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It's a chilly day in February. Daniel was attending an after school program geared toward graphic design. He had his eighteenth birthday a few weeks ago, and with graduation looming ahead, he started thinking about his future as an adult. As with a person his age, he was full of worry and uncertainty about it. Most of his friends had already decided on their college of choice, but for some reason, he didn't feel the need for it. The young white tiger always aimed for simpler comforts. He wasn't interested in making a ton of money at the expense of his time and mental health. At the moment, he's looking at the local technical school, which offered an associate degree course. He supposed his issue lied with leaving the place where he was born and raised. Everything he knew was here and he wasn't ready to leave the security that gave him. Every member of his family still resided here, and he knew he wouldn't find that sense of community in any other place. He was capable of making it somewhere else, yet it wouldn't be close to what he had. He mostly kept this to himself. His friends would tease him if they knew, the lot of them complaining about how boring it was to live in Cople. Another thing he hid from them was his wholesome desire to have a big family.

He was an only child—his mother and father happy with keeping it small. As a result, he always wished for siblings, treating his friends as a substitute. With them leaving, he felt a void opening up in his soul. He didn't know how to fill it, and time was running out. He needed to breathe, and being surrounded by what stressed him wasn't going to help. He got up from his seat and told the teacher he's going to the bathroom. The uninterested elephant man waved him off, and he exited the classroom. He walked down the quiet hallways, purposefully taking a longer route. To his right, he got a view of the practice field. The women's lacrosse team was having their first tryouts—the girls performing their stretches. His attention was then captured by the tall female white tiger walking toward the building. He was slightly enamored, never seeing her around before. She got closer, and her beauty started to become discernible. For obvious reasons, she was more fit than people of their species were. She was wearing black gym shorts and a somewhat sweaty school shirt. Her body was very feminine, perfectly toned with wide hips and a considerable bust. She went inside, appearing as though she was fuming.

Daniel was quite a distance away when she entered. The first thing she did was throw down her stick. Unfortunately, she wasn't graceful with it, the crosse bouncing against the wall and bouncing back at her, striking her in the face. She recoiled, her back going against the wall. Her paws went to her face, sinking with frustration. She looked as though she was about to cry, but the woman became aware of his presence as he stood idly by.

"...Forget you saw that," she said, feigning a humorous smile.

He briefly smirked, gently picking up her stick and looking at it. "I don't like lacrosse either." he joked, handing it to her.

She put a hand up and responded, "You might as well chuck it. I'm done with it. I don't even know why I showed up."

He leaned it against the opposing wall and asked, "Do you mind if I sit?"

She looked puzzled for a moment but pointed to the wall across from her. "Sorry. I'm not trying to be a prude. I'm doing you a favor. I stink." she honestly admitted.

He sat down, shaking his head. "It's okay. I wish I was more physical. My mother is always nagging me to get outside." he added.

She snorted, replying with, "We should trade Moms. Mine is one of those types who always has to be doing something. She thought I should be the same." she complained.

Winter took off her drawstring bag, opened it, and pulled out a compact makeup case. She let out an annoyed sigh, looking in the small mirror. She picked up the tiny eyeliner pencil and fixed the small blotch near the corner of her eye.

He was amused by the contrast of the scene and commented with, "What are you? Some type of Sports Princess?"

She looked at him blankly, and he thought a mistake was made. Winter snapped the case shut and burst out laughing. "That's funnier than it needs to be. Thanks...I needed that." she reacted, coughing a bit.

He was about to continue the pleasant conversation, but a group of giggling girls had rounded the corner. They were a part of the popular crew of his senior class, and the two equally froze up, but for very different reasons.

The "queen bee", Heather, spoke when got near them, "Winter! Is this what you ditched us for? I thought you were done with sports."

Winter grew visibly tense, answering with, "...I told you. You know my Mom is a hard ass. Scholarships, blah, blah, blah."

Heather didn't care for her response, saying, "Honey, you know there's this thing called senioritis? Seriously, chill." Heather noticed Daniel's presence and directly questioned Winter with, "...and who is this dork?"

Her posey snickered, and he could see Winter looking at him nervously. Daniel had seen enough of this to know where it went. She would have to join in with their attitudes, despite the glaring cognitive dissonance. He might as well dodge a bullet, and save her from possibly getting knocked down a peg in the social ladder.

He got up, gave Winter a fast wink and said, "Nobody."

As he walked away, the girl's resumed their substance-less conversation, but for once, he counted it as a win.
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The last week of May had arrived, and in custom, the senior class was hanging out at Marty's Diner. Graduation was tomorrow, and it was apparent by the unabating chatter of the excited young adults. Winter was sitting on a bench, barely paying attention to Heather and the gang's mindless gossip. Her mind was centered on what she would do after this was over. She got a scholarship to a college far away from home. This was the first time she was questioning it. Her parents had calculated her academic trajectory ever since she showed promise as an athlete. This line of thinking started when she realized that never once was she asked what she wanted to do. She loved them, but they're very controlling. Even though she wasn't given a choice, she in part, blamed that on herself. Coincidentally, it was happening with her friends as well. In truth, she never subscribed to being connected with them. They made her a part of their little clique, Heather insisting that "pretty girls need to stick together." Only now did she think of how shallow that statement was, and what that said about her. She could blame it on peer pressure, but that exemplified the previous thought.

"Here ya go, all-star." the voice of Marty said.

She looked to her right to see him holding a mango-flavored Choosie. She smiled, took it, and stated, "Thanks, Marty."

He nodded and went back inside. She loved him. He was always a level-headed person, and often she felt he was the only one who cared about what she had to say. She took a sip, and her eye caught someone who looked a bit familiar. He was standing by his friends, half-listening to their conversation. It took her a minute, but she remembered him from some months ago. It was when she was facing the same problem she'd been having since the semester began. Truth be told, the small talk they had was one of the few times she acted like herself. Winter mentally cringed when the nice boy was shooed away by the mean words of Heather. She thought about it more than she should have. Something about that made her feel bad for how she just let it happen. She must have been staring absentmindedly because the male tiger's eyes briefly locked with hers. She looked away, and so did he. Part of her wanted to get up and talk to him, but that was brought down by the intrusive thought, -But, what will they think?- If she was on the field, she would assertively charge across and do it anyways.

However, it seemed this guy was summoning the courage she couldn't. He said nothing to his friends, his ears going up and down. She took an anxious drink of the soda, and in a move of social anxiety, pulled out her phone and pretended to be occupied.

"Hey," he shyly greeted.

She looked up and said, "Hi?" She wanted to hit herself as hard as she did in games, feeling the incoming embarrassment.

What she didn't know was that he was equally apprehensive and showed it by saying, "...I see you like Choosies. ...That's my favorite kind too."

Before she could make a retort, Heather joined in. "Is he bothering you, Wint?" Once again, she didn't wait for her reply, continuing with, "Wait a second. That's right. You're...'Nobody'. Well, sorry honey, nobodies can't speak to our beautiful Winter."

A chorus of cackles followed, and by reflex, she joined in. He said nothing, turning around and walking away, his tail sinking to the ground. Heather jabbed her shoulder, and she gave her a fake smile. As they resumed talking, something in the pit of her soul broke. She genuinely felt sorry for him. All he was doing was being friendly, and because of stupid group dynamics, he had to be shamed like this.

This was unacceptable. She'd always been a team player, knowing how important it was to bring up those around you. She had let it happen again. A fit of anger was slowly rising to the surface. These so-called "friends" of hers didn't even care what she had to say, much less knew what was best for her. Winter had been letting others determine her path, and that was going to change.

She tapped Heather's shoulder, and the popular girl dismissed her with a, "Hold on, hun."

Her paws made fists, the glass bottle almost cracking under her raw strength. She slammed it on the table
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