.

    

    "Unnie is always praised for having talent in everything, but she gets bored quickly."

    

    Seohee even said it was amazing that she could keep running 'Beauty Minerva' at all.

    

    "That's because it's work."

    

    Does Eunbi noona actually separate business and personal matters?

    No, even so...

    

    "How can you be this bad at it?"

    

    "Hehe, honestly, I only know how to cook a limited number of dishes. This is my first time grilling pork belly barbecue."

    

    "Then what gave you the confidence to turn up the heat?"

    

    "To add that charred flavor."

    

    "Thanks to that, the meat almost turned into charcoal."

    

    Eunbi noona, seemingly embarrassed, tried to laugh it off.

    

    "More importantly, Inwoo, you've barely eaten any meat. Here, say ah~"

    

    She picked up some meat with her chopsticks, clearly intending to shut my mouth somehow.

    

    "Well... it's delicious."

    

    I was hungry, so I accepted it right away.

    

    "The meat I grilled is tasty too, right? Here~"

    

    If you cut away the burnt parts, it was still quite edible.

    

    Eunbi noona looked pleased as I ate well.

    

    Just as she was about to direct her chopsticks toward me again—

    

    Thwack-

    

    Seohee blocked the meat with her chopsticks between us.

    

    "What are you two doing?"

    

    Her voice was cold.

    

    "Ahaha, Seohee, I just couldn't help myself."

    

    "Ahem... the meat is so delicious, I was just focused on the meat."

    

    I tried to soothe her urgently, but Seohee still looked sulky.

    

    "Seohee. I'm sorry. You feed him."

    

    "...I don't want to."

    

    "Don't be like that."

    

    Mom just watched the situation with a pleased smile.

    

    "This is a good time."

    

    This is not a good time at all.

    

    I had to keep trying to appease Seohee.

    

    "Alright. So please talk to me too."

    

    She'd been chatting only with Eunbi noona the whole time.

    

    Seohee seemed to have been sulking for a while.

    

    She's so cute, really.

    

    I went back to eating with peace of mind.

    

    I wrapped two pieces of juicy pork belly with lettuce, adding grilled kimchi, garlic, and slightly bitter green onions, then put it all in my mouth.

    

    The harmony of the various foods danced in the meat juices.

    

    As I was eating enthusiastically, I looked for a drink.

    

    "Huh? I don't see any drinks."

    

    "Ah, I must have finished them all while grilling."

    

    Being near the heat made my throat dry, and I'd already emptied one can.

    

    "Stay seated and eat, Inwoo. I'll go get some."

    

    "Thanks, Seohee."

    

    Seohee got up and went inside the mansion.

    

    "Mom, I'll be right back after using the bathroom."

    

    "I'll go with you, Mom."

    

    After that, Hyeeun and Mom also went to the bathroom.

    

    And only Eunbi noona and I remained.

    

    "......"

    

    "......"

    

    I put meat in my mouth without saying anything.

    

    Eunbi noona was looking at her phone for a moment.

    

    A gentle sea breeze blew through the silence.

    

    If I had just met Eunbi noona, it would have been an uncomfortable silence,

    but now that I knew what kind of person she was, even the silence wasn't uncomfortable.

    

    Still, I broke through that silence and the sea breeze.

    

    "Did you really mean what you said?"

    

    "What did I say?"

    

    Eunbi noona answered while still looking at her phone.

    

    "That you'd teach me various things."

    

    "Oh my, were you looking forward to it?"

    

    Well, I guess it was just a joke after all.

    

    I decided to act like it wasn't a big deal as I continued eating.

    

    "Yes, that's a good attitude."

    

    "Pardon?"

    

    "Being ready to seize an opportunity when it comes. You've learned well."

    

    I was just asking?

    

    I was a bit taken aback that she thought so highly of me.

    

    "You were joking, right?"

    

    When I asked again, Eunbi noona chuckled and replied.

    

    "What do you take me for? I'm always sincere."

    

    Eunbi noona is still difficult to understand.

    

    She has a talent for making it hard to tell whether she's joking or being serious.

    

    "Let's do well together then, business partner."

    

    She smiled and extended her hand to me.

    

    So she was serious about teaching me business and various other things?

    

    I was momentarily confused.

    

    A chaebol,

    and one who built her own company to become another pillar of the Jupiter Group.

    

    She suddenly made such a weighty proposal to a first-year high school student.

    

    "Inwoo, my arm's about to fall off."

    

    "Haa~ Well, I guess I can trust you, noona..."

    

    I didn't particularly feel like refusing.

    

    I don't know what picture Eunbi noona is painting,

    but it won't harm Seohee.

    

    "I'm counting on you, partner."

    

    "I'm counting on you too."

    

    "Good. Keep that card safe. I'll provide generous support."

    

    "Hmm... a first-year high schooler with a sponsor..."

    

    It feels a bit awkward, but I guess it doesn't matter.

    

    Nothing bad will happen.

    

    Thud- Plop plop-

    

    "Huh?"

    

    The sea breeze blew again through our atmosphere.

    

    With a strange chill running down my spine, we turned our gaze.

    

    Canned drinks scattered all over the ground.

    

    And Seohee taking steps backward.

    

    "Seohee?"

    

    "......"

    

    "Ah, Seohee, that's..."

    

    Just as Eunbi noona was about to say something.

    

    "You... were deceiving me."

    

    What is she suddenly saying?

    

    Seohee's expression froze cold.

    

    I quickly pulled my hand away from Eunbi noona and tried to approach Seohee.

    

    But before that.

    

    Pitter-patter-

    

    Seohee ran away.

    

    "Seohee!!!"

    

    Before I could catch her.

    

    Seohee had fled.

    

    ————

    

    "Seohee!! Wait a moment!!!"

    

    Seohee went inside the mansion.

    

    "What's happening?"

    

    "Oppa?"

    

    Mom and Hyeeun were startled.

    

    But I didn't have time to worry about that now.

    

    I didn't expect her to react this strongly.

    

    Seohee evaded me and went up to the third floor.

    

    Then she entered an empty room and slammed the door shut.

    

    "Seohee!!"

    

    Click-

    

    Bang bang-

    

    Seohee locked the door.

    

    No matter how much I called, there was no response from the other side.

    

    "Inwoo, stop it."

    

    "Seohee!! Just a moment!! Please listen to me!!"

    

    "Stop it, Inwoo. What good will it do if you lose your composure too?"

    

    Only then did I hear Eunbi noona calling me.

    

    "Haah..."

    

    I caught my breath for a moment.

    

    My heart was racing madly from running.

    

    But my mind was more unsettled than my body.

    

    "Seohee, why are you suddenly acting like this?"

    

    Did Seohee misunderstand what she saw between us?

    

    If that's the case, I can explain like before.

    

    I just need to tell her everything about what happened.

    

    And if I comfort sulky Seohee well, she'll soon understand.

    

    Especially since Seohee becomes frighteningly level-headed in bad situations.

    

    But right now, something was off about Seohee.

    

    Far from coming to her senses, she seemed... to have fallen into an even greater despair.

    

    "Could she have completely misunderstood what she saw earlier?"

    

    When Eunbi noona and I were alone, we were holding hands.

    

    It was simply a brief handshake.

    

    And if she saw that handshake, she would have heard our conversation too.

    

    So there's no reason for her to react this strongly.

    

    Knock- Knock-

    

    "Seohee?"

    

    Eunbi noona called gently, as if trying to persuade her.

    

    "I don't want to talk today. Please go away."

    

    Seohee's quiet voice came from behind the door.

    

    "I want to be alone."

    

    An unstable voice.

    

    I need to talk to her and bring her out.

    

    I need to get Seohee out.

    

    That was all I could think of.

    

    I felt anxious that if I left her like this, Seohee might really close her heart.

    

    I don't know why, but I felt that way after seeing Seohee's expression.

    

    But.

    

    "Let's leave for today."

    

    "What?"

    

    Eunbi noona shook her head.

    

    "Seohee is a smart girl. She'll come to her senses soon."

    

    Eunbi noona pulled me away.

    

    Outside, Mom and Hyeeun were trying to read the situation.

    

    "Let's rest for now."

    

    Eunbi noona told us to go to our rooms and rest.

    

    "Haah..."

    

    "Did you two fight?"

    

    Mom asked cautiously.

    

    "We didn't fight... Seohee just misunderstood something."

    

    "What did you say this time?"

    

    "I just... shook hands with Eunbi noona, that's all."

    

    "Sigh~ I don't know what happened, but apologize properly when Seohee comes out in the morning."

    

    "Okay."

    

    Mom also decided not to interfere further in our business.

    

    Both Eunbi noona and Mom decided to leave Seohee alone for now.

    

    While I'm dying of impatience...

    

    Haah~ Why am I so anxious?

    

    Even after washing up, I lingered outside the door.

    

    But Eunbi noona had firmly instructed me.

    

    Not to go looking for Seohee today.

    

    Saying only, "This is something Seohee needs to resolve herself."

    

    "She'll come out tomorrow."

    

    Both Eunbi noona and Mom said so.

    

    They probably know better, being adults.

    

    Yes, this time too, it's just Seohee throwing a tantrum out of jealousy.

    

    She always shows her childish side especially to me.

    

    When she comes out in the morning, I'll convince her that I have no feelings for Eunbi noona,

    that it's not the situation she's misunderstanding.

    

    That's what I hoped for.

    

    Sadly, that night felt exceptionally long.

    

    ———

    

    Ring ring ring-

    

    The alarm woke me up.

    

    "Hmm..."

    

    I looked inside the blanket.

    

    No one was there.

    

    Of course, given how things ended last night, she wouldn't have come to my room.

    

    I got up.

    

    Mom and Hyeeun were still sleeping beside me.

    

    It seems I woke up early this time.

    

    I don't think I got much sleep.

    

    I immediately gathered my wits, washed up, and came out.

    

    Thinking that maybe Seohee had come out early.

    

    "Is anyone else awake?"

    

    "No, I think everyone is still sleeping."

    

    When I asked the staff, they said no one else was up yet.

    

    My hope that Seohee might have gotten up first and was having breakfast disappeared.

    

    "I'll prepare breakfast soon."

    

    "No, it's okay. You can take your time until everyone wakes up."

    

    I made my way up to the third floor.

    

    I was told not to go, but...

    

    I was too worried about Seohee.

    

    At the door where Seohee was staying,

    

    I knocked three times.

    

    But there was no sound from inside.

    

    "Seohee."

    

    "......"

    

    "I'm coming in."

    

    Click-

    

    Of course, it was locked.

    

    "Haah~"

    

    I sat down against the wall next to the door.

    

    She'll come out if I wait.

    

    Or should I not wait like this and give her time?

    

    Various complicated thoughts intertwined.

    

    How did it come to this?

    

    What is Seohee so afraid of that she's hiding like this?

    

    Is it just simple jealousy?

    

    No matter how much I racked my brain, the answer didn't come.

    

    ———

    

    "Wake up."

    

    "Hmm..."

    

    I opened my eyes.

    

    Eunbi noona was waking me up.

    

    "...Noona?"

    

    "Seohee already left."

    

    "Ah..."

    

    It seems that while I was waiting for Seohee,

    while I was lost in thought,

    I had fallen asleep.

    

    The door beside me was wide open.

    

    "Did you try talking to her?"

    

    "Yes, but she wouldn't respond."

    

    Eunbi noona shook her head.

    

    "Seems like she still needs time."

    

    "Is that so?"

    

    "Yes, we'll continue with the travel itinerary for now. Don't provoke her unnecessarily."

    

    "I understand."

    

    I got up and followed Eunbi noona to the dining room.

    

    Seohee was sitting there.

    

    "Um... did you eat well?"

    

    "...Yeah."

    

    I hesitated, wondering what to say.

    

    The atmosphere was extremely awkward.

    

    As soon as I sat down, Seohee stood up.

    

    "Thank you for the meal."

    

    With that, Seohee avoided me.

  
    Chapter 74. Island (9)

    
    "But I think our differing thoughts could become quite a stumbling block."

    

    "What do you mean by that..."

    

    "There's a risk that a small incident could trigger a fight or strain your relationship."

    

    It was a warning I'd heard just a few days ago.

    

    That Seohee's and my thoughts were subtly misaligned.

    That perhaps a small misunderstanding could become the catalyst for a major rift.

    

    I had dismissed such warnings lightly.

    

    After all, it was just a fortune, just superstition.

    I found it surprising that Seohee believed in such things.

    I didn't understand what anxieties she might be harboring.

    

    Is that why this situation has unfolded?

    

    What could Seohee be thinking right now?

    

    ———

    

    "Have you ever been on a cruise boat?"

    

    "No. I've never had the luxury."

    

    "I'm sure it'll be fun."

    

    "If you say so, Director, I'll look forward to it."

    

    On our way to the dock, following the guide.

    

    Unlike yesterday, there was no cheerful atmosphere.

    Only Mom and Eunbi occasionally exchanged words.

    

    Seohee walked at a distance, avoiding eye contact with me.

    

    She had originally planned to rest at the mansion today, but Eunbi had barely managed to convince her to come out.

    I wonder what Eunbi was thinking...

    

    I gathered my courage and moved closer to Seohee.

    I walked beside her.

    

    "Um... Seohee?"

    

    "Yes."

    

    "About yesterday..."

    

    "Don't."

    

    "..."

    

    Her voice was trembling.

    

    It was a voice filled more with fear than coldness.

    An uncomfortable silence.

    

    I closed my mouth again and walked quietly.

    Eunbi glanced back briefly before turning away again.

    Sigh~ I've hit another roadblock.

    

    ———

    

    Come to think of it, Seohee and I had never been this estranged before.

    

    Not when I rejected her confession,

    Not when I turned down her persistent advances.

    

    Seohee always maintained her smile.

    Even when she was misunderstood and complained, she would playfully move past it.

    She had never shown anxiety.

    

    Or maybe just once.

    When we were alone at her house, I did see her fidgeting nervously,

    But this time was particularly strange.

    

    The sapphire-clear sea.

    The refreshing ocean breeze.

    

    We boarded the cruise boat and headed out to the middle of the ocean.

    

    It truly was a spectacular view.

    I had wanted to come to a place like this with Seohee at least once.

    I just didn't expect it to be like this.

    

    "Hyeeun, don't go too close, it's dangerous."

    

    "But I want to see too."

    

    "Then you absolutely must not let go of Mom's hand!"

    

    "Okay! I'll be careful."

    

    Mom and Hyeeun seemed to think it best not to interfere between us, so they kept their distance.

    

    Eunbi was subtly watching our reactions.

    After all, the conversation between her and me was probably what triggered this whole incident.

    

    Seohee sat quietly in her seat.

    

    "It's a waste to just sit there like that."

    

    I asked, sitting next to her.

    

    I understand she's angry with me,

    But I'd at least like her to enjoy herself a bit.

    

    "...Yeah."

    

    "Want something to drink?"

    

    "No. I'm fine."

    

    "..."

    

    Still at an impasse.

    

    "Mom, can I play with Seohee unnie?"

    

    "Hmm... I think unnie is very tired. Let's ask her to play later."

    

    "Okay, then I'll take a nap~"

    

    After sitting silently next to Seohee for a while, she stood up.

    

    "I'm going to take a nap."

    

    And she went inside the cruise boat alone.

    

    Normally, she would have teased me playfully with a smile, saying "Let's sleep together~"

    But there was no such response.

    

    Outside the cruise boat after Seohee disappeared.

    

    Feeling stifled, I approached the railing and leaned against it.

    

    "It's dangerous to lean on the railing."

    

    "Sigh~ What should I do?"

    

    Eunbi approached me.

    

    "You don't need to feel so guilty."

    

    "But still."

    

    "This isn't so much your fault... it's Seohee's issue."

    

    Eunbi said, her gaze fixed on the sea.

    

    "Seohee is a very sensitive girl. She'll need courage to step forward."

    

    "But I'm the one who upset her, ultimately."

    

    "You can talk about that later. That's why your mother isn't saying anything either."

    

    If it were Mom's usual self, she would have scolded me and told me to apologize first.

    But after Eunbi explained the situation, she deliberately pretended not to notice.

    

    "If things aren't resolved by the time we return to the mansion, I'll talk to her."

    

    "Okay."

    

    My first cruise tour, which should have been special, was really not enjoyable.

    

    The scenery all seemed pointless.

    Everything just felt brilliantly empty.

    

    ———

    

    "Shall we finish today's schedule with some shopping?"

    

    We arrived at the center of the town's bustling area.

    

    Not only were there local tourist products, but I also spotted logos of famous luxury brands.

    "Tax Free" signs were posted everywhere.

    

    So this was duty-free shopping, I guess.

    Well, there was no duty-free shop at the private jet terminal.

    

    "Mom, I want that."

    

    Hyeeun's eyes sparkled as she pointed to a toy store.

    Inside was a "Magical Girl Ppyoriring's Magic Wand Set."

    Wasn't that a limited edition?

    

    "Mom!"

    

    Hyeeun pleaded with sparkling eyes.

    She wasn't the type to throw a tantrum to get what she wanted, but she was clearly hopeful.

    

    "Alright, since we're here, I'll buy you one."

    

    "Yay!"

    

    "I'd like to get Hyeeun a gift too."

    

    Eunbi said, stroking Hyeeun's head.

    

    "Oh, Director, that's not necessary."

    

    "No, I'm doing this because I like Hyeeun."

    

    "Wow! Unnie is the best!! Let's go in quickly!"

    

    "Hyeeun, you should say thank you first."

    

    "Thank you."

    

    "Thank you so much, Director."

    

    "Haha, don't mention it. Hyeeun, let's go in."

    

    The three of them entered the toy store together amicably.

    

    Watching from outside, I saw Seohee.

    She was about to follow them in.

    

    "Seohee."

    

    "...Yeah."

    

    "How long are you going to be like this?"

    

    "...I don't know either."

    

    "Please... can't you at least tell me something?! Why are you acting like this?"

    

    Seohee stopped in her tracks.

    

    I don't want to just keep reading the atmosphere and let things end like this.

    I don't want to drift apart from Seohee without doing anything.

    

    "Talk to me. Please."

    

    "Not yet..."

    

    "I don't want to wait!"

    

    This isn't just Seohee's personal problem.

    Because Seohee's problem is my problem too.

    

    I don't care, I'll insist even if it's not.

    Seohee's problems are my problems, and I'm definitely the cause of her behavior.

    

    So,

    

    "Seohee. I can't take it anymore either."

    

    I gathered my courage with a trembling voice.

    

    Swallowing the hot feeling rising in my eyes.

    

    "...Follow me."

    

    Seohee's voice was trembling too.

    

    Whether from anger or sadness,

    I couldn't tell.

    

    ———

    

    I followed Seohee to some secluded corner.

    

    It was a suitable place for a private conversation, with no people around.

    

    Seohee stood with her arms crossed, looking at me.

    She looked lifeless and haggard.

    It seemed like the swelling in her eyes hadn't gone down yet, as if she'd been crying all night.

    

    "Tell me what's making you angry."

    

    "You're asking what's making me angry?"

    

    Seohee paused for a moment, composed her voice, and asked.

    

    "Do you... do you really not know?"

    

    "Are you worried I might be distracted by Eunbi?"

    

    "Ha... are you really going to pretend you don't know till the end?"

    

    Tears were already welling up in Seohee's eyes.

    I was momentarily taken aback, but I felt wronged and countered.

    

    "Why would I lie to you?"

    

    "Then... why did you side with her?"

    

    "What?"

    

    "Aren't you trying to exclude me by teaming up with that 'Eunbi unnie' you keep calling?"

    

    "That's impossible!"

    

    I never thought Seohee would think that way.

    That option wasn't even remotely on my radar.

    

    "Stop lying!!! The truth is you don't need me anymore!!"

    

    Seohee suddenly shouted.

    

    Breathing heavily, she poured out everything she had been holding in.

    

    "You heard something from her, right? You're pushing me away because I won't be helpful anymore?"

    

    "What are you talking about?!"

    

    "Doing business, getting support behind the scenes, now I'm just a nuisance you don't need anymore?"

    

    Seohee was crying, genuinely believing what she was saying.

    Our thoughts were incredibly misaligned.

    I was shocked at how differently we were thinking.

    

    "Seohee, please believe me! I don't understand what you're saying. Why would I abandon you?"

    

    Seohee shook her head.

    

    "Inwoo, you don't need to pretend. I won't interfere whether you're greedy for money or doing business with her."

    

    "It's not pretense, it's the truth!!"

    

    "If you're going to abandon me, do it clearly! Don't give me false hope, just let me go!!"

    

    "I will NEVER abandon you!!! I want to be with you for life!!!"

    

    During our conversation,

    We started getting increasingly angry with each other.

    

    It feels like we're running on endless parallel lines.

    Unable to reach each other's hearts, we just shouted.

    

    "Why won't you believe me?! I would never do that to you!!"

    

    "Why did you hide it from me?!"

    

    "I didn't hide anything!!"

    

    "Then why didn't you tell me everything?! Is it because you don't trust me?"

    

    "Enough."

    

    An arm reached between us, stopping our argument.

    

    "Both of you, what do you think you're doing in the street?"

    

    Eunbi looked around and sighed deeply.

    

    "Inwoo, I told you I'd talk to her when we get back to the mansion."

    

    I took a moment to catch my breath and calm down.

    Seohee also tried to compose herself but ended up bursting into tears.

    

    "Seohee, let's talk for a moment."

    

    "No."

    

    "I'll tell you everything, so stop being stubborn."

    

    Eunbi took Seohee away.

    

    "Phew~"

    

    I let out a deep sigh.

    

    What am I doing right now?

    

    I've only made an already upset Seohee even angrier.

    But what did she mean about me abandoning her...

    

    Why is Seohee acting like this?

    

    "No matter what, you shouldn't shout."

    

    After a while, Mom approached and scolded me.

    

    "Sorry."

    

    "Oppa, what's wrong?"

    

    Hyeeun asked worriedly.

    

    In truth, Hyeeun probably already noticed.

    Since last night, Seohee and I have been in turmoil, and Seohee has been gloomy all day.

    

    "Hyeeun, I'm sorry for showing you such an immature side."

    

    Hyeeun shook her head.

    

    "If a villain appeared and caused this, I'll defeat them for you."

    

    Hyeeun thrust out her magical girl wand with a "Yap!"

    

    "Yes, I'll count on you, Hyeeun."

    

    ———

    

    After a while, Mom contacted Eunbi.

    

    "The Director says she calmed her down."

    

    She said they would join us here soon.

    

    Shortly after, Eunbi and Seohee returned.

    

    Seohee had stopped crying and her excitement had subsided.

    Her face was expressionless.

    

    As she approached, our eyes met.

    She seemed embarrassed and slightly averted her gaze.

    

    "You should apologize properly."

    

    Eunbi, noticing this, pushed Seohee forward as she tried to back away.

    

    "...I'm sorry, Inwoo."

    

    "...I'm sorry for getting angry too."

    

    And so we dramatically reconciled.

    

    But an awkward atmosphere still lingered.

    

    "Good, we'll resolve this awkwardness tonight."

    

    Eunbi nodded, seemingly satisfied with this much progress for now.
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    An awkward and subtle time passed.

    

    Though I had apologized to Seohee,

    the air between us was still too awkward

    for friendly gestures or physical contact.

    

    We returned to the mansion in that state.

    And then dinner time arrived.

    

    We sat around the dining table.

    "It was fun, but it's already ending," Mom said,

    feeling regretful about the last night of our trip.

    

    Well, this is probably the first time she's had such a luxurious getaway.

    

    "How about one last drink?" Sister Eunbi brought out a bottle of champagne during dinner.

    "Alcohol?" Mom glanced at me cautiously.

    "I'll put Hyeeun to bed, so go ahead and drink," I said nonchalantly.

    

    I know that's not why Mom was looking at me.

    It's probably because of Dad.

    

    After Dad passed away,

    I grew to dislike alcohol.

    

    But that's just my personal decision not to drink.

    

    Mom hasn't done anything wrong, so she shouldn't feel uncomfortable.

    "Have some since you're finally taking a break," I answered with a smile.

    

    "Want some too, Inwoo?" Sister Eunbi asked with a playful smile.

    I know there was no ill intent behind her words.

    "What are you saying to a minor?"

    

    "Aw, it's fine when you're with a guardian."

    

    "No thanks. I don't like alcohol."

    Sister Eunbi didn't push any further.

    

    Instead, she offered the next glass to Seohee.

    "Want some?"

    

    "Hmm... I'll pass too."

    We continued eating.

    

    Mom and Sister Eunbi seemed more excited,

    probably because of the alcohol.

    

    Well, seeing them having fun makes it feel more like a vacation.

    I was smiling while watching them chatting excitedly when I happened to glance to the side.

    

    My eyes met with Seohee's, who was sitting across from me with a gentle smile.

    She quickly looked away.

    "Seohee."

    

    "Huh?... Yes."

    She was visibly flustered.

    "Why are you so surprised?"

    Seohee maintained her silence.

    "How long are you going to be like this? Didn't we clear up the misunderstanding?"

    

    Seohee turned her gaze back to me.

    

    I don't actually know what conversation took place between Sister Eunbi and Seohee.

    I could only tell that Seohee's anxious look had disappeared.

    She's probably acting this way because she feels sorry.

    

    "I don't mind, so just treat me like you normally would."

    Honestly, I've been living for the entertainment of seeing Seohee's affection and aegyo.

    It's quite boring now.

    "If you're sorry, show me some aegyo."

    

    Seohee's face turned bright red.

    "What are you saying all of a sudden?"

    

    "Hahaha, just kidding."

    

    "Geez~"

    And then there was silence again for a while.

    

    What did we used to talk about?

    

    It was hard to find conversation topics, to the point where I wondered about that.

    "This is delicious, try it."

    

    "Okay."

    I picked out some lobster meat from the plate in front of me and moved it to Seohee's plate.

    "Th-this is delicious too, want to try some?"

    Seohee scooped some crab salad onto my plate.

    "This too..."

    I put some buttered potatoes on Seohee's plate.

    

    Seohee cut some salmon steak and gave it to me.

    

    And so, food kept piling up on each other's plates.

    "You're not feeding each other today?" Sister Eunbi's comment made us freeze.

    And our faces flushed hot.

    "Wh-what are you talking about?"

    

    "You do it all the time, why act like this now?"

    That's true.

    I had no comeback.

    

    Seohee was equally embarrassed and had the same reaction.

    "Both of you used to do it shamelessly in front of us."

    We just kept eating, pretending not to hear.

    "Ah~ No fun."

    

    "Hyeeun, that's for adults. You can't have it."

    I stopped Hyeeun as she tried to taste the alcohol.

    

    Then she looked over at us and smiled.

    "Hoho, I guess they're still awkward. Soon they'll be inseparable."

    

    "Want to go for a walk together, holding hands?"

    "We're fine."

    "Oh, I got a call."

    

    Sister Eunbi said she'd take the call and left.

    "Seohee."

    

    "Yes, Mother."

    Soon Mom called for Seohee.

    "Please take care of Inwoo, even though he's still immature and lacking."

    

    "Mom, what's wrong with your son?"

    Seohee nodded with a smile.

    

    "Yes, I'm really sorry for ruining the mood by myself."

    Mom shook her head.

    "Anyone your age could go through that. What matters is that you made up."

    "Mom, I want to try some too."

    

    "Hyeeun, I said no."

    Mom moved the glass of alcohol as far away from Hyeeun as possible,

    out of her reach.

    "My son has grown up a lot."

    

    "Pardon?"

    

    "You seem less sensitive than before."

    Is she talking about the alcohol?

    

    It's true that I've become more flexible.

    When Sister Eunbi offered me alcohol,

    I would have had a hard time hiding my displeasure in the past.

    

    But I know she was just joking, so I don't feel that way with her.

    "Mom, I'm thirsty too."

    

    "You already finished your juice? Goodness."

    Mom got up to go to the refrigerator, and Hyeeun followed her.

    

    Only the two of us were left in the dining room.

    "Phew~ This is awkward."

    

    "Yeah, it is."

    I honestly expressed my current feelings.

    Still, both Seohee and I looked more relieved.

    "Summer is almost over."

    

    "Yeah."

    The vacation felt too short.

    Come to think of it, I didn't have much time to hang out with Seohee either.

    "But it'll still be hot for a while longer."

    

    "Are you sensitive to heat, Inwoo?"

    

    "At home, I try to endure as much as possible because I feel uncomfortable turning on the air conditioner."

    

    "Hmm... then at our house..."

    Seohee blushed mid-sentence.

    "You're welcome to come to our house anytime."

    

    It seems we still can't break through the awkward atmosphere.

    Normally, Seohee would have cheerfully invited me over without hesitation.

    But even this shy Seohee is cute.

    "You're cute."

    

    "What?"

    Seohee blushed even more in surprise.

    "Your face is red?"

    When I asked casually, Seohee quickly turned her gaze away.

    "Ah, I'm just thirsty."

    With that excuse, Seohee picked up a glass from the table and drank.

    "You really are cute."

    

    "Ugh!..."

    Now I'm finally getting a reaction?

    Usually, Seohee teases me.

    She would always tease me saying "Inwoo is cute, Inwoo is cute."

    

    Now that Seohee is feeling self-conscious, it's the perfect opportunity.

    "Seohee is only cute when she's like this."

    I nodded with satisfaction.

    "Inwoo, stop teasing me!"

    

    "I'm just expressing my honest thoughts."

    Seohee's face turned bright red with embarrassment.

    "Please stop!"

    

    "Okay."

    

    "Haah~ I'm thirsty again."

    Seohee said that and tilted the glass on the table.

    Just as silence was about to fall again:

    "By the way, did you mean what you said earlier?"

    

    Seohee asked, steadying her trembling voice.

    "Hm? What did I say?"

    

    "Well, when we fought downtown... Ah~ Why did I do that!!!"

    Seohee started asking but then realized she was bringing up her own dark history.

    After suffering for a moment, she gulped down another glass of drink beside her.

    "What were you trying to ask?"

    

    "Phew~ Well."

    Having calmed down after drinking, Seohee asked in a composed state.

    "You said you'd be with me forever."

    

    "Hmm... did I say that?"

    

    "Are you going to be like this?"

    

    "Ahaha! Alright."

    

    

    

    I shouldn't joke around here.

    "So that means you're accepting my... confession..."

    

    "Can you not ask for an answer right now?"

    

    "Whaaat~?"

    Seohee glared at me as if I was being unreasonable.

    "There's still time left on our promise."

    

    "What does that have to do with anything~?"

    

    "I'll tell you honestly when the time comes."

    I need time too.

    Time to choose my words for Seohee.

    What I should say to her,

    what expressions would be appropriate—

    

    I want to carefully select and give her a proper answer.

    Because I want to cherish these feelings.

    I wanted to postpone my answer.

    "Are you really doing this? Hic!"

    

    "Huh? Seohee, are you hiccupping?"

    

    "Ye-yeah? I guess so~"

    Seohee's face was red.

    I simply thought she was embarrassed by the current situation.

    Come to think of it...

    

    Mom went to look for drinks because they ran out.

    And that glass over there is...

    "Seohee! Did you drink alcohol?"

    

    "Huh? Ah... I was wondering why it tasted bitter."

    What Seohee had been drinking was alcohol.

    "Drink water, water!"

    Seohee gulped down the glass of water I handed her.

    Gulp-

    "Feeling better?"

    

    "Yeah, it actually tastes good?"

    

    "No, Seohee..."

    Seohee smiled at the alcohol.

    She must be feeling good from being tipsy.

    "Hyeeun, Mom said she'll buy more drinks soon, so wait."

    

    "Okay."

    Mom returned and was surprised to see Seohee.

    "Oh my, did she drink it?"

    

    "I think so."

    "Hehe, Inwoo~"

    All the previous awkwardness gone, Seohee started clinging to me.

    "Seohee, calm down first."

    

    "Okaaay~"

    Seohee straightened her shoulders that had been leaning on me.

    She still seemed to have her wits about her, being the composed person she is.

    No wonder she's a company CEO.

    "Ah~"

    

    But then she picked up a cherry tomato from her plate with her fingers and held it out to me.

    "What are you doing?"

    

    "Aang~"

    She was telling me to eat it.

    She forcibly pushed it into my mouth.

    "Aww~ Good job eating~ Now, aang~"

    She kept trying to feed me.

    

    "Stop and go to bed~"

    How is she this drunk after just one glass?

    

    I was sweating trying to calm Seohee down.

    Ding-

    Then I heard the sound of a video being recorded.

    "Sis! Don't just stand there recording, help me restrain Seohee!"

    

    "I can't miss something this entertaining."

    

    "Seriously! Mom, help too!"

    

    "Ohoho, yes, I should stop her."

    Even Mom seems to be enjoying this.

    Wait, why are the adults just watching when one person is drunk?

    "She emptied my glass too. Did she drink two glasses?"

    

    According to my sister, it's a type of alcohol that gets you drunk quickly.

    But still, this is...

    "Inwoo~ Don't look at other women~ Hic-"

    Seohee couldn't come to her senses.

    "Here, have another glass."

    

    "Thank you~"

    

    "Sis!! What are you doing giving her more!!"

    

    "This is a memory worth having. Want some too?"

    

    "No thanks! Who's going to take care of Seohee?"

    Just as I was confronting my sister, Seohee gulped down another drink.

    "Seohee, don't drink!"

    Too late.

    Seohee put down the empty glass.

    "Sis!!"

    Tap-

    

    At that moment, hands came down on both my cheeks.

    Seohee turned my face toward hers.

    "Uuuugh!!!"

    And she made a whining sound.

    "Again, again, you're looking at other women. Why won't you look at me?"

    

    "I'm dealing with you right now. It's killing me!"

    

    "Liar."

    Still, no one was helping me control Seohee.

    "Hyeeun, want to go to bed if you're tired?"

    

    "What about juice?"

    

    "Let's have juice tomorrow. First, brush your teeth and go to sleep~ so you can wake up early tomorrow."

    

    "Okay."

    Mom took Hyeeun up to the room.

    "What happens next might not be suitable for Hyeeun to see."

    Mom said with a smile.

    

    "Please, just help me stop her."

    

    "You can't look at other women!"

    

    "That's my mom!!"

    

    "Still not allowed!"

    This is driving me crazy.

    

    Mom and Sister Eunbi were watching us while sipping champagne.

    "Can you let go of my face first?"

    

    "Will you look at me if I act cute~?"

    She doesn't seem to hear me anymore.

    She said she had a good idea and told me that.

    "Seohee. There are other adults here. Stop it."

    

    "I don't care~ You asked me to show you aegyo~"

    Seohee was making the situation more embarrassing with her slurred speech.

    "Are you gonna keep doing this? After saying we'll live together forever~"

    "Son, didn't I tell you?" Mom nodded as if she knew this would happen.

    "I didn't expect you to change your mind about marriage in less than a year."

    

    "No! That's not...!!"

    "That's not what?"

    

    "That's not what?"

    

    "That's not whaat?"

    Mom, Sister Eunbi, and Seohee all stared at me.

    "Ahem... anyway, let's deal with Seohee first! Everyone!!"

    "Are you really not going to tell me, nyaa? My heart hurts, nyaa~"

    Seohee even started making cat noises.

    "Seohee, why are you doing this?"

    

    "Because Inwoo likes these sounds, nyaa~ Don't you remember the cat ears, nyaa~"

    "So that's how they play when they're alone."

    

    "Inwoo's taste is quite..."

    "That's not it! It was just once when we took photos together!"

    "I'm going to kiss my boyfriend who keeps being mean, nyaa."

    

    "You smell like alcohol!"

    Seohee grabbed my face and puckered her lips.

    I somehow managed to block her with my arms.

    "Mother, at this rate, they might go all the way. Should we stop them now?"

    

    "Let's watch a little longer, CEO."

    

    "Alright."

    Why are they just watching while munching on appetizers?

    

    I shouldn't expect any help.

    Smooch-

    I ended up pressing my lips against Seohee's.

    "Oh."

    

    "Finally."

    "Mmph..."

    While our lips were still connected, I took advantage of her loosened grip and quickly pushed Seohee's hands away.

    Then I wrapped my arms around her back and legs and lifted her.

    "Ooh~"

    

    "Your son is quite impressive, Mother."

    

    "Yes, I'm surprised too, CEO."

    "Enough! I'll put her to bed and be back."

    "Taking her to the bedroom now?"

    

    "Hyeeun is sleeping upstairs. Don't do anything weird and control yourself."

    They both look way too excited.

    It's like they're getting revenge for us making them worry with our fight,

    and for interrupting their shopping.

    "You two came as our guardians, right?"

    

    My head is spinning.

    An unpleasant alcohol smell lingered in my mouth.

    "Take good care of the princess, son."

    With a deep sigh, I carried Seohee to the room.

    "Hehe, I kissed Inwoo~"

    

    "Haah~"

    Today is too exhausting.
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    "Phew~ Seohee, let me go now."

    

    I laid Seohee down on the bed.

    

    But Seohee held onto me tightly and wouldn't let go.

    

    "Seohee, lie down quickly. I'm tired."

    

    "Don't gooo~"

    

    When I forcibly detached her,

    Seohee immediately grabbed the hem of my clothes and clung on.

    

    "You're stretching my clothes."

    

    "Let's lie down togetherrr~"

    

    "Other people will misunderstand."

    

    "Are other people important right nowww?"

    

    At this rate, Seohee wouldn't let go,

    and my clothes might tear.

    

    "Pleaseee~ Pleaseee~ We haven't been able to be alone togetherrr~"

    

    "Haah~"

    

    I finally lay down next to Seohee.

    

    "Hehehe, Inwoo~"

    

    Seohee turned toward me and hugged me.

    

    "Alright, I'm here, so go to sleep quickly."

    

    I stroked Seohee's hair.

    

    And I carefully tried to close her eyes by brushing my hand over her face,

    

    but she closed her eyes only to open them again repeatedly.

    

    Then she grinned.

    

    "You'll leave if I fall asleeeep?"

    

    Even drunk, she's quite perceptive.

    

    "I won't leave, so go to sleep."

    

    "Liar~"

    

    "Haah~ Fine, I'll stay with you for a while."

    

    "No."

    

    "Then what do you want?"

    

    "For-ev-er~"

    

    Seohee buried her face in my chest.

    

    "For~ ev~ er~ We'll stay together like this~"

    

    This is starting to get embarrassing.

    

    "I won't care about what others think anymore."

    

    And she nuzzled her face against my chest.

    

    "I'm going to recharge a lot to make up for the day we missed~"

    

    Seems like Seohee has been holding back a lot too.

    

    Well, this is the first time we've been awkward with each other for so long.

    

    "Haah~ Inwoo."

    

    "Don't smell me!"

    

    "Hehe"

    

    Well, I did want to see Seohee being cute again.

    

    Though not quite like this.

    

    Still, I'm glad Seohee's feeling better.

    

    She looked happy.

    

    "Inwoo."

    

    "What?"

    

    Seohee called from within my arms.

    

    And then

    

    "I like you."

    

    She suddenly confessed.

    

    "Yeah. Me too."

    

    When I answered, Seohee looked up at me from my arms.

    

    Then she fiddled with my face with one hand.

    

    "Hehe, Inwoo's face is so nice."

    

    "Umm..."

    

    Feeling embarrassed, I averted my eyes.

    

    Seohee chuckled and spoke again.

    

    "I won't let go now. Never."

    

    "Okay."

    

    "You're mine, right? Let's live like this forever."

    

    "Yeah... wait, what?"

    

    For a moment, something feels off.

    

    Not noticing my reaction, Seohee buried her face in my chest again.

    

    "*inhale* Ahh~ Kang Inwoo is nice. I like you like you like you like you like you like..."

    

    Drunk Seohee was completely unhinged.

    

    "This situation feels familiar somehow."

    

    Déjà vu, perhaps?

    

    For some reason, it was a night when Seohee started to scare me.

    

    ———

    

    "Ugh... my head."

    

    I slowly opened my eyes at the sound from beside me.

    

    "Ugh..."

    

    Looking over, Seohee was clutching her head.

    

    "Want some water?"

    

    "Huh?... Inwoo?"

    

    Seohee looked at me in surprise.

    

    Through the window, the faint light of dawn was seeping in.

    

    The dawn light illuminated Seohee and me on the bed.

    

    We were alone in the room.

    

    "Why is Inwoo in the bed?"

    

    "What are you talking about? Don't you remember yesterday?"

    

    "Yesterday? Ugh..."

    

    I got up and immediately took out cold water from the room's refrigerator.

    

    "Here."

    

    "Yeah, thanks..."

    

    I sat on the bed next to Seohee as she took the water.

    

    "......"

    

    "......"

    

    A temporary silence hung in the air for a moment.

    

    And soon came a reaction.

    

    "AAAAAAHHHHH!!!!!!!"

    

    Seohee, remembering yesterday's events, flopped down on the bed and started flailing.

    

    "Seohee. You'll wake others. Be quiet."

    

    "AAAAAAHHHHH!!! What do I do!!!"

    

    "That's why I told you not to drink."

    

    Seohee pulled the blanket over herself, covering her body and face.

    

    She seems to be coming to her senses now.

    

    "Ugh... how can I face you."

    

    "Seohee, this is what you usually do anyway, why are you acting like this now?"

    

    "I've never gone that far! Ugh~ why did I do that!!"

    

    Should I watch Seohee flail around a bit more?

    

    I thought about recording this rare and cute sight, but shook my head.

    

    "It was plenty cute to me, so come out now."

    

    "Ughhh..."

    

    Seohee was still wrapped tightly in the blanket.

    

    In the end, I had to forcibly pull the blanket away.

    

    "AAAAH!!"

    

    When I pulled it away, I met eyes with Seohee, whose face was flushed as if she were drunk again.

    

    "Aah..."

    

    "Seohee, you're showing quite a variety of sides on this trip."

    

    Where did the cool Seohee I've known go?

    

    "Sit up first."

    

    After removing the blanket, I sat on the edge of the bed.

    

    At my words, Seohee sheepishly came and sat next to me.

    

    "Don't say anything."

    

    I asked you to sit so we could talk.

    

    "I'll forget about last night too."

    

    "Phew~"

    

    Seohee let out a sigh of relief.

    

    "Why were you anxious the day before yesterday?"

    

    But at my question, Seohee closed her mouth.

    

    She looked flustered, then fell into thought, directing her gaze straight ahead.

    

    We stared at the dawn sky coming through the window for a while.

    

    The soft moonlight was still shining on us.

    

    "I'm sorry."

    

    That's what Seohee said.

    

    "I'm really sorry."

    

    "Forget the apology. I also met and talked with Eunbi noona without telling you."

    

    "How much did you hear?"

    

    "I don't know what you're talking about."

    

    Seohee's gaze turned to me.

    

    "I didn't hear anything from Eunbi noona. About you, Seohee."

    

    "R-Really?"

    

    "Yeah, I was just told that to protect you, I shouldn't be indecisive, and that I should build my strength."

    

    I turned my head toward Seohee.

    

    "I basically got scolded to get my act together."

    

    I smiled as if it was nothing.

    

    "Hmph! What right does she have to interfere?"

    

    Seohee grumbled.

    

    "I can protect Inwoo, so don't worry about it, Inwoo."

    

    I just smiled.

    

    How could I not care when I like Seohee?

    

    "Did you think I'd leave you if I got stronger?"

    

    "...Yeah. To be honest..."

    

    Seohee paused for a moment, then looked out the window again.

    

    She carefully opened her mouth.

    

    "I'm nothing without my money."

    

    Seohee shared her honest thoughts.

    

    So I decided to be honest too.

    

    "Without my economic power, I'm just a weak person with nothing for Inwoo to rely on."

    

    "Why do you think that way?"

    

    I gently embraced her, letting Seohee rest her head on my shoulder.

    

    "Even if such a time comes, you can lean on me then, Seohee."

    

    "But..."

    

    "I like you, Seohee, with or without money."

    

    "Thank you for saying that."

    

    Seohee gave a bitter smile.

    

    Really.

    

    She's so sharp and cool-headed when it comes to company matters...

    

    I gathered my thoughts for a moment and spoke.

    

    "Is it because of what happened when you were six?"

    

    Seohee just stared at me with surprised eyes, as if she hadn't expected those words.

    

    "......"

    

    "......"

    

    Only the purple and red dawn light seeped in between us.

    

    Nothing else moved.

    

    Only Seohee's indescribable eyes reflected in the moonlight.

    

    Seohee looked at me quietly for a moment, then carefully opened her mouth.

    

    "In...woo-bleh!!"

    

    "Seohee! Hold on! Here's a bag! Here's a bag!!!"

    

    Why did you give alcohol to a child again!

    

    Eunbi noona, seriously!!

    

    ———

    

    I greeted the morning with the sound of Seohee throwing up.

    

    "Inwoo, don't look. Urgh..."

    

    "It's fine, just get it all out quickly."

    

    I patted Seohee's back to comfort her.

    

    Urgh-

    

    Swoosh-

    

    "Huff- Huff-"

    

    I left the bathroom with Seohee after she calmed down.

    

    "That's why you shouldn't have drunk if you knew it was alcohol."

    

    "But~"

    

    "But what?"

    

    Seohee's ears turned slightly red.

    

    "I felt like I couldn't be honest with Inwoo unless I was drunk."

    

    "You were too honest. Do you know what it was like in bed?"

    

    "Ah! We agreed not to talk about that!"

    

    Seohee waved her arms in embarrassment.

    

    "Oh~ So what was it like in bed?"

    

    There was someone listening to our conversation with interest.

    

    "Noona..."

    

    "Oh my, you two did it, didn't you?"

    

    "Why did you give Seohee another drink?"

    

    "Hmm? Because... it seemed like it would be fun."

    

    "......"

    

    Is it okay for me to be angry about this?

    

    "You two had fun too, right?"

    

    "We didn't do anything!!!"

    

    I wish Seohee would explain instead of just blushing.

    

    "Sure, sure."

    

    "Son."

    

    After that, mom came out from the dining room, having heard our voices.

    

    But mom's expression was unusual.

    

    She looked extremely serious and bitter.

    

    "I'm sorry I couldn't protect you."

    

    "Mom, what are you talking about?"

    

    "I... as a mother, I should protect... minors doing such things..."

    

    "......"

    

    This is definitely something I can be angry about, right?

    

    "No matter how caught up in the moment, I should have stopped a boy and girl from getting into bed together."

    

    "......"

    

    "At least Hyeeun doesn't seem to have heard. So, did you use proper protection—"

    

    "MOM!!!! It's not like that!!!!"

    

    Seriously, what's wrong with the adults this early in the morning?

    

    The guardians had no reason to feel guilty about anything that happened.

    

    Well, actually there is.

    

    Letting Seohee drink.

    

    Leaving me alone with a drunk girl.

    

    "We didn't do anything, so stop it!"

    

    I said that, but the atmosphere was far from believing me.

    

    "Okay, I'll believe you for now."

    

    "Kids grow up so fast. My little sister."

    

    "Stop it, unnie! Really, nothing happened yesterday!"

    

    "Then why didn't you two come out of the room?"

    

    Unable to bear it anymore, I decided to explain everything.

    

    "Haah~ Do you know how hard it was dealing with her drunk stubbornness? She hugged me and wouldn't let go!! I couldn't leave because I was trying to calm her down!"

    

    "Inwoo! We agreed to keep it a secret!!"

    

    Seohee blushed and tried to stop me.

    

    Realizing Seohee's reaction was genuine, the two adults quieted down.

    

    "Inwoo, are you impotent?"

    

    "Noona, I'm going to report you for sexual harassment."

    

    Come to think of it, Eunbi noona shares a room with Seohee.

    

    That means she must have slipped in, seen us asleep, and left.

    

    I don't know how much she saw, but she probably knows nothing happened, right?

    

    "Let's eat breakfast and get going now."

    

    There was no need for further explanation.

    

    And there wasn't time either,

    

    since Eunbi noona had plans and we needed to leave early this morning.

    

    Today was the end of our trip.

    

    "Mom, I'm sad."

    

    Hyeeun clung to mom and said.

    

    "Me too. When mom makes more money, let's go on another trip."

    

    "Okay."

    

    There were many incidents, but it was enjoyable overall.

    

    The family made good memories.

    

    Although it wasn't my money, I felt good about treating them well.

    

    We picked up our luggage and left the mansion where we had stayed.

    

    We said goodbye to our guide, Ms. Illis, at the airport where we first arrived.

    

    "Thank you, Ms. Illis."

    

    "Not at all. I'd be happy to serve you anytime."

    

    "Here you go."

    

    Eunbi noona took out a check from her inner pocket.

    

    "Oh! Madam!!"

    

    "Vicky, was it? She was fun to play with, so please get her a computer."

    

    "Thank you so much!!!"

    

    Ms. Illis bowed respectfully.

    

    Judging by her reaction, the amount must be substantial.

    

    For reference, she also gave checks to the grandfather and each staff member at the mansion.

    

    They all had the same reaction as Ms. Illis.

    

    That's why everyone welcomes tourists so warmly.

    

    Eunbi noona also gave generous tips when shopping.

    

    "Let's board now."

    

    We took reluctant steps toward the airplane.
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    Inside the airplane.

    

    Seohee and I sat side by side in the same seats again.

    

    "Seohee."

    

    "......"

    

    "Seohee?"

    

    "...Hmm? Oh, I dozed off. Sorry, I'm tired."

    

    "Really?"

    

    Well, she did fall asleep late after getting drunk and then woke up again at dawn.

    

    I'm tired too.

    

    "Inwoo, sorry, but I'm going to sleep in the bed compartment."

    

    "Okay."

    

    Seohee moved from her seat to the bed compartment.

    

    "Maybe it was just my imagination?"

    

    It seemed like Seohee was pretending to sleep earlier...

    

    We've reconciled.

    

    Thanks to the alcohol, we've returned to our previous relationship.

    

    We should be able to talk without any awkwardness now.

    

    But I still feel a subtle distance between us.

    

    What is it?

    

    This strange feeling that Seohee is avoiding something...

    

    It's time for the in-flight lunch.

    

    "I'll try to wake her up."

    

    "Just let her sleep more."

    

    "...Yes."

    

    Right, she must be tired.

    

    Seohee didn't come out until the plane landed.

    

    She finally woke up when we were close to arrival, thanks to the flight attendant.

    

    "Seohee."

    

    "Inwoo, did you enjoy the trip?"

    

    "Huh? Yeah."

    

    "Hehe, I'm glad. Next time, let's go together, just the two of us."

    

    "Yeah, let's do that."

    

    "Whoa~ Not until you're an adult."

    

    Eunbi noona interrupted from beside us.

    

    "Ugh~ Unnie, what's the big deal? I even go on business trips alone."

    

    "You went with Suyeon then too."

    

    "Suyeon?"

    

    "Oh, she's the secretary at our company."

    

    Eunbi noona hit Seohee's weak spot.

    

    "If you two go alone and fight again, there won't be anyone to stop you."

    

    "T-that! If you and Inwoo hadn't said those things, we wouldn't have fought in the first place!"

    

    "Sigh~ What am I going to do with my immature little sister?"

    

    "Ahem... I am reflecting on it. Ah! Inwoo."

    

    "What?"

    

    "Do you have any photos from the trip?"

    

    "Photos?"

    

    I opened my phone and showed her the pictures.

    

    "Oh~ They turned out well."

    

    "......"

    

    Seohee didn't give me a chance to speak.

    

    It seems like she's preventing me from bringing up a conversation first.

    

    In that state, the plane reached its destination, and the announcement that we would be landing soon came on.

    

    "Back to everyday life now~"

    

    Seohee's words and actions had been artificial since earlier.

    

    ———

    

    We arrived at the airport terminal.

    

    "It's been a while since I've set foot on Korean soil."

    

    "Mommy, I need to pee~"

    

    As soon as we got off, Hyeeun whined about wanting to go to the bathroom.

    

    "Okay, let's go together."

    

    The airport is quite large, so she could get lost.

    

    So Mom and Hyeeun went to the bathroom together.

    

    We decided to wait for a while.

    

    Still, a private jet terminal... it's impressive no matter how many times I see it.

    

    Due to the nature of the terminal, there are many upper-class or famous people around.

    

    That person coming to the terminal from outside looks like someone important.

    

    A black limousine pulled up to the entrance, and the chauffeur opened the door.

    

    Then a man who looked like an airport executive ran out and bowed deeply.

    

    Do they usually go that far?

    

    While I was wondering about this,

    

    A woman got out of the car and came inside.

    

    "Mother..."

    

    "Oh, it's Mom."

    

    Seohee and Eunbi noona spoke.

    

    Their tones and voices were distinctly different.

    

    Seohee's was cold, while Eunbi noona's was warm.

    

    The woman looked in our direction and approached.

    

    I had met her once before.

    

    She was Seohee's mother.

    

    "Ah, hello."

    

    As she approached us,

    

    I bowed my head in greeting.

    

    However, Seohee's mother ignored me completely, acting as if she neither saw nor heard me.

    

    "So Seohee."

    

    Cold tone.

    

    And a piercing gaze.

    

    Seohee's face hardened.

    

    As if this was her true identity,

    

    The appearance of an 'Ice Queen.'

    

    Could Seohee's coldness be influenced by her mother?

    

    "Why don't you answer when I call you?"

    

    "...Yes."

    

    Seohee responded to her mother's urging.

    

    Her voice trembled as she tried to control her emotions.

    

    "Are you done playing now?"

    

    There was a hint of sarcasm in her mother's tone.

    

    Eunbi noona... was standing with her arms crossed, quietly watching the two of them with a smile.

    

    What is noona thinking?

    

    "You need to get ready now. It's tomorrow."

    

    "I understand."

    

    "Get in quickly. You too, Eunbi."

    

    "Mom~ Coming to pick us up without saying anything."

    

    Unlike her mother's tone, Eunbi noona responded casually and comfortably.

    

    Her mother, regardless, just said what she needed to say and turned to leave.

    

    Seohee glanced in my direction.

    

    "Seohee. Mom is speaking, you should go."

    

    Eunbi noona urged Seohee with a slight smile.

    

    "Inwoo. Take care."

    

    Seohee left a brief farewell and approached her mother, who was waiting impatiently.

    

    "I have something to take care of quickly!"

    

    Eunbi noona called out.

    

    Her mother frowned, but noona didn't seem to care.

    

    "Inwoo."

    

    "Yes."

    

    Eunbi noona called me in the sudden situation.

    

    "Ahaha, what a predicament."

    

    It seems Eunbi noona didn't expect this situation either.

    

    "I'm sorry to Mother, but I don't think I can take you home."

    

    "It's okay."

    

    She'll understand if I tell her something urgent came up at work and I need to go right away.

    

    "Thanks. And..."

    

    Eunbi noona held out her phone.

    

    "I just realized we're partners but I don't have your number."

    

    "My phone number?"

    

    Seohee had told me not to give it to her no matter what.

    

    Well, now that I know Eunbi noona is on Seohee's side in this situation, it should be fine to give it.

    

    And...

    

    Looking at the current situation, I think I should give it.

    

    I might need to contact Eunbi noona if something happens to Seohee.

    

    I immediately typed in my number.

    

    "Don't worry about today and just go home. I'll contact you later."

    

    With those words, Eunbi noona ran to where Seohee and her mother were.

    

    "The eldest granddaughter of the group running without dignity?"

    

    "Ahaha~ My mistake."

    

    And so, the trip ended,

    

    And I parted ways with Seohee and Eunbi noona.

    

    ———

    

    The contact came the very next day.

    

    It was a day at the tail end of summer,

    

    When the traces of summer were slowly beginning to fade.

    

    The wind was coming in through the open window of the house.

    

    Mom, who was still on vacation, said she would take Hyeeun to the neighborhood hair salon for the first time in a while.

    

    I was alone in the house.

    

    There was no contact from Seohee, and yesterday's events kept bothering me.

    

    While I was harboring these troubled thoughts, my phone rang.

    

    It was an unsaved number.

    

    "Hello?"

    

    "Inwoo?"

    

    "Yes, noona."

    

    It was Eunbi noona.

    

    Yesterday, I gave her my number in a hurry and didn't have time to confirm.

    

    "That's a relief. You answered."

    

    "What's going on?"

    

    "Well... actually..."

    

    Eunbi noona hesitated, which was rare for her.

    

    "Inwoo, first, don't get angry and listen."

    

    "What is it?"

    

    The usually playful Eunbi noona spoke in a serious voice.

    

    "Seohee might... get married soon."

    

    "What?"

    

    What is she saying?

    

    After a moment of blankness, I gathered my wits and asked.

    

    "You're joking, right?"

    

    "I had no idea either. That Seohee was harboring such thoughts."

    

    "This is too sudden! Seohee didn't say anything about it."

    

    "The marriage has already been decided between the groups, and she's going to a matchmaking meeting today. Seohee agreed to go."

    

    "Really?!!"

    

    I shouted in excitement.

    

    My heart was pounding wildly,

    

    And heat rose to the top of my head.

    

    "Calm down first. If it's now, we can still change Seohee's mind."

    

    "Why did Seohee agree?"

    

    "Probably for your sake, Inwoo."

    

    Eunbi noona spoke as if urging me.

    

    "I told you, right? That you need to protect Seohee with your own hands. Seohee probably made that choice to protect you."

    

    "Don't be ridiculous."

    

    Tears had already formed in my eyes.

    

    But I quickly wiped them away and regained my composure.

    

    "That's why you need to go protect Seohee."

    

    Ding-

    

    A text message arrived.

    

    The message contained an address.

    

    "I can't go because I have work. I'm sorry, but please go instead. Don't let Seohee make a foolish choice."

    

    It wasn't in Seoul, nor was it close to home.

    

    "I'm counting on you, Inwoo."

    

    "Thank you, noona."

    

    Without thinking twice, I rushed outside.

    

    My mind was filled with the thought that I needed to stop Seohee right now.

    

    While running, I searched for the route on my phone.

    

    It was a distance that required either transferring buses or taking a taxi.

    

    I arrived at the bus stop.

    

    The bus I needed would take 40 minutes to arrive.

    

    The road conditions were also a problem.

    

    "Why is there a traffic jam today of all days?"

    

    I cursed as I ran along the roadside.

    

    I needed to catch a taxi where there wasn't much traffic.

    

    "Why today of all days!"

    

    As I ran along the congested road, I regretted the words I hadn't yet conveyed.

    

    This summer,

    

    On the last day of summer,

    

    "I was going to confess!!"

    

    That I like her.

    

    That I want her to officially date me.

    

    I had been waiting and waiting for the end of summer,

    

    Refining and polishing the words I wanted to say,

    

    To express them in more beautiful words, at a more beautiful moment.

    

    I thought about it every night before sleep.

    

    I thought about it every time I met Seohee.

    

    The past didn't matter.

    

    Actually, I remembered everything.

    

    What kind of girl Seohee was,

    

    What the situation was when we were 6 years old.

    

    I should have had the courage to ask what had happened all this time.

    

    I was confident I could listen quietly no matter what she had gone through.

    

    Because I would still love Seohee unchanged.

    

    But why are things turning out like this!

    

    I passed the next bus stop.

    

    I passed the one after that too.

    

    I ran along the long roadside.

    

    The congested road showed no signs of improving.

    

    "Huff- Huff-"

    

    I forcibly pulled up my declining stamina, but it didn't last long.

    

    My thighs trembled, and my lungs sent emergency signals.

    

    My running speed also decreased.

    

    Breathing heavily, I eventually couldn't run anymore and had to walk.

    

    "Haah- Seohee."

    

    I called Seohee's name desperately.

    

    And as soon as my stamina returned, I started running again.

    

    "Seohee!!"

    

    ———

    

    "Yuri."

    

    A voice called out to the girl.

    

    "Yuri, could you go get some medicine for me?"

    

    "Yes."

    

    The girl set out on the errand for medicine.

    

    She walked confidently, as if it was a familiar path.

    

    In fact, the girl liked this path.

    

    Because on this errand route, there was something the girl loved.

    

    On the way to the pharmacy, there was a huge castle.

    

    It was a very beautiful and splendid castle.

    

    Could the top of that castle perhaps touch the sky?

    

    The girl always stopped to look up at the castle.

    

    Always.

    

    "It's beautiful."

    

    There's a pretty flower garden on top of the castle.

    

    A truly beautiful flower garden hanging in the sky.
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    "Yuri, your medicine is ready."

    

    "Yes."

    

    "Tell your mom to take it as I explained last time."

    

    "Yes. Goodbye."

    

    "Take care~"

    

    Yuri took the medicine packet and left the pharmacy.

    

    Every Wednesday, she ran this medicine errand.

    

    Yuri walked along the now-familiar route.

    

    And her steps would often pause somewhere other than home.

    

    There was one place in the neighborhood so unique that everyone knew about it.

    

    The "Tulip Kindergarten."

    

    A massive castle with bright, colorful letters spelling "Tulip Kindergarten" on pure white walls.

    

    So beautiful and enormous,

    it looked like a castle straight out of a fairy tale.

    

    Among its features, there was one spot that particularly caught Yuri's eye.

    

    "I wonder how it would feel to go there?"

    

    A flower garden that seemed to float in the sky.

    

    Looking at the rooftop, Yuri was certain that flower garden must be floating in the air.

    

    "I want to go there."

    

    Yes, let's go see it.

    

    Yuri made up her mind.

    

    Forgetting that she needed to go home,

    she approached the castle, right up to the entrance of Tulip Kindergarten.

    

    [Absolutely No Entry for Outsiders.]

    

    But reality is always cold.

    

    From inside the castle, she could hear children laughing joyfully.

    

    But Yuri couldn't join them.

    

    Only then did Yuri realize her situation again.

    

    Her yellowed, shabby t-shirt and pants.

    Her worn-out shoes with holes and the socks with holes inside them.

    

    Forget kindergarten—they barely had enough clothes to wear or rice to eat.

    

    She'd been told there were many expenses: medicine costs, rent.

    

    Even though Yuri didn't understand the details, she had no choice but to accept it.

    

    In the end, Yuri just spent a long time looking at the kindergarten.

    

    A place where children played happily,

    a flower garden in the sky.

    

    As if it were an unreachable heaven,

    Yuri gazed longingly for a long time.

    

    "Who are you?"

    

    Soon, an adult approached from the castle.

    

    The look in their eyes was suspicious, as Yuri had been staring at the kindergarten for a while.

    

    She had been scolded by another adult here before.

    

    They said children like her shouldn't enter the kindergarten without permission because they would be a bad influence on the students.

    

    They mentioned something about parents complaining.

    

    Yuri didn't understand what they meant, but she remembered being severely scolded.

    

    Frightened, Yuri ran away as soon as the adult approached.

    

    'If that place is heaven, what sin did mom and I commit that keeps us from going there?'

    

    Yuri always had such thoughts at times like this.

    

    After catching her breath, she came home.

    

    It was a single-room semi-basement apartment with a slightly tilted door.

    

    "I'm home."

    

    "Welcome back~"

    

    Her mother's voice soon answered.

    

    It was a frail voice, raspy with phlegm.

    

    As she took off her shoes and entered, the cold floor greeted her first.

    

    Then the black mold on the wallpaper,

    and the faint light coming through the window.

    

    In that light, she could see dust particles floating in the air and her mother lying down.

    

    "Did you eat the porridge?"

    

    "I don't have an appetite—cough!!"

    

    "You need to eat!"

    

    Yuri put the medicine on the floor and went to the pot.

    

    The porridge was still there.

    

    Soon, Yuri scooped some porridge and brought it over.

    

    "Yuri, fill your stomach first."

    

    "I'm fine! You first, Mom!"

    

    If Yuri refused to eat and held out, her mother would eventually give in and taste the porridge.

    

    Yuri knew this and endured her hunger.

    

    Until her mother would take a bite of the porridge.

    

    "Alright, I have no choice."

    

    Her mother struggled to sit up from under the blanket.

    

    Yuri blew on the porridge to cool it and fed her mother a spoonful.

    

    "The pharmacist said you must eat before taking the medicine."

    

    "Okay, I can't win against you, Yuri."

    

    "Hehe, you're eating well."

    

    Still, she was happy.

    

    Even in this semi-basement room permeated with the smell of disinfectant,

    even in this cramped space filled with musty dust and mold,

    

    if she was with her mother, wasn't this heaven?

    

    That's what Yuri thought.

    

    Though she still wanted to visit that castle someday.

    

    Just being with her mother like this made her happy...

    

    ———

    

    Yuri met "that boy" on a Wednesday like any other.

    

    "Yuri, could you go get the medicine?"

    

    "Money?"

    

    "Cough-! On credit... money will come in tomorrow."

    

    "Okay."

    

    Yuri headed to the pharmacy.

    

    Would she be able to see the castle today too?

    

    Although Yuri never went far from home for fear something might happen to her mother,

    at least when going to the pharmacy, she could go that far.

    

    Surely it would be okay to just look at the castle briefly on her way.

    

    God would forgive her for that much.

    

    If even that wasn't allowed, she would resent the God her mother often prayed to.

    

    Finally, she arrived near the castle.

    

    Yuri gazed at the castle as if enchanted.

    

    "Beautiful."

    

    The flower garden atop the castle still greeted her with its beauty.

    

    Endlessly beautiful flowers.

    

    As she was lost in admiration of those flowers:

    

    "Do you want to go there?"

    

    "Yes."

    

    After answering the question, Yuri froze.

    

    'Oh no! Have I been caught?'

    

    She might get scolded by the adults from the castle again.

    

    Filled with anxiety, Yuri immediately denied it.

    

    "No! I was just looking!!"

    

    "Why are you startled?"

    

    "Huh?"

    

    She turned her head.

    

    There stood "that boy."

    

    A boy wearing a "Tulip Kindergarten" uniform with neatly combed hair.

    

    The boy looked at Yuri and smiled brightly.

    

    "Do you go there?"

    

    "Yes. You?"

    

    Yuri shook her head.

    

    "Really?"

    

    He didn't seem to be making fun of her.

    

    Sometimes there were boys who teased her about her clothes.

    

    And above all, there was something comfortingly familiar about his bright smile.

    

    The boy smiled widely and said:

    

    "You're pretty."

    

    "What?"

    

    Yuri was startled.

    

    Only her mother had ever said such things to her.

    

    Other children called her "ugly" and threw sand at her,

    

    so this was the first compliment she'd heard from a boy.

    

    "What are you saying? I'm not..."

    

    "You're plenty pretty."

    

    "If... if you're teasing me, stop it."

    

    Yuri felt embarrassed and tried to stop the boy.

    

    "What's your name?"

    

    The boy asked.

    

    "Huh?... Yuri... Lee Yuri."

    

    "I'm Kang Inwoo."

    

    "Kang... Inwoo?"

    

    The boy's name was also written on his nametag.

    

    He wasn't lying.

    

    "Should I take you there?"

    

    "What?"

    

    Yuri was startled.

    

    It was an unexpected offer.

    

    "But that place is..."

    

    That place is somewhere I can't enter.

    

    Because people called "outsiders" aren't allowed in.

    

    She could only look from a distance.

    

    No, even that made others uncomfortable.

    

    Going there was only possible in dreams.

    

    "Don't you want to go?"

    

    "It's not that... but..."

    

    "I have a favor to ask in return."

    

    "What is it?"

    

    "Be my friend."

    

    "Friend?"

    

    "Yes, I don't have any friends!"

    

    Inwoo said with a bright smile.

    

    For Yuri, this was one surprise after another.

    

    Yuri didn't have friends either, but

    she had never met someone who could cheerfully admit to having no friends.

    

    Why was Inwoo so bright?

    

    How could he so easily admit that he had no friends,

    and ask someone to be his friend without hesitation?

    

    Yuri kept her gaze fixed on the brightly smiling Inwoo.

    

    "Will you be my friend?"

    

    "Huh?... Yes."

    

    "Then let's go. Here."

    

    Inwoo held out his hand.

    

    Yuri carefully took the offered hand.

    

    "Ah! Wait..."

    

    'But I wasn't planning to go right now!'

    

    'I need to go to the pharmacy now!'

    

    The boy pulled the arm of the confused Yuri and ran.

    

    That was Yuri and Inwoo's first meeting.

    

    ———

    

    "You should have said you were on an errand."

    

    Inwoo and Yuri walked side by side.

    

    "There are still people at the kindergarten, so we'll have to wait a bit."

    

    "I can't be too late."

    

    She couldn't keep her mother waiting for long.

    

    She would surely worry.

    

    "Mom is waiting."

    

    "Really? Then..."

    

    Inwoo thought carefully.

    

    How could he take Yuri to the flower garden without making her late?

    

    "Is Saturday okay?"

    

    "Saturday?"

    

    In truth, all Yuri did was take care of her sick mother.

    

    And most of that was just sitting beside her.

    

    "If you can spare just one day, we can go."

    

    Yuri really wanted to see the flower garden too.

    

    It often appeared in her dreams.

    

    She always dreamed of herself climbing up to the flower garden on top of the castle,

    and the scenery around it.

    

    "I'll try to ask."

    

    Would it be okay to see it just once more?

    

    If she was allowed to look at the castle once a week,

    just one more look,

    

    no, visiting it just once might be something God would forgive?

    

    If the God her mother prayed to truly existed, He would surely forgive her.

    

    "So we'll play together on Saturday?"

    

    Inwoo smiled brightly.

    

    He was happy to have found a friend to play with.

    

    Yuri smiled along with him.

    

    "Yes, see you on Saturday."

    

    —

    

    Saturday arrived.

    

    She had gotten permission from her mother for this day.

    

    As long as she wasn't too late, she could play with her friend.

    

    Nothing would happen to her mother.

    

    "Yuri, over here!"

    

    "Coming!"

    

    Honestly, Yuri had some doubts.

    

    What if he was just pretending, planning to tease and exclude her?

    

    But such anxieties disappeared as soon as she saw Inwoo's face.

    

    Inwoo smiled brightly, just like when they met on Wednesday.

    

    "Shall we go?"

    

    Inwoo held out his hand.

    

    This time, Yuri didn't hesitate and took his hand.

    

    Come to think of it, boys and girls holding hands usually got teased...

    

    She didn't understand why.

    

    Anyway, Yuri and Inwoo went to the entrance of Tulip Kindergarten.

    

    "Won't we get caught?"

    

    "Don't worry. I'll take you there no matter what."

    

    The entrance was indeed closed with iron gates.

    

    But Inwoo wasn't flustered.

    

    "Yuri, hide in the woods for a moment."

    

    "Okay."

    

    Inwoo rang the bell.

    

    An adult approached.

    

    Yuri's heart pounded.

    

    Was this not going to work after all?

    

    "Teacher, I left my ball behind."

    

    "Did you? Should we look for it together?"

    

    "Aren't you busy?"

    

    "I can still help with this much~"

    

    The kindergarten teacher gently patted Inwoo's head.

    

    Yuri watched the scene with surprised eyes.

    

    It was definitely the adult who had scolded her before.

    

    So they could smile like that too.

    

    Their reaction to her was completely different, and Yuri felt bitter.

    

    "I see, Inwoo is different."

    

    Why could Inwoo smile brightly even without friends?

    How could he enter the castle?

    Why did adults treat him kindly, unlike her?

    

    Yuri wondered.

    

    "Inwoo is such a brave boy. If you can't find it, call me. I'll be in the Sun Class."

    

    "Yes! Thank you."

    

    "Alright, wait a moment. Let me get you a snack..."

    

    While the kindergarten teacher turned away:

    

    "Now's our chance."

    

    Inwoo whispered.

    

    Understanding the cue, Yuri quickly slipped through the open door gap.

    

    Then she hid in the direction Inwoo pointed.

    

    "Here, a special snack for you."

    

    "Thank you!"

    

    Soon they confirmed the kindergarten teacher had gone into the classroom.

    

    "Let's go, Yuri."

    

    Inwoo seemed to enjoy this thrilling situation, chuckling softly.

    

    "Let's hurry."

    

    "Yes... Inwoo, you're an angel."

    

    "What?"

    

    "Oh, nothing."

    

    Inwoo must be an angel.

    

    Coming into this heaven-like castle,

    receiving love from adults,

    able to smile brightly even without friends.

    

    'That's why he's kind to someone like me too.'

    

    That's what Yuri thought.

    

    "Follow me closely."

    

    "Okay."

    

    Yuri was able to enter the castle she had dreamed of.

    

    A castle nearly empty of adults and children on a holiday.

    

    Climbing the castle stairs, Inwoo and Yuri finally...

    

    reached the rooftop.

    

    "Good, it's open."

    

    The door was open.

    

    Beyond the door, the flower garden came into view.

    

    "Wow-"

    

    "What do you think?"

    

    Just like in her dreams, no, perhaps even more beautiful.

    

    Since she hadn't seen many beautiful things in her life,

    it was natural that reality would be more beautiful than her imagination.

    

    Colorful flowers swayed in the breeze, welcoming them.

    Butterflies fluttered around.

    

    And beyond that, the sky,

    and the village visible below.

    

    "It's beautiful."

    

    It truly was beautiful.

    

    This really is heaven after all.

    

    That thought came naturally.

    

    "Hehe, I'm glad you like it."

    

    Beside her, Inwoo was smiling brightly.

    

    A smile that matched the blooming flowers.

    

    The boy who brought me to heaven.

    

    "What's wrong?"

    

    "...Nothing."

    

    Though they had only met a few days ago,

    

    Yuri had instantly fallen for Inwoo.

    

    "It's nothing."

    

    Yuri answered with a reddened face and a bright smile.

    

    It was an incredibly happy moment in Yuri's life.
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    "So about Inwoo!"

    

    "Yuri seems excited about having a boyfriend?"

    

    "Boyfriend?"

    

    Lately, Yuri had become more talkative when she was with her mom.

    

    The subject was always about the boy who had taken her to the flower garden.

    

    "Yes, tell me about the person Yuri loves."

    

    Soon after understanding what "boyfriend" meant, Yuri's face turned bright red.

    

    "N-n-no, that's not it. I love Mom the most!"

    

    "Then you don't like that boy 'Inwoo'?"

    

    "Well... it's not that I don't like him... it's just..."

    

    Yuri fumbled for words.

    

    Mom looked at Yuri fondly, finding her too adorable.

    

    Then she placed her hand on Yuri's head.

    

    She gently stroked Yuri's hair.

    

    "Already at an age to be in love."

    

    "I... I don't know about that..."

    

    "You've made a friend too... I wish I could have dressed you up better."

    

    After being embarrassed, Yuri smiled at her mother's gentle stroking.

    

    She didn't voice any complaints.

    

    But Mom started blaming herself.

    

    "If I could wash your hair with warm water and good shampoo *cough* I'm sure you'd look prettier."

    

    "It's fine! Don't worry about it. Mom, you need to get better soon."

    

    "Yes. Pray hard for me, Yuri."

    

    "I will. I'll pray."

    

    Actually, Yuri didn't know which god her mother believed in.

    

    She didn't understand the concept of religion,

    

    And she had never seen her mother go anywhere or read books.

    

    She was just a mother who prayed to "God."

    

    Yuri had occasionally seen her doing so at night.

    

    As long as Mom got healthy, that was all that mattered.

    

    If praying to someone would make her healthy,

    

    Seohee thought that whoever that god was, they must be good.

    

    Mom removed her hand from Yuri's head and said,

    

    "When I get better, I'd like to see him too."

    

    "Yes! Mom, let's see him together next time! Let's go to the flower garden with Inwoo and Mom!"

    

    Mom only showed a benevolent smile.

    

    "So you have to get better!"

    

    "Yes, when Mom gets healthy, let's definitely do that."

    

    ———

    

    That day, Yuri planned to see Inwoo again.

    

    She felt guilty about going out so much lately and leaving Mom alone,

    

    But Mom told her to go play, saying she wanted to rest comfortably.

    

    "Inwoo!"

    

    "Yuri!"

    

    They always met near "Tulip Kindergarten."

    

    That castle truly was heaven.

    

    Day after day...

    

    Inwoo and Yuri went to the flower garden more frequently.

    

    The flower garden was full of things Yuri loved.

    

    Beautiful flowers, the gorgeous view beyond the rooftop, and Inwoo smiling brightly.

    

    This place was definitely heaven.

    

    Forgetting all troubles and just being happy, like this,

    

    How wonderful it would be if time could stand still.

    

    Yuri thought this every time she came here.

    

    Wishing it would last forever...

    

    "Inwoo, what's that?"

    

    "That? It's called a cosmos."

    

    "Then what's this?"

    

    "I think it's a daffodil?"

    

    The more time she spent with Inwoo, the more she learned.

    

    Before she knew it, Yuri's heart was filling up with Inwoo.

    

    "Yuri, I need to use the bathroom."

    

    "Okay... come back quickly."

    

    Inwoo went downstairs for a moment.

    

    The flower garden felt empty without Inwoo.

    

    It was still beautiful, but there was no one to talk to.

    

    She soothed her loneliness by looking at the flowers.

    

    *Clank*

    

    "Inwoo!"

    

    Excited, Yuri quickly turned to look at the door.

    

    But her smile soon turned to confusion.

    

    "Oh, it's open."

    

    "Hey, there's someone here?"

    

    "Who's this girl? Never seen her before."

    

    Three boys who looked about her age appeared.

    

    "Who are you?"

    

    They soon began glaring at Yuri with displeasure.

    

    "Doesn't she look dirty?"

    

    "She doesn't seem to belong to this kindergarten."

    

    Then one of them approached her.

    

    "Do you really go here?"

    

    "Huh?..."

    

    Yuri's mind went blank.

    

    What should she answer?

    

    Should she wait for Inwoo?

    

    "I asked if you go here?"

    

    "Just look at her, she obviously doesn't."

    

    "If a kid like her was in our kindergarten, my mom would have something to say about it."

    

    Soon their questions turned into assertions, and the three surrounded Yuri.

    

    "So you're an intruder."

    

    "Don't you know outsiders aren't allowed in?"

    

    "Get out now!"

    

    Yuri backed away with tears in her eyes.

    

    "What's going on?"

    

    "Inwoo!"

    

    Inwoo arrived just in time.

    

    He immediately came over and stood in front of Yuri, blocking the three boys.

    

    "Who are you guys?"

    

    "We're going to use this place now, so we'd like you to leave."

    

    "What are you talking about? This is a place for everyone to play!"

    

    "She's different!"

    

    One of them pointed at Yuri.

    

    "Outsiders aren't allowed in!"

    

    "Hey, you're from the Sun Class, right? Are you poor too? Playing with a shabby kid like her?"

    

    *SLAP!!!*

    

    At the sudden sound,

    

    The boy who was hit, the other boys, and Yuri were all startled.

    

    "Apologize."

    

    Inwoo, who had slapped the boy's cheek, was calm.

    

    But his expression was one that Yuri had never seen before.

    

    The always brightly smiling Inwoo was now calmly angry.

    

    "You son of a—!"

    

    Soon a fight broke out among the boys.

    

    Yuri backed away.

    

    She was terrified.

    

    Moreover, Inwoo was getting hurt badly as he faced the three boys alone.

    

    "Stop! Please stop!!"

    

    Yuri cried endlessly, wondering why this was happening.

    

    But she knew the truth.

    

    That she shouldn't have entered this place carelessly.

    

    She had snuck into a place she wasn't supposed to enter in the first place.

    

    Because heaven wasn't meant for someone like her.

    

    So all the blame was on Yuri herself,

    

    She blamed herself as she cried.

    

    The sound of her crying echoed throughout the castle.

    

    "What's going on here!?"

    

    The fight ended when a kindergarten teacher heard the noise and came running.

    

    However, the mothers of the children who fought with Inwoo had gathered.

    

    "Apologize to each other and get along..."

    

    "No, I heard he hit first! You should apologize!"

    

    "Inwoo, hitting was wrong. You should apologize first."

    

    Inwoo's mother eventually scolded him.

    

    "But they bullied my friend first!"

    

    Soon everyone's attention turned to Yuri.

    

    "Who is that child? Was a child like that in our kindergarten?"

    

    The three mothers glared at the kindergarten teacher with displeasure.

    

    The kindergarten teacher looked at Yuri with a troubled expression.

    

    "You shouldn't have come in here without permission."

    

    "...*sob*...I'm sorry!!"

    

    "This won't do. Tell me your parents' phone number."

    

    The parents of the child who caused this situation were the only ones not present.

    

    Having made this assessment, the kindergarten teacher pressed on.

    

    Yuri shook her head.

    

    "Hurry up!"

    

    As the kindergarten teacher pressed, Inwoo's mother intervened.

    

    "Excuse me. Teacher, there's no need to go that far."

    

    "No! I need to know what kind of parents raised a child like this!"

    

    A loud-voiced woman nearby spoke up, and the others on either side agreed.

    

    "There might be circumstances! What has this child done wrong?"

    

    "She entered the kindergarten without permission! We need to warn her guardians."

    

    Unable to watch anymore, Inwoo spoke up.

    

    "I brought her here."

    

    "What?"

    

    "I insisted she come, so it's my fault."

    

    "*sob*...Inwoo did nothing wrong."

    

    The kindergarten teacher, who already knew the situation, said to Inwoo,

    

    "Inwoo, you shouldn't do things like this."

    

    This time her voice was scolding.

    

    "I'm sorry."

    

    "Hah~ why did he have to become friends with a child like that..."

    

    At the kindergarten teacher's quiet whisper, Inwoo's mother covered Yuri's ears.

    

    "Watch what you say."

    

    "What? Oh..."

    

    The kindergarten teacher realized her mistake and looked around nervously.

    

    "This incident is due to my failure in teaching Inwoo properly. I'll educate him well, so let's end this here."

    

    "You want to just let this go!"

    

    As someone shouted from the side, Inwoo's mother spoke.

    

    "From what I hear, it sounds like your three children were bullying this child together and then hit Inwoo when he tried to stop them. Isn't that a problem?"

    

    "Well..."

    

    At a loss for words, everyone finally agreed to end it there.

    

    And so it ended.

    

    Going to the beautiful flower garden on top of the castle also ended.

    

    ——

    

    After everything was over, everyone left the kindergarten.

    

    "Mom, thank you."

    

    "Honestly..."

    

    Inwoo's mother glanced at Yuri.

    

    Yuri flinched.

    

    Adults were indeed scary.

    

    Except for her mom and the pharmacist sister she often visited, Yuri found all adults frightening.

    

    What reaction would she show?

    

    Anxiety washed over her again.

    

    "She's a pretty child."

    

    "Yes, isn't she very pretty?"

    

    "What?"

    

    That short comment was all she said.

    

    Inwoo smiled proudly and confidently replied.

    

    "Already chasing girls... well, be good friends."

    

    "......"

    

    "Go comfort her. I'll head home first."

    

    "Okay!"

    

    "Ah... goodbye."

    

    Yuri greeted her with a trembling voice.

    

    Hoping she might respond.

    

    "Yes, thank you for being friends with my son."

    

    With just those words,

    

    She left without scolding or getting angry at Yuri at all.

    

    Inwoo and Yuri were left alone.

    

    Yuri made up her mind.

    

    "Yuri, are you okay now?"

    

    "Inwoo, I'm sorry."

    

    "Why are you apologizing?"

    

    "Because I'm bad."

    

    He's a good kid.

    

    Definitely a good kid.

    

    Moreover, he's an angelic child raised by a good mother.

    

    But now it's over with Inwoo.

    

    Because being with her would only make things difficult for Inwoo.

    

    Because the negative attention she attracted could transfer to Inwoo.

    

    "There's nothing good about being with me."

    

    She thought again that she couldn't make friends.

    

    "So let's stop being—"

    

    *Swoosh*

    

    "Huh?... What are you doing?"

    

    Inwoo reached out and brushed Yuri's hair to the left.

    

    "You look prettier this way."

    

    "What?"

    

    Inwoo smiled brightly, saying he liked it.

    

    Yuri was flustered and her face heated up.

    

    "What are you saying all of a sudden?"

    

    "Well, we can't go to the flower garden anymore, but that's okay."

    

    Inwoo seemed unbothered.

    

    He just scratched his head.

    

    "I don't know if this will be enough for today."

    

    Inwoo took something out of his pocket.

    

    It was a flower.

    

    "I thought this might happen, so I picked some. Next time I'll prepare more."

    

    "......"

    

    "Why are you crying? Is it because we can't go to the flower garden?"

    

    When Yuri started crying again, Inwoo was also confused.

    

    "The flowers will feel pain."

    

    "What?... Oh, I'm sorry! That wasn't my intention!"

    

    Yuri realized.

    

    With this boy, anywhere could become heaven.

    

    So she actually wanted him to stay by her side.

    

    Yuri recognized her honest feelings.

    

    She definitely didn't want to be separated from Inwoo.

    

    'Maybe, as Mom said, I do love Inwoo.'

    

    "Inwoo... you'll never leave me, right?"

    

    "What? Of course not. Where would I go?"

    

    "Really... promise?"

    

    "Yes. Let's pinky swear."

    

    In the sunset-tinted street, Inwoo and Yuri made a promise.

    

    ———

    

    After parting with Inwoo, Yuri headed home.

    

    Inwoo offered to walk her home, but she refused.

    

    She just didn't want to show Inwoo her house.

    

    But as Yuri walked, she imagined.

    

    She imagined someday bringing Inwoo home and introducing him to her mother.

    

    When she arrived at her building and went down the stairs.

    

    "......"

    

    "......"

    

    She encountered a man at the bottom of the stairs.

    

    A man with a plump build wearing a fedora pulled low.

    

    For a moment, their eyes met.

    

    The man quickly looked away uncomfortably.

    

    And before Yuri could say anything, he ran up the stairs.

    

    'There's only our home down there.'

    

    Yuri ran down, worried something might have happened to her mother.

    

    "Mom!"

    

    "Why are you so late?"

    

    But Mom was sitting up in bed, looking at Yuri.

    

    She seemed the same as usual.

    

    "Just now, some man was coming up these stairs?"

    

    "He must have come up the wrong way. *Cough! Cough!*"

    

    "Oh, Mom, I'm sorry! Lie down!"

    

    "Yes, Yuri, have you been crying? Did someone bully you again?"

    

    "No, I just... fell down."

    

    "You should be more careful."

    

    "Yes, Inwoo went 'hoo~' and made it better."

    

    Thankfully, it was nothing serious.

    

    Relieved, Yuri hugged her mother.

    

    "Mom is the best after all."

    

    "Yes, and I love you too, Yuri."

    

    'As long as I have Mom and Inwoo, I don't need to go to any flower garden.'
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    Though she could no longer visit the flower garden on the castle, Yuri was happy.

    

    "Yuri, I've chased all those kids away, so stop crying."

    

    "Okay..."

    

    Yuri and Inwoo often played together at the park.

    

    Even when there were kids who bullied Yuri at the park, they wouldn't bother her when she was with Inwoo.

    

    Whenever Yuri cried, he would rush over to save her and comfort her.

    

    "Here, take this."

    

    "A storybook?"

    

    "Yeah, I've already read it, so you can have it if you want."

    

    "Yes! Thank you... but isn't this too much? Yesterday too..."

    

    "It's fine. I'm all grown up now, so I don't need them anymore."

    

    After learning that Yuri had no toys to play with or books to read, Inwoo often gave her his things like this.

    

    Though she preferred dolls to robots or dinosaurs,

    she liked Inwoo's gifts more than any doll.

    

    "Is it delicious?"

    

    "Yes."

    

    On other days, Inwoo would treat her to food, saying he had received his allowance.

    

    Sitting together at a snack shop, eating delicious food—those moments were the happiest.

    

    "I didn't know something this delicious existed."

    

    "It's nothing special."

    

    "How can you say that! You bought it for me!"

    

    "Next time, I'll save up more allowance and buy you something even tastier."

    

    "Really?"

    

    "Pfft— wipe your mouth first."

    

    Inwoo was always consistent.

    He always wore the same smile and treated Yuri with the same kindness.

    

    "See you tomorrow then."

    

    "Yes! See you tomorrow!"

    

    Thanks to him, Yuri became much brighter.

    And she was able to meet Inwoo more often.

    

    It was because her mother's health had improved.

    Her mother, who had been bedridden for so long, could now do household chores by herself.

    

    Yuri no longer had to worry.

    It was the happiest time in Yuri's life.

    

    'I hope nothing changes from now on.'

    That was six-year-old Yuri's only wish.

    

    ———

    

    But Yuri's wish didn't come true.

    

    "...You're moving away?"

    

    "...Yes."

    

    Her hope was cut short not long after.

    

    "What happened?"

    

    "Just that my dad's job got transferred."

    

    "When are you leaving?"

    

    "Next week."

    

    He said they were going very far away.

    

    "So, we won't see each other anymore?"

    

    "...Probably not."

    

    "Do you really have to go?"

    

    "I'm sorry."

    

    "Don't go! What am I supposed to do without you, Inwoo!"

    

    Yuri clung to him, begging him not to leave.

    But a six-year-old child couldn't make such decisions.

    

    All Inwoo could do was comfort Yuri at the park for a long time.

    

    Yuri didn't even want to imagine a future without Inwoo.

    

    There would be no one to play with her anymore,

    no one to protect her from bullies.

    

    She absolutely didn't want to be separated from him.

    She wanted to hold onto him somehow.

    

    But the world wouldn't allow it.

    

    Seeing Yuri crying and suffering, Inwoo made a decision.

    

    "I'll definitely come back."

    

    "Really? Will you really come back?"

    

    "Yes, I promise I'll come back when I'm grown up!"

    

    Grown up...

    When would that be?

    

    It seemed like a distant future to both Yuri, who was only six, and to Inwoo.

    

    "I can't wait that long."

    

    How could he comfort Yuri more?

    Inwoo thought hard for a while.

    

    "I want to be with Inwoo forever. Now! And when we grow up!"

    

    She wanted to be together forever.

    How could they make that happen?

    

    Inwoo soon came up with a good idea.

    

    "I'll definitely come back for you when I'm grown up!"

    

    And he wiped away Yuri's tears.

    

    "So when I come back, let's get married!"

    

    A rather bold confession for such a young age.

    

    "What?"

    

    Yuri's face immediately flushed with embarrassment.

    

    "M-Marriage?"

    

    'Marriage means that, right? I become the mom and Inwoo becomes the dad...'

    

    "You don't like that idea?"

    

    Inwoo asked cautiously.

    

    Yuri shook her head.

    She didn't dislike it.

    In fact, she would love it if it could happen.

    

    After all, Yuri had always loved Inwoo.

    

    "Yes! We'll definitely get married!"

    

    Yuri nodded happily through her tears.

    

    The park gradually darkened as dusk fell.

    

    "I should head home now."

    

    Her mother would be worried.

    

    But ending today like this meant less time with Inwoo.

    With only a few days left before they parted, she asked sadly:

    

    "Will you meet me tomorrow too?"

    

    "Of course. I'll see you every day for now, if that's okay with you."

    

    "Yes."

    

    Only after receiving that promise could Yuri go home.

    

    ——

    

    "Yuri, why do you look so down?"

    

    "I'm hungry."

    

    "Mom will make you something delicious right away."

    

    "Aren't you pushing yourself too hard?"

    

    Her mother, who now claimed to be well enough to even go grocery shopping.

    

    Yuri was somewhat worried, but her mother's expression was bright, so she didn't say anything more.

    

    "Mom's going to show off her cooking skills after a long time, so you need to eat well and regain your energy, okay?"

    

    "What's on the menu?"

    

    "Kimchi stew with lots of meat, after a long time!"

    

    "Oh!"

    

    It was a meat dish she hadn't eaten in a long time.

    

    "It's almost ready, so please sit down, princess."

    

    "Yes~ Hehe."

    

    Soon they sat down on the floor and ate side by side.

    It had been a really long time since they ate together.

    

    Yuri's expression soon softened.

    

    "Mom, isn't meat expensive?"

    

    "We received a lot of support money."

    

    "Wow, that's great."

    

    "I'll make it for you often from now on."

    

    "Mom, next time I want to try cooking!"

    

    "You?"

    

    "Yes! I've only been making porridge for you all this time."

    

    "Hoho, I'm looking forward to it."

    

    The anxiety inside Yuri gradually subsided.

    

    It was sad to part with Inwoo,

    but he said they could see each other when they grew up.

    He promised to marry her.

    

    Until then, she would just think about happy things with her mom.

    

    That's what she decided.

    

    Yuri was able to suppress her feelings.

    

    After all, she still had a space that remained for her.

    

    ———

    

    "Are you... really leaving?"

    

    But at just six years old, parting wasn't an easy thing.

    

    That day finally came.

    

    Yuri watched Inwoo's house from a distance.

    She was afraid she might cry more if she got closer,

    and that would trouble Inwoo.

    

    She wanted to secretly see him off from afar.

    

    But...

    

    "I really don't like this."

    

    She thought she had sorted out her feelings,

    but seeing his face again made her heart ache once more.

    

    "Don't go..."

    

    She repeated those words endlessly.

    

    All the toys and books she received from Inwoo were of no use.

    Even hugging them tightly while sleeping

    only made her think of him more and feel sadder.

    

    In truth, more than the toys or books, she wanted Inwoo.

    She couldn't have the flower garden on the castle, the first thing she ever wanted in her life.

    She wanted at least the boy, the second thing she ever wanted.

    

    "Get in quickly."

    

    "What about Mom and Dad?"

    

    "We'll follow soon, so get in first."

    

    Soon Inwoo climbed onto the truck.

    

    And the truck began to leave, indifferent to Yuri's feelings.

    Inwoo could only look back at her through the car window.

    

    "Inwoo!!"

    

    Spotting Yuri, Inwoo silently waved his hand.

    His figure grew smaller and smaller until it disappeared.

    

    "Inwoo!!! *sob*..."

    

    Should she run after him?

    Should she run to where Inwoo was going?

    No, that would worry her mother.

    

    "Inwoooo..."

    

    She just stood there pathetically, crying endlessly and wiping her tears with her arms.

    

    *pat*

    

    Soon she felt a hand on her head.

    The hand gently stroked her hair.

    

    "It's been a while."

    

    "M-Ma'am?"

    

    Inwoo's mother smiled bitterly, looking very apologetic.

    

    "I'm really sorry. Having to part like this because of our circumstances."

    

    "......"

    

    "Could you wait just a moment? I have something for you."

    

    Inwoo's mother went into the house briefly.

    

    "Phew~ I thought it would take longer to find."

    

    "Honey, we need to move quickly, what are you doing?"

    

    "I'll be right there~"

    

    Inwoo's mother came out amid the commotion.

    She was holding something that looked like a book.

    

    "Here, this is a gift because I'm sorry. Please keep it safe."

    

    "This is..."

    

    When she opened it, she saw

    photos of Inwoo and an album from kindergarten.

    

    "Look at this whenever you miss him."

    

    "Is it really okay to give this to me?"

    

    "Yes, return it to him when you meet Inwoo again."

    

    "...Okay."

    

    Yuri hugged the album tightly to her chest.

    After stroking Yuri's head once more, Inwoo's mother went back inside.

    

    "I will never forget."

    

    'With this, I can keep Inwoo's image. Yes, I'll endure. I'm still happy. It's not all over yet.'

    

    Yuri returned home.

    But somehow, her tears wouldn't stop.

    

    ———

    

    And then,

    

    Just days after saying goodbye to Inwoo,

    without even having time to gaze emptily at the sky,

    without time to miss Inwoo in a daze,

    Yuri had to face another farewell.

    

    "Ugh!...Uh!..."

    

    "Mom!! Moooom!!!!"

    

    *thud*

    

    Suddenly her mother collapsed, clutching her heart.

    It happened in an instant.

    

    "Medicine! Where's the medicine?!"

    

    But no matter how frantically she searched, the medicine was nowhere to be found.

    Her mother had said she would get the medicine herself after getting better...

    

    It wasn't there.

    Not even a paper bag from the pharmacy could be found.

    

    They urgently called 119 and were taken to the hospital, but it was already too late.

    

    'If I had taken better care of her... if I had stayed home and watched over Mom properly...'

    

    Yuri regretted and regretted.

    

    Her mother had seemed healthy.

    She ate well, walked well, and her voice was bright.

    But that was only momentary.

    

    "There's no hope."

    

    The doctor shook his head.

    

    "Her condition worsened significantly because treatment and medication were discontinued for a long time."

    

    She belatedly recalled

    the days they lived without worrying about money,

    the kimchi stew that appeared on the table.

    

    "No way..."

    

    Yuri denied it over and over.

    

    But the world kept pushing the harsh reality in her face.

    

    The loud machine sounds from the hospital room.

    And the flat line on the screen that cut off all hope.

    

    "She has passed away."

    

    "Mom!! Open your eyes!!"

    

    She cried endlessly in the hospital room.

    

    "I'll be a good girl! I won't go anywhere anymore, I'll listen well!!"

    

    But Yuri's cries only disappeared into the silence.

    

    She had thought that as long as she had her mother, she would be okay,

    that she could endure without Inwoo.

    

    She still had a space to lean on and endure.

    

    So she always prayed.

    She begged and begged the God her mother believed in.

    

    That someday she would take her mother and Inwoo to the flower garden...

    

    "If this keeps happening, I won't pray anymore!!"

    

    'God, heaven, angels—they're all lies.

    

    The promise that prayer would heal her,

    the flower garden I believed I could visit with Mom someday—

    

    it's all lies.'

    

    Yuri's world collapsed.

    

    The beautiful flower garden on the castle,

    the angel-like Inwoo,

    the warm embrace of her mother—

    

    all disappeared.

    

    Nothing remained for Yuri anymore.

    No one stayed by her side.

    

    She was left alone in a shabby room.

    No, she would soon be evicted from the room too.

    Now there was truly nothing...

    

    'I have nothing left.'

    

    ——

    

    A man wearing a fedora stood across from the funeral.

    Soon, spotting someone coming from a distance, he made a phone call.

    

    "Chairman, I've found her."
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    No one came to Mom's funeral.

    

    Glass just sat there alone in black mourning clothes, crying.

    

    On the second night of crying without tears drying up.

    

    A single visitor came.

    

    It was a man wearing a fedora.

    

    Glass had seen him before, but now wasn't the time to worry about such things.

    

    "Who are you?"

    

    In a corner of the small funeral home where no one had come until now.

    

    Honestly, she didn't even know who paid for the funeral expenses.

    

    But Glass, who didn't even know money was involved,

    thought no one would come.

    

    She wiped her tears and prepared to greet the visitor.

    

    Pat-

    

    The man who stroked Glass's head quietly sat down beside her.

    

    Then he spoke.

    

    "Are you Yu-ri Lee?"

    

    "...Yes. I'm Yu-ri. What relationship did you have with my mom..."

    

    "I've come to get you."

    

    "What?"

    

    After the funeral ended,

    the suddenly appeared man helped with all the procedures.

    

    When asked about his relationship with her mother, he didn't answer at all.

    He just said he came to get Yu-ri.

    

    "Let's go."

    

    And a long black car appeared in front of Yu-ri.

    Yu-ri was dumbfounded.

    

    "The Chairman is waiting."

    

    Yu-ri had nowhere else to go.

    She had been told not to follow strangers,

    but it didn't matter anymore.

    

    There was no one who would look for her or worry about her if she disappeared.

    

    "Where are we going?"

    

    She felt she should ask.

    After hesitating for a moment, the man said:

    

    "To where your family is."

    

    "What?"

    

    When Yu-ri looked up, the man avoided her gaze.

    He seemed uncomfortable about something.

    

    "Forget that house now. You're going to a better place."

    

    "...Please let me take my belongings."

    

    She went to the semi-basement house and gathered her things.

    Items filled with memories of In-woo and her mother.

    

    Then she got straight into the car.

    The car moved and left the neighborhood.

    

    They passed Yu-ri's house, the pharmacy, and the castle.

    The flower garden on the castle they passed by was still beautiful.

    

    'Shouldn't they be withering by now?'

    

    She had such a nasty thought briefly,

    but Yu-ri decided not to think like that anymore.

    

    After all, it was a place filled with memories of In-woo and Yu-ri.

    

    There was no heaven.

    And Yu-ri couldn't predict whether the place she was about to go would be hell or not.

    

    In that state, Yu-ri simply arrived at an unfamiliar place.

    It was a magnificent mansion.

    

    ———

    

    "Chairman. I've brought her."

    

    "Good, well done."

    

    The place where the man took Yu-ri was where an old man was sitting.

    

    "Who are you, grandfather?"

    

    The old man came out himself and met Yu-ri's eyes at her height.

    Then he smiled kindly.

    

    "I'm your paternal grandfather."

    

    "What?"

    

    "Things were complicated, so I couldn't find you until now. I'm sorry."

    

    The grandfather, who looked wealthy, said this and gently stroked her head.

    

    "Let's live together from now on."

    

    And he looked at Yu-ri with moist eyes.

    

    "...Yes."

    

    Yu-ri had nowhere to go.

    So she easily agreed.

    

    "Take some time to collect yourself in your room for now."

    

    He expressed regret about what had happened.

    He said he hadn't been able to pay attention to Yu-ri's mother's death.

    

    He said that was in the past, and from now on, they should live happily.

    

    ...Is this really heaven?

    

    ——

    

    This wasn't heaven.

    But Yu-ri didn't care.

    She didn't believe in such things anymore.

    

    As soon as she came out to the living room, Yu-ri realized.

    This wasn't a place where she belonged.

    

    As evidence that this wasn't heaven, she saw three stunned people.

    

    "Father... what is this..."

    

    "I must have told you."

    

    "Even so!!"

    

    The reactions of the three were not good.

    

    First, a woman who looked a few years older than Yu-ri just went back to her room.

    And the expressions of the two who looked like a couple gradually changed to bewilderment and discomfort.

    

    "Wasn't this matter already settled?"

    

    The woman angrily lashed out.

    

    "Are you thinking of bringing in an illegitimate child?"

    

    And the man next to her questioned.

    

    "She is clearly your daughter!"

    

    "What?"

    

    Yu-ri was the one surprised by those words.

    

    'So this person who's upset about my appearance is my father?'

    

    Mom never taught Yu-ri anything about her father when she was alive.

    Yu-ri just assumed she was a child who never had a father to begin with.

    

    The person who was now being called her father was rejecting Yu-ri along with a woman who wasn't her mother.

    

    "Have you forgotten the philosophy of our Jupiter Group? Who taught you to treat people carelessly!?"

    

    Yu-ri flinched momentarily at the grandfather's shout.

    But the ones most affected by that shout were the two people.

    

    "You got another woman pregnant and just abandoned her?"

    

    "But... haa~"

    

    Finally, the person presumed to be her father sighed deeply and nodded.

    

    "Yes, I was wrong. Do as you wish, Father."

    

    "Honey!"

    

    The woman presumed to be that father's wife shouted.

    

    "Please bear with it for a while."

    

    This is... definitely not heaven.

    The family seemed wealthy, and expensive and luxurious things were everywhere,

    but Yu-ri somehow knew this wasn't such a place.

    

    "Haa~ bringing in some smelly kid... just get her washed quickly."

    

    Especially the way they looked at her, she could tell the atmosphere was definitely not welcoming.

    

    "Take the child to the shower room."

    

    "Yes, sir."

    

    Time passed, and dinner time arrived.

    It was a very uncomfortable time.

    But Yu-ri was secretly impressed.

    

    'So there are dishes like these.'

    

    Various elaborate dishes came out beautifully and deliciously.

    Perhaps because she had been quite hungry, Yu-ri automatically reached for the food and ate hurriedly.

    

    "How vulgar."

    

    Yu-ri flinched at those words that suddenly came at her.

    

    "D-dear."

    

    "Daughter-in-law. I understand you have many complaints, but don't be too harsh."

    

    There was someone who particularly disliked Yu-ri.

    

    "You're going to be parent and child now."

    

    "Who says!!"

    

    "Ahem."

    

    The woman who was about to raise her voice closed her mouth at the grandfather's cough.

    The grandfather looked at Yu-ri and said:

    

    "You're now part of the Jupiter Group family, so I hope you'll learn gradually."

    

    The grandfather who approached Yu-ri kindly.

    But Yu-ri felt a little burdened.

    

    "Ah, yes, now we need to change your name to fit our family."

    

    The grandfather mentioned a name that he had apparently received from a famous shaman.

    

    "Seo-hui So. That's your name from now on."

    

    'Yu-ri Lee,' no, 'Seo-hui So' seemed to have no choice.

    It was a precious name given by her mother,

    but to stay here, she had to change her name to 'Seo-hui So.'

    

    Seo-hui had no choice but to be here.

    Still, she subconsciously thought that this place was better than the hell outside.

    

    "Seo-hui, from now on, call these two Mother and Father. And you two, Seo-hui is our family now, so treat her well."

    

    "...Yes."

    

    Silence fell after that during dinner time.

    

    After dinner, Seo-hui wandered the corridor for a while, not knowing what to do.

    In fact, she was hesitant about whether it was okay to go to the room assigned to her.

    

    "What are you doing there?"

    

    Someone discovered Seo-hui.

    It was the woman who didn't like Seo-hui... no, now she was 'Mother.'

    But compared to her real mother, the woman called 'Mother' had no maternal warmth.

    

    "Well... I wasn't sure if I could go in..."

    

    "Haa~"

    

    And Seo-hui's mother said:

    

    "You're annoying."

    

    "What?"

    

    "The way you keep brushing the left side of your hair."

    

    "Ah... yes."

    

    It had become a habit because In-woo said it suited her,

    but it didn't seem to work here.

    

    "And your smell too."

    

    "What?"

    

    "Whenever you're around, the smell of disinfectant stings my nose and it's really annoying."

    

    "...I'm sorry."

    

    "Haa~ I really don't know why I'm dealing with a child."

    

    She scratched her head in irritation and said:

    

    "You can stay here. The room is yours, so use it as you wish."

    

    "Ah, thank y—"

    

    "But live as if you don't exist."

    

    "What?"

    

    "Don't presumptuously covet the Jupiter position and live quietly as if you were never here. Then I'll leave you alone until you grow up."

    

    "Yes."

    

    'This really isn't a place for me...'

    

    "Why is your expression like that?"

    

    Again, 'Seo-hui's mother' frowned in irritation.

    

    "You're a child, so I think I'm being very considerate. When you grow up, I hope you'll act with discretion."

    

    Leaving those words, 'Seo-hui's mother' disappeared.

    

    ———

    

    That night.

    

    "It's all your fault!! How could you do this to me!!!"

    

    "I said I'm sorry! I didn't know she would be like that!!"

    

    "Didn't you completely break up with that woman?"

    

    "I did! I lived without contacting her!!!"

    

    "Then what is that child!!"

    

    "Sob..."

    

    How did it come to this...

    

    On her way to the bathroom because she couldn't sleep,

    she overheard it.

    

    The loud, resonant voices of Seo-hui's 'Mother' and 'Father' fighting echoed around the room.

    The topic was about Yu-ri and Yu-ri's mother.

    

    Seo-hui just happened to hear insults about herself and her real mother on her way to the bathroom.

    

    "Sob... I hate this..."

    

    Her helpless self could only cry endlessly.

    She didn't know what she could do, or if she could ignore it.

    

    "I hate it... I don't want to live here..."

    

    It's okay to have nowhere to go.

    Any other hell would be fine,

    if only... they would stop insulting her mother.

    

    "Yawn~"

    

    At that moment, someone passed by in front of the corridor where Seo-hui thought she was alone.

    

    "Ah, so noisy."

    

    It was a girl who looked about elementary school age with eyes drowsy from sleep.

    She passed by the fighting sounds as if nothing was wrong.

    

    As she was passing by Seo-hui:

    

    "..."

    

    Tap-

    

    Seo-hui was standing still in distress when she realized someone was tapping her shoulder.

    

    "Here."

    

    "This is..."

    

    "Use them. Otherwise, it's too noisy to sleep."

    

    After giving her earplugs, the girl quietly disappeared.

    

    'Surely... the grandfather said to call her sister...'

    

    Seo-hui put on the earplugs.

    Indeed, she couldn't hear any sound at all.

    

    ——

    

    Moonlight streaming through the window outside.

    That light seeped in and illuminated the bed where Seo-hui lay.

    

    "What will happen from now on."

    

    Seo-hui tried to sleep, but sleep wouldn't come.

    

    She wished this was all just a dream.

    

    If she woke up,

    this nice house and food

    would actually all belong to her mom,

    that is, Yu-ri's mom

    

    And 'Yu-ri' and 'Yu-ri's mom' and the invited 'In-woo'

    could live happily together, just the three of them.

    

    Thinking that, she closed her eyes.

    Hoping tomorrow would never come...

    

    ——

    

    The flower garden on the castle is truly beautiful.

    

    "Yu-ri, isn't it wonderful?"

    

    "Yes, In-woo."

    

    The view of the town seen from the castle is also truly beautiful.

    

    "Huh?"

    

    "This looks prettier."

    

    "What's with you suddenly?"

    

    In-woo reached out and brushed Yu-ri's left hair aside.

    

    "It looks much better this way."

    

    And this moment was so beautiful.

    

    "It's true! Now you're ready to get married."

    

    "Oh, Mom~ Don't tease me."

    

    "My goodness, I'm serious!"

    

    Somehow her mom was standing beside Yu-ri too.

    

    "By the way, Mom, how do you like it here?"

    

    "Yes, it's very pretty. I should thank In-woo too, shouldn't I?"

    

    "Right? Right? Mom likes it too, In-woo. Thank you so much."

    

    Yu-ri smiled brightly.

    And unknowingly, tears fell drop by drop.

    

    If only this heaven could continue...

    

    "In-woo..."

    

    "Miss Seo-hui So, it's time for school."

    

    She opened her eyes.

    A spacious but cold room.

    Still cold air.

    

    "I've ironed your uniform. Madam says she has something to tell you as you're entering middle school."

    

    And cold family members.

    

    "Yes, I'm coming."

    

    Seo-hui wiped away the secretly formed tears and got up expressionlessly.

    She returned to this wretched, hellish reality once again.
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    Seo-hee's surroundings had changed significantly.

    

    While she was treated mostly like an invisible person at home,

    externally, things were different.

    The youngest daughter of the Moksong Group who had been too frail to appear in public and had returned after receiving treatment abroad.

    Unofficially, Seo-hee had been transformed into a child with such a background.

    To those around her, Seo-hee was the number one priority for establishing connections.

    

    That's why from the first day of middle school, kids who recognized her flocked around.

    "Are you Seo-hee?"

    

    "Huh?... Yes."

    

    "Nice to meet you. I'm Jo Yu-hyun."

    

    "Um... hi."

    

    "Let's be best friends from now on!"

    

    In contrast, there were also kids who no longer approached Seo-hee and found her annoying.

    Most of them were her elementary school classmates.

    

    At first, they too had tried to befriend Seo-hee.

    Either their parents had urged them to get close to her,

    or they had approached her on their own after learning she was wealthy.

    But soon they realized the truth.

    That Seo-hee wasn't much help to them.

    She didn't have much money and didn't know how to spend it.

    Under the pretext of home education, Seo-hee wasn't even allowed pocket money.

    

    Even when her grandfather offered to give her an allowance, Seo-hee refused.

    If he forced it into her hands, she would just leave it in her room.

    

    Because whenever that happened, the person she always called "Mother" would glare at her sharply.

    Just go to school quietly and come straight home.

    Seo-hee heard such demands again on the morning of her middle school entrance ceremony.

    

    Within the Moksong Group, or rather,

    within a certain faction, Seo-hee was a child they wanted to hide as much as possible.

    The kids also somewhat figured out that Seo-hee had no power within the Moksong Group.

    The media was already focusing on Seo-hee's older sister, "So Eun-bi."

    

    Still, they kept Seo-hee around because it was better to have her as a connection.

    

    But soon Seo-hee distanced herself from the other kids on her own.

    

    As usual, it was for reasons like accidentally overhearing gossip about herself in the bathroom.

    People whose fronts and backs were completely different.

    

    Those who approached Seo-hee first were always that type.

    Anyway, thanks to her experiences in elementary school, Seo-hee had now gotten a sense of things.

    'How long will this kid last?'

    A month? A week?

    

    Perhaps if kids who already knew Seo-hee told the others, it might not even last until lunchtime.

    

    ——

    

    It lasted longer than expected.

    "Seo-hee, let's go eat together."

    Beyond a month, into the third month.

    

    Even as all the other kids around Seo-hee had fallen away,

    Jo Yu-hyun remained constant.

    

    Even when Seo-hee acted a bit cold, Yu-hyun would approach with a smile,

    habitually sniffling.

    Was he the son of a bank president?

    

    Though she wasn't quite sure what that meant, Yu-hyun, who had explained himself that way, was always devoted to Seo-hee.

    Could she open her heart to him?

    

    She wasn't sure,

    but Seo-hee preferred having a friend like this to being alone and lonely.

    

    ———

    

    A gala party gathering various famous figures from the business world was held in the main hall of Moksong Hotel.

    

    And today, Seo-hee also participated as the youngest daughter of the Moksong Group.

    

    Seo-hee nervously followed behind her mother.

    -We'll be deciding on your marriage partner soon.

    Now that Seo-hee had established her place in the Moksong Group,

    this was her parents' measure to ensure she would be of some help to the company when she grew up.

    

    It also included their wish to marry her off early so she would leave their home.

    She followed her mother down the corridor leading to the banquet hall.

    "Don't act in a way that lacks decorum, and walk properly."

    

    "Yes."

    

    "Keep up, it doesn't look good if you lag behind."

    The woman, showing only her back, continued to caution Seo-hee.

    This was her first impression to the business world figures.

    

    She was even forbidden from eating food at the banquet.

    The reason was to prevent her from eating sloppily or greedily.

    "And stop flipping your hair. It can unnecessarily arouse suspicion."

    

    "Yes."

    

    As soon as they entered the banquet hall, her mother's expression changed completely.

    Soon, well-dressed people gathered around.

    

    "Oh, it's nice to see you, Representative."

    

    "You're still as beautiful as ever."

    

    "Oh my, what are you saying? Assemblyman, you're still as vigorous as ever."

    

    "......"

    

    Seo-hee absently listened to the conversations passing between the adults.

    Though the atmosphere was bright, there was a feeling of heavy air settling.

    It wasn't a pleasant place at all.

    

    "But who is that... Ah, your beautiful daughter, I see."

    

    For a moment, her mother's eyebrows twisted subtly, but she quickly concealed it.

    "Seo-hee, say hello."

    

    Her mother looked at Seo-hee with the most artificial smile ever.

    Soon, adults gathered around, beginning to show interest in the youngest granddaughter of the Moksong Group who had appeared at the banquet hall for the first time.

    

    Seo-hee was flustered but spoke diligently as she had practiced.

    "Nice to meet you. The president of Semo Bank..."

    

    Bank president?

    

    Soon, a familiar face appeared behind Seo-hee.

    "Oh, it's Seo-hee."

    

    "Yu-hyun..."

    

    After spending a semester together, Seo-hee and Yu-hyun had become quite close.

    They had become friendly enough at school to greet each other with smiles.

    

    She was happy to see a friend in this social venue full of adults.

    "Excuse me, can Seo-hee and I go where the other kids are?"

    

    "Ah, I see. Representative, how about..."

    

    "Hoho, children should play with children. What fun would they have among adults?"

    

    Soon, her mother placed a hand on Seo-hee's shoulder.

    In that moment, Seo-hee felt goosebumps all over her body.

    

    The unspoken pressure to behave properly.

    

    Sensing this, Seo-hee immediately followed Yu-hyun.

    Yes, it would be better to follow Yu-hyun than to stay in such an uncomfortable place.

    

    "But your eldest daughter, Eun-bi, didn't come?"

    

    "She's quite the character, you know. But I told her to come, so she should be here soon."

    

    "I've never seen her mingle with peers... Oh!"

    

    "Hahaha, it's alright. I've been worried about that too."

    

    ——

    

    Yu-hyun and Seo-hee left the banquet hall.

    They took the hotel elevator and went up high.

    "Aren't we going too far?"

    

    "Adults are so stuffy, *sniff* - we have our own hideout where we gather."

    

    "...Okay."

    

    "Seo-hee, I wanted to *sniff* introduce my friends to you too."

    

    "Really? What kind of kids are they? Are they nice?"

    

    "Yeah, they're all nice and good kids like you, Seo-hee. *sniff* *sniff* Ah."

    

    Yu-hyun's sniffling seemed particularly bad today, which started to worry Seo-hee.

    "They're all children of the business figures who came to the gala. *sniff*"

    

    "I see."

    

    "We get along well. We even have a circle name."

    

    "What is it?"

    

    "White Children."

    

    "White Children?"

    

    And soon they arrived at the hotel's VIP room.

    "Here we are."

    

    "Are we allowed to go in?"

    

    "Pfft, what are you saying? Everyone's waiting, playing board games *sniff*"

    

    Yu-hyun opened the door.

    

    "I'm back."

    

    "Where did you go?"

    

    "Seo-hee, come in. *sniff* I brought a new member to our fam."

    

    "Oh, she's pretty?"

    

    Everyone started gathering around Seo-hee.

    "Let me see."

    

    And soon Seo-hee's pupils dilated.

    

    "Isn't that... a cigarette?"

    

    "Huh?... Ah."

    

    "Hey, put that out. You're scaring her."

    

    They really did seem like the children of famous figures.

    Boys and girls of similar age were giggling together.

    

    Seo-hee felt scared because they all had such strong personalities.

    It felt like seeing the school bullies.

    

    "Seo-hee, ignore that idiot and sit down. Alcohol is still too much for you, right?"

    

    "Huh?... Yeah."

    

    "Well, you'll need to learn a bit if you're going to engage in social activities in the future."

    

    Yu-hyun sat down beside her, saying she could learn gradually.

    "Right, right, you can learn slowly."

    

    Others around also smiled and agreed.

    She was scared.

    The fact that she had suddenly entered such a place.

    

    Bottles of alcohol were hidden here and there under the table,

    kids with cigarettes and strange cigars in their mouths.

    "Kwueeee~"

    

    Even someone making weird noises and falling over.

    "Haha, idiot. Hey, put him to bed for now."

    

    And the white powder spilled on the table and syringes visible in the trash can...

    

    Seeing that, Seo-hee only thought she needed to escape this place immediately.

    The sense of crisis made her mind snap to attention.

    "Seo-hee, as you know, to get close..."

    

    "I want to leave."

    

    "What?"

    

    Everyone glared at Seo-hee.

    "Are you chickening out? *sniff*"

    

    "I don't like this kind of thing."

    

    "Did she just say she doesn't like us?"

    

    "That's not what I..."

    

    "Hey, you're going to keep meeting us in the future anyway."

    

    One of the tallest boys approached with a cigarette in his mouth.

    "We'll all be connected in the future anyway, so wouldn't it be better to get along now?"

    

    He held out a cigarette to Seo-hee.

    "Try it. Smoke it as a token of friendship, and we'll treat you comfortably too."

    

    "No."

    

    "Seo-hee."

    

    Yu-hyun's voice came from beside her.

    

    His pupils were dilated and white liquid was smeared on his nose.

    "Just close your eyes and try it once. It feels good."

    

    Seo-hee immediately ran toward the door.

    "Hey. Kekekek, look at her running away."

    

    "Seo-hee, don't be scared."

    

    "Should we catch her?"

    

    "Let's see what happens."

    

    Seo-hee frantically opened the door.

    But the door wouldn't open.

    Unlocking it didn't help.

    

    "Hey, it's useless."

    

    Seo-hee pounded on the door, struggling to survive.

    She needed to get out of here quickly.

    The kids around laughed at her, making fun of her.

    

    "Please... please..."

    

    Ding-

    

    Click-

    

    "Huh-"

    

    "What? Why did it open?"

    

    Seo-hee moved without thinking.

    Giving up on the elevator, she ran down the stairs.

    "Huff... sob..."

    

    Tears came as she ran.

    'What did I do wrong! Why do they keep doing this to me!'

    

    She thought he was a trustworthy friend.

    He hadn't shown any signs at all.

    

    She expected him to drop her soon, but he stayed friendly with her throughout the entire first semester.

    She thought maybe he was like that child from her childhood.

    But such things were just memories of the past,

    indeed, such people didn't exist in reality.

    

    "Why..."

    

    Where should she go?

    The banquet hall with the adults?

    

    If she told the adults, if she told her mother

    that the children were indulging in alcohol and drugs there, would they believe her?

    No, they wouldn't believe her.

    Because no one... was on Seo-hee's side.

    Because there was no one who would believe her if she spoke up.

    

    "Sob..."

    

    Finally, she collapsed on the stairs where she had been running.

    Sorrow welled up.

    "No one... no one..."

    

    It was the same as before.

    

    She couldn't do anything and was infinitely weak.

    But the difference was...

    

    There was no one around Seo-hee anymore.

    

    ——

    

    "What are you doing here?"

    

    After sitting there for a while,

    a voice came to Seo-hee, who was crouched on the stairs crying alone.

    "Huh?"

    

    A woman taller and more elegant than Seo-hee, with long black hair.

    It was Seo-hee's sister, So Eun-bi.

    

    "...Sister... help me."

    

    Seo-hee wanted to grab onto something.

    She wanted to cling to anyone and pour out her grievances.

    "I hate it now. I hate being rich and being part of Moksong!! I don't want to live like this! It's scary!!"

    

    Seo-hee grabbed Eun-bi's dress and wouldn't let go.

    "I don't need these gatherings! Everyone keeps giving me looks..."

    

    'What if she pushes me away?'

    'Ah, I was being hated by my family, wasn't I? This sister too...'

    

    She had never even had a proper conversation with Eun-bi.

    

    She had lived as a non-existent person, that's what Seo-hee was.

    Seo-hee's eyes trembled as she looked at Eun-bi.

    Then, as if blaming herself, she hung her head low.

    

    "Alright, I'll help you."

    

    "...Huh?"

    

    She wondered if she had misheard something.

    Or was there some other scheme?

    Eun-bi looked directly at Seo-hee, smiled at the corner of her mouth, and said:

    

    "But in return, don't trust anyone here, and listen well to what I say, okay?"

    

    That proposal was hard to refuse for Seo-hee, who had been longing for warmth.

    "I'll find a way for you to survive."

    

    It was the last ray of light she had to cling to.
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    "But why are you helping me, sis?"

    

    "What do you think?"

    

    Currently, Seohee had entered Eunbi's room.

    

    It was a place Seohee had never visited even once during the eight years she'd lived in this house.

    

    The room was relatively neat, with only the desk cluttered with various items.

    

    Well, setting that aside, Seohee and Eunbi sat facing each other in chairs.

    

    "...I'm guessing you have conditions or want something from me."

    

    Eunbi smiled with satisfaction.

    

    "Correct."

    

    "As expected..."

    

    Seohee nodded in understanding.

    

    If Eunbi had simply offered help out of goodwill without conditions, that would have been more suspicious.

    

    "So what do you want? For reference, if it's about the Jupiter succession, I have no chance anyway... I'll just give it all up to you."

    

    Eunbi stared quietly at Seohee.

    

    "I can even write you a formal statement if you want."

    

    "Really..."

    

    "Hmm?"

    

    Eunbi suddenly stood up from her seat.

    

    Seohee was taken aback by the sudden movement.

    

    "You always do the cutest things~"

    

    Eunbi hugged Seohee tightly.

    

    "What? So suddenly?"

    

    Honestly, she didn't dislike it.

    

    She didn't dislike it, but...

    

    While the warmth felt nice, more than that...

    

    "Ugh... can't breathe!"

    

    Seohee hurriedly pulled her face away from Eunbi's embrace.

    

    "W-what are you doing all of a sudden?"

    

    "Is there something wrong with an older sister adoring her younger sister?"

    

    "...You don't have to force yourself to be affectionate."

    

    Seohee frowned.

    

    They had lived together for years barely acknowledging each other's existence.

    

    If they had any memory of talking to each other, it was probably just from their first night here.

    

    "Anyway, so what's this method for me to survive?"

    

    But Seohee couldn't push Eunbi away.

    

    She couldn't continue living like this.

    

    Was there really a way to survive in this hellish place?

    

    "First, Seohee, you'll need to help me with some work."

    

    "What?"

    

    ———

    

    "Here you go, sis."

    

    "Thanks."

    

    Seohee put down all the documents she had been asked to bring.

    

    "I've compiled all the analysis tables."

    

    "Good. Oh, Seohee, could you come look at this?"

    

    "What is it now?"

    

    This was inside the building of a company called "Jupiter Solution."

    

    In the CEO's office, the young sisters were huddled together looking at a computer.

    

    Eunbi had become the CEO of this company at the young age of 16.

    

    "How do you think we should solve this situation?"

    

    The computer displayed various data including performance indicators of a company, departmental achievements, and expenditures.

    

    "Why are you asking me again?"

    

    "You've been studying this stuff anyway."

    

    Seohee let out a deep sigh.

    

    After following her sister Eunbi around for the past year,

    

    she had basically been doing her sister's work for her.

    

    "This is just to check if you've been studying well."

    

    For a year, she had been tricked by the claim that anyone who could do basic arithmetic could easily learn accounting,

    

    and ended up studying difficult accounting books.

    

    Business administration, economics, funds, stocks, technology, and more—

    

    She was made to study everything related to the company indiscriminately.

    

    Of course, these were difficult subjects for a middle school student.

    

    But Seohee still followed Eunbi.

    

    Because Eunbi had told her this was the only way for her to survive.

    

    She didn't fully understand, but she studied like crazy through the night and helped with work.

    

    Sometimes she felt like she'd been deceived, but...

    

    "Isn't life a bit better now? At least you're doing something."

    

    "Definitely..."

    

    While away from home, immersed in work or study, she could forget reality.

    

    "I think we should increase the research budget rather than decrease it."

    

    Anyway, her efforts seemed to be paying off as Seohee came up with her own answer.

    

    "Ohhh! Seohee, that's convincing!!"

    

    Eunbi hugged Seohee tightly again.

    

    "Ugh... let go. Please!"

    

    "You've been working hard just like your sister said!"

    

    "Haah~"

    

    Is she planning to hand over the company to me later?

    

    Such a ridiculous thought crossed her mind.

    

    With Eunbi, it seemed entirely possible.

    

    ———

    

    "Are you serious? Are you crazy?"

    

    Seohee wasn't the only one with a shocked expression.

    

    Eunbi had just dropped a bombshell announcement at an official gathering.

    

    The company employees, Jupiter Group officials, and family members were all taken aback.

    

    - 'Jupiter Solution' CEO Resignation Ceremony.

    

    Seohee froze when she saw the notice displayed inside the company.

    

    [Hello, I am So Eunbi, CEO of Jupiter Solution. First, I apologize to all concerned parties for this surprising announcement.]

    

    The voice soon echoed through the auditorium.

    

    But Seohee couldn't process the words.

    

    "...What are you thinking, sis?"

    

    Just as she was wondering if she should rush to stop her sister,

    

    "Nice to meet you, Ms. Seohee."

    

    "Secretary."

    

    The woman who worked as Eunbi's secretary came to escort Seohee.

    

    "I'll be serving you from now on."

    

    "What?"

    

    What is she talking about? I'm not even prepared yet.

    

    Seohee found herself on an official stage without any time to prepare.

    

    ...Eunbi had publicly announced something the Jupiter Group hadn't wanted.

    

    When she arrived at the press conference, all the executives' eyes were on her.

    

    "...Despite receiving expectations of good performance at such a young age, I soon realized my limitations."

    

    'What are you saying? You just don't want to work anymore.'

    

    Soon facing Eunbi, Seohee realized her sister's intentions.

    

    'How are you planning to deal with the aftermath?'

    

    "Then, while working together, I saw my younger sister who, despite being even younger than me, showed remarkable talent. That's when I made my decision. So I've decided to hand over my position."

    

    Eunbi's show continued.

    

    Fortunately, Seohee managed to respond well, handling the situation adequately.

    

    ———

    

    As expected, a chilly atmosphere pervaded the Jupiter household.

    

    "What have you done, So Eunbi?"

    

    Her mother and father were furious.

    

    Eunbi seemed barely listening.

    

    Seohee watched nervously from the side.

    

    "I'm going to America anyway, so what's wrong with handing it over to someone capable?"

    

    "Do you think being a director is a joke?! To give it to a child who's still in middle school!!"

    

    "Or is it just that you don't like Seohee?"

    

    "What?"

    

    "What?"

    

    Both mother and father flinched.

    

    Glancing at them, Eunbi let out a deep sigh.

    

    "You two don't need to worry so much. If Seohee isn't capable, she'll be kicked out from within. Our company isn't so weak that it would tolerate nepotism."

    

    "Children shouldn't be playing around at companies! It's a disgrace to Jupiter! Absolutely!"

    

    Father shouted.

    

    "Don't worry. Seohee has already been recognized by the company for a year and has a good image."

    

    "What?"

    

    Somehow, many of Eunbi's company executives were on her side.

    

    Eunbi had recommended Seohee and demonstrated her potential talent.

    

    Seohee, who had been silently listening, tried to suppress a smile.

    

    Seeing her mother and father's sour expressions,

    

    she felt glad that she had studied hard and helped with the company work.

    

    She wondered what expressions they would make if she became truly successful at the company.

    

    "Everyone be quiet!"

    

    Just then, an angry voice came from the door.

    

    "Father!"

    

    Soon, the chairman of the Jupiter Group, Seohee's grandfather, appeared.

    

    Jupiter Group executives and secretaries gathered on either side of him.

    

    "I heard there was quite a commotion today."

    

    After everyone was seated, the Jupiter Group elders began their discussion.

    

    "Seohee, you sit down too."

    

    Usually in these Jupiter Group meetings, children—especially Seohee—were unceremoniously sent out of the room.

    

    That was the impression she had always gotten from her parents.

    

    "I knew Eunbi wanted to go to America and start her own company."

    

    The chairman, showing slight discomfort, looked around before fixing his gaze on her parents.

    

    He seemed to view them as the source of the problem.

    

    "I was against children running companies while still students. Not because of public opinion, but because children have their roles as children, and adults have their roles as adults."

    

    Surprisingly, her grandfather, who had been Seohee's biggest supporter, was against it.

    

    "I tried to stop Eunbi too, but you all said what? That she's a genius, that she should be put in management early. Since Eunbi herself wanted to do it, I withdrew my opposition and let her try."

    

    "Y-yes, that's right."

    

    "So I gave her a relatively small company. She ran it well. But as soon as Eunbi goes to study abroad..."

    

    The chairman slammed his hand on the chair.

    

    "Now you're trying to drag this poor child into your greed!! Is management a child's game?!!"

    

    'As expected,' her parents seemed strangely relieved by this reaction.

    

    "Grandpa~"

    

    "What!"

    

    Eunbi raised her hand.

    

    While all the other adults were intimidated, she alone acted this way—still the strange sister she was.

    

    "Seohee said she wanted to do it. She said it's painful to be trapped at home, always walking on eggshells."

    

    "What~?"

    

    Grandfather's eyebrows twitched.

    

    "You know too, Grandpa. How Seohee is treated in this household."

    

    "......"

    

    Grandfather closed his mouth.

    

    He seemed to feel a strange sense of guilt.

    

    And he also seemed to have caught a glimpse of what Eunbi was thinking.

    

    "Is that true?"

    

    Grandfather turned to Seohee.

    

    "Grandfather, I really need this company."

    

    Thinking she couldn't show fear this time, Seohee stood up and spoke confidently.

    

    "You're still too young, aren't you?"

    

    "Yes, but I really need this to survive. Please help me, Grandfather."

    

    It was the only request Seohee had ever made, having lived without even receiving an allowance.

    

    "And I have another request."

    

    Eunbi just silently watched Seohee with a smile.

    

    ———

    

    The reason Eunbi stepped down as CEO was to study abroad in America.

    

    She said there was something she wanted to learn separately.

    

    "Sis, you should have told me about this earlier."

    

    "You know your sister is always doing things her own way."

    

    "Yes, I know that very well. Always doing things your own way."

    

    Seohee nodded.

    

    "Argh-"

    

    "Now you're even getting cheeky."

    

    Eunbi released Seohee's cheek that she had been pinching and let out a deep sigh.

    

    "But do you think I can really manage a company?"

    

    Seohee expressed the anxiety she had been feeling.

    

    She had thought companies were run by adults...

    

    Eunbi had been CEO of a small company since she was 16.

    

    Now Seohee would inherit it when she turned 16.

    

    'Even with an adjustment period before then, can I really do it?

    

    Me, who grew up knowing nothing, just a decorative piece in Jupiter?

    

    And can I deal with people?'

    

    As Seohee's thoughts grew complicated,

    

    Eunbi, who was packing in her room, turned to look at her.

    

    "You can."

    

    That single statement seemed to contain not even a hint of doubt.

    

    "Really?"

    

    When Seohee looked bewildered,

    

    Eunbi gave a bitter smile.

    

    "As you know, Seohee, here you have to grow up quickly."

    

    Seohee knew this.

    

    She knew that childish tantrums wouldn't work here.

    

    She had lived in pain, chasing fantasies or compromises.

    

    It wasn't a question of whether she could do it, but that she had to.

    

    Even if Eunbi's suggested survival method seemed absurd,

    

    it was better than living miserably, always walking on eggshells.

    

    Eunbi placed her hand on Seohee's shoulder.

    

    "Make sure you build your strength."

    

    It was Eunbi's final advice.

    

    Without building power and exerting influence within the group, it would just be a repetition of the same situation.

    

    The reason Eunbi gave her the company was to create a foothold for Seohee.

    

    "Okay, I'll do my best. But..."

    

    Seohee thought for a moment before continuing.

    

    "I won't become a threat to you. Don't worry."

    

    "Pfft-!"

    

    "Why are you laughing?"

    

    "Really... you always do the cutest things."

    

    Seohee sometimes found it hard to understand what Eunbi found cute.

    

    And these reactions were always followed by times when Eunbi would tease her.

    

    *Hug*

    

    "Ah! Sis, give me some space!"

    

    "Ah~ I won't be able to hug Seohee like this for a while."

    

    "Really~"

    

    After hugging her tightly for a while, Eunbi finally let go of Seohee.

    

    "Is this the last time I'll see you? Tomorrow I'll be busy with the company..."

    

    "You don't need to come see me off."

    

    Even though she wasn't CEO yet,

    

    Eunbi knew Seohee would be busy with various company matters and nodded.

    

    "I'll visit often. Don't be too lonely."

    

    "Don't come too often, it's tiring."

    

    "So mean~"

    

    Seohee finally softened her expression at Eunbi's familiar reaction.

    

    "Well, sleep well, and have a safe trip to the airport."

    

    "Yes, and good luck with your move, Seohee."

  
    Chapter 84. There's a Beautiful Flower Garden on That Castle (7)

    
    Heaven Doesn't Exist

    

    The God my birth mother believed in when I was young, heaven, angels,

    Perhaps even the flower garden atop that castle I dreamed of no longer exists.

    

    Such things are merely childhood memories now.

    Seohee knew this fact.

    So Seohee decided to create a place for herself.

    After parting with Eunbi,

    Seohee decided to live alone.

    

    She left the hell where no one had welcomed her for years.

    She barely managed to ask her grandfather to help her move into an apartment.

    It was an apartment located in a bustling area near the neighborhood where Yuri used to live.

    

    She decided to make a fresh start there.

    "I should have done this from the beginning. This is perfect."

    On the rooftop of her newly organized apartment,

    Seohee, leaning alone on the living room sofa, expressed such sentiments.

    

    Now she could comfortably eat what she wanted, do what she wanted,

    And breathe easily without anyone making her feel self-conscious.

    While resting briefly on the living room sofa, she received a phone call.

    "Yes, Grandfather. I've finished moving in. I'm fine."

    As expected, right after moving in, her grandfather was the only family member who worried about her.

    

    Her sister had gone to America and hadn't contacted her,

    And the people called Mother and Father certainly wouldn't worry.

    

    But it didn't really matter.

    Ding-

    

    Just then, a message came from her mother.

    [This is your next marriage prospect.]

    Her mother had never shown Seohee much affection.

    She merely tried to check Seohee's power within the Mokseong Group.

    

    So Seohee had made an agreement with her.

    That she would go on arranged dates and marry into another family.

    A so-called strategic marriage.

    It would benefit the Mokseong Group,

    And Seohee would marry into another family, weakening her position within the Mokseong Group.

    Seohee had agreed to this arrangement with her mother.

    

    The condition was that her mother would no longer interfere with Seohee and would allow her to run the company.

    "Sigh~ Even so, couldn't she at least pick someone after seeing their face?"

    Seohee skimmed through the message carelessly.

    

    None of the prospects appealed to her.

    "At least someone like him..."

    Seohee momentarily recalled a childhood memory.

    And smiled bitterly.

    Yes, there was once someone who had promised to marry Seohee.

    That child...

    Well, he probably forgot about "Yuri" long ago.

    

    She wasn't anyone special anyway.

    

    With his angelic personality and appearance, he might already have another girlfriend.

    Well, it's all in the past.

    They probably wouldn't meet again.

    It's enough that he continues to live only in my memories.

    Dreams are meant to remain unfulfilled.

    Just keep those memories from the castle

    

    Safely preserved in an old box.

    

    ——

    

    She made a flower garden too.

    

    She planted flowers on the balcony attached to her penthouse apartment.

    Trying to recreate that day's memory as much as possible...

    It wasn't the beautiful flower garden she had seen on that castle,

    But this was enough.

    A flower garden on a rooftop higher than the castle she climbed as a child.

    

    Some days it was so beautiful that she thought it was a shame to enjoy it alone.

    'If he could see this...'

    There were times when she sat blankly on the bench, lost in such thoughts.

    

    It was a memory from childhood, almost 10 years ago now,

    Something others would have forgotten by now.

    

    Yet she still couldn't let go of such lingering attachments.

    

    Even Seohee herself found it amusing.

    But it should be okay to dream for just a moment.

    

    A dream of meeting that boy again, holding hands,

    And going up to the rooftop to see the beautiful flowers.

    

    Sometimes going further,

    Dreaming of her mother, Yuri, and Inwoo looking at beautiful flowers in the garden.

    She would lose track of time in her imagination, gazing at the sky painted with sunset colors.

    "Now I should get back to work."

    After healing, she felt energized to work again.

    

    There was much to do from now on.

    She would soon become a high school student.

    She would soon take on the role of CEO.

    There was much to do in the meantime.

    

    ———

    

    She deliberately enrolled in an inexpensive public school.

    She didn't want to get involved with the children of the political and business elite outside of business matters.

    She deliberately avoided getting involved with others.

    It's always difficult to get close to people whose true intentions are unknown.

    She had seen many people approach her wanting something,

    Only to be disappointed and leave soon after.

    

    Now she didn't want to worry about such things anymore.

    So Seohee found it more comfortable to live her school life alone.

    After consistently giving everyone the cold shoulder from the beginning of the semester, others stopped approaching her.

    She was already accustomed to becoming cold.

    

    Having lived in that cold house for years,

    Growing up through various experiences, a cold expression had become familiar to Seohee.

    Thanks to that, she seemed to have earned a strange nickname.

    

    'Ice Queen.'

    

    Seohee didn't care much about such trivial talk or rumors.

    Her mind was full of company matters that needed handling.

    Those were enough to keep her occupied.

    So while others enjoyed the warm spring of their school days,

    Seohee alone faced it coldly.

    It was on an otherwise uneventful day.

    

    "Before we start homeroom today, we have a transfer student."

    The always energetic homeroom teacher began the roll call in the bustling classroom.

    

    As always, Seohee half-listened to what was being said and looked out the window.

    "His name is Kang Inwoo."

    

    "......"

    Seohee froze for a moment.

    No way?

    

    It can't be...

    

    It can't be...

    "Actually, I used to live in this neighborhood before..."

    Seohee unconsciously turned her head.

    "...Hello?"

    She turned her head at his greeting.

    She still wasn't sure.

    But strangely, Seohee's heart began to race.

    Could it be...

    

    "Which kindergarten did you attend?"

    

    "...Cosmos Kindergarten."

    Could it be...

    

    "Let's talk for a moment."

    

    "I don't deal with chuunibyou."

    

    "What?"

    Could it be...

    

    "Driver, please investigate that boy."

    Could it be...

    

    Could it be...

    "Ma'am. According to our investigation, it seems to be him."

    The driver handed Seohee the investigation report.

    - My name is Kang Inwoo. Shall I take you there?

    It was that Kang Inwoo.

    

    ———

    

    "Don't you remember me?"

    In the empty science resource room.

    Seohee stood before Inwoo inside the storage room.

    

    Seohee suppressed her trembling heart.

    "Perhaps Tulip Kindergarten?"

    

    "Yes!!"

    

    "Hmm..."

    But it seemed Inwoo still couldn't remember.

    

    Of course, he wouldn't remember that shabby little girl from back then.

    It was just her who had been dwelling on the past.

    

    That was natural.

    Seohee accepted and resigned herself to this fact.

    

    Yes, the past is just the past.

    Dreams are just dreams.

    Because heaven, angels, and the God her mother believed in,

    The flower garden on that castle no longer exists...

    

    'Then shouldn't I create it myself?'

    

    'Just like I took on the role of company CEO to survive, shouldn't I create this opportunity too?'

    What was she thinking?

    On the off chance, Seohee unconsciously brushed her hair to the left.

    "Wait! You said Tulip Kindergarten, right?"

    

    "Yes."

    

    "Did you have a bob cut back then?"

    

    "Yes!"

    "Ah, I remember now. Nice to see you again. It's been so long I couldn't remember."

    "………"

    Inwoo recognized her.

    "But if it's about that, let's talk during break time, right now..."

    He finally recognized Yuri.

    

    The boy who promised to marry her and come back had recognized her.

    "Hic...hic..."

    

    "Hey, are you crying?"

    Seohee was also surprised.

    She couldn't control the tears flowing down.

    

    No, perhaps she felt there was no need to suppress them anymore.

    

    The knot of emotions she had been suppressing all this time burst forth.

    

    Tears continued to flow endlessly.

    "Calm down first..."

    Inwoo was still warm to this endlessly weak and tearful child.

    He hadn't changed from that day.

    *Hug*

    "Ah!! W-what are you doing!"

    Seohee hugged Inwoo tightly.

    "I finally found you."

    "I mean..."

    Inwoo was clearly flustered.

    But Seohee didn't want to let go.

    "I won't let go now."

    Seohee said with a trembling voice.

    Desperately, earnestly

    Her thin arms tightened with strength.

    "I said I won't let go."

    Now Seohee had power.

    Money, opportunity, and courage.

    She was no longer the shabby past self who had lost everything precious.

    Because she would never lose someone precious again.

    Because she would never cry weakly again.

    It was fine if Inwoo couldn't remember everything.

    No, honestly, she hoped he would forget her shabby self.

    What if he remembered everything, remembered the previous "Yuri"

    And left in disappointment?

    What if people changed and tried to use her?

    She was afraid.

    But as she continued to spend time with Inwoo, she realized.

    

    Inwoo hadn't changed.

    Unlike herself who had changed, he still shone brightly.

    That's why Seohee decided.

    That she would make Inwoo like her no matter what.

    That she would hide her shabby past and become the perfect woman Inwoo could lean on.

    

    ———

    

    "Are you ready?"

    

    "Yes, Mother."

    On the last day of summer.

    

    The late summer heat still persisted.

    

    The cicadas were at their peak, crying out more fiercely.

    Probably a desperate attempt not to be forgotten before they all die.

    Seohee found the person in front of her more unpleasant than the heat or noise.

    A black vehicle that approached as soon as she went downstairs in the morning.

    A woman was visible inside the car with its window rolled down.

    

    It was the person Seohee called "Mother."

    Seohee really didn't want to get in, but she entered the car.

    "I'll keep your phone while you're at the arranged meeting."

    

    "...I'll just leave it with my secretary."

    

    "Tsk... starting to rebel, are you?"

    

    "Isn't it enough that I'm playing along?"

    Neither one was willing to back down in this power struggle.

    

    Even Seohee, who used to fear her mother, no longer retreated.

    "Is it because of your boyfriend?"

    

    "We agreed you wouldn't interfere anymore."

    

    "Yes, as long as you keep your promise."

    Only the driver and the accompanying secretary were sweating profusely.

    

    In the heavy atmosphere that felt like walking on thin ice,

    The car drove down the highway.

    After the conversation ended,

    Seohee just kept looking out the window until they arrived.

    'I miss Inwoo.'

    Seohee no longer believes in God.

    

    She knows that the God her mother believed in, heaven,

    And the beautiful flower garden on that castle no longer exist.

    But she believes in angels.

    

    If an angel is with her,

    If an angel lives, that place would surely be heaven.

    After arriving at the arranged meeting place, Seohee turned off her phone and left it with her secretary.

    

    And while Seohee was at the arranged meeting,

    On her powered-off phone,

    

    The missed calls from "My Angel" continued to pile up.

  
    Chapter 85. On the Last Day of Summer (2)

    
    [The power is off...]

    

    "Why aren't you answering?"

    

    Even when I tried calling again just in case, Seohee was still unreachable.

    

    "Hah~ I can't even catch a taxi."

    

    The congested road ended, and a wide-open stretch of road continued ahead.

    

    But it was still difficult to get a ride.

    

    Even trying to catch a taxi through the app wasn't working.

    

    "Should I run again?"

    

    At this rate, the whole thing might be over before I can change Seohee's mind.

    

    Anxiety surged within me again.

    

    But this is no time to be wallowing in despair.

    

    Clutching my pounding heart, I forced my legs to move.

    

    It was difficult to pick up speed.

    

    My stamina was already completely drained.

    

    "...No."

    

    Seohee must have been going through a lot emotionally.

    

    Making such a decision must have been the result of various difficult situations coming together.

    

    All this time, I didn't know.

    

    I didn't even have the courage to ask how Seohee was feeling.

    

    I failed to truly understand her heart.

    

    Yes, I need to pull myself together.

    

    As I shook my head and tried to gather my resolve to run again,

    

    Honk- Honk-

    

    A car horn sounded from a vehicle approaching beside me.

    

    When I turned my head, a black limousine was following me.

    

    Soon, the rear window rolled down,

    and someone inside called out urgently.

    

    "Get in quickly!"

    

    "Han Areum? Why are you here?"

    

    "We don't have time for that right now! Hurry!"

    

    The car door swung open.

    

    I don't know how she knew, but she seems to be trying to help.

    

    The car sped off on the road as soon as I got in.

    

    "How did you know?"

    

    "Eunbi unnie told me."

    

    Han Areum let out a deep sigh.

    

    "I thought I might miss you."

    

    "Thank you."

    

    "No need for thanks. It's all for Seohee unnie."

    

    Han Areum replied in her usual blunt manner.

    

    A smile escaped my lips.

    

    I never knew this kid would become such a reliable ally at times like this.

    

    "What's with that smile?"

    

    "Nothing."

    

    "Are you even thinking straight right now? You need to focus on stopping Seohee unnie."

    

    "I am."

    

    I'm serious.

    

    I don't know why Seohee suddenly made such a foolish decision,

    but there must be a reason.

    

    Seohee isn't the type to do something so stupid without a reason.

    

    That's why it might be even harder to persuade her.

    

    What should I say to get Seohee out of there?

    

    "Whatever you do when you get there, don't hurt unnie."

    

    Han Areum said in a serious tone.

    

    "I don't expect you to make her happy. At least don't make her sad."

    

    "Hmm... you sure have a way with words?"

    

    "I have to talk like this for you to understand... Ah!!!"

    

    I pinched Han Areum's cheek.

    

    "That hurts... I'll really make you get out!"

    

    "Who provoked whom first?"

    

    "You little... if it weren't for unnie."

    

    Han Areum sighed deeply and opened the refrigerator.

    

    "Here."

    

    Then she nonchalantly handed me cold water.

    

    My throat was parched from all the running.

    

    "There's poison in it, so do what you want. Drink it or not."

    

    "Yeah, yeah."

    

    I gulped down the water Han Areum gave me.

    

    Now I felt a bit more alive.

    

    "Thanks. For everything."

    

    Honestly, arguing with Han Areum helped relieve a lot of my tension.

    

    I don't know if she was doing it on purpose, but it helped a lot.

    

    "You owe me, Seomin."

    

    "Sure, sure. I'll give you a discarded lunch box."

    

    The car sped along the road and arrived at our destination.

    

    It was the gravel courtyard of a Japanese course meal restaurant.

    

    As soon as the car stopped, Han Areum pushed me from behind.

    

    "Go now!"

    

    "Alright! Thank you so much!"

    

    "You have to get her out!"

    

    I got out of the car and approached the restaurant.

    

    After catching my breath,

    calming my racing heart,

    I opened the door.

    

    ——

    

    I entered the restaurant.

    

    "Welcome. May I have your name?"

    

    An employee came out to greet me.

    

    Several tatami rooms were visible beside him.

    

    "This is a reservation-only establishment. Did you come without one?"

    

    The employee looked me over and asked with a troubled expression.

    

    "I'm here to meet someone."

    

    "May I ask the name of your party?"

    

    "Director So Seohee."

    

    The employee flinched slightly.

    

    He spoke with apparent difficulty.

    

    "I'm sorry. Director So Seohee requested that no one be allowed into her room."

    

    Tsk- So that's how it's going to be.

    

    "Something important has come up at the company. I must report to her."

    

    "I can relay the message for you."

    

    What should I have them relay?

    

    No, that won't work.

    

    Seohee might realize it's me and refuse to meet.

    

    I need to see her directly.

    

    "It's an important matter. I need to see her in person."

    

    "If you could at least give me your name, I'll pass it along."

    

    The employee's attitude was firm.

    

    Moreover, he was beginning to look at me with suspicion.

    

    I clearly look like a young student, and my attire isn't formal.

    

    It's hard for him to believe I'm here on company business.

    

    I guess I have no choice but to use that method.

    

    I'm really sorry to the employee, but...

    

    I'll ask Seohee to give him a generous tip after I convince her.

    

    Having made up my mind, I put on an irritated expression.

    

    Then I confronted the employee sharply.

    

    "This is really important. The stock price is hitting rock bottom!"

    

    "Excuse me?"

    

    "If this continues, the executives might vote to dismiss the director behind her back!"

    

    "Um..."

    

    The employee was taken aback by the sudden high-stakes situation.

    

    "Suddenly during her vacation, what is this all about? She's not even answering her phone!"

    

    I stomped my feet anxiously.

    

    Then I whispered quietly.

    

    "Director Kim, that bastard, how dare he try to drive a wedge between the directors like this?"

    

    "Sir, I'll call her right away."

    

    "No, I need to see her now. She might be meeting with Director Kim's people."

    

    "The director said no visitors."

    

    "She's been deceived, I tell you! Or have all the employees here been bought off too?"

    

    This skit was becoming ridiculous even to me.

    

    If I push any further, I might get thrown out as a madman.

    

    So I quickly pulled out my trump card that I had prepared.

    

    "I rushed out without my employee ID, but this should vouch for me."

    

    It was the Jupiter VIP card that Eunbi noona had given me to use when needed.

    

    I never thought I'd use it like this.

    

    "I'll personally compensate for any damages resulting from my actions! And the director will absolutely not hold the restaurant responsible!"

    

    I handed the card to the employee.

    

    It's undoubtedly genuine.

    

    At least, it's a card that only those authorized by the Jupiter Group can possess.

    

    "......"

    

    "......"

    

    Silence fell.

    

    The employee examined the card closely and then looked at my face.

    

    I carefully observed the employee's expression.

    

    A tense situation.

    

    If my lie is exposed here, it's all over.

    

    Buzz-

    

    Just then, my phone vibrated.

    

    I took out my phone and looked at it.

    

    Quickly shielding the screen toward me, I shouted:

    

    "Damn it! The general meeting has already started!"

    

    "...I'll guide you."

    

    The employee reluctantly spoke.

    

    "Follow me."

    

    Phew~ It worked.

    

    If he had seen it was just a loan advertisement, everything would have fallen apart.

    

    Feeling relieved inside, I followed the employee.

    

    ———

    

    When he knocked on the door, someone answered from inside.

    

    "Yes~"

    

    "Yes~"

    

    I heard both Seohee's voice and some man's voice.

    

    My heart ached.

    

    I really don't want Seohee to be in that kind of relationship with another man.

    

    The door opened.

    

    "Inwoo?"

    

    After all that struggle,

    I finally met Seohee.

    

    I glanced at the employee.

    

    The employee bowed his head and stepped aside.

    

    "Who is this? Do you know him, Seohee?"

    

    Some strange man was sitting next to Seohee.

    

    I don't know, he's just a strange person.

    

    Anyone who makes advances toward Seohee is bad and strange.

    

    "Ah, well..."

    

    Seohee turned her head toward the man, flustered as she tried to answer.

    

    "I apologize."

    

    I quickly interrupted their conversation.

    

    "What? What do you—"

    

    "It seems my fiancée had a slight misunderstanding."

    

    "Fiancée?"

    

    The man looked dumbfounded.

    

    Seohee also looked at me in surprise.

    

    "I'm about to marry Seohee, but there seems to have been a miscommunication at the company."

    

    "What are you suddenly talking about? Seohee?"

    

    The man turned to Seohee, showing strong displeasure.

    

    "Should I throw him out?"

    

    "Seohee."

    

    I called out to her desperately.

    

    Our eyes met.

    

    She looked up at me silently with her still beautiful eyes.

    

    Please...

    

    "Please listen to me, Seohee."

    

    I looked at her pleadingly.

    

    "Hah~ really, letting in some strange person... Hey."

    

    "I think I'll be leaving now."

    

    "What?"

    

    Seohee stood up.

    

    The man stopped trying to call the employee and looked at Seohee.

    

    "I'm sorry, but I'll have to decline after all. I hope you meet a nice woman."

    

    "......"

    

    Seohee walked out of the room and put on her shoes.

    

    Then she tugged at my collar.

    

    ———

    

    Is she angry after all?

    

    Because I suddenly barged in?

    

    But I had a lot to say too.

    

    We left the restaurant and went to a suitable place to talk.

    

    "You surprised me by showing up suddenly."

    

    Seohee looked straight into my eyes.

    

    She seemed to be demanding a proper explanation.

    

    "I nearly had a heart attack myself."

    

    I had things to say too.

    

    "What boyfriend would sit still when his girlfriend is going on a blind date?"

    

    "Yeah, that's true."

    

    Seohee nodded in agreement.

    

    "How did you know?"

    

    "Eunbi noona told me."

    

    "Why?"

    

    "What do you mean, why?"

    

    Seohee tilted her head in confusion.

    

    I was the one who didn't understand her reaction right now.

    

    "To stop you."

    

    "Well, that's nice of her... Yes, I'm sorry for going on a blind date without telling you."

    

    Seohee apologized to me straightforwardly about this matter.

    

    "I had no choice because of my mother."

    

    I know at least that this blind date wasn't something Seohee wanted to do.

    

    "Hey, Seohee."

    

    "Yes?"

    

    "Don't get married."

    

    "What?"

    

    "Don't marry another man!"

    

    I got straight to the point.

    

    I wanted to stop Seohee no matter what.

    

    Whatever Seohee might say, I was determined to persuade her.

    

    "Okay, I won't."

    

    "Good."

    

    "......"

    

    "......"

    

    Did I hear that wrong?

    

    "What did you say?"

    

    "I said I won't. I was planning to politely sit through it for a bit and then decline anyway."

    

    "Wait a minute!"

    

    "Yes?"

    

    Seohee innocently tilted her head.

    

    Her expression seemed to say, 'Why is Inwoo acting like this?'

    

    "Maybe..."

    

    Now that my head had cooled down, I could think more calmly and rationally.

    

    Had there been any signs that Seohee wanted to marry another man throughout our trip, or even before that?

    

    Even though we fought during the trip,

    even if she was hiding something from me,

    Seohee was always the one pursuing me.

    

    And according to Eunbi noona,

    Seohee decided to get married to protect me.

    

    From what?

    

    At first, I thought the Jupiter Group was plotting to separate Seohee and me.

    

    But usually in such cases, wouldn't they threaten us to break up?

    

    Or were they threatening me to make Seohee agree to the marriage?

    

    Is there a reason to force her into marriage?

    

    I don't even understand why Seohee had to go on a blind date in the first place.

    

    And it also seemed strange that a global conglomerate would threaten me, a high school student named Seomin.

    

    Let's set that issue aside for now.

    

    But...

    

    This part was the most suspicious.

    

    Eunbi noona said she was busy and couldn't help herself.

    

    I thought Eunbi noona trusted me,

    and had entrusted everything about this matter to me.

    

    But thinking about it carefully,

    

    If her beloved younger sister was being forced into marriage,

    would Eunbi noona really just stand by?

    

    No matter how busy she was with work.

    

    This is about Seohee's life.

    

    Though she's always been hard to read,

    it doesn't seem like Eunbi noona would leave such a matter to someone else and just watch.

    

    Unnatural elements began to appear bit by bit.

    

    Buzz-

    

    Just then, my phone rang.

    

    Is it another advertisement like before?

    

    Eunbi noona: Sorry.

    

    Eunbi noona: [Emoji (cutely sticking out tongue!)]

    

    Eunbi noona: Because Inwoo is too dishonest. Be honest.

    

    Eunbi noona: I sent you a gift.

    

    Eunbi noona: LOL

    

    "Noonaaaaa!!!!!!"

    

    I've been tricked.

    

    On the last day of summer,

    Eunbi noona's elaborate scheme came to a successful conclusion.

  
    Chapter 86. Promise

    
    "Did I say I was going to get married?"

    

    "Yes."

    

    Seohee made a truly bewildered expression.

    

    "Your sister really... Hah~ Inwoo, I'm sorry."

    

    "Seohee, you don't need to apologize."

    

    This blind date must have been forced on Seohee too.

    She must feel wronged having to hear all this.

    I really need to strongly protest to Eunbi noona later.

    

    Does she think I'll let this slide just because she gives me a cake gift card?

    

    "More importantly, why weren't you answering your phone?"

    

    This misunderstanding could have been cleared up if we had been in contact from the beginning.

    

    "I left it with my secretary. I thought my mother would take it away if I kept it with me."

    

    No wonder it was always turned off.

    

    "Sigh~ I'm done with these blind dates."

    

    Just then, a car drove up aggressively and stopped in front of the restaurant.

    

    "So Seohee!"

    

    The car door opened, and someone emerged shouting at Seohee.

    It was Seohee's mother.

    

    Seohee's mother approached with furious, clicking steps.

    

    "What kind of outrageous behavior is this?"

    

    But seeing her, Seohee remained expressionless.

    

    "Suddenly bringing a man and storming out—you're completely disgracing Mokseong."

    

    Seohee's mother was fuming about the great disrespect shown to the other party.

    

    Seohee glanced at me briefly.

    

    Well, this is largely my fault.

    This commotion started because I barged in suddenly.

    If Seohee hadn't stepped up, I would have been labeled a madman and thrown out.

    

    "Don't you have anything to say?"

    

    Seohee's mother urged.

    

    Seohee's lips curled into a slight smile.

    Then she spoke with confidence.

    

    "I don't think I need to go on any more blind dates."

    

    "What are you saying? We clearly had an agreement..."

    

    "Because I've decided who I'm going to marry."

    

    Seohee cut off her mother's words.

    

    Seohee's mother's expression hardened.

    She turned her head and directed a frightening gaze at me.

    

    Her look seemed to ask, 'Surely "this" isn't the person you're talking about?'

    

    Seohee nodded, confirming it was.

    Then she grabbed my arm and linked it with hers.

    

    "I want to marry this man."

    

    "So Seohee, how dare you!"

    

    "Isn't this what you wanted? To marry me off because I was in your way?"

    

    "How would that man be of any help to Mokseong?"

    

    Her mother demanded.

    

    "He just looks like some ordinary commoner boy from the same school. Are you thinking of bringing someone completely useless to Mokseong?"

    

    Suddenly, Seohee's eyes changed to something not quite normal.

    

    "Useless person?"

    

    The two glared fiercely at each other.

    If this continues, a serious fight will break out.

    

    "Ahem..."

    

    I should step in here.

    

    Right, think simply.

    In a situation where I'm asking a woman's parents for permission to marry, what should I say?

    

    "Mother!"

    

    "Who are you calling mother?"

    

    For the first time, I engaged in conversation with Seohee's mother.

    But her tone was quite cold and distant.

    

    I can't lose confidence here.

    

    "I will be of great help to Mokseong! Please give us your blessing!!"

    

    I shouted confidently.

    In these situations, boldness is important.

    After my impulsive outburst,

    

    Apparently moved by my words, Seohee's mother said,

    

    "Since you broke your promise first, be prepared to leave Mokseong."

    

    She completely ignored me.

    That's really too much.

    

    Meanwhile, hearing those words, Seohee briefly glared at her mother before relaxing her expression.

    She sighed deeply, looked straight at her mother, and

    

    spoke calmly.

    

    "Unfortunately, unlike before, I'm not without power now."

    

    Seohee's mother was momentarily taken aback.

    

    "It won't be easy, Mother."

    

    Seohee had a subtle smile on her lips.

    But the atmosphere around us was frigid.

    

    The usually expressionless "Ice Queen" had evolved further.

    Even I got goosebumps seeing this side of her for the first time.

    

    "Hmph!"

    

    Perhaps annoyed at her momentary flinch,

    Seohee's mother clicked her tongue and returned to her car.

    

    Soon the vehicle quickly left the area.

    

    "Is this really okay?"

    

    When I asked worriedly, Seohee stretched and said,

    "Now I don't have to go on blind dates anymore, so it's good."

    

    Seohee truly seemed unbothered.

    

    "Whew~ So it's all over now."

    

    "Let's go too. I have a limousine waiting."

    

    "Okay."

    

    "Ah, wait a moment!"

    

    Just as we were about to get in the car,

    Seohee turned around to look at me.

    

    And she grinned.

    

    "What is it?"

    

    "So in the end, is that the answer you've come to, Inwoo?"

    

    "What answer?"

    

    Seohee put her index finger to her lips and questioned me about what had just happened.

    

    "You said, 'I'm in a relationship with Seohee and about to get married.'"

    

    "Ah, that..."

    

    "You begged me not to marry another man again~"

    

    "I did..."

    

    "And wanting to be helpful to Mokseong... hmm~"

    

    I understood what Seohee wanted to hear.

    

    "Now, what could all this mean~"

    

    My face flushed with belated heat.

    

    "Can we get in the car first?"

    

    "I won't let you in unless you tell me properly."

    

    Seohee's eyes sparkled, determined not to miss this opportunity.

    

    "What do you think it means? Probably what you think it means."

    

    "So what does it mean? I want to hear it directly from your mouth, Inwoo."

    

    "...What does it mean?"

    

    I moved closer to Seohee.

    

    I didn't want to reveal all my feelings through such an absurd incident,

    but I have no choice.

    

    "Huh? Inwoo, you're too close."

    

    When I pressed right up against her, Seohee became flustered.

    She quickly glanced around.

    

    She seemed to be checking if anyone was nearby.

    

    "Why are you looking elsewhere and not at me?"

    

    "Um... Inwoo. My secretary is watching..."

    

    *Smooch*

    

    I briefly kissed Seohee on one cheek.

    

    "So I'd rather not say it here."

    

    I said, hastily averting my gaze from her reddened face.

    

    "O-okay."

    

    In the distance, the secretary was standing with Seohee's phone.

    She seemed to have stopped, seeing the current situation while trying to return it.

    

    "Then... will you tell me somewhere else?"

    

    Seohee looked at me earnestly.

    

    Come to think of it, it's been quite a while since we've been affectionate while sober.

    

    During our trip, we fought,

    awkwardly reconciled while Seohee was drunk,

    helped her through her hangover, and on the way back, Seohee avoided conversation.

    

    After returning to Korea, we were immediately separated because of the blind date.

    

    After thinking for a moment, I said,

    

    "Where would you like to hear it?"

    

    "Me?"

    

    "Yes, I'll give you my answer today at your favorite place."

    

    I should tell her soon.

    

    If I keep stalling, I'm afraid I might lose Seohee.

    

    "Okay!"

    

    Seohee smiled brightly.

    

    ———

    

    Even with autumn approaching, the heat hadn't fully subsided.

    But summer was gradually coming to an end.

    Flowers swayed in the slightly cool breeze.

    

    "Is your allergy okay?"

    

    "Yes, don't worry, I'm fine."

    

    "Good."

    

    The two of us sat side by side on a bench.

    

    We had come to the balcony on the rooftop of Seohee's apartment building.

    

    The flowers Seohee had arranged were fluttering in the wind.

    They looked a bit weak, as if starting to wither.

    

    "Is this the place you wanted to come to the most?"

    

    "Yes."

    

    "I see. It's just like when we were kids."

    

    "Huh?"

    

    Seohee looked at me.

    

    "Oh, by the way, Inwoo. The photos from our trip have been developed."

    

    "Really?"

    

    "Yes, want to see them?"

    

    "...Seohee."

    

    I caught Seohee as she tried to escape with a bright smile.

    

    "What?"

    

    "Don't avoid it."

    

    "......"

    

    "Actually, I remember everything now. My childhood memories."

    

    "...R-really?"

    

    Seohee hung her head low.

    Her long hair covered her face.

    

    Her body trembled slightly, just like her trembling voice.

    

    "I'm sorry."

    

    Seohee apologized.

    

    "I'm really sorry for constantly avoiding it."

    

    Whew~ I took a deep breath.

    Seohee flinched, perhaps thinking it was a sigh.

    

    I need to express my true feelings...

    

    Now, to this timid girl

    

    To the Yuri hidden inside Seohee.

    

    "Seohee, I'm going to confess to you today."

    

    "You mean the answer to that promise, right?"

    

    Seohee clenched her fists and met my eyes.

    

    "I'm going to confess that I like you."

    

    "What?"

    

    "After our talk is over, I want to tell you that I want to stay with you, Seohee."

    

    "...Really?"

    

    Seohee asked with a trembling voice.

    

    "Yes, so please listen to me first."

    

    I want to tell Seohee everything.

    

    "Why I disliked marriage, why I tried to reject you."

    

    Seohee seemed surprised.

    She probably hadn't realized I had such thoughts.

    

    "And you tell me too. What you've been hiding."

    

    I want to hear everything from Seohee.

    

    "Really..."

    

    Seohee slowly said with a tearful voice.

    

    "You really... won't leave after hearing it?"

    

    "Yes. If I try to leave, tie me to the bed and keep me captive."

    

    "Pfft... really..."

    

    Seohee, laughing and crying at the same time, composed herself and said,

    

    "Okay, let's get everything out."

    

    After that, we told each other everything we hadn't said before.

    

    The last moments with my father and my decision not to marry.

    

    And how I had thought about gradually distancing myself from Seohee.

    

    Seohee listened to my story seriously from beginning to end.

    

    Seohee also told me everything.

    

    How Yuri lived after Inwoo left when she was 6 years old,

    How she endured as "So Seohee,"

    

    Why she liked me and kept trying to be good to me.

    

    She told me everything.

    

    "Yes, you've been through a lot, Seohee."

    

    I stroked Seohee's hair.

    

    "Sob... sob..."

    

    "Don't cry."

    

    "I'm not crying. It's because of my allergy..."

    

    "Sure."

    

    After our conversation ended, I held Seohee in my arms to comfort her.

    

    "That's quite a severe allergy."

    

    I hope this allergy that has worsened over 11 years will subside now.

    

    "......"

    

    Seohee carefully pulled away from my embrace and wiped away her remaining tears.

    

    "Has your allergy subsided now?"

    

    "Yes."

    

    Seohee answered with a sniffle.

    She's really cute.

    

    "...Now confess to me."

    

    Seohee said softly.

    

    "Okay."

    

    I carefully held Seohee's chin and kissed her.

    

    We kissed deeply for several minutes.

    Our hot breaths mingled.

    The sensation of her lips was soft and gentle.

    The warm feeling was pleasant despite it being summer.

    

    After breaking the kiss, I looked at Seohee and said,

    

    "Seohee, I like you."

    

    "Yes. I like you too, Inwoo."

    

    Smiling, I uttered somewhat awkward words.

    

    "When I grow up, I'm definitely going to marry you, Seohee."

    

    "What's that?"

    

    On the last day of summer vacation.

    

    The confession we had promised that day

    

    Ended with us crying and laughing together, in a simple yet happy way.

  
    Chapter 87. Future Aspirations

    
    The heat had subsided, and a chilly air had already filled the void.

    

    It was the season when school uniforms gradually grew thicker from their previously thin state.

    

    Only a few days had passed since the second semester began, but I couldn't believe it was already this cold.

    

    Still, I thought I could endure it this year.

    

    Seo-hee's warmth gently wrapped around my arm from right beside me.

    

    I didn't reject her arm and stayed close to her, making sure our warmth was properly shared.

    

    Anyway, it was during our walk home when she asked:

    

    "In-woo, can I come over to your place today too?"

    

    "Sure, but what about work?"

    

    "Grandfather still insists I take a break."

    

    Recently, her mother had been caught secretly arranging blind dates for Seo-hee.

    To be precise, Seo-hee had reported it herself.

    

    Her grandfather was outraged and temporarily removed Seo-hee from company and Jupiter-related matters.

    

    He was concerned about Seo-hee getting involved in group politics at such a young age.

    

    Well, even without that incident, Seo-hee had worked overtime at the company several times right after school started.

    

    So she was now on forced vacation.

    

    Due to her status as a student, the real power at the company still belonged to Seo-hee's grandfather.

    

    "I appreciate his concern, but he's being too restrictive."

    

    "I'm happy I get to spend more time with Seo-hee for now."

    

    "When you put it that way, I can't argue."

    

    I had convinced her that it was okay to take a break from company work for a while.

    

    Instead, visiting each other's homes had become our daily routine while she was on break from work.

    

    "It's cold, let's hurry and pick up Hye-eun."

    

    Seo-hee pulled my arm with an excited face, as she did every day.

    

    After summer's promise had ended, autumn arrived.

    

    The leaves turned red above the street where we walked arm in arm.

    

    "In-woo, I'm cold~"

    

    "Come closer."

    

    "Hug me."

    

    "But there are people around..."

    

    Despite my grumbling, I wrapped my arm around Seo-hee's waist.

    

    "Feeling warmer?"

    

    My face heated up a bit, perhaps from Seo-hee's warmth.

    

    "I'd prefer a full hug."

    

    "Other people are watching. Later..."

    

    It's not that I disliked it, but other people might frown upon it.

    

    We should refrain from public displays of affection.

    

    "When is 'later'?"

    

    "When no one's around."

    

    "My, how naughty~"

    

    "That's not what I meant! We need to be considerate of others."

    

    Seo-hee just laughed mindlessly, finding my reaction amusing.

    

    ——

    

    "Hye-eun~ Your sister is here!"

    

    We entered the kindergarten entrance and greeted Hye-eun's teacher.

    

    Fortunately, she no longer seemed wary of Seo-hee.

    

    After waiting a bit, Hye-eun walked toward the entrance.

    

    "Hye-eun!"

    

    "Sister!!!"

    

    "Don't you see your brother?"

    

    The kindergarten teacher just smiled at our familiar exchange.

    

    She had grown accustomed to Seo-hee's visits.

    

    "Oh my, what did our Hye-eun do today?"

    

    Somehow, even the term "our Hye-eun" had been stolen by Seo-hee.

    

    I was starting to worry that my sister was being taken away from me...

    

    Regardless of my expression, the two of them were happily patting each other's heads and talking about their day.

    

    This was supposed to be my conversation with Hye-eun...

    

    "Yes! I did what you told me, sister!"

    

    Curious about what they were discussing, I moved closer.

    

    Hye-eun excitedly handed me a piece of paper.

    

    It was a drawing on a torn sketchbook page.

    

    A long-haired person in white clothes and a short-haired person in black clothes.

    

    The person in white seemed to be wearing something like a veil.

    

    They were holding what looked like a flower in the middle. Around them were several small people smiling.

    

    Among them, I could see one labeled "Hye-eun" with an arrow.

    

    "I drew you and sister getting married in the future, just like sister told me."

    

    "...Seo-hee."

    

    "Ahaha. So In-woo was listening."

    

    "What did you make Hye-eun do?"

    

    Well, asking her to draw something isn't that bad.

    

    I was nodding when the kindergarten teacher explained the details.

    

    "We had a drawing presentation today."

    

    "A drawing presentation?"

    

    "Yes. It was about drawing future dreams, and Hye-eun..."

    

    "My dream is for brother and sister to get married."

    

    "Oh my~ Well done, Hye-eun."

    

    Seo-hee contentedly patted Hye-eun's head.

    

    "What have you done to Hye-eun?!"

    

    "I just gave her some career counseling."

    

    She had been brainwashing Hye-eun while I wasn't paying attention!

    

    I protested to Seo-hee, but she just scratched the back of her neck and played innocent.

    

    I sighed deeply and made eye contact with Hye-eun.

    

    "Hye-eun, that's between your brother and sister. Your future dream should be about what you want to do in the future."

    

    Hye-eun held out her drawing to me.

    

    "Did I draw it well?"

    

    "Yes, you did. You might have a future in art."

    

    "Really?"

    

    Perhaps we were discovering Hye-eun's talent.

    

    She seemed quite absorbed in drawing.

    

    Even during that incident with Han-areum before, Hye-eun had waited patiently, drawing pictures instead of crying when I was late.

    

    "Yes, are you thinking of pursuing art? What do you want to do in the future?"

    

    "Umm... a sister-in-law?"

    

    "What?"

    

    "Sister said if I become a sister-in-law, I won't have to worry about making a living for the rest of my life... brother?"

    

    I picked up Hye-eun and moved her away from Seo-hee.

    

    "In-woo?"

    

    "Please stay at least 2 meters away from Hye-eun from now on."

    

    I'm afraid Hye-eun might end up becoming a jobless person with no life goals, just relying on her wealthy sister-in-law.

    

    "Come on~ It's not that bad."

    

    "No talking with Seo-hee until you find your dream, Hye-eun."

    

    "Aww~"

    

    Hye-eun made a resentful sound.

    

    Hye-eun, this is for your own good.

    

    Of course, she might find her dream later.

    

    But dreaming of becoming the sister-in-law of a rich sister-in-law is not appropriate for a six-year-old.

    

    "In-woo takes trivial matters too seriously."

    

    ——

    

    And so, on our way home, brother and sister began their efforts to help Hye-eun find her dream.

    

    "Hmm... something I want to do..."

    

    "Hye-eun, do you like drawing?"

    

    "Yes, it's fun, but... hmm..."

    

    Seo-hee was actively helping too.

    

    I had forbidden Seo-hee from talking alone with Hye-eun until Hye-eun found a proper future dream.

    

    I'm really scared to think about how much Seo-hee might have brainwashed Hye-eun while I wasn't around.

    

    Still, finding a child's dream shouldn't be rushed or pressured.

    

    I wish she would take it easy.

    

    "Ah, I have one."

    

    Hye-eun excitedly ran forward.

    

    "A magical girl!"

    

    "Huh?"

    

    "Pfft-"

    

    Seo-hee was surprised, but she couldn't help laughing at Hye-eun's typical imagination.

    

    Hye-eun looked at us and struck a pose like the magical girl Pporing.

    

    "I want to transform into a magical girl and defeat villains!"

    

    "Well, at least that's more hopeful than just 'sister-in-law'."

    

    I nodded with satisfaction, but Seo-hee pouted.

    

    "Sister-in-law is good too."

    

    "It's weird to have that as a dream."

    

    "But..."

    

    "Besides, you don't need to dream about that because someday we'll..."

    

    "Brother's face is red."

    

    My face suddenly felt hot when I brought up the topic myself.

    

    I averted my gaze out of embarrassment.

    

    "Well, if In-woo is so desperate, I guess I have no choice."

    

    "Hey, who's desperate?!"

    

    "You came all the way to interrupt my blind date."

    

    "I told you I was tricked!"

    

    Ever since I was deceived by Eun-bi and disrupted Seo-hee's blind date, she had been teasing me about it.

    

    But I knew she was just happy and didn't know how to contain it.

    

    "Anyway, this is good enough. Hye-eun's dream is to be a magical girl."

    

    She'll probably change her dream when she learns about reality later.

    

    I just hope she doesn't conclude then that being a sister-in-law with a wealthy sister-in-law is the best option after all.

    

    "Brother, what's your dream?"

    

    Hye-eun, who was walking ahead, asked me.

    

    "Dream?"

    

    Hmm... a dream...

    

    I glanced slightly to the side.

    

    Sure enough, Seo-hee's sparkling eyes were fixed on me.

    

    She was holding her breath in anticipation, listening intently.

    

    "Just supporting my family."

    

    A simple answer.

    

    Seo-hee looked deflated.

    

    "You already have me."

    

    "I mean me supporting them."

    

    "Well, that's just like you, In-woo."

    

    "What's wrong with that? Then what's your dream, Seo-hee?"

    

    "Marrying In-woo."

    

    I knew that would be her answer.

    

    In a way, Seo-hee has almost achieved her dream.

    

    She succeeded in seducing me, and now the only obstacle left is time.

    

    Hye-eun seemed to have trouble understanding our answers.

    

    "So brother's dream is to be a sister-in-law?"

    

    She had reached a strange conclusion.

    

    "Hahaha-!!"

    

    "Seo-hee, this is happening because you taught her weird things."

    

    I need to reclaim the home education progress that Seo-hee has taken over.

    

    "Hye-eun, sister-in-law isn't a job; it's what your brother's wife calls you."

    

    "Oh, I see."

    

    I cleared up Hye-eun's misunderstanding.

    

    "Then I still want to be sister's sister-in-law!"

    

    It seems my explanation had no effect.

    

    Hye-eun went back to hugging Seo-hee.

    

    "Heh- See?"

    

    Seo-hee put her hands on her hips and acted arrogantly.

    

    "Sigh~ Fine, I give up."

    

    I've already lost Hye-eun to Seo-hee.

    

    I hope Hye-eun doesn't end up being adopted by Seo-hee at this rate.

    

    Am I destined to marry Seo-hee just to avoid being separated from Hye-eun?

    

    I walked along, entertaining such foolish thoughts.

    

    The days after summer pass quickly, with shorter daylight hours.

    

    "By the way, what was In-woo's dream when he was six?"

    

    "Six?"

    

    "When you were my age, brother?"

    

    I pondered Seo-hee's question.

    

    Hmm... my dream...

    

    "I'm not sure."

    

    I was about to ask "What about Seo-hee?" but stopped myself.

    

    I know well what Seo-hee was like at six.

    

    Let's not bring that up.

    

    Instead, I changed the subject.

    

    "Hye-eun, should I make tteokbokki for dinner?"

    

    "Wow! Tteokbokki!"

    

    "Me too!"

    

    "Sure, Seo-hee can eat with us before going home."

    

    The weather was getting colder.

    

    But unlike before, the path to our lively home was filled with warmth.

    

    ———

    

    11 years ago

    

    "Yuri, what's your dream?"

    

    "Huh?"

    

    At the playground in the park.

    

    The girl on the swing turned her head at the sudden question.

    

    The boy sitting on the swing next to her asked playfully.

    

    "Um... for my mom to be healthy, and also..."

    

    Suddenly, Yuri's face turned red with embarrassment.

    

    "...I can't tell you after all."

    

    "What?"

    

    "It's a secret!"

    

    Yuri kept her answer hidden after that.

    

    "...Tsk... that's too bad."

    

    "What about you, In-woo?"

    

    "Hmm... mine is a secret too."

    

    "What?"

    

    In-woo just smiled mischievously at the bewildered Yuri.

    

    In-woo's dream at six had already come true.

    

    But it was too embarrassing to say honestly.

    

    'My dream was to have a pretty girlfriend.'

    

    Seo-hee pouted at the silently smiling In-woo and asked:

    

    "By the way, why did you ask?"

    

    "Because I was bored."

    

    Despite being taken aback by such a simple answer, Yuri couldn't help but smile.

    

    And she thought about her dream.

    

    'My dream is also... to stay with In-woo like this.'

    

    Whether a year or ten years passed, she wanted to be by In-woo's side.

    

    Walking through town together, going on trips together, visiting each other's homes.

    

    Six-year-old Yuri's dream carried a wish on the autumn breeze, hoping it would come true.

    

    Perhaps it might, after all.

  
    Chapter 88. Early Dismissal

    
    "I'm really sorry, son."

    

    "What are you sorry for, Mom? It can't be helped."

    

    "Just this once, please."

    

    "Anyway. Don't worry and focus on your work. I'll take good care of Hye-eun."

    

    The kindergarten called to say Hye-eun suddenly had a fever.

    

    The kindergarten teacher couldn't leave her position, so a guardian needed to go.

    

    Mom was in no position to go, so she anxiously asked me for help.

    

    Thanks to that, I'll have to leave school early today.

    

    After finishing the call with Mom, my homeroom teacher was concerned but easily gave me an early dismissal slip.

    

    "Hye-eun? Is she very sick?" Seo-hee asked with a furrowed brow.

    

    "It's okay. Hye-eun is actually quite tough. She'll get better soon."

    

    I tried to ease Seo-hee's worry, but it seemed she wouldn't be satisfied until she saw for herself.

    

    She stood up abruptly, grabbing her bag.

    

    "I want to go too!"

    

    "Sit down."

    

    "I can't just sit here when Hye-eun is sick!"

    

    "I appreciate it, but I'm enough on my own."

    

    "In-woo's gone, so there's no reason for me to stay at school."

    

    Seo-hee ignored my words and walked determinedly to our homeroom teacher at the desk.

    

    She soon returned looking dejected.

    

    "Sigh~ They said no."

    

    "Of course they wouldn't allow it."

    

    I patted her head as I answered.

    

    I appreciate her genuine concern, but it's just a trip to the local pediatrician, so there's no need to worry.

    

    "Don't think about skipping school without permission."

    

    "Ugh!... Sometimes I think In-woo sees me as a delinquent student?"

    

    "Your guilty reaction gives you away."

    

    When we first met, I thought Seo-hee was a very cold person.

    

    But now I know she's someone who cares deeply about the people important to her.

    

    So I need to convince her to trust me properly and reassure her.

    

    Otherwise, she'll be down all day.

    

    "Will you be okay with the medical expenses?"

    

    "Seriously, stop worrying. Put your wallet away."

    

    Anyone watching would think we were facing major surgery.

    

    I reassured Seo-hee by promising to update her on Hye-eun's condition later, then left school.

    

    ———

    

    Hye-eun didn't look well.

    

    When I arrived at the kindergarten, she was wearing a mask, sniffling, and her forehead was burning hot.

    

    "Hye-eun, does it hurt a lot?"

    

    "...I'm okay."

    

    Hye-eun tried to assure me she was fine.

    

    Usually, children this age would call for their mothers when sick, but she was being so well-behaved, which was admirable.

    

    "When you get better, oppa will buy you any toy you want."

    

    "...Hehe."

    

    Holding Hye-eun's smiling hand, we headed to the pediatrician.

    

    After passing through the busy streets and going down some alleys, we arrived at a building housing specialized clinics.

    

    The building was generally quiet with few people around.

    

    Just because it's not crowded doesn't mean the doctors lack skill.

    

    The kindergarten teacher recommended this place, saying they're good.

    

    "Where's the pediatrician..."

    

    [2F Hanbit Pediatrics, Hanbit Youth Counseling Center]

    

    Since there weren't many facilities in the building, it was easy to find.

    

    Following the floor guide, I headed to the pediatric clinic.

    

    ——

    

    As expected, the diagnosis was influenza.

    

    The doctor said she would get better with plenty of rest and medication.

    

    We left the pediatric clinic with a prescription and candy from the friendly nurse.

    

    "Hye-eun, did the shot hurt?"

    

    "Hmm?"

    

    Even the nurse we just met was surprised.

    

    She said she'd never seen a child like this in her entire career.

    

    But despite our reactions, Hye-eun remained expressionless and indifferent.

    

    She did look a bit uncomfortable due to the flu.

    

    Hye-eun didn't run away from the shot or cry after getting it.

    

    "The shot hurt."

    

    "R-really?"

    

    "But if I cry, oppa would have a hard time like last year."

    

    "Hye-eun..."

    

    Ugh!!

    

    This won't do.

    

    I absolutely cannot let anyone take Hye-eun away from me.

    

    Even if it's Seo-hee or Eun-bi noona.

    

    They occasionally say things like wanting to make Hye-eun their sister or adopting her, but I can never give up such a little sister.

    

    Especially the idea of Hye-eun having a boyfriend someday is absolutely unacceptable.

    

    Who would dare take away our kind and pretty Hye-eun?

    

    Let any man try to appear asking for permission to marry her.

    

    I'll grab him by the collar immediately.

    

    Yes, I must protect Hye-eun.

    

    "Oppa."

    

    "What?"

    

    Hye-eun turned her head to look at me.

    

    Did she read my thoughts?

    

    Fortunately, that wasn't the case.

    

    "I need to pee."

    

    "Okay, go ahead."

    

    While Hye-eun went to the bathroom, I sat on a bench in the hallway.

    

    Sitting there, I absently stared at the pediatric clinic and youth counseling center.

    

    It was quiet as if no one was in either place.

    

    Only noisy sounds from the sunlit window outside could be heard.

    

    I almost felt like I was the only one in the building.

    

    Of course, that was just an illusion.

    

    As proof, someone soon came out.

    

    And our eyes met.

    

    "......"

    

    "......"

    

    It was a woman with blonde hair, wearing jeans and a white shirt.

    

    Then the door naturally closed again.

    

    "Han A-reum?"

    

    Why is Han A-reum here?

    

    Oh, she's a teenager, so I guess she could be.

    

    I'm not sure if she heard me, but there was no response from inside.

    

    Maybe I saw wrong.

    

    But even if it was someone else, it's still strange.

    

    Our eyes met, she was startled, and then she closed the door right there.

    

    Anyone would find the situation odd.

    

    "So it is Han A-reum..."

    

    Still, I didn't open the door to confirm.

    

    I don't want to invade her privacy.

    

    Han A-reum must have her reasons, so I should pretend I didn't see her.

    

    "A-reum, haven't you left yet?"

    

    But even if I try to ignore it, luck doesn't seem to be on Han A-reum's side.

    

    The sound of the door clicking came through.

    

    "The door isn't locked... What's wrong? Is someone there?"

    

    "T-that's not it."

    

    "Who could be—"

    

    The door opened with a thud.

    

    "Hye-eun, did you wash your hands properly?"

    

    "Mmm."

    

    "Then let's go."

    

    What the counselor saw was just an ordinary sibling pair.

    

    A normal high school student who brought his little sister to the pediatrician.

    

    Soon Hye-eun turned her head toward the counseling center entrance, perhaps sensing the gaze.

    

    "What a cute child."

    

    Unlike the counselor's pleased comment, Han A-reum looked uncomfortable.

    

    Our eyes met again as I happened to turn my head.

    

    "Oh my, you don't look well. A-reum, shall I walk with you?"

    

    "No, it's fine! Goodbye!"

    

    With that, Han A-reum bowed to the counselor and ran away as if escaping.

    

    Hye-eun and the counselor were confused by the situation.

    

    Only I seemed to understand why she was acting that way.

    

    Hey, but acting like that makes you more suspicious.

    

    "Ah!"

    

    Thud-!!

    

    "A-reum, are you okay?"

    

    She even fell while running.

    

    "Are you stupid?"

    

    "Why are YOU here?!"

    

    Finally, in frustration, Han A-reum glared at me.

    

    Even though she was the one who fell.

    

    "Is this your friend, A-reum?"

    

    At the counselor's words, it became too awkward to keep pretending.

    

    "Yes, I suppose so."

    

    "I'm not friends with this person."

    

    Han A-reum pointed at me and denied it.

    

    "Hey, I'm a year older than you, and you call me 'this person'?"

    

    "It's Seo-min's fault!"

    

    The counselor could only smile awkwardly.

    

    "Oppa, who is that?"

    

    "Seo-hee's friend."

    

    "Unnie's friend?"

    

    The counselor seemed relieved to know we weren't on bad terms.

    

    "So you do know each other."

    

    "We're just coworkers who don't really know each other!"

    

    "I see, now I understand why you ran away. Are you hurt?"

    

    The counselor understood the situation from Han A-reum's explanation.

    

    Sometimes people don't want acquaintances to know they're receiving counseling.

    

    "Fortunately, I don't think I'm hurt."

    

    "You don't need treatment?"

    

    "No, I'll just put on a bandage myself."

    

    I added a word of comfort to Han A-reum as she was talking with the counselor.

    

    "You should be more careful. So clumsy."

    

    "Whose fault is that?"

    

    "Your fault for running away as soon as you saw me."

    

    "I didn't acknowledge you. You overreacted first."

    

    "Ugh... you always have to have the last word."

    

    Hye-eun approached Han A-reum, who had stood up again.

    

    "Hello."

    

    "Huh?..."

    

    Han A-reum looked at me in confusion.

    

    "She's my little sister."

    

    "Ah... hi."

    

    Han A-reum awkwardly raised her hand slightly.

    

    She seems to be the type who has difficulty getting along with children, unlike Seo-hee or Eun-bi noona.

    

    This is an interesting combination.

    

    Until now, Han A-reum and Hye-eun never had a chance to meet.

    

    Though I remember when Han A-reum did something wrong before, I counter-threatened her that Hye-eun's crying would ruin the company.

    

    Thinking about it, it's quite a strange connection.

    

    "Are you Seo-hee unnie's friend?"

    

    "Yes, I'm close with Seo-hee unnie."

    

    Han A-reum answered softly, looking confused.

    

    Hye-eun smiled with her eyes.

    

    Though her mouth wasn't visible because of the mask, she was probably smiling.

    

    "Then let's be friends."

    

    Hye-eun held out her hand.

    

    Han A-reum hesitated, then cautiously extended her hand while glancing at me and the counselor.

    

    Why is she acting like that?

    

    "So there's no problem, right?"

    

    The counselor asked with a warm smile.

    

    "Ah, yes. Sorry for the trouble, teacher."

    

    "No worries, just don't forget to come Wednesday afternoon this week."

    

    "Yes."

    

    The counselor, sensing nothing was wrong, went back into the center.

    

    Han A-reum carefully took Hye-eun's outstretched hand.

    

    "You yell at me just fine, but why so shy now?"

    

    "T-that's... it's different with you and a little kid!"

    

    "Seo-min?"

    

    Hye-eun tilted her head.

    

    Han A-reum was flustered by that reaction.

    

    "Ugh... well... anyway, it's different with o-oppa and a child."

    

    Wait, did she just call me oppa?

    

    It's so cringy I want to go to the bathroom and throw up.

    

    Reading my expression, Han A-reum's ears turned red as she shouted.

    

    "I had no choice with the little kid here!"

    

    I guess she felt it would be inappropriate to call a child's actual brother "Seo-min" right in front of them.

    

    "Unnie. Unnie."

    

    "Yes?"

    

    Hye-eun tugged at Han A-reum's collar.

    

    When Han A-reum bent down to see what Hye-eun wanted, Hye-eun pointed to herself.

    

    "Hye-eun."

    

    "What?"

    

    "That's my name."

    

    "Oh, I see."

    

    "What's your name, unnie?"

    

    "Han A-reum."

    

    Han A-reum's voice grew softer as she spoke with Hye-eun again.

    

    I can't believe someone can be so different in these two situations.

    

    I've discovered Han A-reum's greatest weakness.

    

    "Hye-eun, stop. You're scaring unnie."

    

    "What? No way!"

    

    "Then prove it."

    

    "Why should I?"

    

    "Just so you know, Hye-eun likes having her head patted."

    

    Hye-eun was already expectantly offering her head.

    

    She must not be feeling sick anymore, despite having a fever.

    

    "More importantly, this... I mean, Hye-eun seems to have a fever. Shouldn't she go rest quickly?"

    

    "You're right, Hye-eun. Let's say goodbye to unnie now."

    

    "But I want to play more."

    

    Though she was being stubborn, this was the child who endured a shot without crying.

    

    Soon she came to my side, hearing that oppa was having a hard time.

    

    "See you next time."

    

    Hye-eun waved to Han A-reum.

    

    "Yeah... next time... see you next time."

    

    "Will we really see each other again?"

    

    "If you come to the convenience store, we'll see each other eventually, won't we?!"

    

    "Ah, you're the one having a thing with that guy who comes for the shift after me, right?"

    

    "Who said anything about a 'thing'?!"

    

    "Sure, sure."

    

    After teasing Han A-reum thoroughly, she turned around and walked away, fuming.

    

    "Oppa, are you not getting along with A-reum unnie?"

    

    "I wonder."

    

    Am I on bad terms with Han A-reum?

    

    I think we bicker often, but could also be considered close.

    

    I'm not sure myself.

    

    Just then, I noticed a paper had fallen on the corridor where Han A-reum had left.

    

    It was the paper she had been carrying.

    

    "So careless. She should have put it safely in her bag."

    

    Since we're heading down anyway, I can give it to her.

    

    As Hye-eun and I walked, she picked it up first.

    

    "Hye-eun, you shouldn't look at the contents."

    

    "Why?"

    

    "Because it might be something unnie wants to keep private."

    

    Hye-eun looked puzzled but nodded.

    

    "Han A-reum!"

    

    "What is it?"

    

    "Here, this."

    

    We met Han A-reum on our way down, and Hye-eun handed it to her.

    

    "Unnie dropped this."

    

    "Put it safely in your bag."

    

    "Thank you, Hye-eun. Ahem... I was just about to put it in my bag."

    

    "Seriously..."

    

    She's particularly cold only to me.

    

    "Ouch, it stings."

    

    "Huh? Hye-eun, what's wrong?"

    

    "I got a paper cut. Look."

    

    As Hye-eun said, there was a cut on her finger.

    

    "I'll get you a bandage at the pharmacy."

    

    "Wait a moment."

    

    Han A-reum told us to wait and rummaged through her bag.

    

    Not finding a bandage right away, she searched for a while before finally pulling one out.

    

    "I get hurt often."

    

    "Is that so?"

    

    She doesn't seem like that when I see her at the convenience store.

    

    Well, I've never met her outside the convenience store until now.

    

    "Here, Hye-eun."

    

    Han A-reum put a bandage on Hye-eun's finger.

    

    "You must get better."

    

    "Yes. Thank you, unnie."

  
    Chapter 89. Discarded Lunch Box and Medium Rare (1)

    
    "Good job, Inwoo~"

    

    "What job? Were you tired waiting, Seohee?"

    

    "Say ah~"

    

    "Ah~"

    

    "Haah~ Some of us are working right now..."

    

    Someone keeps interrupting while Seohee and I are happily sharing ice cream.

    

    I turn my eyes to look at the source of the disturbance.

    

    A young-looking blonde girl was wearing a convenience store vest despite her elegant appearance.

    

    "Hey, Han Areum. Aren't you supposed to be working?"

    

    "You're the one coming here to flaunt your lovey-dovey behavior while I'm working."

    

    "I just finished my shift, you know?"

    

    Besides, it's not even my regular working hours. I filled in for someone on what should have been a day off for the school anniversary.

    

    Originally, I had planned to go to Seohee's house to study and hang out.

    

    But somehow the manager knew and called to ask for help.

    

    Since I've received a lot from him, I agreed to help and now I'm switching shifts with Areum, who's working the evening part.

    

    "Seohee, Areum keeps bothering me."

    

    I leaned on Seohee's shoulder asking for help.

    

    "Areum, I'm sorry if we're being a disturbance."

    

    "No, unnie. You can stay."

    

    "Then why just me?"

    

    I glared at her with displeasure, but Areum didn't even care.

    

    "Anyway, help me out, Seomin."

    

    Seems like Areum had something else in mind.

    

    "With what?"

    

    "I need to get something from the top shelf in the storage room, but I can't reach it."

    

    "There's a ladder, you know."

    

    "I don't feel safe climbing it."

    

    "This is why kids these days..."

    

    "OK boomer."

    

    "Want me to not help you?"

    

    We headed to the storage room, bickering as usual.

    

    "Is this what you need?"

    

    "Yes."

    

    "Alright."

    

    "Would it kill you to be a little nicer when helping?"

    

    "Well, I don't feel appreciated for helping."

    

    Anyway, I've helped her out.

    

    Now I can go back to being lovey-dovey with Seohee.

    

    I thought today would pass by uneventfully.

    

    Just like any other ordinary day.

    

    "Hey, Han Areum."

    

    "What is it, Seomin?"

    

    "What happened with that guy?"

    

    "What guy?"

    

    "That..."

    

    I'm pretty sure his name was Lee Taeho.

    

    The person I'm talking about is the high school senior who works the weekend afternoon shift at the convenience store where I work.

    

    From the few conversations we've had, I know he gave up on college and is pursuing music.

    

    And that he has a crush on Areum, with something like a budding relationship.

    

    Though I'm not sure if Areum recognizes it as such.

    

    "I don't know."

    

    Areum just responded coldly.

    

    "Are you always this interested in other people's business?"

    

    "Only when it's entertaining."

    

    "What's that supposed to mean? Go play with your unnie if you're bored."

    

    Areum waved her hand dismissively.

    

    Well, she doesn't seem like she's going to tell me, and it probably wasn't anything special anyway.

    

    I went back to the table where Seohee was.

    

    "Ah, it's a shame though. It was supposed to be our day off."

    

    "There's a public holiday next week too."

    

    Seohee stroked my head to comfort me.

    

    Indeed, being with your girlfriend after work is the best form of rest.

    

    I wonder if Seohee thinks the same way, which is why she calls me whenever she finishes work.

    

    While we were creating a scene that would make others cringe, another extra disrupted our background.

    

    "Ugh... you're making me sick."

    

    "Then don't come over here."

    

    "I need to eat too."

    

    Areum sat down in front of us with her lunch box.

    

    Miss Han Areum, who loves junk food more than anyone, opened the lid of her expired lunch box without fail today as well.

    

    "You really like those expired meals, huh."

    

    I didn't expect that the joke meal I once gave her would lead to this.

    

    "Areum, it's not good to eat only those things."

    

    When Seohee expressed her concern, Areum smiled and assured her it was fine.

    

    "I eat proper meals too. I only have these occasionally when I come to the convenience store."

    

    It was a familiar moment, if anything.

    

    A time when I couldn't have imagined that something big was about to happen.

    

    The incident began with the ringing of the bell attached to the convenience store entrance.

    

    "...Welcome."

    

    Areum, who was just about to eat her lunch box, fixed her frowning expression and greeted the customer.

    

    She's adapting to customer service better than I thought.

    

    But even Areum couldn't have predicted what came next, as her eyes suddenly widened.

    

    What is she so surprised about?

    

    I looked toward the entrance.

    

    "H-Hello!"

    

    There stood the guy I mentioned earlier,

    

    The guy who had a not-quite-relationship with Areum.

    

    "Oh, hello."

    

    "You guys are here too?"

    

    "Yes, it's the school anniversary today, so the manager asked me to cover the morning shift."

    

    The guy gave a bitter smile at that.

    

    And his outfit... it wasn't the shabby clothes he usually wore when coming to work at the convenience store.

    

    I don't know much about fashion, but I can tell he put effort into his appearance.

    

    "What's the occasion? Your clothes look nice."

    

    "Really?"

    

    When I casually complimented him, he smiled with satisfaction.

    

    Well, there's probably someone else whose approval he wants more.

    

    "...Ah, nice clothes."

    

    "...Thanks."

    

    Areum hesitated for a moment before responding nonchalantly.

    

    So that was his target after all.

    

    Taeho's lips curled up to his ears at Areum's passing compliment.

    

    When Areum tried to go back to the counter, he stopped her.

    

    "Oh, go ahead and eat. I didn't mean to interrupt."

    

    "It's fine."

    

    "Or, should I watch the counter while you eat?"

    

    "What?"

    

    Ah, that's going to make her uncomfortable.

    

    My thought was right as Areum waved her hands.

    

    "You don't have to do that. I can eat later."

    

    "No, I want to do it."

    

    Well, if he insists, should I just leave it be?

    

    He persuaded Areum that she could eat leisurely since there were no customers yet.

    

    "Are you being honest?"

    

    His persistent questioning made Taeho flustered.

    

    "Hey, Han Areum."

    

    "What, Seomin?"

    

    "I'll take over. Eat your lunch."

    

    "Okay, go ahead."

    

    "Why don't you decline my offer?"

    

    "If it's Seomin, you should work hard."

    

    Seems like she still hasn't fixed that habit of hers.

    

    "Come with me, hyung."

    

    Anyway, I moved away from Seohee and Areum to the product display area with Taeho.

    

    Taeho glanced at Areum with a hint of regret before following me.

    

    And now that we were alone.

    

    I had a pretty good idea why he came here.

    

    Maybe Areum figured it out too?

    

    "You came to see Areum, right?"

    

    "Haha, was it that obvious?"

    

    "Well, you still came at a good time."

    

    He glanced to the side.

    

    His mouth seemed to be itching to say something, probably planning to make some kind of move today.

    

    "Haah~"

    

    But lacking confidence, he sighed deeply and said:

    

    "Inwoo, I envy you."

    

    "Pardon?"

    

    "You talk to Areum so comfortably."

    

    I guess Areum does only show a polite side to Taeho.

    

    He seems to be misunderstanding that as her keeping distance.

    

    Come to think of it, Areum is only rude to me.

    

    "It's not like that. Areum and I just bicker when we meet, we don't even see each other outside the convenience store."

    

    "R-Really?"

    

    Love is such a fickle thing.

    

    Taeho seemed a bit happy to learn that Areum and I weren't that close.

    

    Well, I'd be pretty concerned too if Seohee was close with another guy.

    

    "Anyway, you came to make progress with Areum, right?"

    

    "Haah~ Inwoo, you've figured it out."

    

    "Yes, Areum mentioned that you contact her often."

    

    "Hmm... she mentioned that too."

    

    "Haven't you two gotten closer?"

    

    "Well..."

    

    According to Taeho, he often contacted Areum under the pretext of offering her lunch boxes.

    

    Usually with messages like "We have this expired food, want some?"

    

    But recently, Areum declined, saying she had too many lunch boxes.

    

    Since then, he hasn't had any excuse to start a conversation, and he's not sure how Areum feels about him.

    

    He came here today out of frustration.

    

    "Haah~ Inwoo, what should I do?"

    

    "Well, if you try too hard, won't the other person feel pressured?"

    

    "You think so?"

    

    In my case too, when Seohee first tried to do everything for me, I felt burdened and uncomfortable.

    

    Of course, now we've talked it through and we're taking good care of each other appropriately.

    

    "Th-Then what should I do?"

    

    Taeho looked at me desperately.

    

    "I'm not an expert in these matters either."

    

    "But you're in a relationship right now."

    

    "That's true."

    

    I am in a relationship, but...

    

    Honestly, Seohee and I didn't have any push-and-pull or tingling pre-relationship phase.

    

    It was just Seohee's one-sided pursuit.

    

    I got caught up in it, eventually opened my heart to Seohee, and we officially started dating.

    

    But Seohee is honestly a cheat code.

    

    How could anyone not fall for someone so pretty, cute, and kind who sticks to you saying she likes you?

    

    I want to kick my past self who once tried to reject Seohee.

    

    How dare I try to make our Seohee cry.

    

    Ahem, anyway, let's end this cheesy monologue here.

    

    The point is, I don't have much advice to give since I hardly did anything to win Seohee over.

    

    If there's anything I did, it was taking her to a nice place when we were young, and promising to marry her.

    

    I can't tell him to promise marriage to Areum right now.

    

    "You'll help me, right?"

    

    I didn't expect him to look at me with such desperate eyes.

    

    He must be really serious about this.

    

    "I'll help as much as I can."

    

    "Really? Thank you!!"

    

    Honestly, how could I miss out on such an entertaining situation?

    

    Actually, I would have interfered even if he hadn't asked for help.

    

    Teasing Areum is fun too.

    

    "So how can I get closer to her?"

    

    "Hmm... wouldn't it be better to go out together?"

    

    "Ask her on a date? But if I do it right away..."

    

    This guy doesn't get it.

    

    "We should all go out together."

    

    If familiar faces from the convenience store suggest going out together, Areum will likely join.

    

    Because she'll be going out with Seohee too.

    

    "When the mood seems right and Areum seems okay with it, we'll slip away."

    

    "Thank you so much. Shall we do it next week on the public holiday?"

    

    So we spent some time in the corner planning the date.

    

    "Welcome."

    

    "Oh, a customer came."

    

    Soon, Taeho, remembering that Areum was eating, went to the counter,

    

    But Areum had already finished her meal and was helping the customer.

    

    "What are you two plotting over there?"

    

    Areum looked at us suspiciously.

    

    "Haha, plotting? We were just talking about a movie we saw recently. Right, hyung?"

    

    "Yes! That's right! We're both interested in movies."

    

    "All the way in the corner?"

    

    She's unnecessarily sharp.

    

    Areum, who was eyeing us suspiciously, let out a deep sigh.

    

    "Well, as long as it's nothing serious."

    

    Fortunately or unfortunately, she doesn't seem very interested in us.

    

    "I've finished eating, so you don't need to watch the counter for me."

    

    "R-Really?"

    

    Taeho seemed disappointed that he couldn't be of help.

    

    He gave a bitter smile, shook his head slightly, and glanced at me.

    

    I nodded.

    

    "Inwoo, what took you so long?"

    

    Perfect timing, Seohee came over.

    

    Let's bring it up.

    

    "Hey, everyone..."

    

    "Um, are you free next week?"

    

    "Huh?"

    

    Areum spoke at the same time, saying something unexpected.

    

    I stopped what I was saying and turned my head to see Areum talking to Taeho.

    

    She was avoiding eye contact slightly, with her ears turning red.

    

    I wasn't the only one surprised; Taeho froze too.

    

    "Uh..."

    

    "I'm asking if you're free on the public holiday next week."

    

    "Y-Yes."

    

    "If... if oppa is okay with it... would you like to... hang out together?"

    

    Areum seemed very awkward making this proposal, carefully choosing her words.

    

    "Yes, I'd love to."

    

    Unexpectedly, Areum beat us to it by asking him out first.

    

    ———

    

    A few minutes earlier.

    

    At the table where Inwoo and Taeho had left, Seohee and Areum were having a conversation.

    

    "You want to repay him?"

    

    "Yes."

    

    Areum carefully shared her concerns with Seohee while picking at her lunch box with chopsticks.

    

    "I've received a lot from him, like lunch boxes and such. I want to give him something in return, but what do guys like?"

    

    Hearing this question, Seohee pondered.

    

    What do guys like...

    

    No, first of all, what does Inwoo like?

    

    The things Inwoo likes are family, Seohee, and...

    

    Come to think of it, although she spent a lot of time with Inwoo, he never really showed that he particularly liked anything.

    

    If he wasn't playing with Seohee or taking care of his siblings and doing housework, he only knew studying.

    

    'Inwoo has been accommodating me a lot.'

    

    Seohee was lost in thought before coming back to reality.

    

    "You don't know?"

    

    "Well, I do have one good idea."

    

    From Seohee's perspective, she already knew there was a subtle atmosphere between the two.

    

    They just lacked opportunities to close the distance.

    

    Plus, they both seemed shy.

    

    So Seohee wanted to create an opportunity for them.

    

    "How about asking him to hang out together?"

    

    "What?"

    

    Areum seemed taken aback, as if she hadn't thought of it.

    

    Seohee smiled kindly, but with an expression that suggested she had discovered something interesting.

    

    "This unnie will help you."
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    A clear and beautiful day, perfect for outdoor activities.

    

    Perhaps a golden holiday for high school students weary from college entrance exam preparations.

    

    On such a wonderful day, I am currently...

    

    "Do you think you can handle it?"

    

    "Yes, don't worry, I'll be watching over them, hyung."

    

    I was sitting alone on a bench in a secluded corner of the busy area in front of the station.

    

    My gaze was fixed on someone in the distance while I held my phone, talking with them.

    

    At first glance, it might seem suspicious, like I was secretly following someone, but I was actually doing this because I was specifically asked to.

    

    The person I was watching was today's main character and my part-time coworker, Lee Taeho hyung.

    

    Despite spending all night meticulously putting together his autumn date outfit, he kept anxiously checking his appearance.

    

    "Does my outfit look weird?"

    

    "It looks fine, better than anything you've worn before."

    

    "But still, the other person..."

    

    "Hyung, she's coming!"

    

    I whispered, alerting the distracted Taeho hyung about the situation.

    

    Hearing my words, Taeho hyung quickly looked around until his gaze stopped at one spot.

    

    He froze, his eyes fixed in one direction.

    

    Soon, the other protagonist, a woman, appeared before him.

    

    "Have you been waiting long?"

    

    Her familiar voice, though calm, revealed a hint of excitement.

    

    But what mattered most wasn't Han Areum's current emotional state, but Taeho hyung's reaction.

    

    "Taeho hyung, pull yourself together. I'm hanging up now."

    

    I ended the call.

    

    I really hope he pulls himself together.

    

    Well, I could understand why Taeho hyung was reacting that way.

    

    "Han Areum is really dressed up nicely."

    

    I found myself muttering involuntarily.

    

    Unlike her usual style of skinny jeans and white shirts, Han Areum looked different today.

    

    Of course, that style suited her too, but I guess it's because of who she is.

    

    Her bright white dress was simple in design but elegantly sophisticated.

    

    The beige oversized cardigan she wore over it to guard against the seasonal chill added a touch of cuteness.

    

    She definitely seemed to have put on some makeup too, more than usual.

    

    Well, she is pretty.

    

    Not as pretty as our Seohee, of course.

    

    With such silly thoughts, I observed the two from a distance.

    

    "Why aren't you saying anything?"

    

    "...Huh?"

    

    Finally coming to his senses, Taeho hyung blinked several times, the tips of his ears turning red.

    

    After clearing his throat a few times, he prepared to compliment her.

    

    "...You look beautiful."

    

    "What was that?"

    

    Taeho hyung had finally spoken, but ended up blurting out such a weak sentiment.

    

    Well, Han Areum didn't seem to mind, just smiling slightly and letting it pass.

    

    "Shall we get going then?"

    

    "Huh? Y-yeah."

    

    Since Han Areum made the suggestion first, she decided where to go.

    

    They planned to meet 30 minutes before the movie and stop by a café first.

    

    As they were about to move according to that plan...

    

    "Just a moment."

    

    Han Areum paused and looked at her phone.

    

    "What's wrong?"

    

    "Nothing. I just..."

    

    Though she said it was nothing, Han Areum was strangely hesitant.

    

    Wondering what was going on, Taeho hyung also looked at her in confusion.

    

    Han Areum rolled her eyes for a moment, then met Taeho hyung's gaze.

    

    I couldn't see clearly from this distance, but her eyes seemed to move up and down?

    

    "That outfit suits you well."

    

    "Oh, thanks."

    

    He didn't even try to hide his expression anymore, the corners of his mouth threatening to rise.

    

    But not wanting to look too giddy, Taeho hyung quickly turned his head away.

    

    Is he really that happy?

    

    It was just a simple compliment about his clothes.

    

    "Ahem... well... let's go then."

    

    With Han Areum's change of subject, they soon headed to the café.

    

    I, who had been observing from a distance, carefully moved while maintaining my distance.

    

    I had to be careful not to be spotted by Han Areum.

    

    ———

    

    After watching them order from outside for a while and confirming they were fully seated, I entered the café.

    

    "One iced Americano, please."

    

    "Yes."

    

    "One iced Americano, please."

    

    Soon, a familiar voice came from behind me, slightly later than mine.

    

    Sensing something odd, I—no, we—looked at each other.

    

    "Seohee?"

    

    "Um... Inwoo?"

    

    After staring at each other awkwardly for a while...

    

    "Hahaha."

    

    "Hahaha."

    

    We laughed it off awkwardly.

    

    And in that state, we found seats a bit away from Han Areum and Taeho hyung.

    

    Smiling brightly as we each received our Americanos, we sat at the table and immediately confronted each other.

    

    "Inwoo, what's going on?"

    

    "You're the one to talk, Seohee. Didn't you say you couldn't hang out today because of work?"

    

    Could there be such a coincidence?

    

    Perhaps it wasn't a coincidence but something predestined.

    

    "What about your work?"

    

    I was going to tell her that I was sorry but I couldn't be with her because I had promised to help Taeho hyung on this holiday.

    

    But Seohee had already told me she couldn't be with me because she had busy work at the company.

    

    "And you, Inwoo, didn't you say you were going to stay home and study all day?"

    

    "I did."

    

    I nodded.

    

    I guess we both lied to each other and missed each other because of that.

    

    "Is it because of those two?"

    

    We almost simultaneously identified the cause.

    

    Looking over there at the awkward potential couple.

    

    "I knew it."

    

    So when Han Areum looked at her phone earlier and suddenly complimented his clothes, it must have been Seohee's instruction.

    

    "Hey. Didn't we agree to be honest with each other?"

    

    Seohee asked with a pouty expression.

    

    "I was wrong to hide it, but..."

    

    "It's because hyung asked me to keep it a secret even from you, who's close to Han Areum."

    

    "Sigh~ Well, I also hid it because Han Areum asked me to keep it secret from you, fearing you might tease her."

    

    So we both had to hide it due to circumstances.

    

    We looked at each other and then burst into laughter.

    

    "Well, shall we apologize to each other next time?"

    

    I asked, slightly blushing and avoiding her gaze.

    

    "Inwoo, you've really become bold, haven't you?"

    

    "What? I'm still far behind you, Seohee."

    

    We deliberately returned to a warm atmosphere.

    

    Since things turned out this way, might as well help those two while having our own date.

    

    Just as Seohee and I were relaxing and wetting our throats...

    

    "What? Myeongwang Group!!!!"

    

    "Huh?"

    

    "What?"

    

    Startled by the sudden loud voice from over there, we turned our heads again.

    

    The real protagonists here are those two, really.

    

    "Shh! Quiet~"

    

    Han Areum whispered a warning, and Taeho hyung apologized with his hand covering his mouth.

    

    "Anyway..."

    

    "Sorry, I was just surprised."

    

    What? Did Han Areum already reveal her identity?

    

    Usually, a wealthy person only reveals their identity when they've judged someone to be trustworthy, right?

    

    Anyway, whatever she was thinking, Han Areum asked triumphantly.

    

    "Hehe, do you see me differently now?"

    

    "Yeah. I thought you might be rich, but..."

    

    "So you approached me for my money."

    

    "N-no! I never wanted money or anything..."

    

    "Hahaha! Teasing commoners is fun."

    

    She still can't fix that peculiar habit of hers.

    

    She didn't seem to look down on commoners particularly, but she seemed to enjoy the situation.

    

    Well, it wasn't as sharp as when she first met me.

    

    "Well, don't be too formal. Treat me like you always do. Nothing has changed."

    

    "Yeah..."

    

    But wouldn't it be harder to deal with Han Areum now?

    

    Hyung seems to be hesitating more too.

    

    I opened my phone and sent a message.

    

    [Don't be too intimidated. Act confidently.]

    

    A man needs to show a confident attitude.

    

    Otherwise, it's hard to win in love.

    

    Soon, Seohee also sent a message.

    

    "Ah, excuse me for a moment."

    

    Han Areum stood up and went somewhere.

    

    Of course, Taeho hyung didn't make the mistake of persistently asking where she was going.

    

    As Han Areum and Taeho hyung separated, things got busy on our side.

    

    "Oh, Areum."

    

    [Um... unni? Am I doing something wrong?]

    

    I glanced around and then went to Taeho hyung.

    

    Well, I could quickly return before Seohee ends her call.

    

    "Hyung."

    

    "Oh, Inwoo. Um..."

    

    I think I know what hyung wants to say.

    

    "Yes, I know too. That Han Areum is from a wealthy family."

    

    "Is this really okay?"

    

    Now that he knows Han Areum is wealthy, he seems worried.

    

    This is why I thought Han Areum would reveal this fact later, but I didn't expect her to blurt it out here.

    

    "What's wrong with it? Han Areum might talk like that, but she probably doesn't care."

    

    I reassured hyung for now.

    

    "Hyung, you're too intimidated right now. Don't think about backgrounds and just be cheerful and comfortable like usual."

    

    "R-really?"

    

    "Yes, if Han Areum cared about such things, she wouldn't have made this date with you."

    

    "Okay. I'll try to lead the conversation properly now."

    

    After comforting hyung, I quickly returned to the table where Seohee was.

    

    Seohee had just ended her call.

    

    "How's it going over there?"

    

    When I asked, Seohee nodded.

    

    "I told her not to just talk about herself but to listen well too."

    

    "Really?"

    

    Han Areum returned.

    

    "I have a question..."

    

    "Yes."

    

    Soon, Taeho hyung asked a question as if he had been waiting.

    

    "Areum, if you're wealthy, why do you keep working part-time?"

    

    "Hmm..."

    

    Han Areum showed signs of contemplation for a moment, then raised the corners of her mouth.

    

    It felt somewhat mischievous.

    

    "Because someone keeps giving me lunch boxes."

    

    "What?"

    

    "To receive discarded lunch boxes, I need to be a fellow part-timer, right?"

    

    "So it's because of the lunch boxes?"

    

    "And also because that way, I can see someone's face at least once more."

    

    "Huh?"

    

    It took Taeho hyung some time to understand the meaning of Han Areum's words.

    

    After realizing, his face turned bright red like a radish.

    

    "Um... that..."

    

    "Hehehe."

    

    Han Areum covered her mouth with her sleeve and laughed happily.

    

    Taeho hyung, completely overwhelmed, was at a loss for words.

    

    "Why are you like that? I haven't said whose face it is yet."

    

    "What? Then... whose face is it?"

    

    "Ah, the movie time... we still have a while."

    

    Having failed to change the subject, Han Areum just smiled and said nothing.

    

    She just stared directly at Taeho hyung's face.

    

    Taeho hyung, under the sudden focus of attention, averted his gaze with a reddened face.

    

    "What? Is there something on my face?"

    

    "I'm just trying to see more of 'that person's' face right now."

    

    Under Han Areum's second attack, Taeho hyung couldn't regain his composure.

    

    "I... no, um."

    

    "Hahaha, alright. The joke ends here."

    

    "Huh? Y-yeah, it's a joke, right? Ahaha."

    

    When Han Areum spoke firmly, Taeho hyung seemed somewhat disappointed while still unable to cool down his face.

    

    Watching this, Seohee quietly said,

    

    "I told her to listen well to the other person, why is she teasing him?"

    

    "Hmm..."

    

    "What?"

    

    Seohee wondered why I kept staring at her.

    

    "You say that, but didn't you tease me plenty too?"

    

    "What? When did I ever."

    

    Seohee smiled and feigned innocence.

    

    I could think of many instances, but that's not important right now.

    

    The two of them were starting a new conversation.

    

    "How did you start working part-time, Taeho oppa?"
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    "So how did you end up starting this part-time job, oppa?"

    

    At Han Areum's question, Taeho hyung briefly closed his mouth, stroked his left index finger, then removed both hands and spoke.

    

    "Actually, I'm living alone here. My family is all in the countryside."

    

    "Really?"

    

    Han Areum widened her eyes at this revelation and leaned forward with interest.

    

    "Yeah, I started working right after I moved here because I felt bad about constantly receiving living expenses from my family."

    

    "May I ask why you're living alone?"

    

    "Nothing special, just for my dream."

    

    "Your dream?"

    

    Taeho hyung looked at Han Areum for a moment before smiling.

    From a distance, I couldn't see clearly, but I could definitely tell his lips curved upward.

    

    But Han Areum, being closer to him, might have seen something different in his expression.

    

    "Ah, I shouldn't have asked."

    

    "No, it's fine. I just came to Seoul to pursue music."

    

    "What kind of music?"

    

    "I figured music school would be too difficult, so I'm just playing in a band with some friends in Hongdae."

    

    "Wow, that's cool."

    

    When Han Areum showed interest, Taeho hyung gave a genuinely happy smile this time.

    

    "Could you let me hear it sometime?"

    

    "Sure, I'll invite you."

    

    "Nice!"

    

    From a distance, I clenched my fist and said.

    I never expected them to naturally set up their next date like this.

    Now that they're doing it, those two are handling things pretty well on their own.

    

    Seohee also seemed relieved, letting out a deep sigh.

    

    "They're doing well."

    

    Seohee smiled as she looked at the two of them—or rather, at Han Areum.

    

    "What are you staring at?"

    

    Soon Seohee noticed my gaze and turned to me.

    

    "Because you're so beautiful."

    

    *Smooch*

    

    "Mmph... hey! We shouldn't do this here!"

    

    I exclaimed quietly in surprise, making sure those two couldn't hear us.

    

    I quickly looked around, but fortunately, no one had seen us.

    

    "Inwoo attacked my heart first."

    

    I rubbed my lips where Seohee had kissed me, turning my flushed face away.

    

    Well, I've reached the stage where I can maintain eye contact while kissing Seohee, but surprise kisses still embarrass me.

    

    "I was just stating a fact."

    

    "Keep that up and I'll do it again."

    

    "Then I'll tell you more later."

    

    While we were having our cringeworthy conversation, those two started preparing to leave.

    

    "It's time."

    

    "You're right. I've already reserved the tickets, so don't worry about it."

    

    "What? But I already made a reservation..."

    

    "Oh..."

    

    Hmm... those two are fine otherwise, but it would be better if they kept communicating even after making plans.

    

    "Let's go out now."

    

    As Han Areum and Taeho hyung stood up and left, we hurriedly got up too.

    

    It's our little secret that both our faces were slightly flushed.

    

    ——

    

    "I heard this movie got good reviews."

    

    "Yeah, the actors' performances are excellent, and it's directed by someone famous for outstanding direction."

    

    We were still secretly following the Han Areum and Lee Taeho couple.

    

    The problem was that they had both made reservations, so one of them would have to cancel.

    

    Naturally, we who had coordinated our reservations in advance would also need to cancel one and move to adjacent seats.

    

    After waiting briefly, I received a message.

    

    Taeho: Inwoo, the seats have changed.

    

    Inwoo: Yes, I know.

    

    Taeho: I'll let you know our seat locations.

    

    Inwoo: I'll change mine accordingly.

    

    Well, with Seohee beside me, I could just move to the seat next to hers.

    

    I canceled my reservation and checked Seohee's seat.

    

    "It seems like there aren't any available seats..."

    

    If we missed anything, it was the fact that today was a public holiday.

    

    Of course, a movie theater in a bustling downtown area would be packed with people.

    

    Plus, the movie we reserved was a hit even overseas.

    

    "You're right. What should we do..."

    

    I glanced at Seohee.

    

    Of course, I absolutely didn't mean to ask her to use her chaebol influence.

    

    Seohee wouldn't do something like that anyway.

    

    In this awkward situation, I had no choice but to make a decision.

    

    "Can't be helped. Seohee, you go watch it alone."

    

    Honestly, I'm quite disappointed.

    

    We came to help that couple, but having to give up our date situation is unfortunate.

    

    "Let's just let them watch the movie on their own."

    

    "Huh?"

    

    "We'd have to turn off our phones during the movie anyway."

    

    That's true, using phones in the theater isn't good manners.

    

    Besides, phone screens are particularly noticeable in the dark.

    

    It would be impossible for Seohee and Han Areum to secretly text each other.

    

    "Since it's come to this, I'll just trust those two and have a date with Inwoo~"

    

    Seohee grabbed my arm and pulled me toward her.

    

    As I moved closer, I caught the familiar, comforting scent of cotton from her.

    

    Strangely, whenever it stimulates my sense of smell, it calms both my mind and body.

    

    I'd like to make a 'So Seohee's Cotton Scent' diffuser to put in my room.

    

    Of course, if I made one, it would never be for sale—just one special production exclusively for my use.

    

    While having such silly thoughts, I came to my senses and sent a message.

    

    Inwoo: Sorry hyung, but everything's sold out. Since we can't really text in the theater anyway, I'll step out for a bit.

    

    Beside me, Seohee also sent a message and then smiled at me.

    

    "Where should we go now~?"

    

    Seohee asked in a soft voice.

    

    Hmm... where would be good?

    

    Then my gaze stopped at one spot.

    

    Seohee followed my line of sight.

    

    "You're naughty."

    

    "It's just a 15+ rated movie."

    

    Our gaze was directed at a billboard showing a romantic comedy with a man embracing a woman.

    

    "Hehe, I'm just kidding."

    

    Seohee smiled seductively.

    

    Truthfully, at the point of going to see a romance movie with Seohee, it would be a lie to say I didn't have any ulterior motives.

    

    Wouldn't there be at least some skinship between us?

    

    "Inwoo?"

    

    Perhaps she read my thoughts.

    Looking at my face, Seohee half-closed her eyes.

    

    Her expression said she could see right through me.

    

    "Ahem... if you don't want to, we can go somewhere else."

    

    "I guess I have no choice. Just holding hands while watching, okay?"

    

    "What?"

    

    "Hehe, I misspoke. Just holding hands while watching the movie, okay?"

    

    Brushing off Seohee's strange wordplay, we went to reserve tickets for that movie.

    

    ———

    

    Fortunately, since most viewers were flocking to the movie Han Areum and Taeho hyung went to see, there were seats available for our chosen film.

    

    The couple seats were sold out, but regular seats were quite plentiful.

    

    We settled in the middle of the back row of regular seats, sitting side by side.

    

    With advertisements playing on the screen as our backdrop, we engaged in quiet conversation.

    

    "Hehe, it's my first time coming to a movie theater with Inwoo."

    

    "That's right. We always watched movies at your house."

    

    "Yeah, but this is nice too sometimes."

    

    Even with the development of OTT platforms over time, some people still visit theaters for the unique atmosphere they offer.

    

    "We've been busy with school. We needed time like this."

    

    Seohee immediately clung to my arm despite having just sat down.

    

    "You're dropping the popcorn."

    

    "Hehe. Here, say ah~"

    

    Seohee picked up some popcorn with one hand and put it in my mouth.

    

    She looks really excited.

    

    Well, we almost spent the public holiday helping our respective couples without being able to enjoy ourselves.

    

    But here, we don't need to be considerate of others.

    

    "Here, you too."

    

    I also fed Seohee some popcorn with one hand.

    

    "Mmm~ it's sweet."

    

    "This is just buttered popcorn."

    

    "It still tastes sweet~"

    

    Actually, maybe it is sweet like Seohee said...

    

    No, is it the situation that's sweet?

    

    Feeling the saltiness of the popcorn fill my mouth, I chuckled.

    

    I hadn't even realized I'd been smiling since the moment we entered the theater.

    

    "Here's some cola too."

    

    Seohee, with a completely giddy expression, offered me cola with a straw.

    

    "I can drink it myself."

    

    "Aww~ once the movie starts, we won't be able to do even this."

    

    Seohee's flirtatious voice made me feel like I was melting.

    

    "Alright."

    

    After spending such sweet moments, the advertisements ended.

    

    The dark screen soon displayed videos from the film's distributors or investors.

    

    As the movie began, the surrounding chatter and noisy atmosphere subsided.

    

    Everyone turned their attention to the screen.

    

    However, just before the movie fully started, a very sultry and alluring voice whispered in my ear.

    

    "If you want to, don't hesitate to do it anytime."

    

    "What?"

    

    I turned to see Seohee looking at me with a seductive smile.

    

    "It doesn't have to be during a kiss scene."

    

    Soon I looked around and realized.

    

    Not only our seating arrangement, but the two rows in front of us were empty.

    

    Plus, being in the last row, there was no one behind us.

    

    Seohee had insisted on choosing the seats—I didn't realize she had such devious intentions.

    

    She said we'd just hold hands while watching, but she clearly had other plans.

    

    "I'll respond whenever you want."

    

    Seohee said, touching her finger to her lips.

    

    "If we paid to watch a movie, we should watch the movie."

    

    "Tsk~"

    

    I turned my head away.

    

    My face was burning, but I could hold back a little.

    

    It's not like this is the first time Seohee has tried to seduce me like this.

    

    Soon, as if giving up, Seohee also turned her attention to the screen.

    

    Honestly, my heart was racing and I was drawn to Seohee's temptation,

    

    but it would be better to calm down a bit.

    

    We couldn't just engage in skinship throughout the entire movie.

    

    So, in a calmed state, I took in the first scene of the film.

    

    [Mmm...ahh~]

    

    [Wait, not there.]

    

    Since it was rated 15+, all you could see was a blanket covering a bed and four feet sticking out, but it showed a man and woman tossing and turning together.

    

    Though the leads spoke their lines in quite a composed voice, suggesting they were experienced, the content remained the same.

    

    "………"

    

    "………"

    

    We couldn't say anything, our faces heated as we hung our heads low.

    

    Haah~ I should think about something else for a moment.

    

    Yeah, those two must be doing well, right?

    

    ———

    

    Meanwhile, in another theater, two people were, of course, watching their movie.

    

    [Smooch-]

    

    Just that sound continuing quietly in the scene.

    

    This film seemed to particularly emphasize visual aesthetics, as the kiss scene that appeared early on had no background music—just the quiet sound of a man and woman kissing.

    

    "………"

    

    'Ah, I'm thirsty, but what should I do? If I drink cola now, it might make things even more awkward.'

    

    Taeho sat with a stiff expression, his flushed face fixated on the screen.

    

    "………"

    

    'I didn't know this would be in the movie!'

    

    Han Areum, her long blonde hair flowing down to cover her face, sat with her head bowed, her face completely red.

    

    Both couples were enduring their own ordeals.
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    The movie ended.

    

    At first, I felt awkward because of those scenes, but it got better afterward.

    

    "But there were a lot of kissing scenes, right?" Seohee asked with a smile.

    

    "Yeah. It was a bit much. No wonder there were mostly couples in there."

    

    I scratched my face as I spoke, then my eyes met Seohee's.

    

    As soon as she saw me, she smirked.

    

    "I didn't know Inwoo had such impressive self-control."

    

    "...What do you mean?"

    

    "Who knows?"

    

    Seohee's victorious smile made her look quite proud.

    

    My face grew even redder in front of that smile.

    

    "What? Seohee, did you not want to do it?"

    

    "No, I'm quite satisfied."

    

    Seohee nodded and continued smirking.

    

    To explain the situation, I lost to temptation.

    

    Seohee's permission to kiss her anytime during the movie, the endless kissing scenes throughout the film, and the faint smooching sounds from distant seats...

    

    All those factors combined, and eventually, I gave in.

    

    For the record, Seohee seemed to enjoy watching me suppress my urges during the movie and didn't make any moves herself.

    

    When I finally gave up and pressed my lips against hers, from that moment on, like crazy...

    

    Ah, let's just stop the description here.

    

    Anyway, after that embarrassing situation ended, we left the theater.

    

    "Haa~ By the way, it seems like the others' movie hasn't ended yet?"

    

    I showed her my phone.

    

    I had asked Taeho to contact me when his movie ended, but there was still no message.

    

    It seemed Seohee's phone was the same.

    

    "Where should we wait for a while?"

    

    Going back to the café didn't feel right.

    

    Meanwhile, I was getting hungry.

    

    Of course, we had bought popcorn and cola, but we barely ate any of it.

    

    Because there was something sweeter...

    

    Ah, seriously, that's enough!

    

    "Hehehe, to cool your face down, shall we go get some fresh air?"

    

    Seohee made a good suggestion then.

    

    ————

    

    A couple emerged from the theater.

    

    A tall man and a short woman with noticeable blonde hair.

    

    Han Areum and Lee Taeho came out after finishing their movie.

    

    There was a distinctly awkward atmosphere between them.

    

    'Ah, I didn't expect this to be a romance movie.'

    

    Taeho glanced at Han Areum.

    

    'Oh my god, how am I supposed to look at oppa's face now.'

    

    Han Areum, not immune to romance, felt only embarrassment and awkwardness.

    

    Unlike before, these two had become less talkative.

    

    An awkward situation where they only said what was absolutely necessary.

    

    "I'll go to the restroom."

    

    "Okay. Me too."

    

    A moment later.

    

    Ring ring ring-

    

    "Oh, Inwoo!"

    

    "Seohee unni!!"

    

    Both were desperately seeking help, unable to bear the awkwardness any longer.

    

    ———

    

    After watching the movie, we moved to a restaurant for dinner.

    

    Taeho and Han Areum took a taxi first, while Seohee and I followed after giving them some time.

    

    We deliberately took a taxi too, since arriving in a limousine would attract attention.

    

    "But will this place be okay?"

    

    In the taxi, I searched for information about our destination.

    

    Han Areum had said that since oppa paid for the popcorn and movie, she would pay for dinner.

    

    I was worried, thinking this expensive restaurant might be too much of a burden.

    

    "Since she revealed she's from a chaebol family, it should be fine, right?"

    

    The taxi driver glanced at us when the word "chaebol" came out of our mouths.

    

    "Still..."

    

    When I contacted Taeho, he seemed unaware of where we were going.

    

    He said he would chip in if the bill was too high, but he'll soon find out.

    

    That the menu prices at this place are beyond what a part-timer could afford.

    

    Actually, the same might be true for me, but I have the black card I received from Eunbi noona.

    

    Well, I guess I can use it?

    

    "What are you going to do, Inwoo?"

    

    "Well, I..."

    

    I showed her the card from my pocket.

    

    Seohee frowned at that.

    

    "How dare you try to use another woman's card when you have a chaebol girlfriend."

    

    I barely held back my laughter.

    

    Of course, Seohee knows there's nothing between Eunbi noona and me, but sometimes she gets adorably jealous like this.

    

    As our conversation deepened, the taxi driver seemed confused, tilting his head.

    

    No, he swallowed hard and drove stiffly, focusing on the road.

    

    He seemed to have given up on joining the conversation.

    

    "Still, it doesn't feel right to keep getting treated. At least let me pay for the movie."

    

    When I tried to give her money again, Seohee blocked my hand.

    

    "Have you forgotten what kind of person your girlfriend is?"

    

    "You're right."

    

    Isn't that a bit too forceful?

    

    I almost fell for her all over again.

    

    Anyway, I decided to stay quiet, thinking that if I continued talking about money, she might confiscate my wallet every time we date from now on.

    

    Soon the taxi stopped, and we arrived at the restaurant.

    

    "G-goodbye, have a nice evening."

    

    We received the driver's oddly formal farewell and headed to the restaurant.

    

    As expected, the restaurant was quite luxurious, just as I had researched.

    

    I wondered if Taeho would have stopped and refused, saying it was too expensive?

    

    "They're already inside."

    

    Seohee immediately disproved my assumption.

    

    "Apparently, as soon as Han Areum arrived, the chef and owner came out to greet her warmly."

    

    After receiving such treatment, they couldn't help but go in.

    

    "I wonder if Taeho is okay?"

    

    I hope he's not getting nervous and making mistakes inside.

    

    With a worried heart, I headed toward the restaurant.

    

    "Wait, then what about you, Seohee?"

    

    "Huh?"

    

    It's an obvious conclusion.

    

    If there was such a commotion for the heir of the second-largest conglomerate, there's no way nothing would happen for Seohee, who is the actual CEO of the top-ranked company.

    

    "Welcome... Oh!"

    

    Before we could say anything, a waiter with wide eyes rushed away.

    

    And sure enough, the restaurant owner and chef came out.

    

    "Welcome!! Director!"

    

    Suddenly, all eyes in the restaurant turned to us.

    

    And then...

    

    "Ah..."

    

    Han Areum and Taeho spotted us too.

    

    More precisely, the uninvited guests they hadn't told each other about.

    

    ———

    

    "We'll sit separately, so don't worry about us."

    

    "Haha, should we go somewhere else instead?"

    

    We awkwardly spoke in front of them.

    

    Taeho just looked surprised, but Han Areum was glaring at me fiercely.

    

    "Since when have you been with unni?"

    

    "Um... We just thought we'd have dinner together."

    

    "Don't lie."

    

    As expected, she didn't believe me.

    

    "You were there from the beginning, weren't you?"

    

    This time, Han Areum's gaze turned to Taeho.

    

    Her eyes had softened a bit, but her intent was no different.

    

    "Areum, I'm sorry."

    

    "Haah~ Well, I'm the same, so..."

    

    After saying that, Han Areum shot me another fierce glare.

    

    She softened completely for Taeho, but why only me...

    

    "How much did you see?"

    

    After thinking for a moment, I opened my mouth.

    

    "Ah, we didn't see much. So you can go back to staring at someone's face."

    

    "Uuugh!!!!!"

    

    Han Areum's face turned bright red as if a volcano was about to erupt.

    

    She banged her forehead on the table once.

    

    "Areum, are you okay?"

    

    Taeho looked at her with concern, and I felt a sensation in my side.

    

    Seohee was nudging me with her elbow, giving me a look.

    

    "Inwoo."

    

    "Haha. Anyway, we'll sit far away from you."

    

    "Haah~ Well, it can't be helped now."

    

    It would be awkward to continue like this, so today's love helpers should probably retreat now.

    

    "Thanks anyway."

    

    "Yes, hyung. Fighting, Han Areum."

    

    "For what?"

    

    Pretending not to know.

    

    If I stay, Han Areum won't be able to be honest, so I should leave quickly.

    

    So we went to the opposite side of the restaurant and started our own date.

    

    I was curious about how things would turn out, but I could ask about that later.

    

    ————

    

    After Seohee and Inwoo left, only the two of them remained at the table, looking at each other.

    

    "I'm really sorry, Areum!"

    

    "No, I hid it from you too, oppa."

    

    "Ah, I don't really mind."

    

    Taeho was a bit surprised, but he wasn't that bothered by Seohee's presence.

    

    After all, he had asked Inwoo to secretly observe and help with the date, and had asked him to keep it a secret from Seohee too, in case Han Areum found out.

    

    "......"

    

    "......"

    

    Whatever the case, this situation had unfolded.

    

    And after watching the movie, they had become less talkative.

    

    He needed to find a conversation topic somehow.

    

    Taeho made up his mind and opened his mouth.

    

    "I was surprised. This is my first time in a place like this."

    

    Taeho glanced around subtly.

    

    Of course, he only looked briefly, not wanting to appear out of place.

    

    Chandeliers and tables covered with tablecloths.

    

    The guests around them were all dressed nicely.

    

    There were various customers, from families to couples, but most seemed to be there for important occasions.

    

    Also, Han Areum and Lee Taeho were seated at a special window table arranged by the owner, with a distant view of Seoul's night skyline.

    

    "The night view is beautiful."

    

    "Hehe, right? Feel free to enjoy it as much as you want."

    

    Han Areum smiled proudly as she boasted.

    

    Taeho responded with gratitude, making eye contact with Han Areum.

    

    "Yes, I like it."

    

    "What?"

    

    Hearing those words, Han Areum's eyes widened, and she froze while maintaining eye contact with Taeho.

    

    Taeho tilted his head, wondering why she reacted that way.

    

    Han Areum, her face suddenly heated, realized she had momentarily misunderstood and laughed as she looked away.

    

    "Ahaha, right. The night view is nice."

    

    'Whew~ Am I an idiot? Why did I think he was confessing to me?'

    

    Han Areum had been feeling her heart race since earlier.

    

    When they first met, she had thought she was just rewarding a commoner and hanging out with him, but...

    

    She decided there must have been something wrong with the movie they watched today and nodded to herself.

    

    "It's expensive, isn't it?"

    

    Taeho asked worriedly.

    

    "I can't treat you, but I'll split the bill."

    

    "Ah, no!"

    

    Han Areum waved her hands.

    

    "Commoners can't even afford to buy at places like this anyway... Oh."

    

    Han Areum waved her hand and hurriedly corrected herself.

    

    "I'm sorry. I mean..."

    

    "I know what you mean, so you don't need to apologize."

    

    Taeho smiled bitterly and said it was okay.

    

    But knowing well what her problem was, Han Areum blamed herself inwardly.

    

    'Last time I almost ruined my family by being arrogant, yet I still make these mistakes...'

    

    "Um..."

    

    Whether out of guilt or because she felt she had become somewhat close to Taeho,

    

    Han Areum carefully shared her concern.

    

    "Actually, when I was immature, I grew up with bad thoughts, so I still make verbal mistakes from time to time."

    

    "Is that so?"

    

    "Yes, I'm really sorry. I'm trying to fix it, but habits are hard to break."

    

    In a way, it could be seen as an excuse, and one might think she's still trapped in her sense of privilege.

    

    That would definitely be a negative point in a budding relationship.

    

    But Taeho's reaction was different.

    

    "You don't need to blame yourself too much."

    

    Taeho's smile was full of kindness.

    

    He stroked his left hand once and continued to encourage Han Areum.

    

    "Recognizing your mistakes and trying to fix them already makes you a better person."

    

    "Really?"

    

    "Yes, Han Areum, you're definitely a good person, so you can change."

    

    "A good person..."

    

    Han Areum, quietly feeling the weight of those words, smiled.

    

    "I'll pay for this meal. If you feel bad about it, you can treat me to something even more delicious next time."

    

    The dating atmosphere began to liven up again.
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    The atmosphere grew warm again, and there was no one to interrupt the two of them.

    

    As their conversation flowed more pleasantly than ever, a waiter appeared between the tables.

    

    "Your main dishes are ready."

    

    The main course consisted of two T-bone steaks.

    

    A palm-sized piece of meat was placed on each plate in front of them.

    

    "Wow, this is..."

    

    Taeho swallowed his words.

    

    

    In truth, this was Taeho's first time eating steak in his life.

    

    Especially at a place that was not just known to be expensive but actually was expensive—this was his first time.

    

    He had heard about it, but seeing it in person surprised him.

    

    'This tiny thing costs hundreds of thousands of won?'

    

    Perhaps he really did prefer samgyeopsal to this sort of thing?

    

    For Areum, this must be familiar food.

    

    

    With such bitter thoughts, Taeho looked at Han Areum.

    

    "The portion is small, isn't it?"

    

    

    "Ah, no, it's fine."

    

    No matter what, it would be shameless to say such things to someone treating him to a meal.

    

    Besides, the price was not insignificant.

    

    As he hurriedly waved his hands in denial, Han Areum burst into laughter again at his reaction.

    

    "You don't need to be nervous."

    

    

    "Yeah. Right."

    

    To be honest, Taeho was extremely nervous about eating food that cost well over 100,000 won for the first time in his life.

    

    "Or have I made you uncomfortable?"

    

    Han Areum asked with a pouty expression.

    

    "No, it's not that."

    

    

    "Really? I thought..."

    

    Taeho looked back and forth between the steak and Han Areum.

    

    "But why do you eat discarded lunch boxes?"

    

    Taeho was curious.

    

    

    Earlier at the café, he had also asked Han Areum why she kept working part-time.

    

    'Back then, she joked that it was because of my face.'

    

    Recalling those words again, Taeho felt his ears growing hot.

    

    

    Anyway, she had avoided answering by joking around then.

    

    Why would the daughter of the prestigious Myeongwang Group, ranked second in the business world, work at a convenience store, and before that, go around looking for discarded lunch boxes?

    

    

    Could she have been kicked out of her home?

    

    That couldn't be it.

    

    

    If something like that had happened, she wouldn't have brought it up so easily.

    

    And she wouldn't be casually coming to such an expensive restaurant, where the owner and chef even came out to greet her when they entered.

    

    "Hmm, you look like you have a lot of questions."

    

    Han Areum thought for a moment and then met Taeho's gaze.

    

    Taeho also looked into Han Areum's eyes.

    

    They shone so beautifully and prettily.

    

    

    After staring absentmindedly, he realized he had been looking too long and turned his gaze away.

    

    

    Han Areum chuckled and said, "I hope that just answered your question again."

    

    

    "......"

    

    Feeling embarrassed, Taeho shifted his attention to the food.

    

    He gripped the fork and knife and cut into the steak.

    

    As he sliced with the knife, the red juices of the perfectly cooked medium-rare steak flowed out.

    

    He cut off a piece and put it in his mouth.

    

    It was indeed worth the money—delicious.

    

    While the savory taste of the meat combined with the chewy texture was creating happiness in his mouth,

    

    Han Areum spoke up.

    

    "Well, to tell you the truth, there was a different reason why I started going to the convenience store often at first."

    

    

    "Really?"

    

    

    "Yes."

    

    Taeho leaned forward to listen more attentively.

    

    Han Areum rested her chin on her arm and turned her gaze toward the night view.

    

    But her eyes weren't looking at the night view; they were briefly reminiscing about the past.

    

    "After I somehow got to know Inwoo oppa and Seohee unnie, I found it fun to hang out at the convenience store."

    

    Clearly, during her first meeting with Inwoo, Han Areum had hurt both Inwoo and Seohee.

    

    When she went to find them afterward, they naturally greeted her with a rather cold attitude.

    

    

    But when Han Areum apologized and tried to get along with them again, they accepted her.

    

    She became even closer with Seohee than before, calling each other unnie and dongsaeng, and while she still bickered with Inwoo, it was more out of familiarity than malice.

    

    "The truth is, I didn't have any friends, so I liked having people to hang out with."

    

    

    "Is that why you keep working part-time too?"

    

    Han Areum silently nodded.

    

    

    It was surprising to hear she had no friends.

    

    Someone like Han Areum would surely attract people just by going to school.

    

    "Of course, now I've come to like not just those two, but Taeho oppa as well."

    

    

    "I see..."

    

    'Why is she suddenly coming at me like that?'

    

    At the words "come to like," Taeho's face visibly reddened.

    

    "Oh my, your face has turned as red as a radish!"

    

    

    "Ahem... ah, maybe it's because it's hot."

    

    

    "Is that so? I thought the weather was quite chilly today."

    

    Taeho tried to fan himself, but Han Areum seemed to have noticed the effect her words had on him.

    

    Moreover, her face had also turned slightly red.

    

    "But why were you looking for discarded lunch boxes back then?"

    

    Taeho asked to change the subject.

    

    "That?"

    

    Han Areum briefly recalled the past.

    

    [More please. Put more of that vulgar thing in my mouth!]

    

    The words she had said when she first ate a discarded lunch box.

    

    'Why did I say such an indecent thing?'

    

    Embarrassed by the incomprehensible words she had blurted out, Han Areum once again banged her forehead on the table.

    

    "Ugh... ow..."

    

    "Areum, are you okay?"

    

    

    "Haha, I'm fine."

    

    Rubbing her slightly reddened forehead, Han Areum smiled.

    

    "I just tried it and found it delicious."

    

    At that time, Han Areum couldn't forget the feeling of something she disliked yet found tasty.

    

    Well, she did think her habit of seeking out discarded items was strange.

    

    "Really? Was it worth paying money for?"

    

    Taeho recalled when he first met Han Areum.

    

    The image of her coming in with her face covered, getting excited, and deliberately asking to buy discarded lunch boxes for money was still vivid in his mind.

    

    Remembering her cute yet comical appearance, Taeho burst into laughter.

    

    "Th-that!"

    

    Back then, Han Areum had been desperate for discarded lunch boxes for some reason.

    

    Thinking about it again, those memories were like a minefield.

    

    For Han Areum, they were full of embarrassing moments.

    

    "It was my first time eating one! So I thought that taste could only come from discarded food!"

    

    

    "That's cute."

    

    

    "Ugh..."

    

    Han Areum blurted out anything to cover her embarrassment.

    

    "And besides, it's not completely over yet!"

    

    

    "What do you mean?"

    

    

    "I mean... the expiration date that people set... doesn't mean it's completely finished. Since it's not spoiled, it would definitely be worth buying for someone."

    

    

    "Really?"

    

    

    "Yes, at that time, I was just that someone."

    

    Han Areum nodded her head.

    

    "Yes, Han Areum, you're right."

    

    Some might dismiss it as strange talk,

    

    But Taeho liked hearing what Han Areum had to say.

    

    

    

    

    "That lunch box must have been happy. To be eaten by someone who said it wasn't completely over."

    

    

    "Are you making fun of me now?"

    

    

    "No. Not at all."

    

    Although Han Areum responded with a pout, Taeho enjoyed watching her with a smile.

    

    "It's getting cold."

    

    Han Areum pointed at the steak to change this embarrassing situation.

    

    "Right, it would be a waste to let it get cold after you bought it."

    

    They began cutting into their steaks in earnest and putting them in their mouths.

    

    Though slightly cooled, the sensation of juices flowing out and moistening the tongue was still fantastic.

    

    'If it weren't for Areum, I probably would never have eaten food like this.'

    

    The steak portion was small but delicious, and Taeho felt full even after eating just a little.

    

    ———

    

    When they left the restaurant, it was late evening.

    

    "We stayed quite long."

    

    

    "We did. We have school tomorrow, right?"

    

    Since the holiday was in the middle of the week, the next day was also a weekday.

    

    "Should I walk you home?"

    

    

    "What?"

    

    Puzzled, Han Areum briefly recalled the advice Seohee had given her.

    

    

    At the end of a date, there's often the courtesy of escorting your partner home if it gets late.

    

    Of course, the other person might feel burdened and decline.

    

    But Seohee had advised that it was at least courteous to ask.

    

    "Hmm... okay. But just halfway."

    

    So Taeho and Han Areum walked down the street after finishing their date.

    

    

    A quiet street illuminated by evenly spaced streetlights.

    

    

    Han Areum and Taeho were silent for a moment.

    

    

    They had talked a lot, but perhaps they were both searching for what more to say.

    

    "Which school do you go to, Areum?"

    

    Asking for simple information seemed best at times like this.

    

    "School?"

    

    But what's simple information for some might not be simple for others.

    

    

    After a brief pause, Han Areum smiled.

    

    "That's for next time. We're not close enough yet for me to tell you that."

    

    

    "Really?"

    

    When she didn't give a simple answer, Taeho showed slight disappointment on his face.

    

    He couldn't hide his bitterness at her words about there still being distance between them.

    

    

    Well, they had only hung out once.

    

    

    If anything, he thought he had heard quite a lot about Han Areum.

    

    'We'll get closer with time.'

    

    With that resolve, he decided not to ask in detail today and to take a step back.

    

    "Oh? Aren't you happy?"

    

    

    "Huh?"

    

    Puzzled, Taeho looked at Han Areum, who slightly averted her gaze.

    

    "I'm promising a next time."

    

    Meaning if he wanted the answer, he should spend time with her again.

    

    With her ears turning red, Han Areum's words implied just that.

    

    Taeho couldn't hide his smile at her voice, which strangely sounded especially sweet.

    

    "If you don't like it, you can hear it today."

    

    

    "No, I'll hear it next time!"

    

    Han Areum also chuckled at Taeho's innocent response.

    

    "Is it okay for a high school senior to play around like this?"

    

    

    "Haha."

    

    'She hit the nail on the head.'

    

    A brief silence hung in the air amid the cheerful atmosphere.

    

    But neither showed any signs of discomfort.

    

    

    They simply wanted to enjoy this walk, under the streetlights, in the moonlight of the night sky, without words.

    

    "This is far enough. My car is coming to pick me up."

    

    Where they stopped, there was a place for cars to pull over on the side of the road.

    

    "Will you be okay, Taeho oppa?"

    

    

    "Yeah, I can catch a bus at the stop just ahead and go straight home."

    

    Han Areum nodded.

    

    "By the way, won't you get in trouble for coming home late?"

    

    It was quite late.

    

    If her parents found out that a young girl was out this late, and moreover, alone with a boy, wouldn't they be furious?

    

    

    But contrary to Taeho's concern, Han Areum just smiled bitterly.

    

    "Well, that would be fortunate."

    

    

    "Aren't they worried?"

    

    Han Areum shook her head.

    

    "They're probably worried I'll cause trouble again."

    

    Han Areum answered with a bright smile.

    

    Taeho had spent the whole day with Han Areum.

    

    Though it was a short time, she seemed playful but not like someone who would cause trouble.

    

    Of course, there seemed to be a past she hadn't told Taeho about, with some bad intentions.

    

    'Why would they worry about such a bright and kind girl causing trouble, especially for a wealthy family?'

    

    Taeho dismissed this as another of Han Areum's jokes.

    

    Or perhaps Han Areum was misunderstanding and interpreting her parents' concern in a twisted way.

    

    "I'm sure they're worried about you."

    

    

    "Do you want to sit at the bus stop until my car arrives?"

    

    Han Areum said her legs were sore and punched her legs lightly.

    

    

    Since the pull-over lane was near the visible bus stop,

    

    They sat at the bus stop for a while.

    

    "I had fun today."

    

    

    "Yeah, I had a lot of fun too."

    

    At first, not knowing what to do, he had desperately sought help from others for this big event, which was now over.

    

    

    Fortunately, with both of them happy.

    

    After sharing their brief impressions, they looked at each other with smiles.

    

    "Shall we hang out like this again?"

    

    'Since Areum clearly promised a next time first, if I gather courage and ask, she'll probably agree.'

    

    At Taeho's suggestion, Han Areum put her index finger to her lips as if thinking.

    

    "Hmm... I wonder?"

    

    And she frowned.

    

    At that moment, headlights from a car in the distance signaled the end of their time together.

    

    

    Not expecting to be rejected like this, Taeho spoke carefully in confusion.

    

    "But earlier, you definitely said you were promising a next time..."

    

    Han Areum stood up, preparing to leave.

    

    And then

    

    *smooch*

    

    "...didn't you."

    

    A playful, ticklish warmth touched Taeho's cheek.

    

    As the momentary warmth left and Taeho stopped speaking,

    

    Han Areum smiled broadly and said,

    

    "I was just kidding."

    

    The blonde-haired girl with a slight blush left only those words before turning around and getting into the car.

    

    

    After the car had left,

    

    Belatedly realizing what had happened, Taeho could only absentmindedly touch his cheek.
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    The Same Weekend Part-Time Job as Always

    

    The routine has become familiar now, and before I know it, Sunday afternoon arrives while I'm working.

    

    "Inwoo, good job this week too."

    

    And when I'm with my girlfriend who always watches over me, time passes even faster.

    

    "Yeah, another week done."

    

    "It's not over yet, you know? The next shift hasn't even arrived."

    

    "Do you always have to nitpick everything?"

    

    And when there's someone who keeps nagging, it gets even more tiring.

    

    Sitting at the convenience store table were my girlfriend So Seohee, who's been making regular appearances almost every week now, and the uninvited guest Han Areum.

    

    "Are you complaining because your boyfriend is late?"

    

    "W-who's boyfriend?!"

    

    Han Areum blushed and confronted me.

    

    "Not yet?"

    

    "He's not!"

    

    "Still not?"

    

    "...He's not!"

    

    "Alright, alright. So you're just hanging out with him?"

    

    "Isn't that obvious?"

    

    Han Areum turned her gaze toward the window and answered curtly.

    

    "You're so dishonest."

    

    "You really don't listen! Unnie!"

    

    Han Areum turned to Seohee, seeking help.

    

    "Inwoo, stop teasing her."

    

    Seohee gave a wry smile, scolded me, and stroked the head of Areum sitting next to her.

    

    While Areum and Seohee enjoyed their girl time healing session, I walked back to the display shelves.

    

    Once I finish stocking these products, the next shift should arrive.

    

    Just as I was about to start working, I heard the door open.

    

    "Welcome!"

    

    "Did you wait long?"

    

    The next shift had already arrived.

    

    There were still about 10 minutes until the shift change, but he came early.

    

    "You're here?"

    

    "Yeah, hello everyone."

    

    Taeho hyung looked at Areum with an extremely bright expression and a wide grin.

    

    "You're early?"

    

    This time when Areum asked, Taeho hyung just smiled.

    

    "..."

    

    "Yeah, I thought Areum might be waiting."

    

    "I wasn't waiting for you."

    

    Taeho hyung couldn't hold back his smile, while Areum continued to respond with her prim attitude.

    

    But there was a strange optical illusion of a blush appearing on her face.

    

    Well, if you asked Areum herself, she'd insist it wasn't true.

    

    Let's just call it an optical illusion for now.

    

    The day after their first date, I asked Taeho hyung how it went.

    

    Taeho hyung, with the same bright expression as now, just said it was fine.

    

    But that expression was the most cheerful I'd ever seen during all my time working here.

    

    He was grinning so much that I wondered, "Was he always like this?"

    

    Today, I asked Areum what she thought about that day.

    

    Areum claimed, just like before, that she was just hanging out with him.

    

    But looking at hyung's expression, something must have happened between them.

    

    Though they don't seem to be dating yet.

    

    As I looked at the two of them with a puzzled gaze and the subtle atmosphere between them, Areum glared at me.

    

    "Shouldn't you be changing shifts?"

    

    "Inwoo, good job. Let's go change shifts."

    

    As if being chased away by Areum, we headed to the storage room and had a conversation between just us guys.

    

    "Actually, Areum texted me asking when I'd be coming."

    

    Taeho hyung looked at his phone with a pleased smile.

    

    "So you're in contact often now?"

    

    "Yeah."

    

    "Have you set up the next date?"

    

    "Actually, we mentioned setting something concrete today, so I came early."

    

    From what Taeho hyung is saying, things seem to be progressing gradually.

    

    Though Areum would probably answer differently if asked.

    

    "So when are you going to confess?"

    

    I asked casually.

    

    Honestly, from the current atmosphere, wouldn't Areum accept his confession while pretending to give in reluctantly?

    

    Clearly something happened between them that made their relationship closer and created this strange atmosphere, so it seemed like it would be fine to confess soon.

    

    I'd also heard somewhere that it's not good to drag out the "some" stage for too long.

    

    "About that..."

    

    As if this was exactly why Taeho hyung had called me aside to talk, he hesitated for a moment before saying with a serious look:

    

    "I'm thinking about doing it on our next date... but is it too soon?"

    

    Hyung glanced briefly toward the outside, in the direction where Areum was.

    

    When I looked in that direction too, Areum was in the middle of some conversation with Seohee.

    

    Probably Seohee was counseling her on her end as well.

    

    "I think it's fine?"

    

    I affirmed.

    

    Maybe I'm seeing it too simply because it's not my business, but Areum seems to have Taeho hyung on her mind quite a bit too.

    

    "Really? Isn't it too soon?"

    

    "Actually, dragging it out too long might make things worse."

    

    "That's true."

    

    Hyung took a deep breath and said:

    

    "It's my first time confessing... is there a best way to do it?"

    

    "A confession method?"

    

    I thought for a moment.

    

    In my case with Seohee...

    

    At first, Seohee confessed to me first. One-sidedly.

    

    Well, I did tell her I wanted to marry her before that, but that was when we were kids, and it's different from confessing to date now.

    

    And after that, the way we officially started dating wasn't really about who confessed, but more about opening up and talking honestly with each other...

    

    Come to think of it, I've never been the one to bring up dating first.

    

    I suddenly felt grateful that Seohee had done such a difficult thing for me.

    

    "Actually, I've only been on the receiving end of confessions... so I don't have much advice."

    

    "You're really blessed..."

    

    Why are you looking at me like that?

    

    Taeho hyung looked at me with a surprised expression for a moment.

    

    But soon, as if realizing it was rude, he withdrew his gaze.

    

    Well, it is surprising that a pretty girl like Seohee would confess first.

    

    "Anyway, just sincerely convey your feelings, don't you think?"

    

    "Sincerity..."

    

    "And maybe try it when you're somewhere nice and the mood gets sweet?"

    

    "A nice place... sweet mood..."

    

    Taeho hyung was nodding in agreement with my words but paused at the mention of a "sweet mood."

    

    Then he started sweating profusely and blushed slightly.

    

    Why is he acting like that?

    

    "Hyung?"

    

    "Oh, what?"

    

    The corners of Taeho hyung's mouth kept trying to curl up.

    

    Blushing and happy... did something sweet really happen between them?

    

    If so, it seems like he could confess right away.

    

    "I got it. Anyway, it's not good to keep depending on you and asking for advice. I'll handle it myself."

    

    "...Okay."

    

    Judging by how hyung suddenly changed the subject, something must have really happened, but let's move on.

    

    "Oh, it's time to end your shift, right? Sorry for keeping you."

    

    "It's fine."

    

    After completing the handover, we returned to the table area.

    

    "Seohee, I'm done."

    

    "Okay, Inwoo, here."

    

    Seohee put a snack she bought from the convenience store into my mouth.

    

    It tastes even better when Seohee feeds me.

    

    I soothed my work fatigue with the sweetness of the snack and Seohee's affection.

    

    Areum stood up, saying she was going to talk for a bit, and headed to the counter.

    

    On her way, she glanced at me.

    

    She could just go without worrying about me.

    

    Is she concerned because I've been teasing her too much?

    

    If this continues, it'll be uncomfortable, so I should refrain from teasing her for a while.

    

    Areum's empty seat naturally became mine, and I rested my head on Seohee's shoulder while shifting my gaze to the counter.

    

    "How about this place then?"

    

    "It looks nice."

    

    "I heard there's a good restaurant nearby."

    

    "Really?"

    

    "Yeah, since Areum treated last time, I'll treat this time."

    

    "Well, if you insist."

    

    I'm not sure if Areum herself is aware of it, but her expression was completely similar to Taeho hyung's.

    

    Maybe not quite as goofy, but she was subtly smiling and radiating bright energy as if constantly saying "I'm happy!"

    

    Really, it's all so obvious even when she pretends otherwise.

    

    Han Areum's characteristic high-handed and arrogant demeanor was nowhere to be seen; now she looked like nothing but a bright, innocent girl, I thought to myself.

    

    Areum has really changed a lot.

    

    "Areum has really changed. She's become brighter."

    

    Maybe because she's my girlfriend, there was someone right next to me thinking the same thing.

    

    Seohee looked at Areum with a wistful expression.

    

    Well, since she's closer to Areum, Areum's current appearance must feel even more new to her.

    

    "She'll be fine without me now."

    

    Seohee nodded with satisfaction.

    

    "What's that, like you're about to leave soon?"

    

    Startled by her strange, foreshadowing-like words, I grumbled, and Seohee burst into laughter and stroked my head.

    

    "Don't worry, I'll never leave you, Inwoo."

    

    Seohee and I looked at the two of them with playful smiles.

    

    ———

    

    "Areum has really changed. She's become brighter."

    

    So Seohee looked at the couple standing a little distance away.

    

    Especially the girl among them.

    

    "She'll be fine without me now."

    

    Feeling pleased and happy, she unconsciously blurted that out.

    

    As a result, she startled her boyfriend by making him misunderstand,

    

    But soon after comforting him, Seohee looked at Areum again.

    

    As Seohee gazed at Areum,

    

    Her vision suddenly projected an image from the past onto her retina.

    

    It was just a few years ago.

    

    "...Unnie... won't you come with me?"

    

    In a back alley of a busy street,

    

    A very young voice called out to Seohee.

    

    That voice was small, perhaps because it was trembling and timid.

    

    The girl who called Seohee had flashy blonde hair, quite a pretty face, and wore expensive, nice clothes, but her expression was dark and haggard.

    

    Tear stains streaked down her face, her eyes were lifeless and unfocused, and behind her trembling body, a bandage was visible on her left arm that she tried to hide.

    

    After looking at the girl trembling in the corner for a moment, Seohee extended her hand.

    

    "Okay, let's go. I'll take you to the police station."

    

    That's when it started.

    

    When Han Areum began to obsess over So Seohee.

    

    When she started following and stalking Seohee.

    

    And still unable to shed her bad attitude and arrogance,

    

    She made yet another mistake.

    

    Crying and wailing that she didn't want to part with Seohee, they eventually reconciled when Seohee accepted her apology.

    

    Afterward, the childish girl who had forgotten how to smile brightly and always cried, got angry, was wary of others, or only depended on Seohee, finally found another path to happiness.

    

    Around the time her dependence on Seohee decreased, fortunately, she began to form other relationships in a good environment.

    

    "Unnie, why are you smiling?"

    

    Areum returned and asked Seohee.

    

    Because Seohee was looking at Areum and smiling.

    

    "It's nothing. Good luck. Inwoo, let's go."

    

    Seohee and Inwoo left the convenience store, leaving Areum and Lee Taeho behind.
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    The streets of Hongdae on Friday afternoon were bustling with people.

    

    Songs flowing from speakers everywhere and the clamorous chatter of people filled the busking streets of Hongdae.

    

    At one of the busking spots, four band members were tuning their instruments.

    

    "Hey, why is that guy grinning like an idiot?"

    

    "Dunno, seems like he invited a girl or something."

    

    "A girl? Him?"

    

    The bass player, who was also the band leader, widened his eyes and approached the member tuning his electric guitar.

    

    The guitar player was the youngest in the band and currently a high school senior.

    

    "Hey, Lee Taeho. You gonna be alright?"

    

    "Yeah, I'm fine, hyung."

    

    Taeho, the band's youngest, replied with a grin.

    

    "Did you get a girlfriend recently?"

    

    "Oh, did you hear about it?"

    

    "'Did I hear?' Come on, it's obvious. You should tell your hyung first when something like this happens."

    

    "We're just kind of flirting right now."

    

    "This kid! I need to discipline you!"

    

    "Haha! Hyung, stop it. Put the guitar down."

    

    Even when another member put his arm around Taeho's shoulder and teased him, he just laughed it off.

    

    Hearing the commotion, the other members gathered around.

    

    "What's up with him? He usually gets so sensitive when holding his guitar."

    

    "I thought you were gay all this time."

    

    "What are you talking about?"

    

    "So what's she like?"

    

    Amid the noisy banter, Taeho's gaze fixed on something in the distance.

    

    Spotting someone, he broke into an excited smile and waved.

    

    The members naturally followed his gaze and flinched when they saw the woman approaching.

    

    A beautiful woman with flowing blonde hair spotted Taeho and waved as she approached.

    

    All the members were initially surprised by her appearance, but quickly focused on something else.

    

    "She looks younger than I expected."

    

    "Taeho, how old is she?"

    

    "Sixteen."

    

    "Taeho, you bastard!!!"

    

    One member grabbed Taeho's shoulder and shook him vigorously.

    

    "What's the problem?"

    

    Han Areum was puzzled by the increasing commotion between Taeho and his colleagues, but she soon ignored it and greeted them.

    

    "Hello, oppa. And these people are...?"

    

    "Ah, let me introduce you. These are the people I make music with."

    

    "Haha, nice to meet you."

    

    The members stopped harassing Taeho and each greeted her.

    

    "I'm looking forward to your performance today."

    

    Having a cute girl come to cheer them on brightened the overall mood.

    

    Everyone's faces lit up.

    

    Though they were initially surprised by Areum's age, they remembered that Taeho was also a minor, so they let it slide.

    

    Everyone except Taeho was in college.

    

    Areum smiled and left the performance area to sit on the stone steps at the very front.

    

    "Alright, the maknae's girlfriend is here, so let's show our best!"

    

    "Yeah!"

    

    "I told you we're not dating yet."

    

    Taeho anxiously glanced at Areum, but she either didn't hear or was just looking at her phone screen.

    

    "Phew~ Let's do well."

    

    Taeho took a deep breath to calm his nerves and recalled what they had practiced.

    

    In the overall energetic atmosphere, only the leader looked at Taeho with concern.

    

    "Don't push yourself too hard."

    

    "Yeah, I got it."

    

    After glancing at Taeho's fingers, he returned to his position.

    

    "It's been a while since you've pushed yourself like this."

    

    With a bitter smile, he gave the cue sign with his fingers to start the rehearsal.

    

    ———

    

    "Hey, don't send her home too late."

    

    "And don't get any weird ideas."

    

    "Don't say such strange things!"

    

    After the performance.

    

    As Taeho was about to leave with Areum after parting with the band members, his hyungs started teasing him.

    

    After sending Taeho off, they headed to a bar, while Taeho and Areum went for dinner as part of their date.

    

    "Don't mind what those guys said too much."

    

    "I don't."

    

    'Seriously, all that talk about dating and how far we've gone isn't appropriate for someone her age.'

    

    Taeho, grumbling internally, worried that Areum might have been uncomfortable.

    

    Fortunately, Areum seemed focused on something else.

    

    "Am I keeping you from going with them?"

    

    "No, it's fine. It wouldn't be that fun anyway."

    

    "Really?"

    

    Not as fun as dating Areum.

    

    So from Taeho's perspective, it wasn't a lie.

    

    "Besides, places like that don't allow min—Ah!"

    

    "What?"

    

    "Ah, nothing, nothing at all."

    

    Taeho waved his hands frantically after almost saying something thoughtlessly.

    

    He worried that Areum might get a bad impression of him from what he just said.

    

    Taeho wasn't a delinquent or a troublemaker, and he didn't want to be seen as one.

    

    Areum might dislike that type too.

    

    "Pfft."

    

    Contrary to his worries, Areum just burst into laughter and seemed to be enjoying herself.

    

    "Anyway, how was the performance?"

    

    Taeho changed the subject as they walked to their destination.

    

    "It was good."

    

    "Really? That's a relief."

    

    "Hmm..."

    

    Areum thought for a moment, then with a smile, began listing what she liked.

    

    "The vocalist sings really well."

    

    "Ah, that hyung actually gives vocal training lessons."

    

    "Really? No wonder his high notes were so clear, and his tone was unique."

    

    Areum nodded.

    

    "The drummer was also very passionate."

    

    "Yeah, he's so obsessed with drums that he practices all day."

    

    "The way he played with variations during the climax, like showing off tricks, was quite cool."

    

    "Yeah, that's why he's popular."

    

    "Is the bassist the leader?"

    

    "Yes. He may be playful, but he becomes dead serious during performances."

    

    "The way he controlled everything was really impressive. He has that charm of a capable man."

    

    "Yeah."

    

    "Overall, it was great."

    

    "...Haha, really? I'm glad I invited you!"

    

    Taeho laughed awkwardly.

    

    They walked through the bustling streets of Hongdae, careful not to get separated from each other.

    

    "So, is our destination still far?"

    

    "Just a moment... it should be just beyond here..."

    

    Taeho looked around and spotted the restaurant he had reserved.

    

    "Ah, there it is!... Why are you looking at me like that?"

    

    When he turned to Areum, their eyes met.

    

    It was as if she had been watching him for a while, since he started looking for the restaurant.

    

    "Who knows?"

    

    With a smile in her eyes, Areum continued to stare at Taeho's face.

    

    Feeling a bit embarrassed, Taeho shifted his gaze to the restaurant and urged her along.

    

    "It's getting chilly, let's go in quickly."

    

    As they headed to the restaurant, a response came from behind.

    

    "I was too busy looking at the electric guitarist's face to listen properly."

    

    "What?"

    

    "So don't feel so down."

    

    Areum giggled.

    

    "...You."

    

    "What?"

    

    Lee Taeho sighed deeply and covered his face with his hands.

    

    'Was it that obvious?'

    

    While listening to her impressions of the band performance, there had been no evaluation of the guitar part that Taeho was responsible for.

    

    Taeho clearly noticed that Areum was intentionally teasing him, but he must have unconsciously shown a disappointed expression.

    

    Even though he knew she was teasing, this direct attack made his heart ache.

    

    "You should be a bit... more aware of your actions."

    

    "What did I do?"

    

    Areum playfully smiled as if she had no idea.

    

    'Why is she so good at charming men?'

    

    After calming his heart, he fanned his reddened face and said:

    

    "What did I do?"

    

    "Let's go in."

    

    He deliberately changed the subject and entered the restaurant.

    

    Last time, Taeho had been treated to an expensive steak.

    

    So this time, even if he couldn't match the price, he wanted to take her to a place with food that was just as delicious.

    

    The restaurant he had carefully selected was indeed packed with customers, living up to its reputation.

    

    "I'm sorry, sir. We've run out of ingredients for today."

    

    "What?"

    

    But he hadn't expected they wouldn't be able to eat there at all.

    

    'And we came here after discussing what Areum wanted to eat...'

    

    "Well, can't be helped, right?"

    

    Areum smiled and said it was okay.

    

    "Then is there anything else you'd like to eat?"

    

    "Hmm... right now..."

    

    "I've been around Hongdae a lot, so just tell me and I'll take you somewhere nice."

    

    Areum thought for a moment and then answered.

    

    "I'm sorry, but could we go somewhere other than Hongdae?"

    

    "Huh? That's fine, but..."

    

    "I think my family would feel more at ease later when I contact them if we do that."

    

    'She said her family doesn't worry last time, but I guess they do care after all.'

    

    Taeho readily agreed.

    

    The sky was getting darker, so it would be better to help her get home a bit earlier.

    

    Taeho and Areum decided to head to a familiar commercial district and made their way to the subway.

    

    "You said you'd buy me anything, right?"

    

    "Yes. But nothing too expensive."

    

    "I have a conscience, you know?"

    

    "Sorry about that."

    

    Taeho couldn't help but smile at Areum's cute pouting.

    

    "Really, I wouldn't make someone who earns their living through part-time jobs treat me to places like that last restaurant."

    

    "How much allowance do you get per month, Areum?"

    

    He was curious about how rich kids receive money.

    

    Of course, it varies depending on the parents' style, but he was curious.

    

    He'd heard that some American billionaires are so strict they either don't give their children any money or just one dollar.

    

    On the other hand, from dramas and other media, or just looking at Areum and the money she spent on their last date, it seemed like she received quite a bit.

    

    "Allowance... I just use a card."

    

    "A card?"

    

    "Yes, since my parents insist on checking the statements."

    

    "Even when you went to the restaurant with me last time?"

    

    "Yes. But they probably don't know about you."

    

    "Really?"

    

    It seemed they were strict in some areas and lenient in others.

    

    Well, Areum probably wouldn't spend money on things she couldn't show in the statements.

    

    She doesn't have to worry about money.

    

    "Anyway, what do you want to eat?"

    

    "Hmm... it's cold, so I want something warm."

    

    "Something warm... like a soup?"

    

    "And I want to try various foods too."

    

    "Are you talking about a buffet?"

    

    If it's a restaurant near the commercial district, he has enough money to treat her to a buffet.

    

    "Think about it carefully."

    

    Areum just smiled without giving an answer.

    

    The subway carrying the two of them remained lively as they headed to their destination.

    

    ———

    

    "This is..."

    

    As soon as they got off, Areum grabbed Taeho's hand, which surprised him.

    

    But without letting go of their clasped hands, they arrived at Areum's chosen destination.

    

    A place where they could enjoy warm and various foods.

    

    "It's a convenience store."

    

    As Taeho said, it was the convenience store where they worked part-time.

    

    "Areum, you don't need to worry about my financial situation."

    

    "Who said I was worried about your money?"

    

    Areum turned to Taeho and raised her right index finger to make a strong point.

    

    "You said you'd buy me what I want to eat today, so I'll decide."

    

    "That's true, but..."

    

    "I want convenience store lunch boxes today."

    

    After saying that, Areum smiled brightly, saying she was already looking forward to it, and Taeho shook his head, laughing along, admitting defeat.

    

    "And this convenience store is the most comfortable for me."

    

    That wasn't a lie.

    

    So Taeho decided to go along with Areum's wishes.
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    Two people entered the convenience store.

    

    As soon as they walked in, they were greeted by the owner's hearty welcome and met his gaze.

    

    "What's this, are you two dating?"

    

    "No, we're not. We're just hanging out, sir."

    

    "At this hour?"

    

    When Ah-reum waved her hand in denial, Tae-ho felt a bitter twinge.

    

    Well, it's true that we're not dating anyway.

    

    Not yet.

    

    Actually, Tae-ho had planned to bring things to a conclusion today.

    

    He wanted to show her the performance, treat her to a meal, and confess his feelings in style... but confessing while eating convenience store lunch boxes seemed rather unimpressive.

    

    A modest date was fine, but remembering the expensive steak Ah-reum had bought him last time made him wonder if he should really confess today.

    

    "Are all the lunch boxes sold out, sir?"

    

    "No, we have plenty of expired ones left, so just help yourselves."

    

    "Yay!!"

    

    Ah-reum smiled happily, but Tae-ho was taken aback.

    

    Now they were even getting free lunch boxes.

    

    "Ah-reum, did you just come for the expired food?"

    

    "No way, sir!"

    

    As he watched the two chatting comfortably, Tae-ho called to Ah-reum.

    

    "Should we go somewhere else instead?" he whispered.

    

    After all, there was nothing he could buy for her here.

    

    "What? We just got here..."

    

    When Ah-reum looked at him with displeasure, he found it difficult to object.

    

    "If you're getting something, you should give something in return."

    

    The owner said this as he came out from behind the counter.

    

    "Since you two are on a date anyway, watch the store for me. I need to go somewhere quickly."

    

    "Sure~"

    

    Ah-reum, seemingly unbothered by the situation, hummed a tune while selecting a lunch box.

    

    "Come on, pick one too, oppa."

    

    ———

    

    After persuading Ah-reum,

    

    Tae-ho at least paid for some snacks and drinks.

    

    "Really~ You didn't have to worry about it."

    

    "Still, next time I'll treat you to a proper meal."

    

    "Okay."

    

    Ah-reum responded with a small smile as she sat down next to Tae-ho in the convenience store.

    

    Being Friday evening in a busy district, many customers came in to buy hangover remedies and cigarettes, but once the rush subsided, they had some breathing room.

    

    Finally sitting across from each other at the table, they opened the now slightly cold lunch boxes.

    

    "Phew~ The owner really picked a time to leave us in charge."

    

    "Hehe, maybe he's afraid I'll ask for a bonus."

    

    Ah-reum laughed carelessly, seemingly unbothered by having to work.

    

    "Do you enjoy working, Ah-reum?"

    

    "It's fun when I'm doing it with you, oppa."

    

    "Ugh..."

    

    Tae-ho clutched his heart again.

    

    'Is this how she's going to attack me?'

    

    Maybe Ah-reum already knew?

    

    Anyone could probably notice that Tae-ho liked Ah-reum.

    

    She must be pretending not to know.

    

    That's why she's being indirect like this.

    

    'Could she be... waiting for me to confess?'

    

    It seemed like she was giving him opportunities, ready to accept if he confessed.

    

    But then again, maybe not.

    

    It was hard to set the mood when they were eating expired lunch boxes in a convenience store.

    

    Unlike when he treated her to steak.

    

    'Ah... really! Should I just go for it and not worry about all that?'

    

    Tae-ho decided to test the waters.

    

    Whether she understood his feelings or not, he watched Ah-reum happily putting rolled eggs in her mouth, and nodded to himself.

    

    "Haha, someone might think you like me."

    

    "......"

    

    *munch munch*

    

    Ah-reum didn't answer and just kept eating as if she hadn't heard anything.

    

    After a moment, Ah-reum finally spoke.

    

    "This chicken is delicious."

    

    "Huh?"

    

    "Want to try some?"

    

    She picked up a small piece of chicken and held it out.

    

    Tae-ho just blinked, staying still.

    

    "My arm is getting tired. Hurry up. Here."

    

    Eventually, Ah-reum stuffed the chicken into Tae-ho's mouth.

    

    Tae-ho chewed the food and swallowed his words.

    

    'Did she not hear me?'

    

    Maybe his voice had been too quiet out of embarrassment.

    

    Saying it again would feel awkward, like he was deliberately repeating himself.

    

    'I'll try again when another opportunity comes.'

    

    "This is good too, try it."

    

    "Really?"

    

    "Here."

    

    They shared food and ate together.

    

    Ah-reum seemed to be talking less, but that might have been his imagination as the atmosphere felt no different than usual.

    

    "By the way."

    

    Ah-reum was the first to speak up.

    

    "Is your left finger okay?"

    

    "It's a bit numb."

    

    Ah-reum shifted her gaze to Tae-ho's left hand, which he had been secretly massaging.

    

    "Did you strain it playing guitar?"

    

    "Haha, it happens sometimes."

    

    It was a side effect of practicing guitar too intensely.

    

    He had always thought college wasn't for him,

    

    and as high school graduation approached, he felt increasingly anxious.

    

    Having given up on college, he practiced excessively until recently, believing he needed to excel to make a living with music.

    

    He even forgot to rest his fingers.

    

    "That's not good. If you want to play music for a long time, you need to take care of yourself starting now."

    

    When Ah-reum spoke so seriously, he had no excuse and could only nod.

    

    "Yeah, I was thinking of taking a break for a while."

    

    "You need to rest properly. I want to keep listening to your music, oppa."

    

    "Okay. I'll do as you say, Ah-reum."

    

    How could he not be happy knowing someone wanted to keep listening to his music?

    

    Tae-ho couldn't hide his rising smile.

    

    "Did you like my music?"

    

    "Yes, it's perfect for Han Ah-reum's playlist."

    

    "Pfft. It's a great honor to make it onto that list."

    

    "You're teasing me, aren't you?"

    

    Ah-reum glared at him, but Tae-ho just found it cute.

    

    "But that song I heard for the first time, was it an original?"

    

    "Yeah, our band leader worked hard on it. I helped a little."

    

    "You can compose too?"

    

    "Yeah, just a bit of the guitar part? I figure out the chords, create melodies, and match them with other instruments."

    

    "That's still amazing! The song was really well-done!"

    

    Someday, she'd like it to actually make it onto her playlist.

    

    Ah-reum's voice was clear and charming as she said that.

    

    So much so that Tae-ho considered properly learning composition for her.

    

    "I'm glad you liked it."

    

    The praise made the pain in his left fingers seem to fade a bit.

    

    By the time they finished their lunch boxes, opened some snacks, and were chatting away, the owner returned.

    

    "Where did you go?"

    

    "Haha, sorry, my daughter got into a fight at her academy."

    

    He sighed deeply, looking genuinely tired, so they didn't feel like complaining about having to watch the store.

    

    "I feel bad making you work when you have to come in tomorrow too."

    

    "It's fine."

    

    They responded respectfully to the owner and cleaned up the table.

    

    "Was it busy at this hour?"

    

    "You have no idea. We ran out of hangover remedies and had to restock from the storage room."

    

    "Is it that time already? Haha, sorry about that."

    

    "Well, I don't mind..."

    

    Ah-reum said, while subtly eyeing the sweet desserts in the expired food section.

    

    "Just take them."

    

    "Hehe, thank you."

    

    Seeing Ah-reum's delight, the owner smiled warmly and offered some to Tae-ho as well.

    

    This time, Tae-ho didn't refuse.

    

    After all, they had dealt with many customers.

    

    ———

    

    "Isn't it too late?"

    

    Tae-ho asked worriedly again.

    

    Like last time, he wondered if it was okay to make her go home so late twice.

    

    Her parents seemed to worry about her a lot.

    

    He glanced at the time—it was 8 PM.

    

    "It's fine. Nothing happened last time either."

    

    "Really?"

    

    They walked past the busy district toward the road where cars would come.

    

    Under the streetlights that cast light at regular intervals, it was quiet unlike the noisy downtown area.

    

    Only the occasional sound of passing cars could be heard.

    

    "Phew~"

    

    'I was supposed to confess today...'

    

    Should he postpone it again?

    

    Somehow, the mood never seemed right.

    

    Having never dated before, Tae-ho found it difficult to confess.

    

    The difference between steak and expired lunch boxes kept bothering him.

    

    Knowing how different their environments were—Ah-reum being wealthy while he barely earned enough to live on...

    

    It felt like there was an invisible line drawn between them.

    

    Would confessing be an imposition?

    

    Maybe Ah-reum had heard his hint earlier and deliberately ignored it?

    

    His heart felt heavy.

    

    He wanted to do more for her, but Ah-reum seemed to lack nothing.

    

    "Um..."

    

    The words slipped out unconsciously.

    

    He thought if he could start a conversation, a sweet atmosphere might naturally develop and give him some courage.

    

    "Yes."

    

    Ah-reum turned to look at him.

    

    "Today was... fun."

    

    "Yes, I enjoyed it too. Thanks to you."

    

    She smiled brightly at Tae-ho.

    

    Tae-ho swallowed hard and hesitated for a moment, but finally opened his mouth.

    

    Or rather, he tried to.

    

    "It was my first time going to Hongdae and seeing a busking performance!"

    

    "R-really?"

    

    "Yes, I never had a reason to go that far before."

    

    "I see."

    

    "Next time, I'd like to explore it more leisurely when we have time."

    

    "Want to go again next time?"

    

    When Tae-ho cautiously suggested it, Ah-reum smiled brightly.

    

    "Will you be my tour guide?"

    

    "Sure, this oppa knows Hongdae well."

    

    Tae-ho smiled and excitedly talked about their next outing.

    

    Ah-reum nodded as she listened, then extended her hand.

    

    "Then let's stay 'friends' forever, okay?"

    

    "Huh?"

    

    "I want to keep being friends with you, oppa. Is that okay?"

    

    Ah-reum looked into Tae-ho's eyes.

    

    She was clearly smiling, but her gaze was serious.

    

    As if she really wanted to stay just 'friends.'

    

    Anyone who wasn't completely oblivious would get the hint.

    

    Whatever expression was reflected in Tae-ho's eyes, Ah-reum waited for his answer.

    

    "What's wrong~ Don't you want to be friends with me?"

    

    "It's not that I don't want to."

    

    When Tae-ho finally managed to speak, Ah-reum smiled slightly.

    

    "I've never had friends except for Seo-hee unnie and In-woo oppa, so it's nice. Having another friend."

    

    Seeing Ah-reum's joy, Tae-ho felt an indescribable emotion as he forced a smile.

    

    What more could he say after Ah-reum had clearly drawn the line?

    

    "Oh, my ride is already here."

    

    "Get home safely."

    

    "Yes, today was really nice. Let's hang out again."

    

    "Sure."

    

    They waved goodbye and parted ways.

    

    Left alone, Tae-ho couldn't hide his bitter feelings.

    

    "Did I just get rejected in a roundabout way?"

    

    ———

    

    'Yes, this is good enough.'
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    "You think I got rejected?"

    

    "Well, let's just say..."

    

    Taeho hyung trailed off strangely.

    

    Despite his determination to confess on their second date, he couldn't even bring it up...

    

    "I don't think you need to give up yet. Maybe she didn't catch the hint about just being friends and said it casually."

    

    "I have a feeling that wasn't it."

    

    From what I saw, Ahreum clearly had feelings for Taeho hyung.

    

    And she definitely recognized that what they were doing was dating.

    

    I couldn't hide my disappointment.

    

    "Well, whatever. Thanks, Inwoo. Good job."

    

    Even as I finished my shift, I was still a bit worried.

    

    Ahreum wasn't around to ask either...

    

    No, even if she were here, it would be awkward to ask.

    

    It would be strange to question why she brightly smiled and said they should just be friends, and it's not my place to ask if she's going to date Taeho hyung or not.

    

    I'd also decided not to tease Ahreum for a while.

    

    Only Ahreum knows what's in her heart.

    

    ———

    

    Some time passed after that.

    

    Sehee and I were still lovey-dovey as always.

    

    The only special thing was that we planned to have a Halloween party at Sehee's house.

    

    And Taeho hyung and Ahreum were exactly the same as before.

    

    They continued to be "close friends" just like always.

    

    "Oppa, come and eat this too."

    

    "Okay."

    

    After finishing my shift and switching with Taeho hyung, I didn't go home but sat at a table.

    

    I was hanging out at the convenience store with Sehee and Ahreum.

    

    "How is it?"

    

    "Mmm, it's delicious!"

    

    Taeho hyung was overreacting to ordinary bulgogi from a lunch box, probably because Ahreum gave it to him.

    

    And Ahreum nodded with a bright smile.

    

    Since that day, they occasionally went out together, but they were truly just friends.

    

    It seemed Ahreum didn't have many friends, and Taeho couldn't refuse her.

    

    "You're having a party on Halloween?"

    

    Taeho hyung left, and Ahreum and Sehee continued their conversation.

    

    The topic seemed to be this upcoming Halloween.

    

    "Yeah, do you want to come too?"

    

    "I have plans that day, so I don't think I can."

    

    That's unexpected.

    

    I looked at Ahreum in surprise, and she seemed happier than usual.

    

    "What plans?"

    

    "I'm going to Hongdae with Taeho oppa."

    

    Her excited expression looked so innocent.

    

    Seeing Ahreum act so cutesy makes me want to throw up.

    

    "Why does Seomin's face look so sour?"

    

    "Please save that aegyo for Taeho hyung only."

    

    "W-what!! Me, acting cute? There's no way I'd show that side of myself to Seomin. You idiot!"

    

    Yeah, I get that you talk more when you're embarrassed,

    

    But maybe calm down that red face first?

    

    "Sehee. Let's just leave this one to flirt on her own and go."

    

    "Ugh..."

    

    I guess it's better to tease her again.

    

    I just can't resist teasing Ahreum.

    

    "Inwoo..."

    

    Even Sehee was looking at me with a pitying gaze, leaving me speechless...

    

    "Ahem, anyway. Sehee, weren't you going to buy something with me?"

    

    "Oh, right."

    

    Sehee stood up, saying she'd forgotten.

    

    "Sorry, Ahreum."

    

    "No, I'm sorry for keeping you when you're busy."

    

    Sehee gave her a sisterly smile and gently patted Ahreum's head.

    

    Ahreum received the pat almost like a puppy and glanced at me.

    

    As if to say, 'Jealous?'

    

    I'm not jealous at all!

    

    I'm going to ask for head pats later too!

    

    She'll pat me for hours!

    

    With such childish thoughts, I headed outside with Sehee.

    

    "Hyung, keep up the good work. Fighting!"

    

    "Yeah, see you."

    

    More time passed.

    

    Time continued to flow without anything special happening.

    

    I'd probably always be with Sehee, doing everything together.

    

    Time flew by quickly during these precious and joyful days.

    

    And as for Ahreum and Taeho hyung...

    

    I don't know how long they'll stay together, but...

    

    By the time I'd gotten used to the four of us meeting almost every weekend,

    

    Halloween Day arrived.

    

    ————

    

    Halloween night.

    

    Ahreum and Lee Taeho, who had been enjoying themselves in Hongdae, were standing on a street.

    

    It was still crowded with people.

    

    Well, the university district is mostly filled with college students, so it wouldn't matter if they stayed out all night.

    

    Although Hongdae would be noisy until dawn, Ahreum and Lee Taeho, being minors, had to go home now.

    

    "The costumes were so fun today!"

    

    They had visited a monster makeup shop on the streets of Hongdae and walked around in Dracula and witch costumes.

    

    Her blonde hair still sparkled with glitter that hadn't fallen off.

    

    Taeho thought she looked both silly and cute as he responded.

    

    "Yeah, it was really fun. There were a lot of fun things."

    

    "I wish every day could be a festival like this. Did you see that monster? Wasn't it from that famous game?"

    

    "Yeah, I thought it had jumped out of the screen for real."

    

    "And wasn't it funny when the police showed up because someone reported that person walking around in military uniform with a BB gun?"

    

    "Right. I wonder who reported it. Even the police were angry because they thought it was real too."

    

    The two of them were momentarily lost in their reflections.

    

    By now, they had become quite familiar with each other.

    

    As they chatted non-stop, a black vehicle approached them.

    

    "Oh, looks like my ride is here. I had fun today!"

    

    "Yeah! See you next time."

    

    Only after watching Ahreum get in the car and disappear into the distance did Taeho feel at ease enough to head home.

    

    ———

    

    Ahreum got into the car.

    

    "Did you have a good time, miss?"

    

    "...Yes."

    

    Ahreum sighed deeply and turned her eyes to the window.

    

    She wanted to see Taeho's back figure a little longer, but as the car drove away, his silhouette soon disappeared in the distance.

    

    "See you next time."

    

    As Ahreum muttered to herself, the driver, who had been glancing at her through the rearview mirror, spoke.

    

    "Miss. The chairman and madam are waiting."

    

    "Yes."

    

    "They're worried again because you're late these days."

    

    "...I'll just take a short nap."

    

    "Yes."

    

    He won't listen anyway.

    

    The driver inwardly shook his head and focused on driving.

    

    They arrived home.

    

    It was a large, luxurious house befitting the second-ranked family in the business world.

    

    After opening the gate and greeting the driver, she entered the house.

    

    "You're finally home?"

    

    As soon as she entered, a subdued voice came from the living room near the entrance, where someone was sitting on the sofa.

    

    "You've been coming home late again lately."

    

    A taciturn voice was heard.

    

    "...Yes. I was just hanging out with a friend."

    

    "What kind of friend?"

    

    It's natural for parents to be curious about what kind of friends their child is making.

    

    However, they showed a strangely wary look.

    

    "Just... with Sehee unni..."

    

    Fortunately, So Sehee served as a great shield.

    

    If nothing else, Ahreum's parents knew that Sehee was a straightforward person.

    

    Just mentioning Sehee usually softened them.

    

    "Another lie!"

    

    Her mother snapped irritably.

    

    "The driver told us everything. You were with a boy again, weren't you?"

    

    "......"

    

    "It's fine, dear. As long as she didn't cause any trouble."

    

    Her father tried to calm her mother down.

    

    "Enough. What's that glitter in your hair?"

    

    "Oh, I was just decorating a bit for Halloween..."

    

    "Go wash up now."

    

    "...Yes."

    

    "I'm so anxious that she might be hanging out with delinquents..."

    

    Flinch-

    

    Ahreum almost trembled but managed to stay calm.

    

    She didn't want to hide Taeho from her parents.

    

    In fact, she wanted to proudly talk about him and share the fun times they had.

    

    But her parents thought differently.

    

    -You're not causing trouble, are you?

    

    -Be selective about who you associate with.

    

    They were always suspicious first.

    

    If they found out about Taeho, they would immediately start investigating him.

    They probably wouldn't view him favorably.

    

    It was obvious they would make a fuss about her being influenced by bad company.

    

    They might even prevent her from seeing him again.

    Once they knew, her parents wouldn't allow it.

    

    As she was about to really go to her room, her father casually said:

    

    "Are you studying well these days?"

    

    "Yes. I've studied a lot."

    

    "Good. Your study visa should be approved soon. Just bear with it a little longer."

    

    "Yes."

    

    "If you live quietly over there, we'll reduce our interference."

    

    Ahreum was essentially an abandoned child.

    

    Just a ticking bomb that needed to be handled somehow to prevent scandals that might damage the company's image.

    

    But they weren't interested enough to put her under constant surveillance, so they basically neglected her while continuously warning her not to cause trouble.

    

    They also controlled her credit cards and such.

    

    Ahreum herself understood her parents.

    

    They probably wanted to send her abroad as quickly as possible to get her out of sight.

    

    Until then, their only concern about Ahreum was "will she cause trouble?"

    

    Going abroad would allow Ahreum to escape from the family and breathe more freely.

    

    It was a win-win situation for both sides.

    

    She just needed to prepare to leave for her studies with peace of mind.

    

    "I won't have to eat discarded lunch boxes anymore."

    

    Ahreum muttered to herself.

    

    ———

    

    After Halloween ended, November came as always.

    

    Or at least, I thought it would be the same as always.

    

    "Thank you for everything until now."

    

    "O-okay."

    

    On the very first day, Ahreum quit the convenience store.

    

    And surprisingly, I first found out about it on a weekday.

    

    While I was looking after Hyeeun.

    

    Ding dong-

    

    "Who is it?"

    

    Click- I opened the door and was startled.

    

    "How did you find out where I live?"

    

    "Your sister just told me."

    

    "Are you stalking me?"

    

    "Why would I stalk Seomin? That's offensive."

    

    "Because you have a history of it."

    

    After stalking Sehee, is it my turn now?

    

    While I was thinking that, Ahreum became furious.

    

    "Do you really think you're worth stalking?"

    

    "Huh? Unni!"

    

    From behind me, Hyeeun turned her attention to see what was happening and recognized Ahreum.

    

    "Did you come to play, unni?"

    

    "Hi, Hyeeun!"

    

    Ahreum waved at Hyeeun with a bright expression.

    

    "...Don't tell me."

    

    "What?"

    

    "You're stalking Hyeeun!!"

    

    I immediately took out my phone, ready to call the police...

    

    "That's not funny."

    

    "...Well, that was awkward."

    

    I was just joking, but I guess it didn't land.

    

    Anyway, it seemed weird to keep standing at the entrance, so I let her in.

    

    "Wow, how can you live in a place like this?"

    

    "Hyeeun can hear you."

    

    I said that, but when Hyeeun went to the bathroom, I heard this kind of sarcastic remark:

    

    "Well, it suits Seomin."

    

    "Sigh~ Did you come here to fight?"

    

    "What would I gain from fighting with Seomin?"

    

    Ahreum, still standing without sitting down, hesitated for a moment.

    

    "Um... would you like to go for a walk?"

    

    "Why would I go with you?"

    

    "Sigh~ Fine. I'll just leave."

    

    "Wait. Can I bring Hyeeun along too?"

    

    Although we were joking around, the fact that Ahreum came to see me specifically meant there must be something important.

    

    She usually only met me when Sehee or Taeho was around.

    

    "Well, okay. It's not going to be a particularly pleasant conversation anyway."

    

    And so I ended up having a conversation with Ahreum.
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    A cold wind blew through the park path, bringing a chill that could be felt against the skin.

    

    "Hye-eun, be careful. Don't run."

    

    "Okay."

    

    Hye-eun ran toward the playground, waving her hand, and we waved back.

    

    "So what's going on?"

    

    "Nothing special."

    

    After a brief pause, Han-areum took a breath and spoke.

    

    "I'm just going abroad to study soon. I came by to say goodbye."

    

    "What? Study abroad?"

    

    I looked at Han-areum, surprised by the sudden news.

    Judging by her expression, she wasn't joking.

    

    "When are you leaving?"

    

    "Mid-November. I still have various preparations to make."

    

    It was too sudden to respond with a casual "Is that so?"

    Perhaps because I'd already become friends with Han-areum.

    A sense of regret mixed with bewilderment.

    

    "Why that expression?"

    

    "What expression am I supposed to make when you tell me you're suddenly leaving?"

    

    "Aren't you glad you won't have to see me anymore?"

    

    "Maybe that's how you feel, but I'm actually going to miss you."

    

    Han-areum's eyes widened as if she'd heard something unexpected.

    

    Did I say something wrong?

    

    "That's surprising. I thought you secretly disliked me."

    

    "If I disliked you, I wouldn't have teased you."

    

    Thinking about it, I had no reason to like Han-areum.

    

    Our first meeting had already ended terribly.

    From bringing up my family to trying every trick to separate me from Seo-hee, then coming to the convenience store begging me to help her reconcile with Seo-hee.

    

    That was about six months ago.

    

    I tried to push her away coldly afterward, but she apologized with Seo-hee's mediation, and since Seo-hee's relationships were her own business, I just accepted Han-areum's frequent visits to see Seo-hee.

    No, actually, we became the kind of friends who teased and bickered with each other.

    

    Maybe I'd grown attached to her over time.

    I couldn't help feeling a sense of loss.

    

    "I'm really surprised."

    

    "Really?"

    

    Han-areum didn't seem to mind; instead of making a sarcastic remark, she just chuckled.

    

    "Well, I suppose someone like Seo-min could be specially included in my friend category."

    

    "Huh? Aren't you the one who should be feeling the loss here?"

    

    "What do you mean?"

    

    "You don't have any friends."

    

    "W-what are you saying! I have lots of friends!!"

    

    I just took a shot in the dark, but the impact was too good.

    This confirms that Han-areum having no friends is a fact.

    

    "Really? Who?"

    

    "You wouldn't know them even if I told you their names."

    

    "I'll believe you for now, then."

    

    "What about you, Seo-min? You're always just with your sister. Don't you have any separate friends at school?"

    

    Hmm... honestly, I've gotten so used to always being with my girlfriend that I haven't gone out with any of the guys.

    Well, everyone's schedules don't match, and they're busy with academies, games, and such.

    

    At most, I only saw my middle school friends during vacation.

    

    "Then let's say I don't have any either. Thank you for being my friend~"

    

    "Looks like you finally understand your position."

    

    Han-areum nodded with satisfaction.

    She says annoying things like "understanding your position," but I'll let it slide for now.

    It's not worth focusing on when she's telling me she's leaving soon.

    

    "Where are you going to study?"

    

    "Canada. Montreal."

    

    "That's a nice place."

    

    "Want to go instead of me?"

    

    Why do rich people like her and Seo-hee keep trying to send me abroad?

    

    Her request to go in her place seemed to reveal that she didn't really want to go, more than just being a joke.

    

    "I'm not exactly thrilled about going. It's due to family circumstances."

    

    This wasn't the time to complain that I'd barely managed to go on an overseas trip thanks to Eun-bi noona...

    

    It was obvious she didn't want to go but was being forced to.

    

    Han-areum looked at Hye-eun playing on the slide with a bitter smile.

    

    She would gaze at her, lost in thought, then wave back when Hye-eun caught her eye.

    

    When Hye-eun called, "Unnie! Come play with me~"

    She would answer, "I'll be there soon~"

    

    As we both sat on the bench feeling the wind, Han-areum finally spoke.

    

    "I told you before, right? That I'm an abandoned child."

    

    I remember being surprised when I heard that before.

    Han-areum actually has less power than one might think.

    She might enjoy the privileges of being wealthy, but who knows what her home life is like.

    

    "The truth is, I unintentionally got into trouble when I was young."

    

    That's the first I've heard of this.

    

    Whatever Han-areum did in the past...

    

    Ah.

    

    I remember now.

    

    I definitely recognized her when Han-areum first revealed her identity.

    The third daughter of the Myeongwang Group, known as the troublemaker of the wealthy family.

    

    It was all over the news for a while.

    A group of children from powerful political and business families got caught behaving badly.

    

    There was a particularly young child among them who shocked everyone, and that was Han-areum.

    

    Now that she's older and has dyed her hair blonde, she might not be recognizable from a distance.

    

    Still, with so many eyes watching, is that why she's leaving for another country?

    

    "Actually, I don't go to school."

    

    Han-areum continued.

    

    "So I grew distant from school friends, and the only place I could go was the counseling center. Then Seo-hee unnie and the convenience store people welcomed me, so I work there. Just to pass the time."

    

    "Maybe I should have been nicer to you."

    

    "Are you pitying me?"

    

    "What's the point of pitying a rich person?"

    

    Han-areum smiled again and got to the point.

    

    "Anyway, I just came from telling the manager that I'm quitting. He said I should have given a month's notice."

    

    "That's the proper etiquette."

    

    "It got moved up earlier than expected... I feel sorry to the manager."

    

    She said the manager let her go after hearing her circumstances.

    He told her not to worry, that he would fill in the gap himself, and to focus on preparing for her studies abroad.

    

    "Does everyone know?"

    

    "Seo-hee unnie knows."

    

    Han-areum stopped there.

    And before I could say anything, she spoke first.

    

    "I came here because I wanted to apologize again."

    

    "What apology?"

    

    "For what I did that first day. The things I said must have hurt you a lot."

    

    I looked at her, surprised.

    

    "You're still worried about that? I thought someone like you would have completely forgotten about it."

    

    "I do feel some remorse, you know. I felt a little of that even when I apologized before."

    

    "Alright. Hye-eun didn't cry then, and I have no intention of getting revenge, so don't worry about it."

    

    It would be stranger to seek revenge against Han-areum now that we've become friends.

    

    "Your mother will be receiving good news soon."

    

    "Huh?"

    

    "She's going to be promoted to department head."

    

    "That is good news."

    

    "Yes, even if I had insisted on firing her, the company wouldn't have listened because her performance is so outstanding."

    

    The employee's son heard company personnel news before anyone else.

    It was something to be happy about, but I was still a bit dazed.

    If it's true, I can already picture my mother's happy face, which is nice.

    

    "Don't worry. It wasn't my doing."

    

    "Yeah, I'm not worried about that. You don't have that kind of power anyway."

    

    "You're really irritating sometimes... *sigh*"

    

    Han-areum sighed deeply, as if giving up on the conversation.

    

    I smiled a little at her reaction and apologized.

    

    "Sorry. I said I'd stop teasing you."

    

    "Liar."

    

    "It's true. Well... I won't be able to tease you like this once you go abroad."

    

    "That's right."

    

    Hye-eun, tired of playing alone, grumbled as she approached us.

    

    "Unnie! Oppa! Why are you two always doing things by yourselves?"

    

    "Hye-eun, were you lonely?"

    

    Han-areum comforted her with a smile.

    As Hye-eun complained, Han-areum smiled but fidgeted nervously, still seeming somewhat awkward around her.

    

    "I'm sorry, Hye-eun. Let's play together with unnie instead."

    

    "Hye-eun, did you touch the sand again?"

    

    Her hands were dirty.

    I quickly stopped her as she was about to touch her face with those hands.

    

    "Didn't oppa tell you not to touch sand because it has lots of germs?"

    

    "It just got on me somehow."

    

    "It's not good to lie because you don't want to get scolded. Let's wash up quickly."

    

    I hurriedly took her to the park bathroom and thoroughly washed her hands and face.

    Scrubbing well with soap.

    

    When we came out of the bathroom, Han-areum was still standing there.

    

    "Ah, it's almost time for my counseling session..."

    

    Han-areum glanced over at Hye-eun.

    

    "Um..."

    

    "Hye-eun. Unnie is busy, so we'll play next time. Can you understand?"

    

    "Aww~?"

    

    "Instead, let's go watch Pororo with oppa. We'll see unnie next time."

    

    "Okay..."

    

    "That's my good Hye-eun~"

    

    "Hehe.."

    

    I patted Hye-eun's head and looked at Han-areum.

    

    "You need to go?"

    

    "Yes, you're good with children."

    

    "I've been taking care of Hye-eun for six years already."

    

    In fact, it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say I've looked after Hye-eun her entire life.

    Though lately, I'm afraid Seo-hee might take her away from me.

    

    "I'll be going now."

    

    "Alright. Oh, Han-areum."

    

    I urgently called out to Han-areum as she was about to turn and leave.

    Somehow... I felt like I absolutely had to ask this.

    

    Han-areum turned back and answered.

    

    "What is it?"

    

    "Did you tell Tae-ho hyung?"

    

    Of course, I don't think Han-areum wouldn't tell him, given their friendship.

    But if Han-areum were to leave without saying anything, Tae-ho hyung would be shocked by her sudden disappearance.

    Especially since he hasn't even confessed yet...

    

    I know he'd probably be rejected anyway, but I don't think it's good to end without even trying.

    

    Seo-hee didn't give up on me either, and that's how I opened my heart to her.

    

    At my question, Han-areum, who I expected would say she'd obviously tell him, flinched.

    

    As if I'd hit a nerve.

    

    "...Yes, I'll tell him when I see him soon."

    

    For just a fleeting moment.

    Han-areum's expression showed a gap in her defenses.

    

    I saw sadness and wistfulness, and then a hardened face trying to suppress and hide those emotions.

    

    "Give Tae-ho hyung a chance!"

    

    I blurted out without thinking.

    

    This is clearly between the two of them.

    It's ridiculous for me to try to play matchmaker in this situation.

    

    But if Han-areum and Lee Tae-ho part ways while hiding their feelings for each other, they'll only be left with regret.

    

    It will be quite a long separation.

    

    Seo-hee told me, crying, about the loneliness and emptiness she felt during the time we were apart.

    

    It would be lonely even if they spoke openly, but parting like this isn't good for either of them.

    

    "In-woo oppa, you don't understand why I'm doing this."

    

    With those final words, Han-areum turned and walked away.
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    For a while, I didn't have any occasion to meet Han Areum.

    

    I used to meet Han Areum mainly at the convenience store.

    

    It seemed she wasn't coming to the convenience store anymore; she didn't show even the tip of her nose there.

    

    Well, if she happens to tell me when she's leaving, I could at least go to the airport to see her off.

    

    Anyway, that aside, the important thing isn't about me.

    

    Because there's someone more important than me in this story.

    

    "Inwoo, what do you think went wrong?"

    

    "It's not just because of you, hyung."

    

    Taeho hyung was slumped over the table, emanating a gloomy aura.

    

    During my shift at the convenience store, there were only Taeho hyung and me.

    

    It was strangely a day with no customers.

    

    "I wish she had just rejected me to my face, then at least I could have had some closure."

    

    Being rejected by someone you like is quite heartbreaking.

    

    Especially for someone who's never dated before, it's even more devastating.

    

    Since they've never been chosen by anyone before,

    

    they tend to blame and belittle themselves for everything.

    

    This problem is due to Han Areum's inevitable study abroad.

    

    According to Seohee, she had been preparing for it for a long time.

    

    "Maybe it was hard for her to tell you?"

    

    "I could have listened to anything, whether it was a rejection or an explanation of her circumstances."

    

    I wish she had just said something.

    

    I want to know what she's thinking.

    

    I want to know her heart.

    

    Taeho hyung was constantly yearning for that.

    

    I understand why Taeho hyung is like this.

    

    Taeho hyung accidentally heard at the convenience store that Han Areum had quit, and since then, she hasn't answered any of his calls.

    

    He doesn't even know where she lives to go find her, and even if he heard it from someone else, going there would be stalking.

    

    Taeho hyung was deeply troubled, not knowing what to do about a problem with no answer.

    

    Actually, there is one place that comes to mind...

    

    The Youth Counseling Center.

    

    I accidentally ran into Han Areum at the counseling center next to the pediatric clinic where I took Hyeeun.

    

    But I can't just tell him about this.

    

    Han Areum tried to hide it even from me.

    

    I should respect her sensitive privacy.

    

    Maybe I should talk to Seohee first?

    

    Seohee is still in contact with Han Areum.

    

    ———

    

    "How are Han Areum's study abroad preparations going?"

    

    I brought up the topic during small talk with Seohee.

    

    "She's been focusing on studying English lately, so even I don't hear from her much."

    

    "Really?"

    

    "Yeah, we exchange messages about once every two days."

    

    "Isn't that still pretty frequent?"

    

    Well, I guess that's possible for close sisters.

    

    After a brief moment of disbelief, I got to the main point with Seohee.

    

    "Has she said anything about Taeho hyung?"

    

    "No, nothing. However."

    

    "However?"

    

    "I can tell Areum doesn't want to study abroad. Though she would deny it."

    

    I heard about that from Han Areum last time too.

    

    She said she's going because of family circumstances.

    

    "Shouldn't we try to stop her then?"

    

    "If Areum has made up her mind, there's nothing I can do to stop her."

    

    Both Seohee and Han Areum grew up in chaebol families.

    

    So they understood the internal dynamics to some extent.

    

    Generally, these decisions are made based on company interests rather than personal will.

    

    Even if Seohee tried to interfere, it would just be one conglomerate meddling in another's affairs.

    

    "Areum has thought about this a lot before making her decision. I'm going to respect that."

    

    That's what Seohee said.

    

    If she, as Areum's closest unnie who cares about her more than anyone, says this, then Han Areum's decision must be firm.

    

    "I guess there's nothing to worry about anymore."

    

    After Seohee said that, I became curious about something.

    

    "Seohee, how did you and Han Areum meet?"

    

    "Hmm..."

    

    Seohee looked troubled.

    

    "I'd rather not say. It's something Areum would want to keep private."

    

    "Really? Is it related to Han Areum going to the counseling center?"

    

    "H-how did you know?"

    

    Well, I figured Seohee would know.

    

    Even before, when I knew nothing and asked Han Areum if it wasn't time for school, Seohee was flustered.

    

    If she knows Areum doesn't go to school, she probably knows the details.

    

    "I ran into her at the counseling center next to the pediatric clinic when Hyeeun was sick. It was right next door."

    

    "Ah, so that's where."

    

    "Have you been there too?"

    

    "Yes. How much did you hear?"

    

    "Well... since Han Areum seems to want to keep it secret, I didn't ask anything."

    

    So here we are, knowing how to contact Han Areum or where to find her,

    

    while Taeho hyung and Han Areum, the ones who matter most, keep missing each other.

    

    "Would it be too much if I went to ask Han Areum directly...?"

    

    I looked at Seohee, wondering if it would be inappropriate to go to the counseling center and ask why she won't meet with Taeho hyung.

    

    "It might actually be better if you did."

    

    "Really?"

    

    I looked at Seohee, surprised by her unexpected answer.

    

    Seohee was listening quite seriously.

    

    "I think Areum might regret it if things stay like this."

    

    Seohee had watched Han Areum's date with me.

    

    So she probably knows well that Han Areum has feelings for Taeho hyung.

    

    No, she might know even better than I do.

    

    She must have counseled Han Areum about it occasionally.

    

    She wants them to part on good terms, even if they have to part.

    

    One way or another, Han Areum would surely regret and be sad about this.

    

    So we agreed that it would be best to bring this to a good conclusion.

    

    "But I'll keep my words to a minimum."

    

    Seohee said with a troubled expression.

    

    "I don't want the Myeongwang Group to misunderstand that I'm trying to influence Areum in some strange way."

    

    "Yeah, it can't be helped."

    

    Now it's time for a commoner like me to do what only I can do.

    

    We decided to find out when Han Areum would be at the counseling center and visit her together.

    

    ———

    

    The afternoon sunlight filtered into the quiet hallway.

    

    A small noise broke the silence.

    

    A door opened, and greetings could be heard from inside.

    

    "Areum, you've worked hard with the counseling all this time."

    

    "You worked harder, teacher. Thank you so much for everything."

    

    "Sure, if you come back to Korea, contact me again~ I'll treat you to a meal if I have time."

    

    "Yes..."

    

    Han Areum left the counseling center with a bright expression, feeling both wistful and warm.

    

    Today was her last counseling session.

    

    In truth, Han Areum had been stable for a while.

    

    They just kept sending her for management, worried she might fall back into delinquency if left alone since she wasn't attending school.

    

    At first, she wasn't happy about the counseling, but gradually she opened up to the counselor.

    

    But that too was brief, and now as she had to leave, she felt somewhat regretful.

    

    With a sense of nostalgia and warmth, Han Areum left the counseling center.

    

    As she was about to descend the stairs, she was startled.

    

    "Unnie?"

    

    "Areum, are you done now?"

    

    "Yes. And..."

    

    Han Areum turned her gaze to Kang Inwoo.

    

    "Why is Seomin here?"

    

    "Long time no see, Han Areum."

    

    "Can we talk for a moment?"

    

    Han Areum looked back and forth between Seohee and Inwoo, afraid that the feelings she had been hiding might grow stronger.

    

    "I'm busy."

    

    "It will only take a moment."

    

    "......"

    

    Han Areum couldn't refuse Seohee's request.

    

    She owed her a debt of gratitude and they had a special relationship.

    

    "Haah~ Alright."

    

    Han Areum eventually went outside with Seohee and Inwoo.

    

    ———

    

    After sitting down at a nearby café, Han Areum spoke first.

    

    "So I understand why unnie is here, but why did Seomin come looking for me?"

    

    Han Areum looked at me with displeasure.

    

    "Are you unhappy that I came?"

    

    "Only if it's something important."

    

    "Fine, fine, I'll disappear."

    

    Well, I can hear about it from Seohee later anyway.

    

    I decided to get up from my seat, though reluctantly.

    

    "No. Just stay seated."

    

    "What do you want from me?"

    

    I was trying to be considerate so she could speak more easily.

    

    Anyway, I sat back down awkwardly.

    

    The three of us seated around the table moistened our throats with drinks and remained silent for a moment.

    

    Seohee, who had been carefully choosing her words, spoke first.

    

    "Areum, how have you been lately?"

    

    It was a question loaded with meaning.

    

    Han Areum tried to respond casually with a smile.

    

    "I'm good. My studies are going well."

    

    "Really?"

    

    "Yes, well enough to study abroad without any problems."

    

    "You should come by the convenience store sometime. It's quite disappointing."

    

    "Wow... you, Seomin?"

    

    When I probed like this, Han Areum exclaimed with amusement.

    

    "Yes, not just me, but the manager and Taeho hyung would want to see you too, so stop by before you go abroad."

    

    "Hmm... I'd like to..."

    

    Han Areum's voice trailed off.

    

    No matter how busy she is with study abroad preparations, she could still come by once.

    

    "Taeho hyung is really disappointed too. Because you didn't tell him anything."

    

    "...Well, I forgot because I was busy. I'll call him sometime."

    

    "You say that, but you won't do it again, right?"

    

    "...Are you here to pick a fight with me, Seomin?"

    

    Han Areum frowned and retorted.

    

    Now let's get to the main point.

    

    "No, but you could at least be honest."

    

    "I said I will!"

    

    "Then call him right now, here."

    

    "...Inwoo. That's a bit..."

    

    "Forget it. Why should I do that in front of Seomin?"

    

    Seohee looked at both of us nervously.

    

    Of course, this was our intention in coming, but if we confront her like this, the conflict might escalate.

    

    I was prepared for this too.

    

    I understand Han Areum's feelings, but I also know Taeho hyung's feelings.

    

    Avoiding with excuses isn't polite, even if they're just "friends."

    

    No, if she had thought of him as just a friend from the beginning, she would have contacted Taeho hyung.

    

    Why wouldn't she personally tell him about studying abroad?

    

    She even came to say goodbye to me personally, despite our initial bad encounter.

    

    "You're not going to do it after all."

    

    "What does it matter to you whether I do it or not!"

    

    "Areum, calm down first. Inwoo, don't make her any angrier."

    

    "Is this why you called me?"

    

    Seohee looked at Han Areum.

    

    Han Areum couldn't hide her angry expression, which was unlike her, even towards Seohee.

    

    "I said I'll do it on my own, so why are you bothering me!"

    

    Seohee asked cautiously.

    

    "...Is that really enough for you?"

    

    "Yes!"

    

    "Are you sure you won't regret it?"

    

    "I won't regret it."

    

    Han Areum answered with a slightly wet voice.

    

    There was a subtle tremor, but her eyes seemed firm.

    

    "I understand."

    

    Seohee nodded.

    

    "But if you change your mind, let us know anytime. Everyone is waiting."

    

    "...Tell them not to wait."

    

    "So it's a permanent goodbye with Taeho hyung."

    

    "Yes. I never had any feelings for him from the beginning."

    

    How shameless.

    

    Telling such a blatant lie.

    

    I picked up my phone from the table and held it to my ear.

    

    "Did you hear that, hyung? Areum says she has no intention of meeting you."

    

    "...!! Seomin! What are you doing!"

    

    Both Seohee and Han Areum were startled by my sudden action.

    

    Han Areum stood up and shouted at my impulsive behavior.

    

    "Why?"

    

    "Who told you to make that call?"

    

    "Doesn't matter, right? You're not going to see him anyway."

    

    "But... saying that directly would hurt him!"

    

    "And not saying anything doesn't hurt him?"

    

    "That's!... Anyway, give me the phone!"

    

    "Why?"

    

    "Obviously! I need to explain!"

    

    "Explain what?"

    

    "That..."

    

    What is there to explain when Han Areum just said it herself?

    

    As Han Areum struggled with what to say, I sighed deeply and handed her the phone.

    

    "...Hello."

    

    ......

    

    Of course, there was no sound on the phone.

    

    "I didn't make the call."

    

    SLAM-!!

    

    "Hey, my phone!"

    

    Han Areum trembled and threw the phone.

    

    "Hey, you cracked the screen."

    

    "Haah..."

    

    Seohee quickly caught Han Areum as she was about to lunge at me.

    

    "Inwoo! What are you doing!"

    

    I know what I did was really mean.

    

    I know, but...

    

    As I've gotten closer to Taeho hyung, I've built up some resentment towards Han Areum.

    

    "You could at least say something. Liar."

    

    "Who are you to talk, Seomin!!"

    

    "So you're dismissing Taeho hyung too because he's a commoner?"

    

    "Inwoo!"

    

    I might end up fighting with Seohee over this.

    

    Haah~ I really shouldn't have gotten involved in someone else's love life.

    

    "Taeho hyung is waiting for you. He said he'd listen to anything you have to say, whether it's rejection or acceptance."

    

    "Tsk..."

    

    Han Areum moved away from Seohee.

    

    Seeing that she no longer intended to attack, Seohee let her go.

    

    "What does he want to hear?"

    

    "Anything."

    

    He said he'd listen to anything.

    

    Whether it's rejection or an explanation of her circumstances.

    

    Han Areum let out a scornful laugh at my words and said:

    

    "He'd be shocked if he heard my story."

    

    "No, hyung wouldn't be like that."

    

    Actually, I don't know if he would or wouldn't.

    

    I've only known him for a few months.

    

    But at least if she says something, there would be a resolution between them.

    

    "No. Someone as pure as him couldn't possibly understand me."

    

    "What, how depraved are you?"

    

    Han Areum looked at me for a long time before speaking.

    

    "Then let me ask you. Could you like a girl who was involved in a drug circle?"
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    Han Ah-reum shouted as if she couldn't bear it anymore.

    

    "Then let me ask you this. Could someone like you love a woman who was involved in a drug circle?"

    

    Her words echoed quietly but created massive ripples.

    

    At least, that's how it felt to me.

    

    A brief silence fell.

    

    Seo-hee looked at Ah-reum with surprise and concern, as if she hadn't expected Ah-reum to finally say it.

    

    "...What?"

    

    As I asked that, memories from the past flashed through my mind.

    

    I had recognized Ah-reum's name when she first revealed her identity to me.

    

    Because I'd heard it once before in the news.

    

    And not in a good way...

    

    People were shocked when the delinquent circle of children from political and business families came to light.

    

    Young kids, barely old enough for middle school, were doing terrible things just because they were from wealthy families.

    

    I don't remember the details, but I remember clicking my tongue with my mom while watching that news.

    

    I almost cursed too, though I didn't because Hye-eun was nearby.

    

    The news content was hazy in my memory, but thanks to Ah-reum, I remembered it now.

    

    Minors gathering to drink and smoke with disturbing familiarity. They even had beds in their hideout where boys and girls would mix and do those things.

    

    Sure, it's illegal, but students doing such things in secret isn't uncommon.

    

    And you can't really condemn people for making love.

    

    The problem was their increasingly severe deviations.

    

    They bullied and assaulted people while filming it, forced new "family" members to commit crimes like theft or rape as initiation rituals, and during the investigation, various drugs were discovered.

    

    The infamous "White Children" incident.

    

    It was a major scandal that shook South Korea, causing uproar in political and business circles.

    

    Evidence even emerged that they had tried to cover it up, but the police and prosecutors ignored orders from higher-ups to bury the case and continued their investigation.

    

    Seo-hee seems to know about it too...

    

    Hoping that Seo-hee had no connection to those "White Children," I looked at Ah-reum.

    

    At the youngest member of the "White Children," the biggest troublemaker from the Myeongwang Group who had shocked everyone.

    

    "...So you couldn't like someone like me, right?"

    

    Tears that had been welling in her eyes now rolled down her cheeks.

    

    I couldn't answer easily.

    

    Beyond whether to answer or not, I was too shocked to find words.

    

    Even though I'd been friends with wealthy people, I'd only seen Seo-hee and Ah-reum's normal behavior, never witnessing the dark side of the rich.

    

    "I guess this is goodbye for us too. Take care."

    

    "Ah-reum! Wait..."

    

    Ah-reum casually cut off our relationship unilaterally and tried to leave the café despite Seo-hee's urgent call.

    

    "What, you're just ending things on your own terms?"

    

    Ah-reum's footsteps paused momentarily.

    

    Perhaps she was waiting to hear what I had to say.

    

    I spoke to her as she stood there.

    

    "Forget it. Let's talk. I'll listen."

    

    "What do you want me to talk about? How terrible a person I am?"

    

    "Why you're putting yourself down like this."

    

    I've put myself down before too.

    

    Resenting my late father, afraid I might become like him.

    

    I have a foolish past where I tried to distance myself while deceiving both Seo-hee's heart and my own.

    

    Though our situations are different, I know one thing for certain.

    

    Clinging to the past and putting yourself down won't lead you down a good path.

    

    You should reflect on your mistakes.

    

    After numerous reflections, instead of self-blame, you need to think about how to act going forward.

    

    Whatever our past, we have to live in the present.

    

    "You're avoiding Tae-ho because you're afraid he'll hate you."

    

    "He obviously would."

    

    "So let me hear it and judge for myself. If I think it's not right, I'll respect that too."

    

    Ah-reum wasn't simply drawing a line because she was going abroad and had to break up with Tae-ho.

    

    She probably resigned herself to the belief that she wasn't right for him.

    

    "Well, I've seen all your worst sides from the beginning, so talk freely."

    

    Ah-reum sighed deeply and turned around.

    

    "Unnie, really... you've got such a troublesome boyfriend."

    

    "Maybe a little?"

    

    "Seo-hee."

    

    "Hehe."

    

    As Ah-reum wiped her tears and relaxed her expression a bit, Seo-hee teased her slightly.

    

    The atmosphere lightened, and Ah-reum strode back toward us.

    

    "You're too persistent."

    

    "We commoners need persistence to survive."

    

    "Ah-reum, will you be okay?"

    

    "Yes, since he's going to be annoying about it anyway, let's just get this over with quickly."

    

    Then Ah-reum began to tell her story.

    

    ———

    

    Social gatherings of political and business circles are extremely difficult for a child.

    

    Especially for someone quiet and introverted, who lacks firmness and is soft-hearted.

    

    "My brothers and sisters all did well on their own, so Ah-reum needs to do well too?"

    

    But there were no exceptions, even for someone like Ah-reum.

    

    Though she hadn't even graduated elementary school yet, her parents decided it would be good for her to make friends early.

    

    So Ah-reum attended the gathering.

    

    "Oh, Madam~!!"

    

    As soon as they entered, befitting the Myeongwang name, many people approached, pretending to be close. Their attention then turned to Ah-reum, who was brought along for the first time.

    

    Suddenly the center of attention, Ah-reum wanted to hide behind her mother even more, but she was forced to step forward.

    

    And she found herself in an uncomfortable adult space, trying to read the room.

    

    "Can she go play with the other kids?"

    

    Until one older boy noticed her.

    

    "Of course. Children should play with children."

    

    Encouraged by the ladies around her mother, her mom sent her away.

    

    "Yes, you'll be important seniors and juniors at school. Be friendly for your future."

    

    "...Okay."

    

    When her mother smiled brightly, she could only nod.

    

    She was expected to perform.

    

    To please her loving mom and dad, she couldn't make mistakes at social gatherings.

    

    Just like her brother and sister, she needed to play her part well to be loved more.

    

    For the sake of proper repayment, Ah-reum decided to endure and engage socially.

    

    She took the hand of the boy who had suggested they go play.

    

    Not knowing it was the devil's hand.

    

    In reality, not everyone moves together at social gatherings.

    

    As with any place where people gather, or rather, especially because these people are closely related to politics, they split into several factions.

    

    The same goes for the children growing up watching this.

    

    Ah-reum taking that boy's hand was purely coincidental.

    

    She later learned that her own brother and sister mingled with children from different factions, but that wasn't important.

    

    What mattered was that this timid girl, who had only been passively led around, was chosen by devils.

    

    They took the elevator and arrived at a VIP room in the hotel where the social gathering was held.

    

    The first emotion Ah-reum felt upon entering was fear.

    

    "...Huh?"

    

    At a young age, even a one or two-year age difference can seem significant and intimidating.

    

    Being the youngest, she couldn't help but feel that emotion.

    

    Bottles of alcohol scattered around, acrid cigarette smoke, and strange sounds coming from a closed inner room.

    

    'I've definitely heard... this is bad.'

    

    "Come on in. It's a bit messy, right? I told them to clean up!"

    

    "Who cares~ It's just us hanging out."

    

    After standing there in a daze, unable to adapt, Ah-reum found herself sitting in the middle of a sofa with several eyes focused on her.

    

    "What's this? She's still just a little kid?"

    

    'That's right. This place is for middle schoolers at minimum, so it's not appropriate for me.'

    

    Ah-reum rationalized to herself and tried to leave like she was escaping.

    

    "I'm sorry. I'm disturbing you all... This isn't a place for me yet."

    

    "Aw~ Why say that? You shouldn't leave someone hanging."

    

    The boy who had brought Ah-reum poured a drink and handed it to her.

    

    She carefully accepted it but didn't feel like drinking.

    

    "Drink up, relax~"

    

    "Ah, I don't know about this."

    

    The giggling laughter around her made her anxious, but after hesitating, Ah-reum drank.

    

    "That's it, just relax. We're not scary people."

    

    "Ah, but that noona is super scary, so be careful."

    

    "What are you saying~ Hey, if the oppas do anything weird, tell noona."

    

    "...Okay."

    

    "Want some snacks?"

    

    "It was boring being dragged to such a stuffy place, right? I'll take you back when it's over."

    

    Maybe this place isn't so scary after all?

    

    Surprisingly, everyone was kind.

    

    They were too busy chatting and laughing to bother Ah-reum much.

    

    She was startled when a boy came out of the locked inner room wearing only underwear, but it was just for a moment, and he quickly got dressed, ending it as a brief incident.

    

    She spent time eating snacks and answering simple questions from those around her.

    

    Yes, is this how you gradually become friends?

    

    Seeing alcohol and cigarettes was scary, but...

    

    No one was pressuring her, and it seemed like only those who wanted to partake did so.

    

    That's what she thought at first.

    

    That she should try to fit in.

    

    These were the heirs who would lead the political and business worlds, people she would meet often, so she needed to get along with them to grow into someone suitable for her family, like her siblings.

    

    It's not as difficult as I thought.

    

    Ah-reum was starting to open up after a few hours of light conversation about school life with these people who were treating her well.

    

    "But isn't she going to do the family initiation ceremony?"

    

    Until someone brought that up.

    

    "Pardon?"

    

    There was a brief silence after those words, and sensing the strange atmosphere, Ah-reum looked around.

    

    They tried to speak while hiding their subtly excited expressions.

    

    "Hey, she's still..."

    

    "Ah-reum hasn't said she wants to fully join us yet."

    

    Everyone chided the person who brought up the initiation, saying Ah-reum was still too young.

    

    But Ah-reum sensed they were subtly enjoying it.

    

    "W-what is that?"

    

    "Ah, it's too much for you right now. Don't worry."

    

    "It's something you have to do to officially join us and become our friend. But Ah-reum, you're just here because we invited you for a bit."

    

    At their reassurance, Ah-reum grew curious.

    

    She thought that even someone like her, who had difficulty making friends, might be comfortable here.

    

    Then she could also fulfill her parents' expectations.

    

    "I... want to stay here."

    

    She murmured softly.

    

    Her resolution reached their ears.

    

    "A Myeongwang Group heir is risky though."

    

    "It'll be fine if we don't get caught, right?"

    

    "What is it exactly?"

    

    The boy who had brought Ah-reum couldn't hold back his smile as he said:

    

    "Just think of it as a game. It's not difficult."

    

    With a trembling heart, Ah-reum heard the content of the initiation ceremony...

    

    "You just need to take something from a convenience store."

    

    It was theft.
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    "...Huff...huff."

    

    Hana-reum hid in a dark alley, panting heavily.

    

    She looked around, trying to catch her breath.

    

    Fortunately, it seemed no adults had noticed her yet.

    

    After checking her surroundings thoroughly, she examined the item she had.

    

    With trembling hands, she touched the rectangular box.

    

    An item that students shouldn't be handling yet.

    

    It was an angular pack of cigarettes marked "Not for sale to minors."

    

    "If I bring this... they'll accept me."

    

    Soon, the older girl who had been signaling from across the wall beckoned with her finger.

    

    Hana-reum nodded and returned to the "White Children's" hotel room.

    

    "Oh, not bad at all!"

    

    Everyone applauded and cheered.

    

    They praised her as if she had accomplished something remarkable.

    

    "But is this really okay?" Hana-reum asked worriedly.

    

    "Come on~ It's all just for fun."

    

    "Fun?"

    

    The boy who answered, looking about high school age, took a cigarette from the pack Hana-reum had stolen and put it in his mouth.

    

    "Of course~ We're from wealthy families, right? No one's going to say anything about this."

    

    "The store manager probably knows all about it anyway."

    

    "What?"

    

    Hana-reum became frightened at those words.

    

    If they all knew, then soon the police and her parents would find out too.

    

    But the others didn't seem worried at all, just busy snickering.

    

    "Aww~ how cute. Don't be scared."

    

    A middle school girl put her arm around Hana-reum's shoulders and spoke boldly.

    

    She was the accomplice who had given signals while Hana-reum was stealing.

    

    "My sister is part of the Alkali Group."

    

    The Alkali Group owned the convenience store chain they had just visited.

    

    "They're all going to crawl before us anyway, so don't worry about it."

    

    Though she felt uneasy, Hana-reum's initiation into the "White Children" was complete.

    

    Or so she thought.

    

    "Shall we move on to the next step?"

    

    "What? There's more?"

    

    "Oppa, take it easy. She's still in elementary school."

    

    The Alkali Group granddaughter, who was being friendly, told Hana-reum she didn't have to do it.

    

    "There will be other opportunities."

    

    "...What's the next step?"

    

    Hana-reum asked out of curiosity.

    

    What could possibly come after theft?

    

    At her question, the older boy in front took out a cigarette and held it out to her.

    

    "Smoke it."

    

    "...What?"

    

    "Hahaha, did I just say it out loud!"

    

    "Oppa~ Why are you trying to corrupt a child!"

    

    "Hey, you started smoking when you first entered middle school too."

    

    "A child?"

    

    Hana-reum looked to the side.

    

    The older girl did indeed smell strongly of nicotine.

    

    "What will you do? Only smokers are allowed in here."

    

    Hana-reum's lips trembled and her whole body shook as she sensed something was going very wrong.

    

    Going any further would be dangerous.

    

    Just then, a rather gentle voice came from beside her.

    

    "You don't have to force yourself if you don't want to."

    

    "...Unni."

    

    "We're just offering because we want to be friends with you. Wouldn't it be good to build social connections and networks?"

    

    Networks... social connections...?

    

    'That's right, Mom always said I need to fit in.'

    

    No matter how difficult or scary, in the end, you have to fit in.

    

    To do well as a member of the group, to prepare for the company she would lead someday, connections were essential.

    

    Hana-reum simply made up her mind.

    

    It was the importance of social networking that had been drilled into her through early education, almost like brainwashing.

    

    "Cough- Cough-!!"

    

    "Urgh..."

    

    That night, she secretly vomited at home.

    

    Though she hid her queasy stomach from her parents, the strange sensation tormented her.

    

    "I'll get used to it..."

    

    She just needed to get used to it.

    

    To fit in, she needed to become like them.

    

    Hana-reum, who had always been conscious of others' opinions, had learned this through experience.

    

    That's why she tried even harder to belong to the "White Children."

    

    ———

    

    After that incident, the "White Children" didn't demand anything more from Hana-reum.

    

    "Unni, here's your glass."

    

    "Thanks, Areum. You're getting good at drinking now."

    

    "Hehe. Not as good as you yet."

    

    But even without demands, she gradually became influenced by her surroundings.

    

    Hana-reum's environment, friends, and behavior slowly changed to match her surroundings.

    

    "Hey, why are you so late?"

    

    "Got caught in a random police check."

    

    "What?"

    

    "Just kidding. Kikikik."

    

    "Geez~"

    

    "As if the police could catch us anyway."

    

    It was Hana-reum who spoke those words first.

    

    "Let them catch the commoners instead."

    

    A sense of privilege, born from improper socialization, was beginning to sprout within Hana-reum.

    

    At this rate, it seemed like no one could touch them.

    

    The whole world seemed to be in their grasp.

    

    ———

    

    Hana-reum's meeting with So Seo-hui was purely coincidental.

    

    Seo-hui had escaped from the "White Children" before Hana-reum joined.

    

    And they happened to meet just as Seo-hui, who had been in despair, was beginning to see a glimmer of hope.

    

    Under unfortunate circumstances.

    

    "...What are you looking at?"

    

    When Hana-reum was putting a cigarette on a wooden chopstick, she ran into Seo-hui who was passing by.

    

    Normally, Seo-hui wouldn't care about others and would have ignored her and walked past.

    

    "That's our company building."

    

    "What?"

    

    "Don't smoke here. The area around the company is a non-smoking zone."

    

    "What are you saying, you commoner?"

    

    Hana-reum started to laugh mockingly at Seo-hui's emotionless words, then got angry.

    

    The girl in the middle school uniform looked at most a year or two older than Hana-reum, yet she was giving orders.

    

    Besides, whatever company it was, it was probably just a small business.

    

    She'd never met someone like her at social gatherings.

    

    Thinking this, Hana-reum looked up at the company building.

    

    "'Jupiter Solution?' What kind of no-name place is this?"

    

    Even at those words, Seo-hui showed no reaction.

    

    "Not answering? Well, I guess you'd be embarrassed about your dad working at a place like this."

    

    Hana-reum tossed the ashtray and wooden chopstick on the ground carelessly and left.

    

    ———

    

    The friendship of the "White Children" seemed like it would last forever.

    

    At least, that's what Hana-reum thought.

    

    That they would always be kind to her.

    

    Being deeply involved in the group, she thought this way because she didn't want to be excluded.

    

    But such one-sided trust is easily broken.

    

    "Areum, you're going to be in second year of middle school soon, right?"

    

    "Yeah, it's sad that you're going to high school, unni."

    

    As usual, Hana-reum blended in cheerfully with them.

    

    "Then I guess it's time for the next initiation ceremony."

    

    "………"

    

    And the relationship that had mixed so easily separated again like oil and water.

    

    "What do you mean?"

    

    "Remember when unni convinced everyone? That we should take it easy because you were still young."

    

    "So... how many more are there?"

    

    She could hear snickering around her.

    

    The laughter that had once seemed friendly now sounded particularly frightening.

    

    She thought they had committed misdeeds together and become the same, but they were actually worse monsters.

    

    "Unni, why are you being so scary?"

    

    Hana-reum forced a smile as she spoke.

    

    Until the unni she had followed so devotedly held something out.

    

    "...What is this?"

    

    "A pill. It makes you feel good."

    

    "Why this..."

    

    In fact, Hana-reum knew.

    

    That drugs were exchanged among them.

    

    But she had been in denial.

    

    They hadn't offered her drugs before, and she thought that even if she refused someday, the family members would understand.

    

    People who want to enjoy these things separately can do so, right?

    

    Hana-reum was about to refuse.

    

    "You won't disappoint us, right?"

    

    The moment those words reached her ears, her body froze.

    

    "Well, since you're our cute youngest, I'll give you a break. Just take it within a week."

    

    "Hey, Hana-reum is a coward, she won't take this."

    

    "Our baby isn't a coward! Right~?"

    

    Children speaking as if it were just a game.

    

    Looking at the girl hugging her, Hana-reum realized.

    

    That the unni she had always followed, the granddaughter of the Alkali Group, had glazed eyes.

    

    And on the arms that were hugging her tightly, there were several injection marks.

    

    She had noticed the unni becoming strange but denied it... she looked more haggard than when Hana-reum first met her.

    

    "Just let me know whenever you want it."

    

    She took back the pill she had offered to Hana-reum and stuck out her tongue, placing it there.

    

    "Hey, isn't she taking too much today?"

    

    "Is today the day?"

    

    "You, take her to the bed."

    

    Snickering sounds could be heard around.

    

    "Sorry, but my mom is looking for me!"

    

    Saying that, Hana-reum escaped from there.

    

    ———

    

    Buzz-

    

    Buzz-

    

    [Areum, aren't you coming to play today?]

    

    [No contact for days? Is something wrong?]

    

    [Hey, Hana-reum. Why does it seem like you're avoiding us lately?]

    

    [Hey, don't ignore us, answer.]

    

    [You bitch, are you playing with us?]

    

    [You know you'll be fucked too if you mess around, right?]

    

    [You fucking bitchhhhhhh!!!!!]

    

    The unni Hana-reum had trusted was now high on drugs, constantly calling and posting strange pictures.

    

    Members were uploading videos of suggestive acts in bed, and sending curses with grotesque photos that were unbearable to look at.

    

    "Stop it... stop..."

    

    Hana-reum left the "White Children" after that day out of fear.

    

    Rather than formally leaving, she kept making excuses and not going when they called her.

    

    And now the angry members were retaliating.

    

    Telling her to come back.

    

    "I should tell Dad."

    

    Though Hana-reum made this decision while trembling, she hesitated to speak.

    

    She had already done too many things with them.

    

    If it all came to light, her mom and dad would surely be shocked and would no longer love her.

    

    As that image came to mind, Hana-reum despaired even more.

    

    "What should I do?"

    

    She desperately wished for a helping hand.

    

    But no one extended that hand to her.

    

    With no one's hand to hold, her lost hand clutched only a cigarette pack.

    

    But inside was nothing but an empty shell.

    

    ———

    

    She pretended to be an obedient daughter, hiding the truth from her parents.

    

    Given her busy parents, it was easy to hide the smell of cigarettes.

    

    She, who had always pretended to be a good daughter, faced a situation from which she could no longer retreat.

    

    "I don't want to go."

    

    "Why? Don't you want to hang out with the kids?"

    

    "I... don't feel well today."

    

    Her voice became small.

    

    Hana-reum tried hard to keep her numb throat quiet.

    

    "What's wrong?"

    

    Her mother looked at her suspiciously.

    

    She'll find out at this rate.

    

    "What do you mean?"

    

    "They say even the Jupiter Group is coming this time, so you should go and make a good impression. Your unnies and oppas are sad they can't go because of work."

    

    ...I'll just stay close to the adults.

    

    Then they won't be able to do anything.

    

    Hana-reum was dragged to the social gathering, unable to resist her mother's request.
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    Han Areum just wanted to do well.

    

    She wanted to be acknowledged and praised by her mom and dad.

    

    Since it would be hard to gain recognition by blaming her personality or making excuses about her age and acting childish forever.

    

    She tried her best to navigate the difficult social gatherings somehow.

    

    But thinking about it now, she was foolish.

    

    If she had thought a little more, if she could have looked around her surroundings better, wouldn't this have been avoided?

    

    Han Areum regretted and regretted.

    

    ———

    

    "Huh... hic..."

    

    Her breathing was labored.

    

    Tears kept flowing without giving her a chance to catch her breath.

    

    But she couldn't cry out loud.

    

    Because the 'White Children' might find her.

    

    As soon as she went to the social gathering, sure enough, they were waiting for Han Areum.

    

    She tried to stick close to her mother,

    

    But people around them tried to separate them, saying she should mingle with peers her age.

    

    Soon, her mother's attention was diverted by the people surrounding her, and even though Han Areum refused, they dragged her away with smiles.

    

    None of the adults paid any attention.

    

    When she tried to scream, they covered her mouth,

    

    Even when they saw her being forcefully dragged away, they thought it was just playful fun.

    

    When they took her to a narrow emergency staircase, she somehow managed to escape by kicking, biting, and struggling desperately.

    

    'How stupid.'

    

    'Why did I even come?'

    

    'I should have just insisted on staying home until the end.'

    

    Once again, she had followed her parents' request.

    

    But no matter how much she blamed herself, hitting her head, it was useless.

    

    What happened had already happened.

    

    And she didn't even know where she was.

    

    She hadn't left Jupiter Hotel.

    

    Han Areum knew what kind of company Jupiter Group was.

    

    The biggest competitor to Myeongwang Group in every overlapping business.

    

    Currently, it's the number one global conglomerate leading South Korea's business world.

    

    Beyond that, she had no information.

    

    The only chaebol heirs Han Areum had met so far were the 'White Children.'

    

    They didn't seem to talk about it much either.

    

    'This isn't the time to be thinking about other things!'

    

    Han Areum shook her head and looked around.

    

    'I'll wait for the right timing, sneak out of the hotel, and then contact mom. I'll tell her everything honestly...'

    

    'Will it be okay if I tell her?'

    

    Would her family be disappointed to see her already so beaten down?

    

    Tears welled up in Han Areum's eyes again.

    

    "Ha!... Really."

    

    Click-clack, click-clack.

    

    The sound of footsteps.

    

    Han Areum immediately hid behind a pile of boxes nearby.

    

    Soon, someone came down the stairs.

    

    Fortunately, it wasn't the kids who were chasing her.

    

    It was just one girl with long straight hair coming down.

    

    "Phew~"

    

    "What are you doing here?"

    

    "Eek!..."

    

    Startled by the sudden voice beside her, she let out a cry.

    

    She quickly covered her mouth and looked around.

    

    "Don't worry, no one's coming."

    

    "Haa~ What's with you suddenly."

    

    Han Areum looked at So Seohee.

    

    She seemed familiar, but she couldn't remember where she'd seen her.

    

    She didn't know what kind of person Seohee was yet, nor did she care.

    

    "What are you doing here?"

    

    "...None of your business."

    

    "Really? Then I can call security, right?"

    

    "What? What are you saying? I'm attending a social gathering with some very important people, you know?"

    

    "Is that so?"

    

    "Yes, I don't know how you got in here, but I'm not someone security can just mess with."

    

    "Then why are you hiding and crying?"

    

    "Ugh..."

    

    Han Areum was speechless at Seohee's cold interrogation.

    

    How could she be so coldly and dryly piercing?

    

    'Probably because I have a lot to hide.'

    

    Denying Seohee's charisma, Han Areum hesitated for a moment, finding it difficult to meet Seohee's eyes.

    

    "Hey, help me out."

    

    'Yes, I'll use her too.'

    

    Han Areum was planning to send Seohee ahead to sneak out.

    

    "I'm busy, you know."

    

    But she was immediately shut down by Seohee.

    

    "What? Huh! A commoner like you, what could you be busy with..."

    

    "Think whatever you want. Call security if you need to."

    

    Seohee moved on as if she didn't care.

    

    "Wait! I said I need help!"

    

    Ring-ring-

    

    A phone rang, and she answered it.

    

    "Yes, Detective. Let's wait a bit longer."

    

    "De...detective?"

    

    The mention of police sent chills down her spine.

    

    Currently, they were the most uncomfortable presence for her.

    

    Of course, while hanging out with the 'White Children,' she had laughed at and looked down on the police, but now that it was real, she was scared.

    

    Even if her family's influence could cover up the incident, her parents would find out.

    

    Seohee, who was on the call, briefly took the phone away from her ear and delivered the finishing blow to Han Areum.

    

    "Ah, I'm just asking, but do you know anything about the 'White Children'?"

    

    Han Areum shook her head.

    

    She couldn't be found out.

    

    She was an accomplice too.

    

    She had to escape from this person somehow.

    

    Seohee stared at Han Areum for a moment.

    

    Han Areum felt uncomfortable making eye contact, but Seohee wasn't particularly interested in this girl.

    

    "I see? Well, be careful and go back to where the adults are quickly."

    

    Seohee's only thought was to crush the 'White Children' with this opportunity.

    

    For this, she was able to coordinate with the police with the help of her sister Eunbi.

    

    ———

    

    "Phew~"

    

    Han Areum, sighing deeply, checked her phone for a moment.

    

    It was filled with dozens of threatening messages asking where she was.

    

    There was still time before the social gathering ended.

    

    "Let's escape first."

    

    Slowly looking around, Han Areum also prepared to slip away.

    

    She descended bit by bit.

    

    "Where do you think you're going?"

    

    "Eek!... Unnie?"

    

    But her steps stopped at the sound of a voice.

    

    Han Areum immediately recognized who it was when she turned around.

    

    It was an older girl who had been particularly nice to her among the 'White Children.'

    

    "Unnie... that's..."

    

    Thud- Bang!

    

    "Mmph... it hurts..."

    

    "Hey, do you think I'm a joke? Why are you ignoring my messages, you little bitch?"

    

    She grabbed Han Areum by the collar and pushed her against the wall without warning.

    

    "Unnie, I'm sorry! Please forgive me!"

    

    "Did you enjoy playing with us? Do you think we're a joke?"

    

    "No, it's not like that. I just didn't want to be weak."

    

    "So what? That's your problem."

    

    "Just! I'll keep my mouth shut, so can't you let me go? I won't say anything! I won't even come near you!"

    

    "...I need to bring you back so I can get my drugs."

    

    "What?"

    

    "Ha, seriously, those fuckers said they'll only give me the stuff if I bring you back! Just shut up and come with me!!"

    

    "What are you saying..."

    

    "Hey, found her here!!!"

    

    Soon, the devils came rushing down the stairs.

    

    No matter how much Han Areum struggled and screamed, it was useless.

    

    She was kicked by the unnie she had been close with, her hair was pulled, and she was pinned down.

    

    "Hey~ Han Areum, have you been well?"

    

    "No... No!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!"

    

    ———

    

    The day Han Areum met So Seohee at the hotel.

    

    Seohee was planning to raid the 'White Children.'

    

    Currently, the only information about the 'White Children' was from Seohee's own memory as the initial whistleblower.

    

    After waiting and waiting with the assumption that they would gather at every social gathering, they decided to strike on this day when a social gathering was held at Jupiter Hotel.

    

    Without physical evidence and with scarce information, she got an opportunity to coordinate with the police thanks to Eunbi.

    

    It was truly astonishing how far Eunbi's power extended, but fortunately, they were on the same side.

    

    While there was some desire for revenge, above all, as part of 'Jupiter Group,' she couldn't overlook the existence of such a family.

    

    They had the audacity to hold a drug party at Jupiter Hotel.

    

    "It seems they've all entered the hideout now. Let's raid them all at once."

    

    "Then we'll begin."

    

    And Seohee was personally participating in the investigation of the 'White Children' case.

    

    After all, to bring the police to the VIP room without being noticed, they needed the help of a high-ranking official.

    

    The problem was that Jupiter Hotel, being a world-renowned hotel, had many VIP rooms.

    

    In other words, finding the right room was also a task.

    

    "Team A will go up the stairs."

    

    "Team B will stake out at each floor's elevator entrance and emergency exits."

    

    "Alright, let's go."

    

    Seohee, above all, wanted to see it with her own eyes.

    

    The proper end to one of the traumas that had tormented her.

    

    ———

    

    Meanwhile, in the hideout, members of the 'White Children' were holding down a girl, forcibly restraining her so she couldn't move.

    

    "No!!!"

    

    "Ah, so noisy."

    

    "Well, she'll shut up once she gets high."

    

    "This bitch, we'll make her our plaything after drugging her up."

    

    On the other side, someone took out a syringe.

    

    "Oh oppa~ Can't you give me the drugs first~? I'm dying for it~"

    

    "Get off me! I'm doing her first."

    

    "Fuck! Give it to me~"

    

    When the man checking the drug in the syringe irritably threw a powder packet on the floor, the clingy woman prostrated herself and started sniffing.

    

    "Don't act up, it's dangerous."

    

    The figure of the man with the syringe was getting closer and closer to her.

    

    ———

    

    "Team A-1 has all come up."

    

    "Team A-2 has all come up."

    

    Having come up through emergency exits on both sides, they exchanged signals and finally reached the VIP room.

    

    And they started checking each nearby room one by one.

    

    ———

    

    "Hey, it seems a bit noisy outside?"

    

    "Don't know. Probably someone having trouble with a woman again."

    

    "Hey, show me her arm. It's hard to inject."

    

    The man with the syringe staggered, popped a pill into his mouth, swallowed it, and grinned.

    

    "Now, here we go."

    

    "No!!!!"

    

    ———

    

    "Excuse us!"

    

    "What the! We were in the middle of an important conversation... tsk."

    

    Soon, after apologizing and heading to the next room, Seohee stopped and looked at one place.

    

    "Wait a moment. Let's check over there first."

    

    "Yes, understood."

    

    Ding dong-!!!!

    

    Bang bang bang-!!

    

    "Excuse us for a moment."

    

    Something seemed chaotic inside.

    

    Of course, all rooms at Jupiter Hotel are well soundproofed, but a strange premonition detected such an energy from inside.

    

    Seohee sensed it when the police knocked but the door didn't open.

    

    Something was happening in there.

    

    "Wait a moment!"

    

    "Ah, there!"

    

    The room Seohee had escaped from back then was probably around this location,

    

    Did the 'White Children' keep booking the same room?

    

    "We're executing official duties, so please understand!"

    

    Seohee had already produced a master key and flung the door wide open.

    

    And there

    

    She faced the 'White Children.'

    

    "………"

    

    Along with a blonde girl who had lost her mind.

    

    "As of this moment, you are all under emergency arrest for drug-related violations! Please cooperate until we reach the station!!"

    

    "What the fuck!!"

    

    "Hey, run!!!"

    

    Soon, chaos erupted.

    

    The family members who had looked down on the police started running away as soon as the police barged in.

    

    They struggled desperately to escape without being caught, breaking bottles or wielding knives.

    

    In the midst of that pandemonium, only Han Areum was in a daze.

    

    "Some have escaped! Team B, please be prepared!"

    

    In the midst of the confusion, Seohee approached Han Areum.

    

    "Don't come near me... Don't come near me!!!!!!"

    

    "………"

    

    Although she approached to protect her, Han Areum was already out of her mind.

    

    Taking advantage of the police's confusion, she used her small frame to dash out the door.
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    I was cursed to be unable to escape, no matter how I ran.

    

    After running without rest, Han Areum found herself in the middle of a bustling downtown area.

    

    Car horns, people chattering excitedly.

    

    Music playing loudly.

    

    The sounds deafened her ears before fading distantly beyond her floating consciousness.

    

    "Ugh..."

    

    Then the headache hit.

    

    Han Areum clutched her head and collapsed right there.

    

    "Are you okay?"

    

    A passing merchant approached her with concern.

    

    "...Get away!!!"

    

    Han Areum ran like a madwoman.

    

    The whole world seemed like monsters trying to torment her...

    

    ———

    

    -We've confirmed about six juvenile fugitives still at large.

    

    *Beep*

    

    -The guardians are currently in the main hall. I'll inform them of the situation and return.

    

    -Confirmed.

    

    The Jupiter Hotel was in unprecedented chaos.

    

    The adults' social gathering had been suspended,

    and the "White Children" were scattered and arrested.

    

    Of course, the high-ranking individuals were uncooperative, but threats were useless.

    

    Seo Eunbi had already worked her magic and spoken with the police commissioner.

    

    "Director, the situation should be resolved soon."

    

    "Yes. Thank you for your hard work."

    

    "Not at all. I should be thanking you for reporting this wrongdoing."

    

    They had finally succeeded in exposing the truth about the White Children.

    

    But something was still bothering Seo Hui.

    

    "She seemed so young."

    

    "Pardon? Ah, yes. They were all so young. What is this world coming to..."

    

    "I'm going to go out and look."

    

    "Excuse me? Director?"

    

    Seo Hui left the hotel's internal matters to the investigation captain and headed to the first floor.

    

    "Let go! What has my child done?!"

    

    "Areum! Areum!"

    

    The first floor was truly noisy and chaotic.

    

    Parents trying to block police from taking their children, others cursing after calling the police commissioner and getting no answer.

    

    Seo Hui looked around at the children being taken away, but couldn't find the one she was looking for.

    

    The blonde girl who had looked so young.

    

    She had briefly met her before raiding the White Children, and the girl had been trembling with anxiety.

    

    When they raided the hideout, the signs of assault around her and her vacant, devastated eyes were unforgettable.

    

    'I can't just leave her like this.'

    

    "Hello? Ah, sis, can you handle things for a bit? I need to find someone."

    

    [You're the one who asked for this. *Sigh* Fine. Just make sure you come to work tomorrow.]

    

    "Okay."

    

    And so Seo Hui began searching for a child whose name she didn't even know.

    

    But finding someone in Seoul's vast downtown area wasn't easy.

    

    ———

    

    Two days had passed since the disappearance.

    

    Seo Hui had managed to learn some information about the girl.

    

    Her name was "Han Areum."

    

    She was the youngest daughter of the Myeongwang Group, and her parents were cooperating in the search.

    

    Public opinion was turning against Myeongwang, questioning how they couldn't even keep track of their own child, and with stock prices plummeting, the company was preparing to take serious measures regarding her.

    

    [We apologize. We're doing our best to find her.]

    

    "Yes, please do."

    

    Seo Hui walked through the downtown area again today.

    

    Searching for Han Areum.

    

    Though Seo Hui normally didn't concern herself with others, this time was different.

    

    'If only I hadn't rejected her plea for help back then...'

    

    Seo Hui had once unintentionally become part of the "White Children" herself.

    

    She had fled immediately out of fear, hiding and trembling.

    

    At that time, she thought no one would help her.

    

    But then Eunbi had reached out her hand.

    

    So perhaps, when Han Areum was hiding and trembling with fear,

    Seo Hui could have helped her too?

    

    Seo Hui couldn't stop worrying about it.

    

    As she walked aimlessly through downtown, by pure chance—

    completely by coincidence—she found her.

    

    She stopped in her tracks, seeing Han Areum huddled up.

    

    "..."

    

    Too exhausted to run anymore, she just glared at Seo Hui with a haggard appearance.

    

    "Don't call the police..."

    

    Blood was flowing from Han Areum's wrist.

    

    Seeing the numerous straight lines cut into her wrist, Seo Hui took out her bag.

    

    She pulled out bandages she had brought in case the girl was hurt.

    

    "...What are you doing?"

    

    Seo Hui silently wrapped the bandage around Han Areum's hand.

    

    Han Areum flinched and tried to pull away, but—

    

    "Big sister is here to help you, so don't worry."

    

    Those words made her freeze.

    

    "Help me?"

    

    "Yes. You ran away because you felt sorry toward your mom and dad, right?"

    

    "Don't be ridiculous. You commoner."

    

    Han Areum's heart had grown weak.

    

    She couldn't trust humans anymore.

    

    She had lost that ability, but...

    

    Her childish heart still choked up.

    

    She berated herself for still having such weak thoughts,

    for wishing someone would save her.

    

    "What can someone as powerless as you do to help?"

    

    "Big sister is the third generation of the Jupiter Group."

    

    Surprised by this unexpected fact, Han Areum's eyes widened as she finally looked at Seo Hui.

    

    "There, all done. It will heal quickly."

    

    "..."

    

    Han Areum hid her bandaged arm behind her back.

    

    "Even so, you're going to report me to the police."

    

    "It's necessary if you want to live."

    

    "But..."

    

    "Your parents already know everything. Myeongwang Group is in an uproar over this."

    

    "...So it's all over now."

    

    Han Areum buried her head.

    

    Tears flowed continuously, with no chance to dry.

    

    In the end, her family—the ones she wanted to hide this from most—had found out.

    

    "They'll abandon me for sure..."

    

    As Han Areum despaired at rock bottom,

    Seo Hui quietly sat beside her, patting her back.

    

    "Your parents won't abandon you over something like this."

    

    "...Really? Even though I've hurt the company?"

    

    Han Areum asked, wiping her tears.

    

    "If you sincerely repent, they'll forgive you. Nothing is more important than their own child."

    

    "But... I've done so many bad things until now."

    

    "Yes, but you can apologize and not do them again."

    

    "Can I become a good child again?"

    

    "Yes, you just need to get help to make things better."

    

    Seo Hui continued stroking Han Areum's hair.

    

    Han Areum, as if wanting to release all her loneliness and pain, didn't resist and leaned in to cry.

    

    After some time, when her tears began to subside, Seo Hui stood up and extended her hand.

    

    "Let's go back now. Turning yourself in will make you feel better."

    

    "...Will you come with me, big sister?"

    

    "Of course, I'll take you to the police station."

    

    When was the last time Seo Hui had smiled so brightly at someone else?

    

    Though she normally only opened her heart to Eunbi, she made an exception this time.

    

    The girl, huddled up and trembling, looking so withdrawn,

    reminded Seo Hui of herself as a child.

    

    ———

    

    "Well, after going to the police station, my mother slapped me right away."

    

    Han Areum was telling this difficult story with remarkable composure.

    

    I was parched and silently drank my beverage.

    

    "Is it pity?"

    

    "...I'm sorry if it seemed that way."

    

    "I was just asking if it was 'pity'?"

    

    "...What, you were joking?"

    

    What's with the sudden sexual harassment?

    

    "If Inwoo wants, I could anytime..."

    

    "Seo Hui, let's not get off topic with such comments."

    

    I blocked Seo Hui's words with my arm and looked at Han Areum.

    

    Han Areum snickered and chewed on an ice cube from her remaining drink.

    

    "So, did you enjoy my self-glorifying juvenile delinquent story?"

    

    "I didn't expect it to be so heavy."

    

    "That's why I can't tell Taeho oppa. I'm not proud of myself."

    

    Han Areum drew a clear line.

    

    "Oppa thinks I'm an innocent girl, and it's really hard to see that."

    

    She probably doesn't want to shatter the illusion of the person she likes.

    But she feels sorry about lying.

    

    "Han Areum, how do you feel?"

    

    "I told you already."

    

    "Not that—how do you feel about Taeho hyung?"

    

    "...I think he's a naive person. That's all."

    

    Han Areum said nothing more after that.

    

    Her forced smile just looked bitter.

    

    I couldn't push harder.

    

    Would hyung's feelings remain the same if he knew her whole story?

    Even I'm not sure.

    

    "Well, I guess there's nothing more to say. I'll be going now. I have tutoring soon."

    

    Han Areum said goodbye to Seo Hui and me before leaving first.

    

    Seo Hui and I talked briefly at the café.

    

    "Seo Hui, is everything okay now with the 'White Children' incident?"

    

    "Yes. Areum and I are both recovering from our trauma, and the main members who were caught all received prison sentences because their crimes were so severe."

    

    "But they were juveniles, weren't they?"

    

    "Their crimes were very serious, and the whole nation was focused on the case, so public opinion influenced the decision."

    

    Come to think of it, the "White Children" case was all over the news.

    Due to the high profile nature, minors were exceptionally sentenced to prison as a group.

    

    The laws were even changed because of this incident.

    

    Parents who failed to supervise their children all resigned from their executive positions or saw their political careers end.

    

    It really was a major national incident.

    

    "Areum ended up with a protective disposition because of mitigating circumstances."

    

    "Is Myeongwang Group sending her to study abroad to remove her from the group completely?"

    

    "They probably want her to live as if she doesn't exist."

    

    Seo Hui frowned slightly but continued speaking.

    

    "They would have sent her immediately, but Han Areum needed to be hospitalized for psychiatric treatment. Once her condition improved, they had her receive counseling and now they're sending her abroad."

    

    "It's complicated."

    

    With her putting herself down like that, I wonder if it's really okay to send her abroad alone?

    

    But regardless of our opinions, Han Areum's study abroad was confirmed.

    

    A few days later, we went to the airport to see her off.

    

    ———

    

    "Thank you for everything until now, unnie."

    

    Teary-eyed Han Areum hugs Seo Hui.

    

    It should be my embrace, but I'll let it slide for now.

    

    While Han Areum was hugging Seo Hui, I briefly looked at my phone.

    

    "Um... thank you too, Inwoo oppa."

    

    Having finished talking with Seo Hui, Han Areum approached me.

    

    "Ugh, why are you being so awkward? Getting all sentimental now that you're leaving?"

    

    "Tsk, go ahead and live as a commoner forever."

    

    "Sorry, but with Seo Hui around, that won't happen."

    

    Regular international terminal.

    

    I thought the second largest conglomerate would send a corporate jet for their child, but she just had a first-class ticket.

    

    Well, that's still a seat ordinary people can only dream of.

    

    "Aren't your family coming?"

    

    "I told you. I'm the child they've disowned. A secretary came along, but I asked Seo Hui unnie to let just the three of us be together."

    

    She said she'd feel more comfortable that way, and I swallowed my bitter feelings.

    

    Showing such emotions would be disrespectful to Han Areum.

    

    After all, she must be the one feeling most sad and regretful.

    

    "Take care then."

    

    "Areum, keep in touch! Call me when you come to Korea!"

    

    "I will!!"

    

    "Inwoo and I will come visit you!!!"

    

    Wait, did a plan just get made without my knowledge?

    

    But I didn't mind going on a trip with Seo Hui or seeing Han Areum again, so I nodded.

    

    We waved goodbye as Han Areum entered the boarding gate, sending her off.

    

    "Wait!!!!"

    

    And just before she left,

    just before Han Areum stepped through the boarding gate,

    a man arrived, barely making it in time.
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    After Han Arum left the café and I had a brief conversation with Seohee, I remained lost in thought.

    

    I couldn't carelessly reveal the secret that Han Arum desperately wanted to keep hidden.

    

    Besides, my expectation that Taeho would still accept Arum even after learning about her... that's just my overly optimistic judgment.

    

    I don't really know how it would actually turn out.

    Whether it might end up hurting both him and Arum.

    

    Should I just stay quiet then?

    

    Their feelings are for them to figure out.

    Maybe I should just step back now.

    

    "Still, I'll give a small hint."

    

    I don't want Han Arum to live like this.

    

    Keeping people at a distance, believing no one will accept her,

    Resigning herself to regret and making choices she doesn't want in life—I hate seeing that.

    

    Especially if it's because of her past.

    

    The day Han Arum leaves for her studies abroad is approaching fast.

    

    ———

    

    A bustling street with the night breeze gently blowing.

    I entered the convenience store, feeling the air of the cooling season.

    

    "Oh, Inwoo."

    

    Thankfully, Taeho was working as usual.

    

    "Hyung. Can we talk for a moment?"

    

    "Sure. Just wait a bit."

    

    After a brief daze, he realized something was up and nodded seriously.

    

    "It's fine now since there are no customers."

    

    Taeho bought two hot chocolates and placed them in front of me.

    I breathed in the chocolate aroma rising with the steam before looking out the window.

    

    An empty convenience store.

    Being Sunday night, the streets seemed less crowded than usual.

    

    Looking at the desolate plaza, I carefully chose my words.

    

    Since I couldn't predict his reaction.

    I needed to find a way that wouldn't hurt either Han Arum or Taeho.

    

    "So... you haven't heard from Arum, right?"

    

    At my question, Taeho gave a bitter smile and said,

    "If that's what Arum wants, I shouldn't hold on too tightly."

    

    He was going to give up.

    After all, once she goes abroad, they wouldn't be able to meet or contact each other.

    

    Taeho was planning to move on.

    

    "Don't you want to know why Han Arum is avoiding contact?"

    

    Taeho looked out the window and said,

    "Honestly, I think it's easier to just give up."

    

    After taking a sip of hot chocolate, he continued,

    "I don't really know much about her anyway, we were just close for a while."

    

    "Is that enough for you?"

    

    "If I really wanted to know, I would have pestered you until I found out."

    

    'Though that would be uncool,' he added with another smile before shaking his head.

    

    "To be honest, beyond politeness or consideration, I was afraid to learn more about Arum."

    

    Did he suspect something too?

    But fortunately or unfortunately, his thoughts were misaligned with Han Arum's.

    

    "Since we live in different worlds, I was afraid I'd feel intimidated if I knew too much, afraid that she might be an impossibly brilliant girl standing next to me."

    

    "...That's cowardly."

    

    A harsh comment escaped my lips before I realized it.

    Maybe it was because I knew about Han Arum now.

    Or maybe it was Taeho's passive attitude.

    I was angry that he was running away because he lacked confidence in himself.

    

    "I can't argue with that."

    

    "...She's not a bright person."

    

    "What?"

    

    I blurted it out thoughtlessly.

    I almost revealed the darkness behind Han Arum's bright appearance.

    

    "But... if that's how you want to think, I can't help it."

    

    I quickly changed the subject.

    

    "...Then what is it?"

    

    He eagerly caught my words.

    But after hearing what Taeho just said, I wondered if he could calmly accept Han Arum even if he knew the truth.

    

    Well, I came here believing this wouldn't hurt Arum, so it should be fine, right?

    

    "Look her up. About Han Arum."

    

    Whether by searching online or checking the news.

    She's a public figure, so he'll find it quickly.

    

    Taeho still doesn't know about the incident.

    He doesn't seem to have any idea that Han Arum was a juvenile offender in the news.

    

    "Hyung. Today I came as Arum's friend."

    

    "I understand what you mean. And why you're angry."

    

    With his understanding, I told him straightforwardly:

    

    "Once you learn about 'Han Arum,' please make up your mind. Based solely on your feelings."

    

    And then:

    

    "If you learn the truth and still want to approach Han Arum, please come to Incheon International Airport, Gate 3, by 7 tomorrow."

    

    "Departure... tomorrow?"

    

    He looked surprised, apparently not knowing the exact date was tomorrow.

    

    Tomorrow is a weekday.

    With school to attend, it would naturally be difficult to see someone off if they were just a casual acquaintance.

    

    If he learns the truth and his feelings cool, he won't come, even if he's shocked.

    

    Han Arum will leave without knowing that I visited him or that he discovered the truth.

    Without any hurt.

    The relationship will end completely.

    

    She might get angry if she found out, but I plan to keep her in the dark.

    

    I haven't told Seohee either.

    

    "If you don't feel anything and don't plan to see her off, please stop contacting Han Arum from now on. It will only hurt her."

    

    A brief silence fell,

    And Taeho opened his mouth to say something.

    

    "...Alright. Thank you, Inwoo."

    

    "...Aren't you angry?"

    

    "How could I be angry when you're working so hard for us?"

    

    He smiled broadly and said,

    "I'm a bit of a tiresome type, aren't I? I should get my act together now."

    

    And that ended our conversation.

    I'm glad he's someone who listens well.

    Though I don't know what decision he'll make.

    

    Now the outcome of the remaining choice is up to Taeho.

    

    ————

    

    After finishing his convenience store shift, Taeho returned to his dark studio apartment.

    

    When he turned on the lights, musical equipment and clothes were scattered throughout the small space.

    

    Though he usually endured loneliness well even in this solitary space, today his emotions were particularly turbulent.

    

    Tomorrow, Han Arum would leave.

    This girl who was his first love, who strangely made him constantly think about his own circumstances, younger than him...

    

    After showering and changing into comfortable clothes, he calmed his racing heart and turned on his phone.

    

    And then, without hesitation,

    He began searching for information about 'Han Arum.'

    

    ………

    

    "What am I doing right now?"

    

    Taeho lay on his bed, closed his eyes, and thought.

    'Am I living well right now?'

    'Is it really okay to continue like this?'

    

    Repeated questions.

    

    He, who had never felt proud of anything, played guitar until calluses formed on his fingers.

    

    Because he had nothing yet.

    No money, no fame, not even that common college diploma everyone else seemed to have.

    

    He felt he needed to cling to music to shake off the depression in his apartment.

    

    Then one day, he met a girl by chance.

    She was stimulating to Taeho in many ways.

    

    She made him feel the emotion of "love" for the first time,

    And then she made him dislike himself.

    

    He didn't want to feel intimidated in front of her.

    He didn't want to show his inadequate side.

    He didn't want to disappoint her by appearing inferior in comparison.

    

    When he heard Han Arum was from a wealthy family,

    He was afraid of being compared to his shabby self, afraid that Han Arum would be disappointed.

    

    Because he still had too many inadequacies to stand beside Han Arum.

    Even if things improved later, could they date?

    Honestly, he was scared.

    

    He was a coward who only avoided.

    

    When Han Arum tried to leave without a word,

    Taeho tried to end it, rationalizing that it couldn't be helped while embracing the pain of separation.

    

    Without improving,

    Without even thinking he needed to change.

    

    Then Inwoo came and gave him a chance.

    Did he know about Han Arum, about her feelings?

    

    He had always been so absorbed in himself.

    He hadn't tried to understand Han Arum's heart.

    

    So he tried to find out.

    About Han Arum.

    

    "If I see this..."

    

    There was an immature boy who had only grown physically.

    

    ———

    

    When Seohee and I arrived at Incheon International Airport, we found Han Arum waiting alone.

    

    "Why are you departing so early in the morning?"

    

    I complained with a yawn.

    Departing in the morning—she should consider the people seeing her off.

    

    "If you're going to complain, you didn't have to come."

    

    "How could I not come when Seohee asked me to?"

    

    "Ugh... cringe. Unnie! Leave this commoner behind and come alone!"

    

    "Is this how you two act even when parting?"

    

    "Haha, Seohee, I'm just kidding! Hey, Han Arum, how could we just let you go like that?"

    

    I clarified with a laugh that I was joking.

    

    "But shouldn't you all be heading to school now?"

    

    "That's what I'm saying. If I can't get into college because of attendance records, it's your fault, Han Arum."

    

    "Don't be ridiculous. It would be because Seomin can't study."

    

    "I'm good at studying!"

    

    "Don't worry, Inwoo. If you can't get into college, I'll look into it for you."

    

    "Another donation admission?"

    

    "Yes, just say the word."

    

    My girlfriend, trying to send me to study abroad too.

    Really scary.

    

    Even so, asking for a university donation admission for her boyfriend would be too shameless.

    I should study diligently to prevent Seohee from using strange tactics.

    If possible, I want to aim for the same school as Seohee.

    Wait, should I first ask if Seohee plans to go to college?

    

    "Is Unnie okay... Ah, since it's Unnie, I'm sure it's fine."

    

    Han Arum seemed to realize it was a silly question.

    

    Seohee is probably someone even the school principal can't touch.

    Of course, our homeroom teacher wouldn't care about that.

    He'd scold us for skipping school without permission, saying we should have contacted him first if something came up.

    

    "Is Seomin really okay?"

    

    "Are you worried about me?"

    

    "I'm afraid you'll really blame me. I don't want the first message after I arrive to be about that."

    

    "What do you take me for?"

    

    "You just blamed me earlier."

    

    "Still, I had to come see off such a close friend."

    

    At my casually spoken words, Han Arum momentarily closed her mouth.

    She stared at me blankly before smirking.

    

    "Somehow you two seem to have gotten closer without me knowing?"

    

    "Pfft, Seohee, are you jealous?"

    

    "Unnie!!"

    

    When Han Arum's expression soured, Seohee waved her hand with a laugh.

    

    "No, I was just joking too. I don't suspect anything between you two."

    

    Indeed, the idea of a strange atmosphere between Han Arum and me,

    That's biologically impossible.

    

    "Besides, Inwoo wouldn't look at any other woman but me."

    

    Without thinking, I looked at Seohee.

    At Seohee who was smiling brightly at me.

    

    "Hmm? What?"

    

    "Nothing."

    

    I think I just felt goosebumps all over my body, but let's just ignore that.

    I have no intention of cheating anyway.

    

    We continued talking with Han Arum for a while.

    

    "Will you be okay going to school soon?"

    

    "I'll try my best. Making friends might still be difficult."

    

    I'm worried too.

    Although Han Arum has been getting counseling and is supposedly better,

    Can she really get along well with others?

    

    "There will be Korean friends too, and I won't fall into anything weird this time."

    

    Han Arum spoke cheerfully.

    Though there were some painful implications mixed in.

    

    Anyway, she looked bright.

    As if trying hard to appear bright.

    

    "Unnie, can I contact you often?"

    

    "Yes, feel free like always. Of course, I might not be able to respond if I'm busy."

    

    "I know that."

    

    "I'll counsel you if you have any concerns."

    

    "Yes, that's reassuring. Hehe."

    

    While they were talking, I briefly checked my phone.

    No messages.

    

    "Ah, Seomin."

    

    "What?"

    

    "Do you have my contact information?"

    

    "No, I don't."

    

    "Here."

    

    She gave me her number, saying I could contact her with Seohee when bored.

    

    "Ah, Unnie, don't misunderstand."

    

    "What misunderstanding?"

    

    What misunderstanding...

    Seohee, you just went into "possessive mode" for a moment.

    Han Arum noticed it too and carefully considered.

    

    "Make sure to contact me only with Unnie."

    

    "Oh come on~ Do I look petty enough to make a fuss about something like that?"

    

    Regardless of what Seohee said, we agreed to do so.

    We spent some time talking and laughing about recent events, and then the time approached.

    

    "Thank you for everything, Unnie."

    

    Han Arum hugged Seohee.

    

    'So he's really not coming.'

    

    I turned off my phone screen, trying to hide my bitter feelings.

    

    "Um... thank you too, Inwoo oppa."

    

    "Ugh- why are you being so awkward? Getting sentimental because you're leaving?"

    

    "Tch- just keep being called Seomin for the rest of your life."

    

    "Sorry, but that won't happen because I have Seohee."

    

    So this is the end.

    A lonely feeling took over instead.

    In the end, only the two of us remained around Han Arum.

    

    "But aren't your family coming?"

    

    "I told you. I'm a child they've abandoned. A secretary came along annoyingly, but I asked them to step aside for a moment."

    

    She asked for the "three" of us to be alone.

    She said that would make her feel more comfortable, and I swallowed my bitter feelings.

    Showing such emotions would be disrespectful to Han Arum.

    After all, she would be the one feeling the most regretful and sad.

    

    "Well, goodbye then."

    

    "Arum, feel free to contact us often! Let us know when you come to Korea."

    

    "I will!!"

    

    "I'll come with Inwoo to see you!!!"

    

    With that, Han Arum headed toward the gate to board her flight.

    

    "Wait!!!!"

    

    Or she would have, if someone hadn't called out to her.

    

    Looking back, there was

    A man who hadn't conveyed his true feelings, running up breathlessly.

    

    "Han Arum!!"

    

    "How did this..."

    

    Taeho strode forward.

    To convey his feelings.

    

    "Seohee, let's step aside for a moment."

    

    "Okay."

    

    Though surprised, Seohee quickly understood the situation and moved aside with me.

    So that the relationship between Han Arum and Lee Taeho could be properly resolved.

  
    Chapter 105. Discarded Lunch Box and Medium Rare (17)

    
    For some reason, it's a cold day.

    

    No, it was just the season starting to get cold.

    

    It was the season when autumn withers and winter begins to bloom.

    

    Thinking it wasn't a bad day to leave, Han Areum finally bid farewell to her last friends.

    

    She was about to proceed with the boarding procedures when—

    

    "Han Areum!!!"

    

    A voice echoed through the airport.

    

    Areum flinched at the familiar voice and turned her head.

    

    There, the person she had hoped wouldn't come was approaching, gasping for breath.

    

    After apologizing to the flight attendant, she took back her passport and stepped out of the check-in line.

    

    "How did you..."

    

    After her departure date was set, Areum hadn't contacted Taeho even once.

    

    She had quit her convenience store job immediately and hadn't called or texted him.

    

    She had planned to leave quietly.

    

    Areum moved forward slowly, one step at a time, feeling a subtle trembling emotion.

    

    When she finally stood before Taeho, she carefully observed him.

    

    "Haa~ Well..."

    

    He seemed to have run in a hurry, sweating profusely while catching his breath.

    

    The figure of the man standing before her still stirred something within her.

    

    But fear held her back from getting closer.

    

    Areum deliberately calmed herself and asked in a composed voice:

    

    "Did Seomin—I mean, did Inwoo oppa tell you?"

    

    "Yeah. You see..."

    

    Just as she thought.

    

    There was only one person who would arrange something like this.

    

    Really... will that person remain a bad connection until the very end?

    

    As Areum inwardly resented him, Taeho began to explain:

    

    "I begged him to tell me. Of course, I heard from Inwoo that you'd be uncomfortable."

    

    "If you knew that, why did you come?"

    

    She asked sharply while maintaining an emotionless tone.

    

    With this, Areum's plan to leave for her studies with no lingering attachments was ruined.

    

    She had become aware of the emotions that continued to torment her.

    

    With that feeling, she expressed her slight displeasure.

    

    "I'm sorry. But I had something I absolutely needed to tell you."

    

    Taeho also tried to suppress his trembling heart.

    

    He needed to stay calm.

    

    Don't show emotional agitation first.

    

    The most difficult opponent was 'Han Areum'—

    

    The woman Taeho loved.

    

    "What is it?"

    

    'It's obvious what he's going to say.'

    

    It was clear he would be angry about why she hadn't contacted him or accuse her of playing with his feelings.

    

    Even Areum thought she hadn't treated Taeho right.

    

    She had played around with a man who clearly had feelings for her.

    

    She had even subtly shown similar feelings herself.

    

    If she had known it would come to this... she shouldn't have approached him, even in jest.

    

    He must be very angry.

    

    He must be furious that she tried to disappear without a word.

    

    Maybe, like those people there... she had nothing to say even if he tried to hit her.

    

    Areum waited quietly, deliberately keeping her trembling hands behind her back.

    

    Whatever his reaction... she would have to face it.

    

    Soon, Taeho opened his mouth.

    

    "I'm planning to go to college."

    

    "What?"

    

    Momentarily dumbfounded, Areum's trembling stopped.

    

    At least Taeho didn't seem to be showing hostility.

    

    But it wasn't like he was begging either...

    

    "You came all this way just to tell me that?"

    

    She couldn't understand what he was saying.

    

    It made no sense that a high school senior preparing for college would skip school and come at this hour just to tell her this.

    

    "Ever since I met you, I've been thinking. I want to be someone you can be proud of. I can't stay like this."

    

    Regardless of her reaction, Taeho said what he needed to say.

    

    "I've been thinking a lot, and I realized I need to get rid of this inferiority complex first. I feel like at least going to college will help me shake off this insecurity."

    

    "Well, good luck with that."

    

    From Areum's position, that was all she could say.

    

    There was no need to comment on his resolution.

    

    "Actually, the reason I made this decision was yesterday, when I was looking into you a bit."

    

    But in that moment of carelessness, his words made Areum's blood run cold.

    

    Her body broke into a cold sweat, and her head grew increasingly hot.

    

    "...How much did you hear?"

    

    She had trusted him... she had believed they were friends, but did he tell everything behind her back?

    

    She was momentarily angry at the thought that Inwoo had revealed her fatal weakness to the person she least wanted to know.

    

    "No one told me. I just... I couldn't help myself, so I searched for it directly. It's... something I shouldn't have done."

    

    "..."

    

    Her mind suddenly cleared.

    

    Who am I resenting right now?

    

    It was Areum herself who had caused a social controversy and was preserved on the internet.

    

    In other words, anyone could easily find out about her past with a little digging, without having to hear it from others.

    

    Inwoo probably didn't tell him and instead suggested he find out for himself.

    

    And of course, the articles online would only contain negative opinions and insults about Areum.

    

    "If you found out, why did you come? To get angry?"

    

    Areum asked calmly.

    

    Calmly, very calmly.

    

    "Or to show contempt? To curse me as a wicked woman who pretended to be innocent while flirting?"

    

    She couldn't remain calm.

    

    The more she spoke, the more she sank into self-loathing, and her habit of belittling herself emerged impulsively.

    

    "Did you come to tell me that you're at least better than me because you're more respectable and attend school properly, or what?!"

    

    "Areum..."

    

    "Or did you come to hit me? Go ahead, hit me! I don't like it when you're half-hearted! Hit me and say I'm a criminal trying to run away!"

    

    Uncontrollable emotions.

    

    The resentment flowing out made her hate so many things.

    

    She hated her younger self who had committed foolish acts in the past.

    

    She hated her family who abandoned her instead of comforting her.

    

    She hated herself for being abandoned by her family.

    

    She hated herself for falling in love with someone despite her circumstances.

    

    And... she hated that man who wouldn't let her let go even as she was leaving, who kept digging into her heart.

    

    She had grown to hate so many things that she could no longer grow into a good person.

    

    As she tried to wipe away the tears that suddenly poured out, someone else's collar wiped her tears first.

    

    "What... what are you doing?"

    

    Whoosh—

    

    She felt a warm embrace, which was bewildering to her.

    

    The man who should have resented and despised her was, for some reason, hugging her.

    

    "You're not bad."

    

    She didn't understand why he was saying this.

    

    Areum ignored the emotional pounding in her heart and questioned him.

    

    "What do you know?"

    

    'What do you know to act like this?'

    

    If he had simply researched her online, he would have only seen negative things about her.

    

    No, perhaps it was sophistry to say that Areum herself was also a victim.

    

    After all, she had participated in the misconduct, stood by and watched.

    

    The harsh consequences she suffered later felt less like victimization and more like karma.

    

    "I won't know until you tell me yourself. No, even if others try to tell me, I won't listen to what the world has to say."

    

    But Taeho held Areum and patted her, saying:

    

    That he was absolutely on her side.

    

    "You're such a fool... People aren't saying these things for no reason."

    

    "Anyone who says bad things about you is talking nonsense."

    

    "I won't take responsibility if you regret it later."

    

    "I won't regret it. At least the Han Areum I know isn't a bad person."

    

    "...Fine, just let go of me."

    

    Areum said that quietly but didn't push him away.

    

    She kept saying things contrary to her true feelings.

    

    Even as she told him to let go, she buried her face in his chest.

    

    "I won't let go until you, Han Areum, acknowledge yourself."

    

    "...Really..."

    

    Areum, whose throat kept tightening, didn't know what to do.

    

    Why were tears coming now, of all times, at such comfort?

    

    "I really... *sob*... if you keep doing this, it'll be hard for me to leave."

    

    She needed to separate from him.

    

    Because she couldn't not go.

    

    Even if Areum stubbornly insisted on not going, she didn't know how many people would be affected.

    

    It would cause trouble for the Myeongwang Group, her parents, and Taeho who was trying to stop her.

    

    But for just a brief moment, she wanted to cry like this.

    

    Even though she knew her feet wouldn't move if this continued,

    

    Even though she knew she would regret it terribly after they parted,

    

    She briefly surrendered herself to the warmth that held her until the end.

    

    After crying for a long time, when she finally calmed down, she slowly pulled her face away.

    

    "...It's time."

    

    "Yeah."

    

    "I have to... I have to go even if you tell me not to."

    

    The words "I don't want to go" almost escaped her lips.

    

    "I won't stop you. You must have your reasons."

    

    Taeho separated Areum from his embrace and continued:

    

    "But I still have something I wanted to tell you."

    

    "What is it?"

    

    "Since I've decided to go to college, I'll become respectable enough to be by your side. So you—"

    

    Taeho looked directly at Areum as he spoke.

    

    Taeho's reflection in Areum's moist, trembling eyes was steadfast.

    

    "When you go abroad, don't be discouraged, don't give up on anything, and live bravely. You deserve to be happy."

    

    "..."

    

    Taeho wasn't sure if his words had properly conveyed his sincerity.

    

    Perhaps it sounded strange, he thought.

    

    Could he have comforted her with better sentences, better words?

    

    "Yes! Let's meet again when we can both be more proud of ourselves!"

    

    Fortunately, Areum understood Taeho's feelings and smiled brightly.

    

    Though tears gathered at the corners of her curved eyes,

    

    Areum was happy.

    

    Because she no longer had to hide her emotions.

    

    They were still not fully proud of themselves.

    

    It would take time to fully love themselves.

    

    But someday,

    

    For some reason, it felt possible someday.

    

    Because someone she wanted to meet more than anyone was waiting.

    

    "Yeah."

    

    Taeho could also smile with relief.

    

    While this smile was good, Taeho decided to take one step further.

    

    "And also."

    

    "What is it?"

    

    "I don't want to be just friends."

    

    Taeho said in a calm voice.

    

    Is it unfair to confess here and now?

    

    But he decided to be unfair.

    

    Thinking this was his only chance.

    

    "Then what do you want?"

    

    When Areum playfully retorted,

    

    Taeho answered, feeling a pleasant flush rising:

    

    "I like you. Will you go out with me, even though it's late?"

    

    "Is that something you should say to someone who's leaving?"

    

    Areum scolded him but smiled happily.

    

    She too felt happiness at the blush rising to her cheeks.

    

    "I'll think about it until school starts."

    

    "What?"

    

    Well, it's not something she should answer right away.

    

    Long-distance relationships are difficult.

    

    As Taeho was about to say he would wait,

    

    Areum had already moved closer.

    

    Smooch—

    

    "Wha—"

    

    "..."

    

    After briefly pressing her lips against his, Areum said:

    

    "Done thinking. I love you."

    

    Taeho, who had been staring blankly at her words, broke into a small laugh.

    

    "Yeah, me too."

    

    "Hehe"

    

    The two, looking at each other and laughing meaninglessly, briefly kissed again and separated.

    

    "I'll be late if we keep this up."

    

    "Yeah, contact me when you get there."

    

    "Yes~ Let's talk again for sure."

    

    Though sad, they had to part.

    

    But the sadness was brief, and they were happy.

    

    Even though the distance would grow, their hearts had become closer.

    

    Han Areum heading to the boarding gate and Taeho waved goodbye until they could no longer see each other.

    

    ———

    

    For some reason, it's a cold day.

    

    No, it was just the season starting to get cold.

    

    It was the season when autumn withers and winter begins to bloom.

    

    The country she was heading to would probably be in a cold season too.

    

    But this winter felt like it would be warmer than any other year.

    

    Because this year, she had warm people by her side.

    

    Seohee unnie, Inwoo oppa, and her current boyfriend Lee Taeho...

    

    Sitting on the plane and looking out the window, Areum thought of Taeho and suddenly smiled as she recalled their first meeting.

    

    -

    

    "Excuse me, can I... buy a discarded lunch box?"

    

    "What?"

    

    "I'll pay whatever it costs."

    

    Though he seemed bewildered, at Areum's insistence to sell her the lunch box, Taeho handed it over in confusion.

    

    "How much is it?"

    

    "...Just take it."

    

    "What do you take me for?"

    

    But after explaining that discarded lunch boxes couldn't be calculated or sold to customers, Areum reluctantly backed down.

    

    Taeho curiously observed the woman with sunglasses and a mask who seemed unusually cautious.

    

    He had decided to just watch from a distance without getting involved.

    

    *crinkle*

    

    She removed the plastic wrap from the lunch box.

    

    "...Thank you for the meal."

    

    She opened the lid and—

    

    "Why won't this stick together?"

    

    She picked up the dry, crumbly rice and put it in her mouth, then ate the cold meat.

    

    "Hmm... why doesn't it taste good?"

    

    He couldn't just watch as she ate the lunch box without heating it.

    

    "You need to heat it."

    

    "What?"

    

    "I'll heat it for you."

    

    "........"

    

    Areum quietly handed over the lunch box.

    

    Taeho heated it in the microwave for a few minutes and took it out.

    

    "Ah, I'm sorry. This is my first time eating it."

    

    Why would someone specifically choose to eat a discarded convenience store lunch box for the first time?

    

    Of course, Taeho couldn't know what had happened between Areum and Inwoo earlier that day.

    

    He set the lunch box before her, thinking nothing of it.

    

    "Even if it's discarded, you should heat it up."

    

    "...Ah, yes."

    

    "It's just past its expiration date, not spoiled, so it should taste good."

    

    "Yes."

    

    As he said, the discarded lunch box was delicious.

    

    And it was warm.

    

    'Commoner food is not bad. Ah... I still haven't broken that habit.'

    

    It felt good to focus on the food without her sense of privilege.

    

    It felt healing.

    

    Especially thinking that no one had chosen it...

    

    Her heart strangely raced.

    

    While thinking it might harm her to eat something past its expiration date,

    

    She felt a strange sense of kinship with the lunch box that no one had chosen.

    

    'Was I that lonely?'

    

    Areum thought to herself and let out a hollow laugh.

    

    'What's so vulgar about it?'

    

    Areum laughed wryly, thinking she must be the only one who would attach such meaning to a convenience store lunch box.

    

    Thud—

    

    Areum looked up at the sound of something being placed on the table.

    

    Taeho had put down a drink.

    

    "I don't know your circumstances, but please drink this."

    

    "No, I'm a poor commoner....."

    

    "What?"

    

    "Ah, it's nothing. I'm just eating this lunch box because I think it's a waste to throw it away."

    

    Taeho tilted his head and asked:

    

    "Expired foods are either collected by the supplier or we take them home."

    

    "R-really?"

    

    "Yes, they're still edible, and just because they can't be sold doesn't mean they're worthless."

    

    "...I see."

    

    "You might get thirsty while eating, so drink this."

    

    Areum was starting to like this place.

    

    "You're handsome."

    

    "What?"

    

    Taeho, who had turned away, heard those words and looked back at Areum.

    But she was just eating her meal and said nothing.

    

    It must have been his imagination since it was such a faint sound.

    

    Taeho let it go.

    

    Perhaps that was when it all began.

    

    Their love story, trivial as it might seem,

  
    Chapter 106. Chuseok (1)

    
    "Why bother looking after someone like him?"

    

    I complained with displeasure.

    

    But having passed my immature years, I now only speak this way while actually respecting my mother's wishes.

    

    "Don't talk like that. He's still your father."

    

    Mom poured alcohol on the modestly set table.

    

    A photo of a man placed before it.

    

    We were in the middle of performing a memorial service.

    

    Seriously, of all times to pass away, he had to do it right before Chuseok...

    

    Our family's memorial service wasn't anything special.

    

    We just briefly pour alcohol for father's memorial and that's it.

    

    Still, he was once a spouse and a father.

    

    After briefly pouring the alcohol and waiting a while before clearing everything away, our family's Chuseok begins.

    

    Not that we go anywhere special.

    

    With father's passing, connections with his side of the family were severed, and we don't meet much with relatives from mom's side either.

    

    It might seem bleak, and in some ways convenient from mom's perspective, but what's certain is that we don't go anywhere special for the holiday.

    

    ——

    

    "So you're not going anywhere for Chuseok?"

    

    Seohee asked on our way home from school.

    

    A gentle smile rested on Seohee's beautiful face.

    

    It meant she was in a good mood.

    

    Of course, she almost always smiles when she sees my face, but that particular smile probably meant she was happy for reasons other than seeing me.

    

    Being together all the time, I've somehow learned to tell the difference.

    

    "Yeah. Where are you going for Chuseok?"

    

    "Well..."

    

    But Seohee's pleasant smile turned bitter at my question.

    

    "I suppose... the Jupiter Group's regular gathering awaits me."

    

    "Really?"

    

    From what Seohee has told me, she doesn't have a good relationship with her family.

    

    Of course, her sister Eunbi and grandfather are on her side, but her mother and father remain wary of her.

    

    Having to attend a family gathering while carrying such complicated family circumstances can't be easy.

    

    I held her hand, interlocking our fingers.

    

    I thought sharing some warmth might ease her mind a little.

    

    "...Hehe, you don't need to worry too much. I'll be fine."

    

    "Okay."

    

    "Hey, Inwoo, are you free then?"

    

    Seohee asked with a comfortable smile returning to her face.

    

    "If you're not going anywhere, could you spend Chuseok with me?"

    

    "I'd love to."

    

    Even during the holiday, mom plans to just rest and do nothing special. Even if she wanted to do something special, I'd stop her.

    

    So there's nothing particular for me to help with at home.

    

    Conveniently, the Chuseok holiday connects with the weekend, so I can be with Seohee the whole time.

    

    After happily making plans with Seohee, I escorted her to her limousine.

    

    ——

    

    After briefly thinking about a few days ago, the memorial service ended.

    

    I wonder if Seohee is doing okay right now?

    

    I heard today is when the Jupiter family gathering takes place.

    

    I wanted to tell her not to go, but it's hard to ignore the Chairman's instructions.

    

    "Missing your girlfriend?"

    

    "Yeah."

    

    I answered reflexively and then looked at mom.

    

    Mom smirked teasingly at me with an expressionless face.

    

    "You don't even show any hesitation or embarrassment anymore."

    

    "I just answered because you asked suddenly."

    

    "Still, it means you're honest. There was a time when you said you'd never get married and I..."

    

    "Ah, why are you bringing up stories from so long ago!"

    

    I hastily cut her off.

    

    Honestly, just thinking about when I used to whine about never getting married makes me incredibly embarrassed.

    

    I was quite serious back then, but looking back now, it was just childish stubbornness.

    

    "Long ago? It was only five months ago. Anyway, you're saying you will get married?"

    

    "I don't know! I'll know when I'm old enough!"

    

    "Seohee said you begged her to marry you."

    

    "What on earth did you hear?"

    

    But mom, who kept digging up my embarrassing past, just laughed happily and went to the kitchen with Hyeeun.

    

    "Enough of that, come help with the meal."

    

    It's almost lunchtime.

    

    Though it's the first day of the holiday, our home is bustling in this simple way.

    

    The meal probably won't be any different from usual.

    

    "Hyeeun has grown up so much. She's even helping set the table."

    

    "Yeah! Hehe, I'm all grown up!"

    

    When I went to the kitchen, I saw Hyeeun carrying side dishes.

    

    That tiny child was jumping around saying she's all grown up.

    

    Is growing up really that great?

    

    They say later on, people start disliking getting older.

    

    Lost in such thoughts, I failed to stop my little sister in time.

    

    In the end, Hyeeun spilled the side dish she was carrying and got scolded by mom.

    

    "Sniff..."

    

    "You shouldn't run while carrying food."

    

    "Yeah..."

    

    "Inwoo, why were you just watching?"

    

    "Yes, I'm coming."

    

    After that brief mishap, our family safely set the table and sat down to eat.

    

    There was nothing special prepared.

    

    And both Hyeeun and I found that natural.

    

    Maybe Hyeeun really has grown up?

    

    She didn't complain about the side dishes at all, just scooped up a spoonful of rice without any complaints.

    

    That's definitely a sign of growing up.

    

    "Hyeeun, did you wash your hands?"

    

    "Yes, I washed them."

    

    "What about Inwoo?"

    

    "Come on, how old do you think I am?"

    

    Ding-dong-

    

    As we were having our usual pleasant family conversation at the table, someone interrupted.

    

    "Huh? Are we expecting someone?"

    

    Mom tilted her head, seemingly not expecting anyone either.

    

    Well, no one has ever visited us during the holidays.

    

    "Is anyone home?"

    

    And then a voice from outside the door.

    

    "Isn't that your girlfriend?"

    

    "Is it big sister?"

    

    It was Seohee.

    

    ———

    

    "Hello, Mother!"

    

    "Hello, Seohee! Didn't you go somewhere for the holiday?"

    

    "I just briefly went home."

    

    "Big sisterrr!"

    

    "Hyeeun~"

    

    Seohee came to our house with a bright smile.

    

    And she was holding some rectangular box in her hand.

    

    Did she bring a gift for the holiday?

    

    "Didn't you have a Jupiter Group family event?"

    

    "That's already over. This time, grandfather said we should just have a meal and end it."

    

    Is that fortunate?

    

    Anyway, Seohee was beaming, perhaps because she didn't have to see her uncomfortable family members for long.

    

    Or maybe she's just happy to be at our house.

    

    "This isn't much, but please accept it."

    

    "Oh my~ You shouldn't have..."

    

    It appeared to be a Korean beef set.

    

    When mom first met Seohee, she declined such gifts out of burden, but after I said I would repay everything someday, she started accepting them without hesitation.

    

    Her attitude changed as soon as her son said he'd repay it.

    

    "Oh, were you in the middle of a meal?"

    

    Seohee momentarily worried if she came at a bad time, but mom casually said to her:

    

    "Had a meal? No, would you like to join us for our modest meal?"

    

    "Then may I join you for a little bit?"

    

    Seohee came in, took off her coat, washed her hands, and joined us at the table.

    

    "It's modest, isn't it? Wait a bit, I'll grill some meat for you."

    

    "I'm fine, really."

    

    "Meat!"

    

    "It's a holiday, and since we received it, let's eat it together now."

    

    "Big sister~ Let's eat, let's eat."

    

    "Ahaha, alright, Hyeeun."

    

    As Hyeeun tried to follow mom to the kitchen excitedly, I stopped her.

    

    "Hyeeun, you shouldn't disturb mom near the fire."

    

    After pulling Hyeeun back to sit down, I asked Seohee:

    

    "Seohee, didn't you just say you had a meal with your family?"

    

    Seohee leaned close to my ear and whispered.

    

    Her cute voice resonated in my eardrum, but the content made me feel bitter.

    

    "Do you think I could eat comfortably there?"

    

    Not being able to eat comfortably during a holiday meal with family.

    

    Seohee is speaking cheerfully now, but I wonder how she managed before she lived on her own.

    

    Shortly after, we gathered around as a family again.

    

    With an extra person, we added another bowl of rice, and I moved over a bit to make room.

    

    Since it was cramped, Seohee had to squeeze in right next to me.

    

    "Wow! This is delicious, Mother!"

    

    "Oh my, it's just seasoned vegetables."

    

    "Still! You made it so well! The seasoning is perfect and the texture is great."

    

    Whether she genuinely found it delicious or was just flattering, Seohee kept praising the side dishes.

    

    Hearing those compliments continuously made me feel a bit...

    

    "Inwoo made it."

    

    "What?"

    

    Seohee looked back and forth between me and mom with wide eyes.

    

    "I'm always busy working, so Inwoo makes the meals."

    

    "Ahem... that's enough. You're embarrassing me."

    

    "Ah... haha."

    

    Was she being sincere after all?

    

    After that, as we continued eating, I got the impression that Seohee kept eating only the seasoned vegetables.

    

    "Seohee."

    

    "Yes?"

    

    "Do you like seasoned vegetables?"

    

    "Yes, I do."

    

    Should I make some side dishes for her next time?

    

    No, she's wealthy and probably eats better than us, with her own personal chef.

    

    I thought she might not eat well since she lives alone, but considering the school lunches, I'm actually the one being treated.

    

    "Why don't you go to Seohee's place and cook for her?"

    

    "What?"

    

    "Would that be okay?"

    

    Mom suddenly made such a suggestion.

    

    To go to her house and cook for her.

    

    Seohee asked mom with a bright smile.

    

    I'm clearly the one who would be cooking, but I don't know why she's asking mom for permission.

    

    "Of course. Feel free to borrow him. No, just take him."

    

    "Mom?"

    

    "Inwoo. Hehe."

    

    She's trying to send me away completely.

    

    Well, I don't mind.

    

    Thinking about it again, since I've been treated to lunch every day, it's only right that I cook for her too.

    

    "Alright, next time I visit your place, I'll cook for you."

    

    "Go today. You don't have anything to do at home anyway, right?"

    

    Mom seems intent on sending us off on a date.

    

    I suppose it's more comfortable for mom too if we go out on a date rather than staying cramped here.

    

    At mom's words, Seohee firmly held my hand.

    

    I understand she wants to go right away, but shouldn't we finish our meal first?

    

    "Ah, then could I take him now?"

    

    "Sure, after you finish eating."

    

    "I want to play with big sister too!"

    

    "Hyeeun, don't you want toys? Let's go shopping with mom."

    

    "Really?"

    

    Mom took care of Hyeeun too.

    

    In the end, after the meal, we split into pairs for separate activities.

    

    Mom said she'd take Hyeeun out for a trip and got ready, while I prepared first and headed out with Seohee.

    

    "Ah, before that, I have something to tell you."

    

    "Hmm? What is it?"

    

    It seems Seohee came to our house both to visit and to tell me something.

    

    "Inwoo, you said you'd spend Chuseok with me."

    

    Seohee looked at me with her hands behind her back.

    

    Her eyes revealed a desperate plea.

    

    "Would you... come to my family home during the holiday?"

    

    "...Are you sure it's okay for me to go?"
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    Seohee's proposal was too unexpected.

    

    Of course, eventually I would have to face Seohee's family, the Mokseong Group, whether I liked it or not.

    

    I had prepared myself for this since deciding to officially date Seohee.

    

    Even if dealing with Korea's number one business conglomerate was intimidating, it was something I'd have to face someday.

    

    "When?"

    

    "Um... tomorrow, if that's okay."

    

    Knowing it was a sudden suggestion, Seohee started carefully gauging my reaction.

    

    With her cute eyes, she looked at me standing beside her, hands behind her back, quietly waiting for my answer.

    

    She probably knew this wasn't simply meeting a girlfriend's parents.

    

    "But would it be okay for me to go? Your mother doesn't seem to like me very much. Won't it just make the family atmosphere uncomfortable?"

    

    Isn't it still too early?

    

    Seohee's mother doesn't like me.

    

    No, she consistently ignores me to the point of not even acknowledging my existence.

    

    In a place where many adults would coldly look down on a commoner like me, is it right to go now?

    

    I think I should at least wait until I'm in a position where I won't feel inferior.

    

    "Grandfather wants to see you. You, Inwoo."

    

    "Your grandfather?"

    

    None other than the chairman of Mokseong Group has summoned me...

    

    "It's not that serious, and he didn't specify a date, so you can refuse if you're uncomfortable. Mother and the rest of the family will probably be too busy to be there."

    

    "I'll go."

    

    "Really?"

    

    Seohee's expression brightened considerably.

    

    Just seeing this is reason enough for me to go.

    

    If it's family that Seohee wants to introduce me to so eagerly, they must be good people.

    

    Though I'm nervous about meeting one of the wealthiest tycoons in Korea.

    

    "He's not that difficult a person, so don't worry."

    

    "Yeah. Your grandfather worries about you a lot, right?"

    

    "He does. Sometimes it can be annoying, though."

    

    Truly, if the chairman weren't around, Seohee might have been stuck working overtime for days without even having time to date me.

    

    I'm grateful for that.

    

    "Oh, by the way, Seohee, do you have ingredients at home?"

    

    "No, I usually eat out or have the chef cook, so I haven't really made anything myself."

    

    I could tell from the food Seohee made when we went on a picnic.

    

    Going to her family home tomorrow is one thing, but right now we're heading to Seohee's place.

    

    Mom was probably just throwing out a suggestion, but since Seohee seemed to be looking forward to my cooking, I should treat her.

    

    "Hehe, I'm always excited to eat Inwoo's cooking."

    

    She enjoyed it even though it wasn't anything special.

    

    She ate well, whether it was the vegetable side dishes around lunchtime today or the lunchbox I packed when we went on a picnic.

    

    This time, should I make something Seohee would really like?

    

    "Seohee, is there anything you want to eat?"

    

    "Anything you make."

    

    "If you say 'anything,' I can't choose. Narrow it down a bit."

    

    "Anything of Inwoo's."

    

    "That makes it even broader, doesn't it? Is there really nothing specific you want to eat?"

    

    "Then, Kang. In. Woo."

    

    Seohee licked her lips and looked at me seductively.

    

    "Alright, I'll make whatever I want."

    

    "But I just told you the menu."

    

    "I'm not food."

    

    "It doesn't have to be food, does it?"

    

    "Yes, it does need to be food."

    

    Anyway, before going to Seohee's place, we headed to the supermarket to shop for groceries.

    

    The market was open since it wasn't Chuseok day yet.

    

    "Is it okay to buy from the supermarket?"

    

    "Yes."

    

    Maybe I still have prejudices about the wealthy.

    

    Somehow I thought that food for the rich would require carefully selected ingredients.

    

    But it doesn't seem that way.

    

    I pushed the cart toward the vegetable section.

    

    What foods does Seohee like...

    

    She didn't seem to have any particular food preferences.

    

    Though she was always served fancy and delicious food, she reacted as if it was just normal for her.

    

    As I was looking around, Seohee linked her arm with mine as I pushed the cart.

    

    "This makes us look like a newlywed couple."

    

    "Does it?"

    

    I changed the subject out of embarrassment.

    

    "Honey, so what are you going to cook for me?"

    

    "What's with that all of a sudden?"

    

    "Our baby wants doenjang jjigae."

    

    Seohee stroked her lower abdomen as she said this.

    

    "Don't add weird scenarios."

    

    My face turned red at the thought of this situation being real.

    

    Geez, she's just teasing her innocent boyfriend.

    

    "So you want doenjang jjigae, right?"

    

    "Hehe, our little Star says so."

    

    "Star?"

    

    "It's a name I came up with for our baby. What do you think?"

    

    "......"

    

    "Don't you like it?"

    

    I stared blankly in disbelief, but Seohee continued to grin without concern.

    

    "You've already thought that far ahead?"

    

    "Ah~ Our grandchild should be coming from America soon."

    

    I finally burst into laughter.

    

    Her playful aegyo continued until I gave in.

    

    Why does she have to be so cute?

    

    "Old lady, stop that and hand me that onion."

    

    I asked since the onions were on Seohee's side.

    

    Soon, Seohee picked one from the pile of onion nets and put it in the cart.

    

    "This one doesn't look very good. And it's too many onions."

    

    I put it back, apologizing to Seohee in my mind.

    

    "Wow, you can tell that?"

    

    "There are a lot of blemishes on the back. It's not inedible, but let's get one in better condition."

    

    I selected a good one from among the smaller onion nets and put it in the cart.

    

    "Do you have anchovies?"

    

    "Hmm? I'm not sure?"

    

    "What do you mean, you're not sure..."

    

    "Hahaha, my sister might have left some when she was cooking, but I'm not sure."

    

    "Well... just in case."

    

    Fortunately, I could see packets of dried fish like anchovies and kelp for making broth in the dried food section.

    

    These keep well for a long time, and I can use them when I come over.

    

    Next, doenjang.

    

    "Do you have doenjang?"

    

    "If I'd known, I should have checked the refrigerator before coming."

    

    With that innocent-looking face and sheepish laugh, I couldn't scold her...

    

    I just have to do everything one by one for my girlfriend who radiates such pure energy.

    

    I bought a small container of doenjang.

    

    "Doenjang jjigae, and what else does Star want to eat?"

    

    I continued the role-play, knowing Seohee would give another strange answer if I asked her directly.

    

    Seohee laughed and stroked her lower abdomen again.

    

    Does she really have to do that?

    

    It gives me a strange feeling.

    

    "Hmm..."

    

    I just noticed that a few middle-aged women were listening to our conversation with interest.

    

    No wonder, since we probably look like minors having this kind of talk.

    

    What if strange rumors start circulating among the mothers' groups?

    

    Since this is Seohee's neighborhood, if she receives such attention instead of me...

    

    "Star says she wants Dad's spicy stir-fried pork."

    

    I had the baseless thought that she might actually like such rumors.

    

    "Dad's... well, okay."

    

    Spicy stir-fried pork isn't that difficult.

    

    Of course, it won't be the same as what a professional makes, but anyone can make it if they follow the recipe.

    

    "Do you have soy sauce and gochujang?"

    

    "Ah..."

    

    It seems like we'll need to buy all the ingredients from scratch.

    

    ———

    

    We finished shopping and left.

    

    With my hands full of grocery bags, we headed toward Seohee's apartment.

    

    "Let me carry that."

    

    "It's fine. It's heavy."

    

    "But you're doing all the cooking."

    

    "Stay put since you're not alone."

    

    I joked with a smile, and Seohee laughed too, lowering her outstretched hand.

    

    I'm not so weak that I'd let my girlfriend carry these heavy bags.

    

    "This really makes me want to have a baby soon."

    

    "...Seohee, let's stop this. It's embarrassing."

    

    "Hehe, why~"

    

    At this rate, the moment I become an adult, I might become a father before even opening the rabbit picture box.

    

    Star, Dad wants to see you in the distant future.

    

    "Anyway, the role-play ends here."

    

    "Then now for the real thing..."

    

    "You want me to not cook?"

    

    "Hehe, I'm just eager to eat."

    

    Talking with Seohee never feels tiring.

    

    If Seohee enjoys it, something like this is no big deal.

    

    Standing in front of the apartment elevator, I could finally put down the grocery bags.

    

    As the door opened and we were about to enter the familiar entrance with the fountain...

    

    "Over here~"

    

    We suddenly jumped at a voice coming from the left.

    

    And when we turned our gaze...

    

    "I've been waiting~"

    

    "Unni."

    

    "Ah, hello, Noona."

    

    Eunbi noona was sitting cross-legged on the terrace, drinking tea and waving at us.

    

    She seems to have come to Seohee's place, but has she been waiting outside the whole time?

    

    "You could have called if you were coming."

    

    "If I did, you wouldn't have come, saying our cute sister would be alone with a boy."

    

    "Haah~"

    

    "Ahaha"

    

    Seohee sighed deeply, and I could only laugh awkwardly.

    

    "I was going to sneak in and surprise you, but you changed the password."

    

    "Of course. It's only natural to change it if someone knows it without being told."

    

    "You're being so cold to your sister."

    

    "Have you been waiting long?"

    

    "Yes, I figured Seohee wouldn't be going to work today and would be home soon."

    

    "What would you have done if we hadn't come..."

    

    Anyway, we couldn't leave someone waiting outside.

    

    Seohee let Eunbi noona and me into the house.

    

    "Inwoo, have you been well?"

    

    "Yes, thanks to you."

    

    "I feel proud thinking I brought you two together."

    

    "Weren't you just looking to play a prank?"

    

    Seohee glared silently, but Eunbi noona acted shamelessly.

    

    Eunbi noona told that lie on the last day of summer vacation, which accelerated my confession.

    

    Of course, I thought my heart would stop during that process.

    

    "Oh! More importantly, what's that? Did you go grocery shopping?"

    

    "Yes. I'm going to cook."

    

    "I was getting hungry, so that's perfect."

    

    The time had passed lunch and was approaching dinner.

    

    It is about time to get hungry.

    

    "I was planning to eat alone..."

    

    "Tsk, you shouldn't be greedy."

    

    Eunbi noona said playfully, but Seohee seemed more disappointed about not being able to monopolize "my" cooking.

    

    Her subtle possessiveness toward me was cute in many ways.

    

    "Ah, Inwoo, you just thought Seohee was cute, didn't you?"

    

    "What!? Where did that come from?"

    

    "Well, our sister is cute, but she's so obvious that it's embarrassing for me."

    

    Eunbi noona said with a snicker.

    

    How did she read my mind?

    

    Was it really that obvious on my face?

    

    Anyway, as my face reddened slightly, Seohee responded nonchalantly beside me.

    

    "If it's embarrassing, you can leave."

    

    "How cruel to try to kick your sister out~ I waited two hours~"

    

    Eunbi noona gently pinched Seohee's cheek as she said this.

    

    Seohee showed her displeasure but didn't push her away.

    

    She may seem cold, but she's a soft-hearted sister to her unni.

    

    As soon as we entered the house, I headed to the kitchen.

    

    "I'll start cooking now, so please wait, both of you."

    

    "Yay!!"

    

    Eunbi noona shouted excitedly.

    

    She seems more excited than Seohee?

    

    "Inwoo, is there anything I can help with?"

    

    Seohee asked.

    

    "Well... do you have rice?"

    

    "Ah."

    

    "You have rice grains, right?"

    

    "Ahaha, I've been busy lately."

    

    "......"

    

    "That's not right!"

    

    Eunbi noona scolded her.

    

    Well, it's a household that can afford to eat out without any economic problems.

    

    Eunbi noona lectured quite seriously that one should know how to take care of oneself.

    

    And she gently pinched Seohee's cheek as a bonus.

    

    Does that feel good?

    

    Maybe I should ask Seohee to let me try it next time.

    

    "We have a chef, so what's the big deal?"

    

    "Oh my~ That may be true, but Seohee, you said you could take care of your meals when living alone. Even at home, the housekeeper barely managed to feed you. Are you eating properly here?"

    

    "Yeah, Seohee, I'm concerned too. Do you often skip dinner except for school lunches or when you're on dates with me?"

    

    When I asked worriedly, Seohee backed away in embarrassment.

    

    "I... just forgot while working."

    

    "If you don't eat properly while working, you'll be even less effective."

    

    "Seohee."

    

    Seohee was flustered before opening her mouth.

    

    "Is this... holiday nagging?"

    

    Anyway, Eunbi noona decided to teach Seohee how to cook rice.

    

    Seohee protested that she knew how to cook rice, but Eunbi noona rarely got angry, so she quietly complied.

    

    "Hmph..."

    

    Meanwhile, I prepared my dishes nearby.
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    The bubbling stew boiled up, and I turned off the heat.

    

    "Ooh~ That looks delicious."

    

    I turned at the sound of admiration to see Eunbi noona opening the lid.

    

    The savory aroma of doenjang jjigae rose up.

    

    "You were good at grilling meat last time, and now I see you're good at cooking too."

    

    "What about Seohee?"

    

    "I sent her to prepare for the meal."

    

    Well, since she's getting a free meal, she should at least do that much.

    

    While I was cooking, Eunbi noona helped with the spicy stir-fried pork.

    

    I made the marinade, and she mixed and stir-fried it.

    

    Seohee also offered to help, but Eunbi noona flatly refused.

    

    She really shows no mercy to her little sister when it comes to cooking.

    

    Anyway, I wanted to feed Dad's special stir-fried pork to Byeol...

    

    No, I mean...

    

    I wanted to feed my boyfriend-style stir-fried pork to Seohee, but unintentionally, it became a collaboration with Eunbi noona.

    

    Still, I made the doenjang jjigae by myself, so she should be satisfied with that.

    

    If not, I can always make it for her next time.

    

    "Did you taste it?"

    

    "Of course. Would you like to try some?"

    

    "Sure."

    

    I scooped some soup with a ladle and transferred it to a small plate suitable for tasting.

    

    "Here you go."

    

    While I was holding the plate, noona leaned in and tasted it directly.

    

    It naturally looked like I was feeding her.

    

    "Mmm... It's delicious~!"

    

    Seeing her nod with a pleased smile, it seems I did a good job.

    

    Now I just need Seohee to be satisfied...

    

    An unsatisfied gaze was fixed on us.

    

    "Anyone watching would think you're newlyweds."

    

    "Oh my, really? Inwoo, I guess we look pretty good together."

    

    Eunbi noona responded with a bright smile to Seohee's frowning sarcasm.

    

    And why are you linking arms with me?

    

    "You don't match at all!!"

    

    Seohee probably knows Eunbi noona is just teasing, and she knows I only like her, but she seems jealous about being left out.

    

    "Seohee, don't be like that. Would you taste this for me?"

    

    "No thanks. We're about to eat anyway."

    

    Seohee turned her head sharply, seemingly upset.

    

    "Seriously, she's such a child in front of her sister~"

    

    "Eunbi noona is just as bad."

    

    It's not very mature of her to deliberately enjoy making her little sister jealous.

    

    Seohee, still sulking, began putting food on plates and scooping rice.

    

    Was she bored while we were cooking?

    

    I should comfort her.

    

    "Let's eat."

    

    The three of us sat around the large table and began our meal.

    

    "Wow~ This is the kind of food that makes you crave soju!"

    

    "I'm glad you like it."

    

    "Want to drink?"

    

    "No, thanks."

    

    I firmly decline.

    

    I don't even want to touch alcohol, and remembering how hard it was to handle Seohee when she was drunk last time, I'd rather avoid it if possible.

    

    Though Seohee's aegyo was cute then...

    

    Still, it was difficult, so no.

    

    "Seohee, do you like the food?"

    

    "Yes! It's really delicious!"

    

    Seohee answered with a bright smile.

    

    Was she only upset for a moment?

    

    "Should we replace the chef with Inwoo?"

    

    "It's not that good."

    

    The chef Seohee employs has probably studied and worked abroad for years.

    

    While satisfying Seohee is a priority, it's unreasonable for me to replace a professional chef.

    

    "Inwoo is ready to be a bride, isn't he?"

    

    This time Eunbi noona gave high praise.

    

    I'm getting such high praise from two wealthy people.

    

    I feel my face starting to flush from embarrassment.

    

    I'm a bit weak to this kind of compliment.

    

    "Would you like to be my bride, perhaps?"

    

    "Please stop teasing Seohee."

    

    "Haha, was my intention that obvious?"

    

    I'll pretend I didn't hear Seohee seriously mutter "Should I kick her out?" just now.

    

    "Besides, I've already decided who I'm going to marry."

    

    "Oh my, who is it?"

    

    It was a bit embarrassing to say, so I turned to look at both of them.

    

    Just from my reaction, they seemed to understand what I meant. Eunbi noona made a teasing exclamation, and Seohee's serious expression softened.

    

    "Who is this person?"

    

    Seohee asked carefully with a grin.

    

    I've whispered my love to Seohee many times before, but it seems she wants to hear it again and again.

    

    But it's still embarrassing to do this in front of someone else.

    

    Both Eunbi noona's teasing and Seohee's urging were enough to make my ears burn.

    

    "Hmm? Who is it?"

    

    "I'm going to marry... So Seohee."

    

    "Hehe."

    

    "Ohhh!"

    

    Come to think of it, this might be the first time I've proudly declared to someone else that I'm going to marry Seohee.

    

    Mom and Eunbi noona probably figured it out, but I've never brought up marriage myself before.

    

    "Seohee, here."

    

    Though the embarrassing situation had begun, I fed Seohee a wrap I had prepared.

    Seohee chewed it deliciously.

    

    As I was admiring how cute she looked, someone who couldn't quietly observe this atmosphere raised an objection.

    

    "But you know."

    

    When I turned my head, Eunbi noona was smiling mischievously as she spoke.

    

    "So far, that's just your wish, Inwoo. Seohee might not accept when the time comes."

    

    "Sister, you'd better watch your mouth."

    

    Wow~ She's speaking so fiercely.

    

    Seohee retorted with a serious face, telling her to stop talking nonsense.

    

    Yeah, just looking at that, it's clear that far from rejecting me, she might even lock me up if I tried to change my mind.

    

    Well, Seohee wouldn't commit a crime, of course.

    

    "Ahaha! Of course that won't happen!"

    

    Noona had been teasing, but when Seohee got serious, she hastily changed her tone.

    

    She really might get severely rejected by Seohee at this rate.

    

    "Aren't you being too harsh with me? I was just joking because you two were being all lovey-dovey and excluding me."

    

    "Noona, really... Seohee, cheer up and eat."

    

    "Feed me~"

    

    Now Seohee was deliberately asking for affection in front of Eunbi noona.

    

    Noona chuckled, finding Seohee cute.

    

    "Alright, alright~"

    

    Just this once, I'll do as she says, especially since I made her upset earlier.

    

    She seems to be doing this on purpose in front of Eunbi noona.

    

    "Feed me too~"

    

    "Noona... you're really asking for trouble."

    

    Seohee is glaring with fierce eyes.

    

    Eunbi noona laughed and picked up some meat to put in Seohee's mouth.

    

    "What? I want Inwoo's meat."

    

    Seohee, please don't resort to cannibalism.

    

    The phrasing came across a bit strange, but let's move on.

    

    Anyway, the lovey-dovey feeding service for Seohee continued until the end of the meal.

    

    ———

    

    "Let's play a game!"

    

    After dinner, Eunbi noona suggested, holding up a game console.

    

    "Where did you get that from?"

    

    I distinctly remember her not carrying anything when she came in.

    

    "I anticipated this and left it with Seohee beforehand."

    

    "You just left it here."

    

    Seohee looked at her with disbelief.

    

    "Seohee, you shouldn't focus only on work. You need to relieve stress on your days off."

    

    "I relieve stress by contacting Inwoo."

    

    Seohee linked her arm with mine and pulled me toward her.

    

    I went along with it.

    

    As I made contact with Seohee's soft body, the fragrant cotton scent greeted me more intensely today.

    

    "Normies should explode~"

    

    "Where did you learn that term?"

    

    "A CEO I became friends with while establishing partnerships in Japan taught me."

    

    CEOs sure share interesting information.

    

    Noona soon finished setting up and urged us to play.

    

    She's completely like a child.

    

    The game appeared on the wide screen, and we sat side by side holding controllers.

    

    I had played this game before.

    

    It was the multiplayer fighting game where I always came in last place when Eunbi noona and Seohee had a fierce competition with a truth game penalty when I visited Seohee's house last time.

    

    "Isn't this too unfair for me?"

    

    "You're right. Then we should set a penalty."

    

    Eunbi noona agreed with me and suggested a penalty game.

    

    "How did you reach that conclusion from what I said?"

    

    I protested, but Eunbi noona had already made up her mind.

    

    Ignoring my complaints, Eunbi noona announced the penalty with a playful smile.

    

    "Then the winner gets to order the loser to do anything!"

    

    That cheerfully delivered proposal sent ripples through the room.

    

    What is this?

    

    This ominous feeling...

    

    Feeling uneasy in the chilling atmosphere, I looked at Seohee.

    

    The Ice Queen.

    

    Are those flames coming from her eyes?

    

    Eunbi noona knows her little sister too well.

    

    She even knows exactly how to ignite her competitive spirit.

    

    "Really... anything?"

    

    Seohee, her competitive spirit boiling as Eunbi noona intended, asked in a cold voice.

    

    Each syllable clear and distinct,

    

    As if asking her to explain in detail

    

    "Yes, really, anything. If you want, we can even designate a penalty room? So the second-place person can't see."

    

    "Noona, this proposal seems unfair to me, so I'll decline."

    

    Squeeze-

    

    "Inwoo, don't worry."

    

    I felt pressure on the arm she was holding.

    

    Seohee tightly hugged my right arm, exhaling through her nose.

    

    Girlfriend? Do I not have a choice here?

    

    "I'll win by any means necessary."

    

    "I'm playing too, you know?"

    

    "Yes, and I'm definitely going to get first place!"

    

    Seohee nodded confidently while looking at me.

    

    It seems my last-place finish is a foregone conclusion.

    

    "If Inwoo doesn't like it, we shouldn't force him."

    

    Eunbi noona seemed to have heard my concerns and nodded.

    

    "Then shall we forget about it? Seohee, it's unfortunate, but what can we do?"

    

    At that, Seohee turned her gaze to me.

    

    Feeling a bit disgruntled, I turned my head, and sure enough.

    

    "Inwoo... don't you trust me?"

    

    "No, it's not about trust..."

    

    She's looking at me too earnestly.

    

    The desperation in those bright eyes tickled my heart.

    

    While appreciating how pretty her delicate face is, I feel happy as a man seeing the desire for me revealed in those dark eyes that I could fall into.

    

    But this is cheating.

    

    She's too cute!!!

    

    I think I'm going crazy too.

    

    "A real man doesn't back down."

    

    In the end, I'm a man who can't refuse his pretty girlfriend's request.

    

    Well, if your woman wants something this badly, a man should comply.

    

    If I back down, I'm not a real man, right?

    

    And a real man shouldn't just assume he'll lose; he should approach with the determination to win.

    

    Though I wouldn't mind losing to Seohee.

    

    "I'm just suggesting we put some limits on the penalty."

    

    I proposed to Eunbi noona again, just in case.

    

    I have no intention of refusing skinship or being lovey-dovey with Seohee; those are things I really want to do.

    

    But Eunbi noona could win too, right?

    

    I know Eunbi noona won't cross the line even when she teases, but I don't want Seohee to feel anxious.

    

    "The winner decides the limits."

    

    "That's like saying there are no limits."

    

    "Don't worry. I won't ask for anything unreasonable. At least, I won't."

    

    Eunbi noona, limiting her statement to herself, smiled enigmatically.

    

    "What about you, Seohee? Are you confident?"

    

    "I will protect Inwoo no matter what."

    

    "Seohee, you'd better do well not to lose Inwoo~"

    

    Seohee showed fighting spirit, while Eunbi noona just smiled, enjoying the situation as they engaged in a battle of nerves.

    

    Are they treating me like a trophy?

    

    I felt a desire to show them what I'm made of.

    

    Well, actually, I probably don't need to worry much even if I come in last.

    

    Eunbi noona seems full of mischievous intentions, and with Seohee, I just need to go along with it.

    

    I also know Eunbi noona won't do anything that would genuinely upset Seohee.

    

    Even if Eunbi noona asks me to keep what happens in the penalty room a secret, I plan to tell Seohee everything.

    

    To reassure her.

    

    "Ready then?"

    

    "Yes."

    

    "Yes."

    

    And so, the battle between the sisters for Kang Inwoo,

    

    Along with the desperate struggle of the beginner player caught in the middle, began.
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    As the first game began, a subtle psychological battle unfolded.

    

    The joystick in my hands was getting sweaty from the tension.

    

    Though this penalty game started playfully, I couldn't help feeling nervous.

    

    After all, who knows what this little game might lead to.

    

    Of course, I'd do anything Seohee asked of me.

    

    The problem is Eunbi noona.

    

    The fact that Eunbi noona was the first to suggest a penalty means she has something more devious in mind.

    

    Until now, Eunbi noona's schemes were mostly just pranks or attempts to help Seohee.

    

    But putting me up as a "prize" for this penalty game clearly shows her intention to tease Seohee.

    

    Using me as a trophy during Chuseok...

    

    I have no intention of going along with this so easily.

    

    The screen declared "Battle Start," and our characters began the multiplayer combat game.

    

    "Ah, unni! Right from the start!"

    

    "You've lost your touch, little sister. Your unni has been honing her skills. Wowah!"

    

    "Playing dirty, huh? Then I will too."

    

    As expected, they started playing the game while leaving me out.

    

    While I was trying to get a feel for the controls by jumping twice in a remote area, those two were already attacking each other with flashy techniques.

    

    "Ugh. Argh!"

    

    Their occasional reactions were a bonus.

    

    For a moment, I was mesmerized watching their dazzling gameplay before snapping back to reality.

    

    At this rate, I'll end up in last place without doing anything.

    

    I hurriedly moved toward the area where the battle was taking place.

    

    As I approached from a distance, looking for the right moment to ambush them,

    the sisters' fight had already escalated into the air.

    

    Is that kind of play even possible?

    

    While they were intensely fighting, there was something the sisters failed to notice.

    

    The space below where they were fighting in mid-air wasn't solid ground but a cliff.

    

    Of course, falling would just respawn them back to the stage, but they'd lose a ton of points.

    

    "What!"

    

    "I can't die alone."

    

    As expected, Eunbi noona dragged Seohee's character down with her as Seohee desperately tried to land on solid ground.

    

    While those two were falling, I picked up an item.

    

    This is supposed to be quite a powerful weapon.

    

    It was a fan-like weapon that could blow away opponents in a single hit.

    

    The two characters reappeared on the ground and started moving again.

    

    "Come at me again, unni!"

    

    "Hahaha, I won't go easy on you this time."

    

    And just as they were about to charge at each other.

    

    Thwack—

    

    Thwack—

    

    "Ah! What the—"

    

    "Inwoo, you didn't have to do that to me too."

    

    Seohee glared at me, clearly annoyed.

    

    Her pouty face was so cute that I got even more excited.

    

    It's been a while since I've had such a satisfying revenge.

    

    "That's what you get for playing without me."

    

    After they respawned, I skillfully avoided them and easily racked up points using the fan again.

    

    However, I didn't realize at the time that I had become their new target.

    

    "Wait, I'm sorry!"

    

    In this fighting game, items disappear after a while.

    

    In a situation where I had to rely solely on technique, I felt like a gazelle being chased by hyenas.

    

    "Stay right there!"

    

    "Ahhh—"

    

    Eventually caught by Seohee's technique, I could only watch helplessly as my character was hit, thrown, and tumbled around.

    

    Then, as Eunbi noona caught me and was about to throw me off the cliff...

    

    Time-out was declared before I could fall.

    

    "Huh? Was the time limit always this short?"

    

    "Oh? The settings must be wrong."

    

    Thanks to Eunbi noona's mistake, the game ended in the shortest time possible.

    

    Fortunately, I didn't take too much damage because of that.

    

    Still, a match is a match.

    

    The results of the penalty game were displayed as they were.

    

    ——

    

    1st place: Kang Inwoo

    2nd place: So Seohee

    3rd place: So Eunbi

    

    "What?... I came in last?"

    

    Soon, I could hear the voice of someone caught in shock.

    

    Eunbi noona clutched her head in despair, looking like thunder was about to strike behind her.

    It must be frustrating for her—the one who plays games the most among us, the owner of this console, and someone who's been practicing this game even when we weren't around—to lose to a beginner.

    

    After being in denial for a while, she turned her head and met my gaze.

    

    "......"

    

    "......"

    

    "...well."

    

    Seohee broke the silence between the two of us.

    

    So, in conclusion, I'm supposed to give Eunbi noona a penalty.

    

    And we're supposed to do it alone in the penalty room.

    

    Seohee just said that much, then closed her mouth again and looked at me with complicated feelings.

    

    Well, there won't be any naughty or sweet situations for Seohee to worry about.

    

    Noona and I aren't that kind of relationship, and I don't particularly have any desire for that either.

    

    Eunbi noona seemed to know this too, as she calmed down and nodded in acceptance.

    

    "Ahem... That's right. I'll help Inwoo fulfill his desires that he usually keeps buried deep in his heart..."

    

    "Stop! That's enough."

    

    I hurriedly stopped her when Eunbi noona's mischievous side kicked in.

    

    "Inwoo."

    

    Seohee looked at me with a determined expression.

    

    "No, Seohee, don't you trust me?"

    

    It's a bit hurtful that she's taking this attitude toward me just because of what Eunbi noona said.

    

    "It's not that."

    

    "Don't doubt me just because of what noona said."

    

    "Don't worry, Seohee. I'll make sure to give him proper sex education while we're at it."

    

    Even in this situation, Eunbi noona adds fuel to the fire with a smile.

    

    "Noona, don't make this a bigger deal than it is."

    

    I shot a glare at Eunbi noona while comforting Seohee with one arm around her.

    

    "Ooh~ I feel like I've become the villain here."

    

    "You became one the moment you set up this penalty, unni."

    

    "That's harsh."

    

    "Unni, your jokes go too far!"

    

    While they were bickering, I thought for a moment.

    

    A penalty is a penalty.

    

    I do need to make Eunbi noona do something.

    

    Well, it's easier to keep it light rather than making it something heavy.

    

    Having made up my mind, I nodded.

    

    "I've decided."

    

    Hearing my words, both of them turned their attention to me.

    

    "So, pubescent boy, have you found a way to satisfy your curiosity?"

    

    "Please go to the mart and buy us some ice cream."

    

    "Eh?"

    

    "Isn't this how it's done?"

    

    It seems Eunbi noona was planning to tease me,

    

    But when you think about it, this is just a simple penalty game.

    

    If it's not a relationship like Seohee and me, where we secretly think about mischievous things, people usually just ask for errands like this.

    

    Seohee smiled brightly and whispered something in my ear.

    

    "What?"

    

    Seohee nodded.

    

    "Will it be open during the holiday?"

    

    "Yeah. They only close on Chuseok day itself."

    

    Eunbi noona seemed to catch on to our conversation.

    

    "Ahaha, so I just need to buy ice cream, right?"

    

    "No. I'll change it to something else."

    

    "No take-backs!"

    

    "The winner decides the penalty."

    

    Seohee grinned with satisfaction.

    

    In contrast, Eunbi noona looked at Seohee as if she was being unfair.

    

    She must have caught on to what Seohee and I were talking about.

    

    "Please go to the gelato specialty shop at Seoul Mokseong Hotel and buy us gelato."

    

    "You want me to go all the way there?"

    

    "You said the winner sets the terms, right?"

    

    "Tch-"

    

    Eunbi noona reluctantly got up.

    

    "Don't do anything weird while I'm gone."

    

    "Don't worry and just go, unni."

    

    "Mix the flavors well, please."

    

    Eunbi noona left the house to fulfill her penalty.

    

    After the door closed,

    

    Seohee burst into laughter and said:

    

    "Maybe I should have sent her overseas instead?"

    

    "Seohee... that would be too much."

    

    If Seohee had come in first, would an even harsher penalty have awaited Eunbi noona?

    

    "Unni was being extra mischievous today."

    

    "That's... true."

    

    I was relieved that Seohee's mood had improved.

    

    I stretched out to loosen my body, which had tensed up during the game.

    

    I was moving my neck and thinking about taking a break when Seohee picked up the game controller.

    

    "Hmm? Want to play more?"

    

    "Let's play just the two of us while unni is gone."

    

    In the first round, both Seohee and noona lost to me because they were careless, but in a one-on-one where I'm the focus, I'd lose without a chance.

    

    I realized this, but I didn't particularly want to win.

    

    However, Seohee seemed to want revenge for what happened in the first round.

    

    Should I humor her a bit?

    

    "With a penalty, of course."

    

    "......"

    

    "Don't want to?"

    

    With the troublemaker gone, Seohee looked at me seductively and smiled.

    

    "...Alright."

    

    Afterward, the couple who forgot to brush their teeth after dinner rushed to do so as soon as the game ended.

    

    ———

    

    Tick- tick- tick-

    

    "Phew~ I'm back."

    

    Eunbi noona returned to the living room with the gelato as promised.

    

    "I barely made it before they closed."

    

    After clearing my throat, I turned to look at Eunbi noona.

    

    "So, did you have a good trip?"

    

    "Thank you for your hard work."

    

    "......"

    

    Eunbi noona silently looked at us, then suddenly approached and pinched our cheeks.

    

    "Ow ow ow! What's wrong, unni?"

    

    "Why are your faces so red? What did you do? What did you do?"

    

    "We didn't do anything."

    

    I tried to play innocent, but it seemed I couldn't fool Eunbi noona.

    

    "Haah~ Noona ran all the way there and back for our Inwoo, but Inwoo was busy doing naughty things with my sister."

    

    Eunbi noona grumbled with dissatisfaction.

    

    This is making me feel a bit guilty.

    

    "Did you use protection properly?"

    

    "We only kissed!"

    

    At those words, Seohee's face turned red as she tried to explain.

    

    Until just now, she was seductively tempting me, but it's embarrassing to talk about it in front of family.

    

    "Really? I must have interrupted. Should I come back later?"

    

    "No, noona. Let's just eat the gelato."

    

    I need to cool down my face with something cold.

    

    The awkwardness didn't last long as the atmosphere softened while we enjoyed our dessert.

    

    "Shall we move on to the next penalty game?"

    

    Noona, probably feeling unfair about being the only one penalized, suggested continuing the game, but Seohee kept maintaining first place.

    

    I was consistently in last place.

    

    "I'll give you the penalty next time."

    

    Seohee smiled, promising a future opportunity.

    

    It seems she'll be making various demands using penalties as an excuse for a while.

    

    "Ugh~ No fun~"

    

    Eunbi noona was frustrated that she couldn't give orders no matter how hard she tried.

    

    Plus, with Seohee postponing her penalty, it's not fun for her either.

    

    Maybe I should let her win first place for one round?

    

    "I hope you've clearly realized the skill difference by now?"

    

    But Seohee doesn't seem to have any intention of going easy on her.

    

    It looks like she's determined to get back at noona for all her teasing.

    

    As we were getting tired of the game, there was a sense that we should wrap it up soon.

    

    Above all, Eunbi noona seemed to have lost her enthusiasm for playing.

    

    "Come to think of it, it's already this late."

    

    Checking the clock, I realized it was about time for me to head home.

    

    "I should be going home now."

    

    Seohee glanced at me after checking the time.

    

    "It's getting quite late. Want to stay over?"

    

    I was tempted by that offer.

    

    If I could see more of Seohee and sleep here, I'd be happy, but

    

    Mom would be worried, so I should probably decline and go.

    

    "I'm here too, so it's fine."

    

    Eunbi noona also approved of the suggestion.

    

    But isn't Eunbi noona uncomfortable with me sleeping at their house?

    

    "No, Mom will be worried, so I should go."

    

    "She says it's okay."

    

    "What?"

    

    I noticed the phone in Eunbi noona's hand.

    

    How did she get the number... no, more importantly, how did she get permission for me to stay over so quickly?
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    I wanted to play with Seohee a bit more, but it's getting late.

    

    The night sky has already darkened; if I stay any longer, my mom will worry.

    

    "She says it's okay?"

    

    "Pardon?"

    

    Perhaps my concern about her worrying was unfounded.

    

    Eunbi noona said she had already asked for permission.

    

    My mom is just letting her son stay overnight at his girlfriend's house?

    

    On the phone screen Eunbi noona showed me, I could indeed see messages exchanged with my mom's number.

    

    [Please take care of our son, Director.]

    

    [Make sure he doesn't do anything foolish.]

    

    Who's going to do anything foolish?

    

    While she doesn't trust me, for some reason she has absolute faith in Eunbi noona and follows her lead, which is why permission was granted with just a word from noona.

    

    "So, you're staying over?"

    

    Seohee looked at Eunbi noona with eyes full of expectation.

    

    "Just staying over. No funny business allowed."

    

    Even Eunbi noona stated the obvious.

    

    "Tch-"

    

    Seohee, why are you disappointed?

    

    Eunbi noona turned to me and said seriously,

    

    "Inwoo, put away any strange thoughts too."

    

    "What exactly do you take me for?"

    

    "Oh my, so Inwoo, you don't have those kinds of feelings for Seohee at all?"

    

    "What?"

    

    Just as I was thinking that I obviously wouldn't do anything, Eunbi noona asked with a puzzled expression.

    

    Then Seohee's gaze also turned toward me.

    

    "So you don't see Seohee as a woman at all?"

    

    "No, that's not it!"

    

    "So Inwoo... you feel nothing when you're with me."

    

    When Seohee looked dejected, I panicked and shouted,

    

    "Seohee, that's a misunderstanding!"

    

    "Then do you... want to do it with me?"

    

    "...Do what?"

    

    The conversation is getting a bit heated...

    

    Seohee blushed and moved her lips.

    

    She had something to say but couldn't bring herself to say it.

    

    "That..."

    

    "Wow, there's nothing you won't say even with unnie right here."

    

    "Ow ow ow..."

    

    Eunbi noona took control of the situation.

    

    She pinched Seohee's cheek and cut her off.

    

    "Anyway, Inwoo is a man too, so he can't completely deny it."

    

    "Well, I guess so."

    

    "I'm just being reasonable here. When you put a young man and woman alone together all night, who knows what might happen. That's why your mother asked me to watch over you."

    

    She's right.

    

    Earlier, when Eunbi noona briefly left because of the penalty game, Seohee and I...

    

    Anyway, we haven't crossed any lines yet, but the future is unpredictable.

    

    If Seohee deliberately tried to seduce me, I might lose my grip on reason.

    

    "I understand what you're saying."

    

    "So I'll stay over too."

    

    "Do you really have to??"

    

    "Oh my goodness! Why are you objecting to something so obvious? There needs to be an adult present."

    

    Unlike the resolute Eunbi unnie, Seohee wanted to be stubborn but couldn't quite manage it and pouted instead.

    

    "If I leave, I'll send Inwoo home too. That's the condition under which Inwoo's mother gave permission."

    

    "Seohee, noona is right this time."

    

    "Ugh... but..."

    

    "It's not like today is the only day, right?"

    

    "That sounds like you're planning to stay over next time without adult permission?"

    

    "Of course not."

    

    Eunbi noona hit a sensitive point, but I played it off as a joke.

    

    I should comfort Seohee and get ready for bed.

    

    "Inwoo, go take a shower first. Oh, Seohee, do you have any men's clothes at home?"

    

    "No."

    

    Well, if there were men's clothes in Seohee's house where she lives alone, that would be even more concerning.

    

    I breathed an inward sigh of relief at that chilling conversation and said,

    

    "I'll just wear these clothes again."

    

    "Will that be okay?"

    

    "Yes."

    

    I'll have to sleep like this since there's no choice today.

    

    "I'm okay with it too!"

    

    For some reason, Seohee also affirmed it was fine.

    

    I discreetly sniffed my clothes.

    

    I was worried they might smell of sweat even after showering.

    

    I couldn't smell anything, but someone else might.

    

    "It's fine, now hurry up and go shower."

    

    At Eunbi noona's urging, I headed to the bathroom.

    

    The apartment where Seohee lives is quite spacious, with the bathroom and toilet in separate areas.

    

    I entered the changing room, took off my clothes, grabbed a towel, and went into the bathroom.

    

    Though not very large, it had a bathtub big enough to stretch out in, a shower area in front of it, and a long mirror extending across the front.

    

    The well-maintained bathroom had a surprisingly pleasant fragrance.

    

    "So this is where Seohee showers."

    

    For a moment, I imagined Seohee washing herself.

    

    My heart strangely fluttered as I took in the bathroom.

    

    "Inwoo."

    

    "Yes!"

    

    I shouted in embarrassment, feeling as if I'd been caught having inappropriate thoughts.

    

    "Hmm? What are you doing?"

    

    "I'm about to shower."

    

    Eunbi noona had come outside the changing room.

    

    "Hmm... you're not having any dirty thoughts, are you?"

    

    "What are you talking about!"

    

    "Like, 'So this is where Seohee showers. I wonder what Seohee's white skin looks like, it must be soft to touch,' and so on."

    

    How can she recite my inner thoughts so precisely?

    

    "No, I'm not!"

    

    "Really? Seohee will be disappointed."

    

    I almost blurted out "Then I will," but knowing this was just another of Eunbi noona's jokes, I didn't take the bait.

    

    "Anyway, what did you need?"

    

    "I was wondering if there were towels."

    

    "There are."

    

    "That's good then, I'll just add more towels and go."

    

    The silhouette of Eunbi noona passed by the dimly visible door, and I heard the sound of towels being placed in the towel cabinet.

    

    Meanwhile, I got into the bathtub to hide my body.

    

    "Oh right, we need to shower next, so don't do anything weird in the bathroom by yourself, okay?"

    

    "I won't!"

    

    "Hehe, then shower well."

    

    I cooled my reddened head with the shower.

    

    Geez, saying things like that just makes me feel weird.

    

    I showered quickly, worried that lingering might cause misunderstandings.

    

    Of course, while washing, I caught Seohee's scent from the body wash and shampoo, which made me imagine things again.

    

    Anyway, I finished showering, dried off with a refreshed feeling, got dressed, and came out.

    

    "I'm done showering."

    

    "Good."

    

    "Hehe, Inwoo smells like me."

    

    An excited Seohee clung to me and sniffed, but Eunbi noona soon pulled her away.

    

    "This kid, really. You haven't showered yet."

    

    Noona said this would make me uncomfortable again, but honestly, I didn't feel that way at all.

    

    I wanted to stay like this a bit longer too, but it would be better for Seohee to shower quickly.

    

    "I'll hug you after I shower."

    

    "Okay, I'll shower quickly."

    

    After making this promise with Seohee, I watched the sisters head to the bathroom.

    

    "No peeking, okay?"

    

    "Noona, what do you take me for?"

    

    "I'm allowed to peek though."

    

    "Seohee..."

    

    "Hehe."

    

    The sisters keep making me out to be some kind of pervert.

    

    Anyway, once they were gone and I was alone, I lay down on the sofa.

    

    In the time I was showering, they had cleaned up; the gelato containers and game console had been put away.

    

    So I had nothing to do.

    

    Sinking into the sofa, I understood why it was expensive.

    

    The plush sofa embraced me, making my body feel languid.

    

    My eyes closed naturally, and I lay down straight before turning to my side.

    

    I'll just stay like this for a moment.

    

    ——

    

    "Inwoo."

    

    "Mmm..."

    

    When I opened my eyes, I saw Seohee's face; she had already showered and come out.

    

    "Ah, sorry, I meant to lie down just for a moment."

    

    "It's okay."

    

    Seohee smiled brightly and stroked my head.

    

    I enjoyed the pleasant touch.

    

    Looking ahead, I saw bedding laid out in the living room.

    

    "The sofa might be uncomfortable, so you can sleep there."

    

    "Okay."

    

    The sofa was comfortable too, and I wanted to stay as I was, but I appreciated Seohee's thoughtfulness and decided to follow her suggestion.

    

    "Want to sleep together?"

    

    As I was getting up, I faced Seohee.

    

    She asked with a smile and excited breath.

    

    Can we sleep together?

    

    Of course, I'd like that.

    

    I could snuggle against Seohee's skin and share body heat.

    

    Though I'm not sure if my self-control would hold up well in the process.

    

    When I nodded, Seohee hugged me tightly in joy.

    

    "Where do you think you're going! Stop!"

    

    But naturally, we were stopped by the adult supervising us.

    

    "Aww~ Unnie! This much is fine, isn't it?"

    

    "What's fine about this? You two."

    

    "As long as it's not intense skinship, it's okay, right?"

    

    "Really, even Inwoo..."

    

    Eunbi noona seemed to think for a moment, then nodded.

    

    "Fine, I'm here, and you're not the type to do anything inappropriate."

    

    "Yes!"

    

    With Eunbi noona's permission, Seohee jumped around excitedly.

    

    She looked so cute in her pajamas that I wanted to hug and kiss her, but I restrained myself in front of noona.

    

    If I did that, she might end up opposing it after all.

    

    "But I'll be sleeping next to you too."

    

    "What?"

    

    Not just me, but even Seohee stopped jumping and was surprised.

    

    "Isn't that obvious? Did you think I'd leave you two alone?"

    

    "We'll just hold hands while sleeping. Okay? Can't we?"

    

    No matter how much Seohee pressed, there was no way she could persuade Eunbi noona.

    

    "'Just holding hands while sleeping' is the most dangerous phrase, don't you know?"

    

    Come to think of it, it was obvious that Eunbi noona would be with us.

    

    Though it makes me a bit nervous to sleep with two women.

    

    "What do you think we're going to do?"

    

    Seohee grumbled with dissatisfaction.

    

    "Inwoo might be fine, but you, Seohee, are especially dangerous."

    

    "Me? Why?"

    

    "You always cling to Inwoo without restraint. You don't know how to control yourself."

    

    That's true, so I can't argue.

    

    The living room was spacious enough that even with bedding laid out on the floor, it could comfortably fit about four people.

    

    When it was time to sleep, we lay down side by side.

    

    "Hehe, Inwoo~"

    

    As soon as we lay down, Seohee clung to me cutely.

    

    I didn't resist and embraced her with my arm, pulling her back closer.

    

    "That's enough."

    

    "Yes~ yes."

    

    I fell asleep just holding Seohee.

    

    ———

    

    When I opened my eyes, a fragrant scent tickled my nose.

    

    Looking to see what it was, I found Seohee's face stuck to mine like glue.

    

    Her nose was pressing against my cheek, and the sweet scent of body wash mixed with her natural skin smell created a strange stimulation.

    

    "Mmm..."

    

    To make matters worse, the part that symbolizes manhood was quite energetic after waking up.

    

    This is too much temptation.

    

    Surely when we were falling asleep, Seohee was lying separately with plenty of space, but she must have moved closer while we were asleep in the early morning.

    

    Enjoying Seohee's steady breathing, I checked the time on my phone.

    

    It was still 4 AM.

    

    Since it was a holiday, there was no need to go anywhere early in the morning, so there was plenty of time to sleep more.

    

    But first, my throat felt dry, so I needed some water.

    

    I quietly got up.

    

    "Kuh-eok-"

    

    What's that sound?

    

    "Kuh-eok-"

    

    As I was going to get water, I looked back and saw Eunbi noona had kicked off her blanket, put her legs up on the sofa, and was lying askew.

    

    Her snoring was quite loud.

    

    "Wow, she has terrible sleeping habits."

    

    Moreover, her clothes were loose, revealing a glimpse of her chest, and her short dolphin shorts had rolled up precariously between her legs—a sight I couldn't bear to look at.

    

    She should be more careful with a man present.

    

    I should at least cover her with a blanket.

    

    With purely innocent intentions, I approached Eunbi noona and grabbed the blanket.

    

    "You'll be cold, please cover up."

    

    Just as I covered her up to her shoulders and was about to leave, a hand grabbed my arm.

    

    "Huh?"

    

    Half-asleep and snoring, noona pulled my arm.

    

    I fell over and landed on Eunbi noona's upper body.

    

    "Wait... just a second..."

    

    For a moment, my face lightly touched Eunbi noona's chest, but I quickly pulled away.

    

    As I hurriedly tried to escape, Eunbi noona didn't let go and instead hugged my upper body.

    

    She buried my face in her chest.

    

    I felt a soft touch and warmth.

    Some men might envy this situation, but I can't simply enjoy it right now.

    I have a girlfriend, so what am I doing?

    I resisted with a reddened face.

    

    "Just a moment, noona..."

    

    It was dawn, so I couldn't shout, and Seohee was sleeping, so I carefully tapped Eunbi noona.

    

    However, she didn't wake up at all and just continued to hug me while snoring loudly.

    

    "Why is she so strong?"

    

    She was hugging me so tightly that it seemed difficult to escape.

    

    To explain the current situation: my girlfriend's sister is hugging me and holding my face against her chest while sleeping.

    

    If Seohee sees this, it will surely cause a scene.

    

    My love life might change genres.

    

    I need to get away as quickly as possible.

    

    "Ugh... noona, please wake up."

    

    "Mmm... Inwoo..."

    

    Gasp! Did Seohee wake up?

    

    I painfully turned my head to look at Seohee.

    

    Seohee was feeling around with her arms as if something was missing, then hugged my pillow.

    

    "Hehe, it's Inwoo."

    

    She mumbled in her sleep while hugging the pillow.

    

    "Seohee..."

    

    The real boyfriend is being stolen right now!

    

    Of course, there's no way my heart would waver.

    

    Anyway, I struggled desperately for a while, trying to escape.
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    As a man myself, I've seen those kinds of videos before... or to be blunt, "porn."

    

    I remember the first time I watched one, out of curiosity after a friend's recommendation in middle school.

    

    My friend said it was a common storyline, but being my first time, I still remember the content.

    

    The plot went something like this:

    

    A guy gets invited to stay overnight at his girlfriend's house because her parents aren't home. The problem is that while he thought only his girlfriend would be there, her older sister is also present.

    

    After the three of them have fun together, night falls...

    

    While sleeping with his girlfriend, her sister suddenly pounces on the guy right next to them.

    

    "..."

    

    No, please don't misunderstand.

    

    I have absolutely no such intentions.

    

    It's just that a similar situation has unfolded, making me feel flustered.

    

    That memory just popped into my head during this dangerous situation.

    

    "Noona... please let go. Please..."

    

    Worried that Seohee might wake up, I whispered quietly to Eunbi noona, who was holding me tightly.

    

    "Snore!"

    

    But she didn't listen at all and just kept snoring.

    

    Wait, is her grip getting stronger?

    

    As I'm pressed closer to Eunbi noona, her body scent involuntarily stimulates my sense of smell.

    

    A fragrance subtly different from Seohee's...

    

    No, this isn't the time to be making observations.

    

    I barely managed to turn around, but with noona pressing against me, something soft and gentle wrapped around my neck.

    

    "Ugh..."

    

    My face is getting hotter.

    

    I need to get out of here quickly.

    

    If this continues, it won't be good for my mental state.

    

    Even if it doesn't go as far as the video storyline I just mentioned, staying like this would be betraying Seohee.

    

    Since I have absolutely no intention of cheating, I gave up on waking her and decided to escape on my own.

    

    I managed to wiggle my upper body and somehow escape from Eunbi noona's embrace.

    

    "Huff..."

    

    My face turned red from the friction during the process.

    

    I quickly fled to the kitchen as if escaping.

    

    I drank a glass of water from the purifier and cooled my heated face for a moment.

    

    "She really has terrible sleeping habits."

    

    Well, I learned one thing from this.

    

    Never approach Eunbi noona while she's sleeping.

    

    After calming myself down, I went back to where Seohee was lying.

    

    "Hehe..."

    

    As I was about to lie down, Seohee was hugging my pillow tightly, drooling in her sleep.

    

    I gently pulled the pillow out.

    

    Well, I can just flip it over and sleep on it.

    

    As soon as I lay down, Seohee's hands fumbled with the blanket, searching for her stolen pillow.

    

    When she found me, she hugged me tightly as if she'd been waiting for this.

    

    Like sister, like sister...

    

    "Hehe..."

    

    So Seohee laughs like this in her sleep.

    

    We've dozed off together a few times after hanging out, but this is the first time sleeping properly like this.

    

    While I was admiring this new side of my girlfriend, I removed a strand of hair that had gotten into her mouth.

    

    She acts so mature when she's serious, but becomes such a child when she's with me.

    

    "Inwoo..."

    

    "Yes, yes."

    

    Unlike with Eunbi noona, I had no reason to resist this time, so I snuggled into Seohee's embrace and stroked her hair.

    

    I should get some sleep now.

    

    The earlier incident had chased away my drowsiness, but I closed my eyes again.

    

    ———

    

    "Wake up now."

    

    Someone shook my body, and I opened my eyes.

    

    What I saw was an unfamiliar ceiling...

    

    Just kidding. Seohee's face was completely blocking the ceiling.

    

    She had placed my head on her lap and was leaning down to look at me.

    

    "Good morning."

    

    "Yeah, good morning."

    

    Having my girlfriend's face be the first thing I see when I open my eyes in the morning...

    

    I couldn't hide the smile that formed unconsciously, nor my fixed gaze as I admired Seohee's face.

    

    She's so pretty even without makeup.

    

    And her skin is so good.

    

    Her dark eyes were clear even in the morning, reflecting my image.

    

    It was the familiar Seohee with her delicate features.

    

    "What are you looking at?"

    

    "My wife."

    

    Seohee and I smiled pleasantly as we gazed at each other.

    

    "Ugh, so cheesy first thing in the morning."

    

    Just then, a voice that shattered our romance came from one side.

    

    "Why are you interrupting?"

    

    "I'd appreciate if you remembered that your sister is here too."

    

    "Who asked you to be here?"

    

    I got up from Seohee's lap.

    

    I ignored the sight of Eunbi noona pinching Seohee's cheeks as they bickered with each other first thing in the morning.

    

    I took out my phone and checked the time—it was 10 AM.

    

    "Speaking of which, you're quite the late sleeper."

    

    I looked at the person who spoke to me after checking the clock.

    

    "What, couldn't sleep with Seohee next to you?"

    

    "..."

    

    "Or was it because you were sleeping with two pretty women?"

    

    I woke up abruptly in the middle of the night and then fell back asleep, which is why I got up later.

    

    And it seems she has no idea what she did to cause that.

    

    I have a lot to say, but I'll keep it to myself.

    

    Ignoring Eunbi noona, I said I was going to wash up.

    

    "Okay, go wash up. And..."

    

    "What?"

    

    Seohee hesitated to speak.

    

    What is it?

    

    "Let's talk after you wash up."

    

    "Okay."

    

    After washing up quickly, breakfast was ready on the table.

    

    "You should have told me if you were going to prepare a meal."

    

    "It's fine. Inwoo, you cooked yesterday."

    

    Of course, Seohee wouldn't have let her help with the cooking, so Eunbi noona prepared it alone.

    

    It was mostly just reheating leftovers from yesterday.

    

    Should I just let go of what happened in the early morning?

    

    Well, I never intended to make an issue of it anyway, so I decided to clear my mind.

    

    "Hey! Don't start eating first! Your sister is still preparing."

    

    Eunbi noona pinched Seohee's cheek again.

    

    I thought she wouldn't have done it hard, but Seohee's pinched cheek was a bit red.

    

    "Ouch, why are you like this first thing in the morning?"

    

    "Ahem... sorry, I had a strange dream today."

    

    Seohee rubbed her cheek and expressed her dissatisfaction.

    

    "What kind of dream makes you take it out on me?"

    

    Eunbi noona brought the stew and we all sat around the table.

    

    After saying grace, we started eating, and Eunbi noona spoke.

    

    "Hmm... I don't remember exactly what it was... but my attachment pillow kept trying to go to Seohee."

    

    "Cough-!"

    

    "Inwoo, drink some water."

    

    "Yeah."

    

    "Your face is all red, are you okay?"

    

    "Ah, I'm fine."

    

    So that's the dream she was having?

    

    Treating a person like an attachment pillow.

    

    The moment I thought, 'So she was hugging me like that because she thought I was her attachment pillow?' my face flushed as I recalled that embarrassing moment.

    

    "Unnie, why would you dream something like that?"

    

    "But... it was a doll I had my eye on."

    

    This is getting more and more embarrassing as it seems like she's talking about me.

    

    "It looked like a doll that would be fun to throw around."

    

    "Please don't throw it."

    

    "Huh?"

    

    When I reflexively objected, Eunbi noona looked at me.

    

    "The doll will get dirty."

    

    "You can just wash it."

    

    As I brushed it off, Eunbi noona didn't pay it any mind either.

    

    Anyway, that incident ends here.

    

    As we continued eating, I became curious about what Seohee had wanted to tell me.

    

    "Seohee, what did you want to talk about?"

    

    After the meal, while Seohee and I were washing dishes side by side (since we hadn't helped Eunbi noona prepare breakfast), I asked.

    

    "Inwoo, do you remember what I said yesterday?"

    

    "About Byeol?"

    

    "Ah, that's for later, after we become adults."

    

    I had meant it as a joke, but Seohee answered very seriously, not playfully at all.

    

    Is she really thinking of naming our child Byeol?

    

    "Then are you talking about visiting your family home?"

    

    "Yes."

    

    Seohee nodded.

    

    Again, quite seriously,

    

    She looked a bit tense too.

    

    "When should we leave?"

    

    I asked without hesitation.

    

    Seohee smiled.

    

    What, did she worry I might go back on my word?

    

    "You can be honest if it doesn't work for you."

    

    I think I understand why Seohee is concerned.

    

    It would be incredibly intimidating for an ordinary high school student to meet the chairman of Korea's number one business group.

    

    But I'm not just an ordinary high school student.

    

    I'm Seohee's boyfriend, a third-generation chaebol.

    

    As someone who has no intention of giving up on Seohee, I can't hesitate now about meeting someone I'll be seeing often in the future.

    

    "No, I want to meet him too."

    

    "Really?"

    

    "Yes, he's an important person who has given you so much. The same goes for me."

    

    "..."

    

    "So I think it's right that I go and pay my respects."

    

    I smiled, giving Seohee reassurance.

    

    Feeling relieved, Seohee took my hand.

    

    "Thank you so much."

    

    Seohee expressed her gratitude sincerely, almost formally.

    

    And with a determined expression, looking at me with steadfast eyes, she said:

    

    "I'll make sure the people of Jupiter Group don't hurt you."

    

    Oh, Seohee...

    

    Meeting Jupiter Group—that formal, cold family—would be most uncomfortable for Seohee herself.

    

    I appreciate that she's putting me first.

    

    I already expect that the elders of the group will look down on me for being a commoner, and I'll just feel a bitter resignation when it actually happens.

    

    But for now, the important person is Seohee's grandfather.

    

    I want to get the chairman's approval of my relationship with Seohee first.

    

    If Seohee, Eunbi noona, and the group chairman acknowledge us, others will find it difficult to say anything.

    

    After that, I can gradually build up my strength.

    

    As a student, all I can do now is study hard and get into a good university.

    

    "Oh! Looks like you're prepared?"

    

    Eunbi noona, who had been watching us, folded her arms and exclaimed admiringly.

    

    A pleased smile bloomed on her face.

    

    Well, Eunbi noona's help was significant in getting me to come to my senses.

    

    "But will you be okay? I saw Grandfather getting angry, saying 'What rascal seduced my granddaughter!'"

    

    "What?"

    

    "Unnie! Don't say weird things."

    

    "Hehe, I know nothing!"

    

    Eunbi noona disappeared with a mischievous laugh, and I looked at Seohee, bewildered.

    

    "My sister was just joking."

    

    "R-really?"

    

    Phew, I thought...

    

    Of course, I don't expect Seohee's grandfather to easily approve of me.

    

    But I was worried about what if he's the type to get angry just because his beloved granddaughter has a boyfriend.

    

    "Probably."

    

    "..."

    

    "I'm sure my sister was joking. Definitely."

    

    Seohee, your face doesn't look very confident!

    

    ————

    

    "Yes, Grandfather. We're about to leave now."

    

    Eunbi noona made the call for us, and we got into the limousine.

    

    "Welcome."

    

    The three of us—including Eunbi noona—decided to travel in Seohee's limousine.

    

    It seems Eunbi noona had brought her own car, but she said it was fine to leave it.

    

    Is she planning to come back to Seohee's place later?

    

    "I'm sorry for calling you on your day off."

    

    "Not at all, Director."

    

    But the driver, a man with a warm impression, smiled brightly and waved it off.

    

    I felt sorry seeing him come out like this on a holiday.

    

    "I was alone at home anyway, so it's nice to meet people."

    

    "I'll make sure you get a hefty holiday bonus."

    

    "You don't have to go that far."

    

    "Take it anyway."

    

    "Understood."

    

    I guess he can work so cheerfully without complaints because Seohee takes care of him?

    

    The driver was always respectful to Seohee, and Seohee showed maximum respect to the driver who was older than her.

    

    "Long time no see, mister~"

    

    Eunbi noona raised her hand and spoke in a friendly manner.

    

    "Unnie!"

    

    Seohee gave her a sharp warning, but the driver didn't mind and smiled welcomingly.

    

    "It's been a long time indeed, Director So Eunbi. And Director So Seohee's boyfriend as well."

    

    "Ah, yes. Hello."

    

    "You haven't changed at all."

    

    "Director So Eunbi, you've grown a lot."

    

    The two seemed to know each other and exchanged some small talk.

    

    At the same time, the car started moving.

    

    The limousine was now heading to Seohee's family home...

    

    The main house of Jupiter Group.
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    The limousine entered the grand mansion.

    

    From the entrance, an ornate iron gate adorned with classic patterns proudly stood in the middle of the high walls, displaying its grandeur.

    

    After stopping briefly, the car entered as the gate opened, revealing a spacious lawn and terrace beyond which stood a classic mansion—not flashy, but clean and beautiful.

    

    The reddish-brown walls of the mansion blended peculiarly well with the autumn atmosphere.

    

    Perhaps it was because of the already red maple leaves around the estate.

    

    "We've arrived."

    

    My heart pounded now that I was actually at a place where the wealthy lived.

    

    Seohee, noticing my anxiety, silently took my hand.

    

    My gaze, which had been on our joined hands, traveled upward until our eyes met.

    

    Feeling our connected hearts, I responded to Seohee with a smile.

    

    Soon the driver opened the door, and after thanking him, we stepped outside.

    

    "It's a bit chilly."

    

    Eunbi noona wrapped her arms around herself and shivered.

    

    Looking at her now, I could see she only had a thin cardigan as outerwear, so she must be quite cold.

    

    "Oh! Uncle!"

    

    As Eunbi waved, a man crossing the yard looked our way.

    

    He raised his hand to greet Eunbi, but his expression hardened—perhaps upon seeing Seohee, or maybe me.

    

    He swallowed a fake cough and went his own way.

    

    "Come on, let's go in. Grandfather is waiting."

    

    "Okay."

    

    Led by Seohee's hand, we approached the mansion's entrance.

    

    "Wow, it's really huge."

    

    Eunbi noona laughed at my honest and simple exclamation.

    

    But the truth is, I felt intimidated by the mansion's imposing presence.

    

    The house where my family currently lives is probably only about twice the size of the staircase we're climbing.

    

    We ascended those enormous stairs and opened the door.

    

    It seems they had left the entrance door open when they opened the main gate.

    

    "Is it okay to just go in?"

    

    "Yeah, it's better to just go in than to make a fuss about entering."

    

    "Still..."

    

    Eunbi noona pushed my hesitant back, causing me to enter the house.

    

    As soon as we entered, various staff members were busy working in what appeared to be a spacious living room or hall.

    

    From one side, the smell of holiday food wafted through the air, with women bustling about, focused on cooking.

    

    "Oh my, welcome!"

    

    Soon, an elderly woman's voice came from the top of the stairs.

    

    "Grandmother~!!"

    

    "Oh my~ My granddaughters are here~ Eunbi, Seohee~"

    

    Fortunately, like any grandmother, she warmly embraced her granddaughters.

    

    After hugging Seohee, the grandmother turned her head and our eyes met.

    

    "My, what a decent young man!"

    

    Her gesture of covering her mouth with one hand as she exclaimed exuded elegance.

    

    Though her eyes were filled with wrinkles, her vibrant gaze scanned me thoroughly.

    

    "So, which granddaughter's boyfriend are you?"

    

    "He's my boyfriend, Grandmother."

    

    Seohee quickly answered, linking her arm with mine.

    

    "Hello, ma'am!"

    

    "Yes, welcome. ...Seohee has grown up. Bringing a boyfriend, now all that's left is marriage."

    

    "Haha."

    

    I laughed awkwardly.

    

    Seohee was so happy she slightly rested her head on my shoulder.

    

    Fortunately, I was able to relax from the initial tension.

    

    The first family member I met at Seohee's ancestral home was just an ordinary, kind grandmother to her granddaughter.

    

    "Well, you should see your grandfather first, shouldn't you? We can talk afterward."

    

    "Grandmother, I'm hungry~"

    

    "Yes, come in and let's eat. You two see your grandfather first, then come join us."

    

    "Yes, Grandmother."

    

    Didn't we eat not too long ago?

    

    Anyway, Eunbi noona, speaking cutely, happily accompanied the grandmother toward the kitchen.

    

    The space was so vast that I wasn't sure if where they went was actually the kitchen, but since the food smell came from there, it probably was.

    

    Eunbi and the grandmother left us.

    

    "Where are the other family members?"

    

    I looked around just in case, but it seemed difficult to know who was where in this spacious house.

    

    "Who knows? Well, they probably won't come out even if we're here."

    

    I wasn't expecting a welcome.

    

    I was just worried about awkwardly running into Seohee's mother or father.

    

    "Mom and Dad have schedules today, so they won't be here."

    

    "Really?"

    

    That's a relief then.

    

    I came prepared, but I'd rather avoid the awkward situation of having a confrontation with my girlfriend's parents during a holiday.

    

    "Now, let's go see Grandfather."

    

    "Okay."

    

    Swallowing nervously, I followed her up the stairs to the second-floor study.

    

    The study is where Grandfather usually goes when he's working from home or deep in thought.

    

    Since he goes there whenever he needs to concentrate, one must ask permission before entering.

    

    "Is it okay to go in now?"

    

    When Seohee asked the secretary beside the study entrance, the secretary nodded with a smile.

    

    "The Chairman has been waiting for Director So and her fiancé since morning."

    

    The secretary knocked on the door and said,

    

    "Chairman, Director So Seohee is here."

    

    A gruff voice responded from beyond the door.

    

    "Yes."

    

    Though brief, the voice was deep and firm.

    

    The secretary soon opened the door and bowed, and my feet moved following Seohee.

    

    Soon, the owner of that voice appeared.

    

    In the sunlit but somewhat dim room, an elderly man with white hair sat at a desk, attending to his work.

    

    The founding chairman of Mokseong Group, Korea's number one conglomerate.

    

    Chairman So Taegyu.

    

    I had seen the Chairman on television before.

    

    After all, he's an indispensable figure in our country's economic affairs.

    

    But seeing him in person felt quite different.

    

    My first impression of Chairman So Taegyu was that of a fierce predator.

    

    His firmly squared shoulders, the taut muscles revealed by his short-sleeved shirt despite it being autumn, his massive build, and the distinctive scar on his left cheek were all striking.

    

    Despite his age, his appearance was that of a strong male who could win even if a boxing champion came to fight him, making me feel naturally intimidated.

    

    Is that level of presence necessary to lead a major corporation?

    

    Even with our arrival, Chairman So Taegyu kept his head down, looking only at his documents.

    

    He didn't move even when Seohee cleared her throat, showing fearsome concentration.

    

    Unable to wait any longer, Seohee approached his desk and knocked on it.

    

    Knock- Knock-

    

    "Grandfather, Seohee is here."

    

    Only then did he raise his head, and upon seeing his granddaughter's face, he put down his papers.

    

    "Seohee is here!!!"

    

    Soon, with a hearty laugh, Chairman So Taegyu embraced Seohee.

    

    Despite his intimidating exterior, he seemed to become infinitely generous in front of his granddaughter.

    

    I just hope the Chairman isn't too much of a doting grandfather...

    

    "Didn't you hear when the secretary knocked earlier?"

    

    "Ah, yes, I did hear someone had come and told them to enter, but I forgot while concentrating."

    

    "Grandfather, really..."

    

    As I watched the warm reunion between granddaughter and grandfather from a distance, I felt awkward.

    

    ...I should approach them, right?

    

    I carefully moved toward them, and naturally, Chairman So Taegyu's gaze turned to me.

    

    "......"

    

    "Hello, sir!"

    

    He looked at me with a stiff, expressionless face.

    

    He didn't move even as I bowed in greeting.

    

    I carefully raised my bowed head to look at him.

    

    The Chairman was still staring at me.

    

    "Grandfather."

    

    Seohee, unable to bear it any longer, called out to her grandfather.

    

    "This is my fiancé, the one you said you wanted to see last time."

    

    It doesn't seem like "wanting to see" was meant in a positive sense.

    

    Anxiously, I met the grandfather's eyes again.

    

    "Hmm..."

    

    Making a sound as if something was unsatisfactory, the grandfather finally spoke.

    

    "I had expectations since Seohee chose him, but..."

    

    As I thought, he doesn't seem to like me.

    

    Chairman So Taegyu soon expressed his dissatisfaction.

    

    "Is he useful despite his weak physique?"

    

    "Pardon?"

    

    "Grandfather..."

    

    "Since my granddaughter chose him, I thought he'd at least bench press 500 pounds. Can he even do 200 with that build?"

    

    I was dumbfounded.

    

    I had prepared myself for disapproval due to the difference between a chaebol and a common family, but the actual reason for opposition...

    

    "Sorry, Inwoo, Grandfather values exercise a lot."

    

    "A man should have prominent muscles to accomplish great things!"

    

    "Yes, I'll exercise diligently, sir!"

    

    I hastily agreed with Chairman So Taegyu's words.

    

    Right, exercise is important.

    

    I need to make a good impression, don't I?

    

    I had resolved to gain the approval of Seohee's grandfather compared to other family members.

    

    "Would you like to try weightlifting then?"

    

    "What? Ah..."

    

    Just as I was about to give an affirmative answer, Seohee intervened.

    

    "Grandfather. What are you saying now?"

    

    "Seohee, are you really okay with your boyfriend being so weak?"

    

    Fortunately, he seems to acknowledge me as her boyfriend.

    

    "Love is what matters! Why is that important?"

    

    "You don't understand! Come to think of it! Seohee, have you been neglecting your exercise lately? You seem to have lost a lot of stamina?"

    

    "I'll take care of myself, so don't worry. And don't try to influence Inwoo with strange ideas."

    

    

    

    This is... quite different from the difficult situation I had vaguely imagined.

    

    I didn't expect to be recommended weightlifting by a major corporation's chairman, nor did I anticipate that his disapproval of me would be because I couldn't bench press 500 pounds.

    

    "What do you think?"

    

    Caught in the middle of a personal argument between granddaughter and grandfather, I was flustered but spoke up.

    

    I usually side with Seohee in most matters.

    

    But to continue being with Seohee, I need to make a good impression on her guardians first, rather than just Seohee.

    

    "I also thought you were a real man when I saw you, Chairman. Indeed, strength is important to protect a woman."

    

    "You and I understand each other!"

    

    Pleased with my answer, Chairman So Taegyu offered a handshake.

    

    After exchanging a respectful handshake, the Chairman made an offer.

    

    "If you wish, I can provide you with a professional fitness trainer's PT sessions for free."

    

    "Really?"

    

    What an unexpected windfall.

    

    Getting PT sessions at a gym until you build your body usually costs well over a million won.

    

    Plus, trainers vary in quality, so you need to find a good one.

    

    In that respect, having the Mokseong Group Chairman provide a professional trainer for free is an incredible privilege.

    

    I was momentarily tempted, but Seohee intervened.

    

    "Not necessary. If he needs exercise, I'll arrange it separately."

    

    "Tsk, I could have properly built his body once."

    

    Disappointed, the Chairman shook his head and turned his back.

    

    Looking out the window, he speaks.

    

    "Well, have you eaten?"

    

    "We ate before coming... but it's almost lunchtime."

    

    Seohee answered, returning to formal speech.

    

    "Yes, you might be tired of holiday food, but since it's made by a prestigious family, it should be decent."

    

    It's been a while since I've had holiday food.

    

    The thought made my mouth water.

    

    "Have you eaten, Grandfather?"

    

    "Fried, greasy food—I don't eat that."

    

    "Ahaha..."

    

    Listening to this, I felt hungry too.

    

    I wonder if we can eat right away when we go downstairs...

    

    Though I'm not sure if I'll be able to eat comfortably.

    

    "There, your father is coming."

    

    "........"

    

    We were about to turn around and leave, but we turned our heads back.

    

    After that, Chairman So Taegyu said nothing more.

    

    Seohee's expression hardened.

    

    Judging by the situation, it seems unlikely that we'll be able to eat comfortably.
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    As I was going down the stairs, the front door opened.

    

    When the housekeepers opened the door, a middle-aged man in a neat gray suit entered.

    

    The man who rushed in was hurriedly about to climb the stairs...

    

    "......"

    

    "......"

    

    But when he encountered us, he glared at Seohee.

    

    "Your father's home and you don't greet me?"

    

    "Hello."

    

    "Hello!"

    

    I also greeted him, following Seohee's lead.

    

    The man turned his head to look at my face... Seohee's father's face crumpled.

    

    "Who is this?"

    

    As Seohee was about to speak, her father made a dismissive gesture with his hand.

    

    "Never mind. I'm busy, we'll talk later."

    

    After saying that, he headed toward the chairman's study.

    

    "...Inwoo. Don't worry about it too much."

    

    Seohee's expression had hardened more than mine, but she quickly composed herself and comforted me.

    

    "I'm fine. But what about you?"

    

    "I'm already used to it."

    

    Seohee said with a forced smile, but I knew she didn't really feel that way.

    

    Didn't she say her father left her mother for another woman?

    

    He never visited after Seohee was born and never helped them.

    

    Then her grandfather, the current chairman, found out by chance and brought her here.

    

    From Seohee's perspective, she only met him for the first time after going through all kinds of hardships and losing everything.

    

    And even then, he firmly rejected her.

    

    After that, his relationship with his wife deteriorated and his image suffered, making Seohee one of the most disliked people in the Mokseong Group, a thorn in everyone's side.

    

    So Seohee must be very uncomfortable.

    

    I was about to ask Seohee if I should just say goodbye and go home when Eunbi called out.

    

    "You two should come eat quickly. It's delicious."

    

    "Okay, we're coming."

    

    Seohee took my hand and led me to the dining table.

    

    I could feel a slight trembling in her hand.

    

    She seemed nervous about bringing me to face her father, whom she knew disliked her.

    

    I wonder if Eunbi knows about this?

    

    I vaguely thought that if she did, she might do something about it.

    

    So as we passed by Eunbi, walking behind Seohee, I whispered to her.

    

    "Eunbi, your father just arrived."

    

    "I heard."

    

    Eunbi nodded with a smile.

    

    It seemed she wasn't going to intervene specially.

    

    Well, it's just a family member coming home.

    

    At the grandmother's gesture, we naturally sat side by side across from her.

    

    Right, talking with the grandmother takes priority over dealing with the father now.

    

    "Did you have a good conversation with the chairman?"

    

    "Yes. He was quite cheerful and pleasant."

    

    I hadn't expected her to speak to me first.

    

    But I was able to continue the conversation smoothly.

    

    "Did he say anything unusual?"

    

    "No, nothing unusual."

    

    "Hah~ Please, Grandmother."

    

    Seohee cut in.

    

    "I bet he was going on about '500 reps for three generations' and criticizing his body again?"

    

    "That old man and his talk... Ah, don't worry about it too much."

    

    "I actually enjoyed it. He's such an energetic person."

    

    "Hmm... but now that I look at you, you are quite thin, aren't you?"

    

    "Grandmother..."

    

    The grandmother, who had been laughing at Seohee's words, encouraged us to eat.

    

    "Oh, look at me. You must be hungry after coming all this way with my granddaughter. Please, help yourselves."

    

    Actually, the driver did most of the work getting us here.

    

    But I decided to graciously accept her kindness.

    

    Though I wondered if she was serious about me being thin.

    

    "Eat this. It's pollack jeon from a famous restaurant, made with freshly caught fish."

    

    "Thank you."

    

    "Here, we selected the best Korean beef. Try it."

    

    "Thank you."

    

    "Is the soup cold? Bring some fresh soup here."

    

    "Grandmother, he's going to get indigestion."

    

    Seohee intervened.

    

    "Oh my, am I being too much?"

    

    "No! Not at all. I really appreciate it."

    

    Who could say otherwise when your girlfriend's grandmother is being so kind?

    

    And honestly, it wasn't overwhelming.

    

    I have no memories of receiving a grandmother's warmth, and I've lived far from relatives since childhood.

    

    This extended family atmosphere feels unfamiliar but not unpleasant.

    

    "Alright, I'll stop fussing. Your girlfriend is complaining too much."

    

    The grandmother said, stroking her granddaughter's hair.

    

    Seohee blushed slightly, perhaps embarrassed by the situation in front of her boyfriend.

    

    But it seems her tension has dissipated.

    

    She was quite different from when she encountered her father earlier.

    

    Perhaps it's thanks to her grandparents that Seohee was able to grow up properly.

    

    Eunbi was nowhere to be seen.

    

    The grandmother watched us with a pleased expression, apparently planning to wait until we finished eating.

    

    I thought our peaceful lunch would continue.

    

    Until we heard someone coming downstairs...

    

    "I'll have some lunch before I go."

    

    Seohee's father, who had been in the chairman's study, entered.

    

    The man with the still cold impression made eye contact with us as he approached the table.

    

    "......"

    

    "......"

    

    "Aish~ Your daughter brought her boyfriend, and that's your reaction?"

    

    "Hello."

    

    Feeling I should greet him again, I stood up and bowed.

    

    However, he didn't acknowledge my greeting and sat down at the table.

    

    "Tsk, tsk, tsk."

    

    The grandmother clicked her tongue and got up briefly to instruct someone to bring more food.

    

    "I'm busy, so I'll keep this short."

    

    Finally, Seohee's father spoke.

    

    I noticed Seohee's body flinch.

    

    "Stop playing commoner games and come to your senses."

    

    I could feel Seohee's expression completely crumple.

    

    Regardless, her father turned his attention to some documents.

    

    Hmm...

    

    "This isn't a 'commoner game.'"

    

    I broke the heavy silence first.

    

    Her father turned to face me.

    

    "Seohee and I are officially dating because we like each other, sir."

    

    He made an expression of utter disgust.

    

    But I wasn't intimidated.

    

    I had anticipated this reaction, and remembering the pain he had caused Seohee, I felt I shouldn't back down.

    

    "Listen, student. Let me ask you one thing."

    

    Apparently annoyed by my boldness, he asked with a cold gaze.

    

    "What does your father do?"

    

    "He passed away."

    

    "What?"

    

    I felt warmth on one of my hands.

    

    Seohee wasn't trying to stop me, but she seemed worried I might get hurt.

    

    Knowing her warmth gave me the courage to speak more confidently.

    

    "And my mother works at an advertising agency."

    

    "...And you still say such things knowing that?"

    

    He let out a derisive laugh and looked at me contemptuously.

    

    "Yes, when a man and woman love each other, they can date, can't they, sir?"

    

    "Don't call me 'sir.' And if you're thinking of latching onto Seohee for a big payday, forget it. Mokseong isn't as soft as you might think."

    

    "......"

    

    Seohee's anger must have reached a threshold, as I felt pressure on my hand.

    

    But she seemed to be wavering about what to say.

    

    At times like this, I should respond with a smile on her behalf.

    

    "A payday? If anything, I'll be the one taking care of Seohee, sir."

    

    "What?"

    

    "I'll keep Mokseong from touching her, sir."

    

    I deliberately kept adding "sir" at the end to irritate him further.

    

    Of course, my words must sound ridiculous to him.

    

    Sure enough, he snickered and couldn't hide his laughter.

    

    "Take her then. If you can."

    

    Was it his next words that triggered it?

    

    "As if a chaebol and a commoner could ever be together, not in a million years."

    

    With those words, Seohee let go of my hand.

    

    "Is that why you abandoned my mother?"

    

    At Seohee's cold words, everyone—me, her father, and the returning grandmother—turned with shocked expressions.

    

    "Not in a million years... That's why you never once asked where my mother is buried."

    

    Seohee spoke coldly with her head bowed low.

    

    No, not cold... I could feel the crying heart behind her dry voice, and it broke my heart.

    

    "What are you talking about?"

    

    Surprised by the sudden topic, her father—no, I don't even want to call him that anymore.

    

    Even as I kept using the title, it gave me goosebumps.

    

    So Yuchan, Vice Chairman of Mokseong Electronics, asked with hostility.

    

    "While my mother was struggling with her illness, you never once offered support. Far from getting a payday, you just left her with a huge burden. Why? Was that also because of the inevitable divide between chaebols and commoners?"

    

    Momentarily stunned by Seohee's explosive anger, I grew worried.

    

    Did Seohee just refer to herself as a burden?

    

    Concerned about her dark thoughts, I tried to calm her down.

    

    "It's because of people like you who torment commoners that even honest chaebols get a bad reputation!"

    

    "You little—! How dare you talk to your father like that!!"

    

    BANG-!

    

    Vice Chairman So Yuchan slammed the table in rage.

    

    "Seohee, that's enough."

    

    I thought it would be better to calm Seohee down and leave.

    

    But she had fully exploded and wouldn't listen to me at all.

    

    "I hate being treated the same as you! You said you wished I wasn't your daughter! Then just leave me alone!!"

    

    "This is getting out of hand."

    

    Soon So Yuchan moved past the table toward Seohee.

    

    "Both of you, stop it!"

    

    The grandmother jumped in, trying to stop him.

    

    "Say one more word."

    

    "It really irritates me that I share blood with you."

    

    So Yuchan's hand immediately went up.

    

    It happened so quickly that even the grandmother couldn't intervene.

    

    SMACK-!

    

    "......"

    

    But So Yuchan's hand never reached Seohee; instead, he glared at me as I caught his wrist.

    

    "You shouldn't do that. You're family."

    

    I tried to stop him with a smile, but my hand gripping his wrist inevitably tightened.

    

    I was trembling with anger.

    

    Could I...

    

    Could I be a proper father?

    

    An alcoholic father and a father who abandoned his wife.

    

    Our couple was bound by such terrible father figures that my trauma trigger was pressed again.

    

    But one thing is certain.

    

    I will not pass on our experiences to our Byeol.

    

    "Let go!"

    

    "Let's calm down and talk first. You too, Seohee."

    

    "Inwoo..."

    

    "Who do you think you are to interfere!"

    

    "ENOUGH!!!!!!"

    

    Suddenly, a booming voice echoed through the house, clearing the heavy atmosphere.

    

    Everyone's gaze turned to the Mokseong Group Chairman as he approached.

    

    "How dare you fight in the Mokseong main house while I'm still alive? You've got some nerve."

    

    The chairman let out a derisive laugh and looked at us.

    

    "What a fine spectacle."

    

    "......"

    

    "......"

    

    While everyone remained silent, the chairman spoke.

    

    "Vice Chairman So Yuchan?"

    

    "Yes, Father."

    

    "Do you think this old tiger has lost his teeth and become invisible in his own home?"

    

    "No, sir."

    

    "Then what's with that hand?"

    

    I quickly released his wrist.

    

    "Acting like you're already the chairman?"

    

    "......"

    

    "Why is such a busy man wasting time here?"

    

    "...I'll be going now."

    

    Vice Chairman So Yuchan bowed his head.

    

    Before he could leave, the chairman turned to Seohee.

    

    "And you, Seohee!"

    

    "Yes..."

    

    "How dare you speak to your father that way!!"

    

    "Well, you see, Grandfather..."

    

    "No matter what, there are things a child can and cannot say to their father! How can I take your side when you show such poor manners?!"

    

    "I'm sorry."

    

    "Enough! Go to your room!"

    

    At her grandfather's command, Seohee glanced at me nervously.

    

    "And you."

    

    "Yes, Chairman!"

    

    I jumped, startled at being addressed.

    

    "Seohee will go to her room, and you will take a walk with me."

    

    "Yes, sir."

    

    Seohee's lips quivered, but she was in no position to speak and kept quiet.

    

    She gave me an apologetic look before walking away.

    

    "Let's go to the back garden."

    

    "Yes, sir!"

    

    With the father-daughter fight over,

    I now faced the situation of a private audience with the Mokseong Chairman.
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    After the commotion had ended,

    I found myself walking alongside the chairman of Jupiter Group at his request.

    

    Politicians, journalists, and investors across South Korea would probably line up to meet this man.

    

    Yet amusingly, this same person is currently taking a stroll with a high school student simply because he's his granddaughter's boyfriend.

    

    I never imagined I'd be in this situation.

    

    Especially after such an awkward incident, this is unbearably uncomfortable.

    

    Anyway, I followed behind him, maintaining an appropriate distance—not walking ahead of the chairman, but not lagging too far behind either.

    

    The backyard was so spacious it felt overwhelming.

    

    Aside from a terrace on one side and a pond along the wall, it was mostly land with patches of yellowed, withered grass.

    

    And today, not even a breeze was stirring.

    

    Perhaps the Jupiter Group chairman's dignity commands even the wind.

    

    With that amusing thought, I glanced sideways,

    but contrary to my impression, I saw only an elderly man with no trace of the dignity I'd imagined.

    

    Where had that intimidating figure who was shouting earlier gone? Now the chairman appeared deep in sighs and contemplation.

    

    Though I say this, while his dignity and charisma might have diminished, his muscular build remained threatening.

    

    As the chairman walked in silence, lost in thought, I quietly followed.

    It wasn't the atmosphere to start a conversation.

    

    He was probably organizing his thoughts before speaking.

    

    Soon we slowly reached the pond.

    

    The chairman gestured for me to come closer.

    Following his direction, we stood side by side facing the pond.

    

    A golden brocade carp swam leisurely among red brocade carps.

    

    While watching this scene, the chairman finally spoke.

    

    "What do you think? These are fish I've carefully selected."

    

    "They're beautiful. Especially that yellow carp that stands out."

    

    "You have a good eye. That one's my favorite."

    

    I don't know much about carp breeding.

    But the chairman picked up a container of carp food that was prepared nearby.

    

    He seemed to be calming his mind while feeding them.

    

    "You're Inwoo, correct?"

    

    "Yes. I haven't properly introduced myself. My name is Kang Inwoo."

    

    I answered as the chairman called to me while feeding the fish.

    

    The chairman nodded and then spoke.

    

    "So, Inwoo, how did you meet our Seohee?"

    

    "At school... actually, we promised to be together since we were very young."

    

    Our connection didn't begin in high school.

    It goes back further, a precious bond with Seohee that started earlier.

    If I'm going to tell the story, I should start from then.

    

    "You promised?"

    

    "Yes. When I was about six years old, I had to move away, and Seohee and I promised each other. We agreed to get married when we met again."

    

    It feels embarrassing to share this story in front of the chairman, Seohee's grandfather.

    

    When I finished speaking, the chairman chuckled.

    

    "How romantic. So that childhood connection has continued until now?"

    

    "Yes, after various twists and turns, Seohee and I confirmed our feelings and started dating like this."

    

    How would the chairman take this story?

    He says it's interesting, but it might sound like childish play to some.

    

    The chairman didn't show any such reaction.

    

    "That's fascinating. Most people wouldn't remember things from that age."

    

    That's true.

    Not many people remember who they were friends with at six years old, what conversations they had, and such things.

    Sometimes childhood memories resurface when talking with old friends, but people don't usually carry them in their hearts.

    Even I had forgotten until Seohee reminded me.

    

    But Seohee remembered.

    No, she didn't just remember—she cherished it in her heart.

    Instead of dismissing it as a mere memory, she kept that promise as a dream, waiting for it to come true.

    

    How could I refuse when Seohee was so devoted?

    

    "Seohee held onto me while keeping that memory alive."

    

    "That kid... she may be my granddaughter, but she's quite the determined girl."

    

    The chairman nodded in admiration.

    

    "You mentioned you moved away?"

    

    "Yes, and I moved back earlier this year."

    

    "Then..."

    

    The chairman paused briefly before speaking.

    

    "Do you know how Seohee lived when she was young?"

    

    He was referring to Seohee's past.

    It was such a dark topic that I was momentarily taken aback, but I soon answered.

    

    "Yes, Seohee told me herself. What happened afterward."

    

    The chairman looked at me and nodded.

    

    "Then this conversation will be easier."

    

    His hand stopped throwing food.

    He placed the container on the nearby table and turned around.

    

    Looking at the mansion, he fixed his gaze somewhere—probably Seohee's room—and let out a deep sigh.

    

    "I have so many regrets about that child... I could spend my whole life atoning and it wouldn't be enough."

    

    "I... don't think it's your fault, Chairman."

    

    Perhaps my words came across as clumsy consolation, as the chairman looked at me and smiled wryly.

    

    "Are you trying to comfort me?"

    

    "No, I wouldn't dare. It's just..."

    

    The chairman didn't do anything wrong.

    Rather, he was the one who extended a helping hand to Seohee when her life was on the edge of a cliff.

    

    Of course, the pain Seohee experienced in this house must be beyond words.

    Still, it remains a fact that he took in Seohee when she had nowhere to eat or sleep, and helped her grow into the dignified person she is now.

    

    "Seohee has never blamed you. She's always been grateful."

    

    The chairman fell silent at my words.

    With his gaze still directed toward Seohee's room, he smiled bitterly and spoke.

    

    "Even though I couldn't properly protect her... she has such unnecessary deep affection."

    

    Given his position as the CEO of a major corporation, he must have been busy and often unable to pay attention to household matters.

    Even if he tried to look after Seohee, there would inevitably be gaps.

    

    Naturally, the people Seohee frequently encountered were family members who resented her... Though it seems her grandmother and Eunbi noona took her side, Seohee lived cautiously, always being dragged along.

    

    Examples include what happened to Seohee at social gatherings, and the arranged marriages secretly forced upon her that he only discovered later.

    

    From the perspective of a grandfather who personally brought home an abandoned granddaughter, there must be many regrets.

    

    "And then there's what happened with her mother..."

    

    He seems to genuinely feel guilt and responsibility.

    

    Meanwhile, Seohee's father, who should actually be taking responsibility, is in that state.

    I wonder if they're really father and son.

    

    "Why are you looking at me like that?"

    

    "Ah, it's nothing."

    

    I realized I'd been staring intently at the chairman for quite some time, lost in thought.

    

    The chairman grinned and said,

    

    "When you go back, please comfort Seohee."

    

    "Yes, I'll comfort her well."

    

    I wonder if she's crying in her room right now?

    Or is she worried about me and her grandfather having this private conversation?

    

    Knowing Seohee's personality, it's probably the latter.

    She always worries about others more than herself.

    

    "And please understand why she was so angry today. She's usually a calm child."

    

    "I'm fine with it."

    

    Having already heard everything from Seohee, I know what kind of person her father is.

    So even if she spoke harshly, I understand it was just pent-up emotions bursting out.

    

    But soon I heard from the chairman's lips the reason why Seohee reacted so strongly.

    

    "Tomorrow is the anniversary of Seohee's mother's death."

    

    "...Ah."

    

    Everything makes sense now.

    

    She must resent her father for abandoning her mother, and then he had the audacity to act arrogantly, talking about commoners and such.

    I would have lashed out too.

    

    "Well, you can comfort Seohee about that."

    

    Perhaps because I had a somber expression,

    the chairman laughed heartily and placed his hand on my shoulder.

    That brought me back to my senses.

    

    "So, you're planning to live with Seohee?"

    

    "You heard about that?"

    

    "Of course, with all that commotion going on."

    

    Then he must have also seen my confrontation with Seohee's father before he argued with his daughter.

    

    "I apologize for causing such a scene in your home."

    

    "A man should have that kind of ambition! Don't you agree?"

    

    With a benevolent smile, the satisfied chairman nodded.

    

    "I was worried because you look frail, but you've got good courage. Standing up to Jupiter's vice chairman."

    

    "Ahaha... well..."

    

    In a way, it could be seen as a challenge to Jupiter.

    I was about to explain, but the chairman spoke first.

    

    "Then may I entrust her to you?"

    

    The chairman's words were unexpected.

    

    "Can I entrust Seohee to you?"

    

    And though he appeared cheerful, he was extremely serious.

    There was a glimpse of earnestness and firm resolve in his eyes.

    

    He faced me again with a tiger-like spirit, but it wasn't threatening.

    He was asking as a man to take care of his granddaughter.

    

    "You're not against it?"

    

    "If I were, would you have given up?"

    

    When I showed surprise, the chairman smiled and asked.

    

    "Absolutely not."

    

    I would rather have my throat torn out by a tiger than give up Seohee.

    

    "I was just surprised. Many adults view relationships between commoners and the wealthy negatively."

    

    "Do you think that way too?"

    

    "I... think what kind of person someone is matters more than their image as wealthy."

    

    "Then that's settled. The rest is about pushing forward with your ambition. That's something to remember in business too."

    

    The chairman added further:

    

    "And if anyone objects, I plan to step in. Jupiter has already cast enough dark clouds over that child's life, and I can't stand by and watch if they try to make her suffer more."

    

    Honestly, I was surprised.

    Far from opposing, he was offering to help.

    

    The highest-ranking person at Jupiter was personally vouching for Seohee and me dating.

    

    "Thank you, Chairman."

    

    "Don't just rely on that."

    

    But with a firm tone, he spoke clearly without a trace of bitterness.

    

    "I don't know how much longer I have, so if you don't want to give up Seohee, you'll need to build your strength."

    

    Looking at him now, he seems like he could easily live several more decades.

    Judging by his gym-toned body, he honestly looks the healthiest person here.

    

    Still, I acknowledged his important words, promising to keep them in mind.

    Eunbi noona mentioned something similar to me before.

    

    Things don't always go ideally in this world.

    

    This isn't just a story about a commoner and an heiress,

    but about Inwoo and Seohee.

    I shouldn't leave all problems for others to solve.

    

    "As you said, Chairman, I'll take responsibility for Seohee."

    

    Did he read my determination from my clenched fist?

    Or did he sense my resolve in my eyes?

    

    "I won't let dark clouds hang over Seohee's life anymore."

    

    The chairman looked at me for a moment.

    Just silently.

    But his benevolent appearance put me at ease.

    

    He wasn't the chairman, but a grandfather.

    

    A breeze suddenly blew.

    I thought there would be no wind today, but the sudden gust swept up fallen grass from a dirt pile in the yard.

    The briefly airborne grass fell back to the ground.

    

    "It's getting chilly."

    

    That meant it was time to go inside.

    The chairman started walking, and I followed behind just as before.

    

    My heavy heart had settled, and I felt reassured.

    With that, my private meeting with the chairman ended.

    Fortunately, with a good conclusion.

    

    "Oh, by the way, have you thought about working out after graduating high school?"

    

    "What? Ah... yes, I'd like to."

    

    I agreed without thinking.

    The chairman heard this and grinned.

    As if he was planning something.

    

    There was expectation in his eyes as he looked at me.

    Wait, I feel like I just made a big decision without thinking...

    

    "Good, you need to build strength. When you graduate, I'll invite you to the gym I go to."

    

    After making this future promise with the chairman, we entered the mansion.
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    After finishing my conversation with the Chairman, I headed straight to the room where Seohee was.

    

    Thanks to Seohee's grandmother's kind guidance, I could go directly to where Seohee was.

    

    "Good job. Go comfort Seohee."

    

    I ran into Eunbi noona on my way.

    

    It seemed she had witnessed what happened earlier as she gave a bitter smile and said that right now, I was probably the only one who could console Seohee.

    

    Knock- Knock-

    

    "Seohee, I'm coming in for a moment."

    

    "Ah, just a second, Inwoo."

    

    After waiting outside the door for a few minutes, Seohee opened it first.

    

    "Have you been crying?"

    

    "Ah, no. It's nothing. Nothing serious."

    

    Nothing serious, huh?

    

    From the looks of it, she must have been crying while thinking about her mother.

    

    Seohee's eyes were slightly swollen, and her skin was flushed.

    

    "Are you done talking with Grandfather?"

    

    "Yes."

    

    "What did he say?"

    

    Seohee asked cautiously.

    

    She seemed a bit tense, anxiously wondering if I had heard something unpleasant.

    

    I smiled gently, indicating there was no problem, and said, "He asked me to take good care of you."

    

    "What?"

    

    Seohee blinked several times, bewildered by my answer.

    

    "He also said that if anyone from the Mok Seong family tries to interfere with us, he'll step in to stop them."

    

    Of course, I'll also need to build my strength to protect Seohee.

    

    I reaffirmed that determination as I looked at her.

    

    With her black natural hair, fair skin, and a face that anyone would find beautiful,

    that girl who always exuded a warm cotton scent smiled brightly and said,

    

    "I'll have to thank him later."

    

    She placed her hand on her chest, genuinely grateful, and smiled a truly happy smile.

    

    "Well, I expected Grandfather would respond that way."

    

    Seohee nodded, then approached and pulled my arm.

    

    "Come in. You've worked hard."

    

    "It's nothing to work hard for."

    

    "No, you came all the way to my house on purpose. It was an unreasonable request from me."

    

    A request...

    

    I wondered if there was somewhere else Seohee truly wanted to go with me.

    

    That thought crossed my mind.

    

    "Seohee. Is there anywhere else you'd like to go with me?"

    

    "Huh?... Why do you ask that?"

    

    Seohee flinched slightly as she asked.

    

    As I thought, she seemed to be hesitating to say something.

    

    "You can tell me anything. Actually, I'd prefer if you would take me somewhere."

    

    "......"

    

    ———

    

    We visited Seohee's family home.

    

    We went to see her grandfather and grandmother, but I hadn't yet met all of Seohee's "real family."

    

    The next morning.

    

    The weather was quite contrary to yesterday, with a chill in the air.

    

    As I waited briefly in front of my house, exhaling white vapor from my mouth, a limousine approached.

    

    The familiar limousine stopped in front of me, and the window rolled down.

    

    "Inwoo, did you wait long? Were you cold? I'm so sorry!"

    

    "It's fine. Don't make such a fuss."

    

    Seohee opened the door and urged me to get in quickly.

    

    "I apologize for being late."

    

    "You don't need to say that, driver."

    

    I already feel bad about calling him to drive during the holidays for two days, and hearing such apologies only makes me feel more guilty.

    

    After thanking the driver again, the limousine carrying me departed.

    

    While it was cold outside, the inside of the limousine was very warm.

    

    Partly because the heater was on, but also because as soon as I got in, Seohee firmly held both my hands and warmed them with her breath, going "Hoo~"

    

    "Hoo~"

    

    "Seohee. This is getting a bit embarrassing."

    

    "It's okay, the microphone is off right now."

    

    Ah, right. This is a limousine, isn't it?

    

    As I mentioned before, it's a limousine from Mok Seong, designed to allow private conversations.

    

    Yesterday, Eunbi noona and the driver were also communicating with each other using the microphone function.

    

    Now that microphone is turned off,

    and since the driver is only looking ahead, there's no one to see our affectionate behavior.

    

    "Still, it's a bit embarrassing."

    

    "Hehe. What does it matter? We've already kissed each other."

    

    "Stop it. My hands are warm now, so you can let go."

    

    I said that out of embarrassment, but I didn't really want Seohee to release my hands.

    

    I just wanted to hold her hands more.

    

    In this place where our warmth was transmitted to each other, both our body temperature and hearts grew warmer.

    

    "By the way, thank you. For coming with me."

    

    "As your boyfriend, I should go meet them. It's only natural."

    

    "Still, thank you... Until last year, I always came alone."

    

    "......"

    

    Seohee released my hands and linked her arm with mine as if embracing me.

    

    "I deliberately didn't invite anyone and always came alone. I wanted to be there like back then."

    

    There was a strange loneliness and wistfulness in Seohee's voice.

    

    Seohee continued speaking, rubbing her face against my arm.

    

    "Until last year, I never expected a day like this would come. I can finally introduce Inwoo to my mom."

    

    Seohee giggled and hugged my arm tightly.

    

    I carefully pulled that arm away.

    

    Seohee looked at me but soon realized my intention.

    

    I put my arm around her shoulder, allowing her to come closer to me.

    

    Seohee threw herself into my embrace and whispered once more.

    

    "Thank you so much... and I love you."

    

    Stroking her head, I said, "I love you too."

    

    Just as the cold weather melts in our shared warmth,

    the once cold Ice Queen I first met has now melted into a tender face whispering love to me.

    

    I hope Seohee's future will be warm, not cold.

    

    Wishing for such days, I rested my head against Seohee's, and before we knew it, the limousine had arrived at our destination.

    

    At the cemetery where Seohee's birth mother rests.

    

    ———

    

    Upon arriving at the cemetery, it seemed the driver also had somewhere to go.

    

    "Then I'll go visit my younger sister as well."

    

    "Yes, please call us when you're ready."

    

    "Understood."

    

    There was a strange loneliness and longing in the driver's eyes too.

    

    "And don't smoke cigarettes because you're sad again."

    

    "Ahaha, yes, I won't do that this time."

    

    He tried to laugh brightly, but couldn't hide his gloominess.

    

    Nevertheless, neither Seohee nor I said anything more.

    

    We thought he might feel more troubled if we showed concern.

    

    "Well then."

    

    The driver bowed his head and turned to leave.

    

    "Shall we go up now?"

    

    "Yes."

    

    We had to climb a bit of a hill to reach the place where Seohee's birth mother rests.

    

    As we hiked up the mountain, we passed by various tombstones and went deeper inside.

    

    "It's here."

    

    Finally arriving at our destination, Seohee first slowly moved forward, approaching the solitary grave.

    

    It was a place surrounded by trees, making it difficult to see the surroundings.

    

    At the base of the trees, dry fallen leaves were piled up thickly.

    

    Still, the red autumn leaves remaining on the branches beautifully adorned the scenery.

    

    "Mom, Yuri is here!"

    

    Seohee excitedly greeted and then urged me to come quickly.

    

    I understood why she hadn't brought any members of the Mok Seong family.

    

    Because Seohee wanted to be 'Yuri' in this moment.

    

    Not as 'Seohee' of the Mok Seong family, but as 'Yuri,' her mother's daughter.

    

    "Mom, Mom! Guess who I brought?"

    

    I smiled awkwardly and greeted the grave.

    

    "Ah, hello, ma'am. I'm Kang Inwoo, who's in a wholesome relationship with Yuri."

    

    Is this the right way to do it?

    

    It felt a bit awkward, but I greeted her, trying to match Yuri's mood.

    

    "This is the boy I told you about before. Isn't he handsome? Isn't he cute? Don't you want him as your son-in-law?"

    

    I felt embarrassed as she fired off such comments in front of the grave.

    

    After calming Yuri down a bit, we neatly placed flowers in front of the grave.

    

    Yuri swept the grave once and said with a wistful expression,

    

    "I should have shown you sooner..."

    

    So she still has regrets.

    

    It took 11 years for Yuri to introduce me to her mother.

    

    Though it seems she had mentioned me to her mother occasionally before.

    

    "Ah, all the flowers have withered."

    

    Yuri looked at one side of the grave with disappointment.

    

    "What kind of flowers were they?"

    

    "Just... I thought it would be nice to have a flower bed... so I planted a few, but I guess it's inevitable since it's autumn."

    

    It's the season when spring flowers start to wither.

    

    Yuri looked at the withered flowers with regret.

    

    "I'm sorry I couldn't visit often. I've been busy too."

    

    I silently listened to Yuri's words to her mother.

    

    "If you're watching from heaven, you don't have to worry anymore. I've grown up a lot."

    

    She stroked the grave and spoke a few words that she had been holding back.

    

    The grave was in good condition, probably maintained by staff.

    

    "Now I've become strong, and no one looks down on me. I have Inwoo by my side, so..."

    

    Yuri's voice gradually became choked as her throat tightened.

    

    "I'm happy now... so Mom should be happy too."

    

    Finally, tears rolled down her cheeks and dripped onto the grave.

    

    "Ah... I wasn't going to cry again."

    

    I quietly offered the handkerchief I had prepared.

    

    "Oh?... Thank you, Inwoo."

    

    "It's nothing. Cry as much as you need."

    

    I had brought it anticipating this.

    

    Yuri is a deeply affectionate and warm-hearted girl.

    

    Though she may appear mature and dignified to others, she's just a child who completely lets her guard down in front of those dear to her.

    

    So I already knew she would cry in a moment like this.

    

    Wiping her tears, Yuri said,

    

    "I'll live happily and come to see you again. Let's definitely go to the flower field we promised."

    

    Yuri's pent-up emotions flowed out, wetting the grave.

    

    No matter how many times she cries like this, the longing and regret never disappear.

    

    All she can do is meet like this every year to release and soothe those feelings.

    

    Had the wind blown for a moment?

    

    A single red maple leaf, shaped like a five-fingered palm, gently descended and softly landed on Yuri's head.

    

    Yuri gradually calmed down and slowly stopped crying.

    

    "Sorry, I won't show my weak side next time. It might make Mom sad."

    

    Is it better to leave with a bright face?

    

    I embraced Yuri with one arm and said,

    

    "Wouldn't your mother actually feel at ease seeing you cry?"

    

    I wasn't sure if I should be saying such things.

    But I wanted to share my thoughts.

    

    "I think it's more comforting to cry honestly when you feel like crying."

    

    Yuri looked up at me for a moment, then shifted her gaze to the grave.

    

    "I said that because I thought she might prefer you to let go and be honest..."

    

    Even as I spoke, I became less confident.

    

    "Is that so?"

    

    Yuri stared at the grave for a while, then smiled.

    

    "Isn't my husband smart, Mom?"

    

    "Already calling me your husband?"

    

    When I teased her, Yuri smiled brightly again and said,

    

    It seems she's shaken off all her sad emotions.

    

    "Hehe, since I've got Mom's approval, you can't back out now!"

    

    "I have no intention of backing out."

    

    After laughing and chatting for a while, we got up.

    

    "Mom, see you next time."

    

    "Goodbye, ma'am. I'll visit again."

    

    After saying our farewells, we got up.

    

    Having shed Yuri's last lingering attachment, I walked back down the mountain path with my girlfriend, Seohee.

    

    "Yes, driver. We'll go down first and rest. Please take your time."

    

    ———

    

    As the lively commotion subsided,

    

    Someone approached the grave where two bouquets of flowers were placed, with no one else around.

    

    Holding a single chrysanthemum he hadn't been able to deliver.

    

    "Have you been well?"

    

    The man placed the chrysanthemum on the grave.

    

    "The young lady has grown up a lot, hasn't she? She even has a boyfriend now."

    

    Of course, there was no answer from the grave, but the man's confession continued.

    

    "I apologize for being late. I was visiting my younger sister. Family comes first, after all..."

    

    The red-tinged maple leaves swayed in the wind.

    

    "I will continue to serve the young lady. Madam."

    

    The man who respectfully addressed Yuri's mother as "Madam" fell to his knees.

    

    His white hair fluttered in the wind.

    

    Feeling the weight of the years, the man felt deep regret.

    

    It was a voice close to lamentation.

    

    "I'm truly sorry for what happened back then!"

    

    This man, bowing his head in apology, was Seohee's personal driver.

    

    He apologized to Yuri's birth mother at the grave over and over again.

    

    "I had no choice. My sister needed immediate surgery!"

    

    But no matter how much he apologized, naturally, there was no response from the grave.

    

    "I will continue to serve the young lady while apologizing every year!"

    

    Once again, regret from the past washed over him.

    

    Perhaps he could have saved her.

    

    But in the end, he betrayed this mother and daughter.

    

    That past was still tormenting him.

    

    ——

    

    It was by chance that the driver who served the vice chairman of the Mok Seong Group came to know Yuri and her mother.

    

    The person he served had impregnated a woman, and upon discovering this fact, he fled out of fear.

    

    He happened to witness his employer pushing the woman away, saying he had his own circumstances, asking her to understand and let him go.

    

    What about that woman?

    

    With her frail body, it would be difficult for her to work properly to raise a child.

    

    The driver couldn't just stand by and watch as she struggled as a single mother, barely getting by on support payments.

    

    So he secretly supported her.

    

    He split his salary to secretly support the mother and daughter, telling her it was living expenses from the child's biological father at Mok Seong.

    

    The woman seemed to believe him completely.

    

    He considered speaking to the Chairman, but he was merely an employee.

    

    He wasn't in a position to bring up such matters, so he kept quiet and secretly helped the mother and daughter.

    

    But God can be so indifferent; the driver's family also faced a problem.

    

    His only sister, his only family, needed money for surgery.

    

    In a shabby semi-basement single room.

    

    The driver told Yuri's birth mother that this would be the last support payment from Mok Seong and that there would be no more.

    

    He callously suggested she could get government support instead, then left the small room.

    

    At that moment... he happened to run into Yuri, who was coming home.

    

    He couldn't bear to look at those bright, shining eyes, that face that still seemed pure and untainted.

    

    She was still too young a girl to be burdened with adult circumstances.

    

    Fleeing like a fugitive, he spent days nursing his sister.

    But despite his devoted care, his sister eventually passed away.

    

    With nothing left to lose.

    

    The driver, in a surge of emotion, went to see the Chairman, prepared to be fired.

    

    He had no attachment left to the rest of his life.

    

    There is an illegitimate child born to the vice chairman.

    

    To his surprise, the response to this statement that could shake Mok Seong was unexpected.

    

    "Abandoned? Are you joking? Bring that child here immediately!"

    

    But when they found the child, it was at a funeral home.

    

    The funeral of the child's mother, who had been suffering from illness and needed money, but whom he had pushed away.

    

    After that, everything was the same as now.

    The driver, who had been Eunbi's driver for a while instead of the vice chairman's, soon transferred to become Seohee's driver.

    

    Fortunately, he was able to continue working.

    

    Carrying a sense of guilt toward the young lady he served.

    

    ———

    

    "I will continue to serve Madam's daughter!"

    

    Though just a mere driver, he decided to dedicate his life to serving the young lady.

    

    That was the way to alleviate the debt in his heart.

    

    No matter how much he regretted, there's no answer from someone who's already gone.

    

    He could only weep endlessly and say those words.

    

    The wind blew once more.

    

    The wind gently swayed his white hair, the branches, and the grass.

    

    Soon, a five-fingered red maple leaf fell from a branch.

    

    Fluttering down softly, the maple leaf gently landed on the driver's head.

    

    ——

    

    "Are you finished?"

    

    "Yes. I apologize for being late."

    

    "Looks like you cried a lot again."

    

    "Haha, it seems sadness doesn't change even as we age."

    

    Having descended from the cemetery, he returned to his role as Seohee's driver.

    

    "You haven't had lunch either, have you, driver?"

    

    "Ah, ahem... Please enjoy your date, you two."

    

    "Still..."

    

    As Inwoo tried to persuade him again, he waved his hand.

    

    "I'm on a diet."

    

    "Come to think of it... have you been exercising lately?"

    

    "What? Ah... haha."

    

    "Really. You've been eating chocolate in the car again, haven't you?"

    

    The boisterous group got back into the limousine and left the cemetery.

    

    To leave their respective wistful pasts behind and live in the present once more.
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