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​Chapter 1
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It was almost time. There was barely a minute left on the clock until three o'clock, the end of the school day. I gathered all my papers and carelessly stuffed them into my folder. Finally, the weekend had arrived.

The bell rang, but I remained seated, waiting for the throng of students rushing toward the exit to pass. When the hallway was clear, I stood up, gave the teacher a half-hearted nod, and left the classroom, venturing into the gray, desolate corridors.

It was Friday, the last day of classes until Monday, and honestly, there was no happier moment. School felt like a nightmare, especially when I was alone.

I sighed deeply and opened my locker. I threw my books inside and turned to look at myself in the small mirror attached to the door. I studied my reflection carefully: my brown hair pulled back in a ponytail, leaving my face completely uncovered. Two brown eyes stared back at me, and I sighed again, aware of how little effort I put into my appearance each morning.

“You can keep looking at yourself, but that won’t change how you look,” a mocking voice echoed behind me. I spun around and came face to face with Stephanie Sanders, known for bullying me ever since she learned to talk. I detested her, but I couldn’t deny that, despite how artificial she seemed, she was the ideal of beauty I aspired to. Stephanie was beautiful. Her blonde hair fell straight and shiny down her back, framing her delicate jawline. She wore a floral-print blouse and a pencil skirt that reached her calves, revealing her slender legs, and completed her outfit with ballet flats. Her thin face, with its natural tan, gave her the air of a Mediterranean goddess.

"What are you looking at?" Estefanía asked sharply, though a faint smile played on her lips. It was clear from her eyes that she knew I envied her. She liked that I longed to be like her, but that didn't stop her harassment; on the contrary, it fueled it. Every day she made sure to remind me of her beauty, as if I were a sad, dull soul, further increasing the admiration and resentment I felt toward her.

Estefanía let out a soft laugh to herself. "You're so pathetic," she whispered, looking at her nails.
The words stung, and I felt tears welling up in my eyes. I looked around. Some students stopped to watch; most walked past, indifferent to my situation, though a few showed some compassion. No one dared to defend me, though. It was always the same. No one came to my aid. No one would be my savior. But I wasn't going to cry.

I had promised myself that I would never give anyone the satisfaction of seeing me weak or vulnerable to their mockery. I wouldn't give in, I wouldn't break.

Estefanía frowned, as she always did when she failed to provoke a reaction from me, unlike her other victims. Suddenly, she reached out and knocked down the books I was still holding. She smiled smugly, leaving her mark, and walked away, the sound of her shoes clattering through the hallway.

Everyone moved away from me, bored. The show was over, but I was grateful that the attention was no longer on me. I picked up my books and looked where everyone else's attention had gone, rolling my eyes in annoyance.

There, walking down the hall with his friends, was the school's "golden boy." A group of girls smiled discreetly in his direction, no doubt vying for his attention, while the boys greeted him as if he were their best friend. In truth, they all wished they were his friend.

He strode forward with overflowing confidence, as if the hallway were his own. To his right, a blond boy walked with equal arrogance; his firm, defined muscles drew glances, and every now and then he smiled flirtatiously at some girl, who practically begged for his attention. He laughed heartily, his brown eyes sparkling with amusement. His name was Tonatiu, although his friends knew him as El Tunas.

To the left of the "golden boy" stood a young man with black hair, gray eyes that reflected boredom, and a permanent, serious expression of disdain. His name was Justin. I watched him as he glared at the crowd around them. He ignored the girls trying to get his attention and focused on his phone, glancing up to warn off anyone who approached.

Many boys wanted to be their friends, and almost all the girls wanted to go out with them. They were the popular kids, the rebellious ones, the most attractive, and at the center of it all was their leader.

Aaron Walker.

With a confident stride, Aaron walked down the hallway, chatting with the girls who called out to him. His black hair was casually tousled. He laughed with his friends, his head held high with an air of superiority. His laughter sent shivers down my spine. His blue eyes sparkled mischievously as he shamelessly flirted with each girl, who nodded enthusiastically at his every word.

I rolled my eyes. I knew he was attractive, even handsome, but from what I'd observed while having to sit next to him in class, he was a self-centered young man who only cared about himself. He'd have a girlfriend for a short time and then dump her when he got bored. How was it possible that he still had so many girls after him?

I looked away from that ridiculous scene and focused on getting some books out of my locker. It was the last day of classes, and if I didn't bring my books, I wouldn't be able to study over the weekend, leaving me with nothing to do.

Outside of school hours, all I did was study, and... I shook my head to clear those thoughts. I slammed my locker shut and turned around, letting out a small sound of surprise at what I saw in front of me.

There he was, the "golden boy," hands in his pockets, smiling and staring at me. I blinked a few times. He was still there, but his smile had changed to an impatient expression. I soon realized he was waiting for me to speak. I opened my mouth, but I couldn't find the words.

What was I supposed to say?

He should probably start the conversation. After all, he'd approached me. But he was Aaron Walker, and whoever wanted to talk should be the one to do so. I stifled a sigh and looked at him cautiously, holding his gaze directly. The color of his eyes surprised me slightly. From a distance, they looked like an ocean blue, but up close they were an electrifying pale blue, with a gray rim outlining the iris.

I straightened up and looked away slightly, as I had been staring at him for too long. To my annoyance, he had an amused expression, a mocking smile playing on his lips. He clearly thought I was admiring him.

I cleared my throat and exhaled through my nose, making my nostrils flare slightly. He watched my every move intently.

"Can I help you?" I said in a dry tone, revealing a slight irritation.

She seemed oblivious and opened her mouth to speak, but closed it again when she looked around. A small group of people had gathered around us, and that made me uncomfortable.

Aaron shot an annoyed glance at the crowd. Gradually, people began to disperse until only Estefanía remained at the end of the hallway. She stared at me, a clear venom in her eyes. I returned her gaze with equal intensity.

I wasn't afraid of them. Yes, I let them bother me, but only because fighting wasn't worth it. However, I would never show them my tears. I was too strong for that. I had to be strong.

Aaron glanced back and forth between us, sensing the looks we exchanged. He scanned the hallways, repeatedly tapping his shoe on the marble floor. He probably felt he'd waited long enough, because his impatience became evident when he cleared his throat sharply, breaking the tense silence that had settled between Estefanía and me.

Estefanía looked away from me and smiled flirtatiously at Aaron. He responded with a broad smile, clearly enjoying being the center of attention. I, for my part, rolled my eyes in annoyance.

"Hey, look, Brooklyn," he began listlessly, moving his hands wearily.

—Estefanía—she interrupted sweetly.

Aaron rolled his eyes, and I bit my lip to keep from laughing. It was clear he didn't care in the slightest.

—Yes, Estefanía. I really need to talk to... —she raised an eyebrow, waiting for me to say my name.

I stifled the sigh that threatened to escape my lips at his obvious lack of attention toward me, even though I'd been in most of his classes since the beginning of the semester. Now it was clear that all that feigned attention was just an excuse for his poor memory.

"Alexis," I replied in a neutral voice, looking at him intently. He smiled back.

—I really need to talk to Alexis, so if you don't mind...

Estefanía's flirtatious smile faded slightly, which made me smile with satisfaction. I was enjoying this conversation much more than I had planned. However, Estefanía quickly regained her sparkle.

"Sure, I'm leaving, but you're going to get in touch with me to plan Madison's birthday, right?" she asked, with an urgency that was almost palpable in her words.

—Sure, Bridget—he replied, with obvious boredom on his face.

—It's Estefanía—she corrected with a forced smile that never disappeared.

"Yes, of course," he replied ironically, looking at his watch before waving her off.

"Goodbye," she said in a voice so sweet it almost made me feel uncomfortable.

With one last glance in my direction, Estefanía staggered down the hallway to the end, where she stopped, spun around, brought her perfectly manicured hand to her mouth, and blew a quick kiss in Aaron's direction. He lazily raised his hand, still looking at me, and caught the kiss. Estefanía smiled contentedly and walked away with a confident stride.

Aaron glanced at her one last time before focusing entirely on me. His expression changed in seconds, shifting from boredom to seriousness. He cleared his throat before speaking.

—I need a favor.

I was surprised, to say the least.

I frowned, puzzled. "You," I said, gesturing to her slender figure, "do you need a favor from me?" I finished the question, raising my eyebrows.
"That's what I said, wasn't it?" he replied, raising an eyebrow in a similar manner. My confusion deepened even further with his response. I didn't understand anything.

"W-what?" I stammered. What kind of favor could someone like him possibly need from someone like me?

Aaron frowned slightly, raising a thin eyebrow. "I thought you'd be smarter than this," he muttered, more to himself than to me.
“Sorry I’m not a mind reader,” I replied, giving him a resentful look. But instead of being intimidated, Aaron just laughed, which only fueled my frustration. Suddenly, he placed a hand on my shoulder, his blue eyes meeting mine, and I narrowed my eyes at the contact.

"I need... a... favor... from... you," he articulated slowly, as if speaking to a small child, even gesturing with his hand as he said it.

I opened my eyes in disbelief and pulled his hand away, annoyed by his condescending tone. “I know what you meant!” I whispered, making sure not to draw attention to myself in the hallway. He opened his mouth to speak, but I cut him off by raising my hand in front of his face.
—And regarding your “favor”, let me answer before you ask: it’s a no —I said firmly, emphasizing the word.

He smiled slightly, his lips curving slowly. "But you don't even know what I was going to order," he asked curiously, leaning his left shoulder against the nearby ticket booth.
I frowned at his relaxed demeanor, cleared my throat, and straightened my back. “You’re not hard to read. Judging by your reputation, you’re either going to ask me to do your homework or to have a relationship with you, and I’m sorry to say no to both,” I said, looking up at him with a hint of defiance. To him, I might have been at the very bottom of his invented social hierarchy, but I couldn’t care less.
Aaron blinked, processing my little speech, and then burst into laughter. My anger grew as I watched him laugh, but he didn't seem to notice or simply ignored it, running a rough hand through his hair.

"Have a relationship with you? That's definitely not what I meant," she managed to say between laughs.

I rolled my eyes in annoyance, though I felt myself blushing with embarrassment. I hadn't meant to imply that; I'd just wanted to give him a sarcastic comeback. But now I felt a little offended that he found the idea so funny. I shook my head to clear the blow to my self-esteem and looked up to find Aaron grinning at me mischievously.

“That wasn’t the favor I was going to ask, but if that’s what you thought first, I think I can fix something,” he said jokingly, moving a little closer to me. He raised an eyebrow and winked playfully. I blushed intensely, but I composed myself and gently pushed him by the shoulders. He didn’t even lose his balance, but he got the message and stepped back, still smiling.

“Relax, Romeo. If I ever think about you, it won’t be good things, trust me,” I growled, eyeing him with disdain. I’d never let anyone get this close before, and the Golden Boy wouldn’t be the exception. Instead of being bothered by my direct insult to his reputation, Aaron smiled again, an expression that, though he wouldn’t admit it, suited him all too well.

"Wait, what?" her voice interrupted my thoughts.

“'Relax'? Do people still say that?” He raised an eyebrow, questioning my choice of words. I shot him a disapproving look, but instead of responding sarcastically, I simply rolled my eyes. That was all he deserved.

"Are you going to keep looking at me like that?" she asked with a smile.

Aaron's teasing tone broke the silence, and I blushed again, though I gave him a slightly reproachful look, without actually doing anything. I never imagined I'd end up looking at the most popular boy in school like this—or rather, that I'd even be having this conversation—not today, not ever. I looked up and saw him raise an eyebrow, wearing that confident smile that was already so familiar to me.

Frustrated, I fiddled with the hem of my shirt. “I wasn’t even...” I started, but he cut me off with a wave of his hand, dismissing my words. “Don’t worry,” he said with a nonchalant smile. “I’m used to it.”
––––––––
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I looked at him with a mixture of disbelief and annoyance. It seemed like being "attractive" was a heavy burden for him, and that made me roll my eyes. "Careful, Aaron," I warned him curtly, as I pulled my backpack up a little higher on my shoulder. "If your ego keeps growing, you won't fit into those designer shirts you like so much."
He burst out laughing, glancing down at his clothes with a frown, as if he were seriously considering it. "Do you really think I'm like that?" he asked, his tone almost rhetorical. I was already tired of this long, drawn-out conversation, so I sighed impatiently. "What's the favor, Aaron?" I asked, hoping he'd be quick, because otherwise I'd be late for what I had to do.
––––––––
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He spoke again, interrupting my thoughts. "Yes, I know it's a lot to ask, but I really need your help." His voice turned serious, and for a moment my heart raced. There was something in his tone, a distance, a sadness I hadn't expected.
"What is it?" I asked cautiously, curiosity getting the better of me, though also a little afraid of what this "favor" might be. I didn't know him well, but rumors gave me some idea of ​​what he was like. And if any of that was true, I wasn't sure his request would be something that would benefit me.

Then he looked me straight in the eyes, and my thoughts stopped as I was lost in his intense blue gaze. His gaze was so profound that I felt my legs go weak. He opened his mouth to speak, but closed it again, as if searching for the right words. Finally, he exhaled slowly and said something I hadn't expected at all: "I need you to be my girlfriend."
I was barely thirteen years old when I received news that changed my life completely. It was one of the biggest surprises I had ever experienced, and at that moment I thought nothing could match the storm of emotions that overwhelmed me.

However, what I heard just four and a half years later came very close to that intensity.

I felt like I was losing my mind. My emotions were overflowing: surprise, anxiety, confusion, fear, and so many others that my mind could no longer comprehend what was happening.

Was this a joke? It couldn't be serious, not about something like this. He was the golden boy, the popular one, the rebel, the typical "ideal guy" at school. That's why, when he suddenly asked me that question, I reacted like anyone else would in my situation.

I started choking on my own saliva.

"What?" I managed to stammer.

Aaron raised an eyebrow gracefully, probably surprised by my odd reaction. I guess choking isn't as common as I thought. He smiled slightly, shook his head, and moved a little closer, gently rubbing my back to help soothe the cough that was awkwardly escaping my mouth. His only response was a soft chuckle when he felt me ​​tense at his touch. I pulled back a little, coughing into my palm.

Why had she said something so unbelievable? Perhaps she was more like Esther than she had thought.

I stepped away from him and gave him the most intense look I could muster.

"You think you're so funny, huh? Let's play pranks on the nerd? That'd be a fun way to start the weekend, wouldn't it?" I said dismissively. I turned to leave, but a warm hand grabbed my forearm. I ignored the tingle that the unexpected touch caused and turned to face him.

"I'm not joking, Alexis. I need a fake girlfriend," he clarified, and I pulled my arm out of his grasp, eyeing him suspiciously.

"Why?" I asked, frowning in confusion.

I noticed her jaw tense, as if I'd touched on a sensitive subject. But if she was asking me for such an unusual favor, I had a right to know why.

"Look, it's complicated, okay?" he replied firmly, repeatedly tapping his shoe on the ground, a clear sign that the matter bothered him.

I looked him in the eyes again and nodded automatically.

—I understand if you don't want to tell me, but you can't expect me to make such a personal and drastic decision without knowing why.

She sighed deeply, and her face showed palpable sadness.

—I know, I know. I understand. It's just that it's really hard for me to talk about this... I...

Her smile faded slightly. For a moment, I almost thought about saying yes, because I've always been someone who tries to please others.

"Just think about it, okay?" he said after a while, making no attempt to hide the discouraged tone in his voice.

Without giving me time to reply, he walked away, greeting some girls who were calling him. He smiled naturally, chatting as if nothing had happened.

I sighed heavily. Before that unexpected conversation, I'd looked forward to getting home in time to watch "Two and a Half Men," with a mug of hot chocolate in my hands. But now, that desire was trapped in the darkest corner of my mind. All I could think about was the favor Aaron had asked of me.

I wondered what he could possibly want from me as a girlfriend, even if it was just for show, that he couldn't get from any other willing and easy girl.

Try as I might, I didn't want to reject it outright. Perhaps it was because I was tired of the same Friday routine for the past four years. Maybe the idea of ​​something a little unpredictable in my life, no matter how risky, made me hesitate.

It had always been this way. When someone seemed even slightly upset, she felt the urge to cheer them up, even if she didn't know them. It was an instinct many could take advantage of, she knew, but no matter how hard she tried, she couldn't help being this way.

I instinctively turned around to see if Aaron had left, but I could still see his slender figure at the end of the hall, his back to me, talking to a blonde girl. He seemed far removed from anyone who might be upset. In fact, in the years I'd known him at school, I'd always seen him as a carefree young man. What could have happened to make him need my help, especially when he had other girls available to him?

Just thinking about it confused me even more, and I shook my head to ward off the questions that kept arising. I'd always considered myself an endlessly curious person, and at that moment I wanted to know what had led him to say what he said.

Without giving him another lukewarm glance, I bit my lip as I considered listening to him. I didn't have to say yes, but I could listen. Only if his explanation was reasonable would I consider what to do, I decided to myself.

I exhaled, trying to move from where I stood frozen. Aaron walked away from the blonde girl and headed for the exit. That's when I finally mustered the courage to move forward. I hurried across the hall toward him.

"Aaron!" I shouted, no longer shy. There was no one else in the hallway.

He turned towards me, frowning, clearly confused to see me approaching.

I couldn't help but think he looked adorable, bewildered, like a puppy. I smiled to myself.

I stopped in front of him, panting slightly from the small effort.

"I'll listen to you... only then will I make a decision," I said in a doubtful whisper, watching as her eyes opened slightly at my words.

First he smiled gratefully, then he gave a mischievous smile.

—Quick decision. What made you decide so quickly, my good looks or my good looks? —he asked jokingly.

I smiled. This guy definitely had a great sense of humor. I put my hand to my chin and rubbed it, pretending to think.

"Well, neither of those options. Maybe it has to do with feeling sorry for how you practically begged me to be your girlfriend. I'm a very generous person; I don't know how to say no," I replied with a smile.

He raised an eyebrow, clearly impressed.

—Ah, you're not as quiet as I thought —he said with amusement and interest as he looked at me.

I smiled, taking that as a compliment. Then I took a deep breath and put on my best serious expression.

"Well, if I accept, I want to know everything. No secrets," I hesitated, and Aaron crossed his arms, giving a slight smile.

"And what secrets could I keep from my other half?" she replied with a smile.

I rolled my eyes at his comment and preferred to back away, nervously playing with my backpack strap.

"Don't get ahead of yourself. I'll listen to your explanation on Monday, and only then will I give you an answer," I said, as if sealing a deal. Aaron stopped smiling and moved a little closer, to which I raised an eyebrow in question.

"No," he replied simply, and I sighed at his direct refusal. There I was, offering him my time, and he was rejecting me. Of all the ungrateful people...

"I'll tell you the reason today," she insisted, but her gaze fell to the floor and she clenched her jaw, as if explaining something was difficult for her. I frowned even more at her words.

Today? What was so urgent that you had to tell me now?

I shook my head, opening my mouth to refuse, but Aaron insisted, his sapphire eyes fixed on me with an urgency I couldn't understand or associate with the popular guy I knew.

“I don’t have time to wait until Monday,” she murmured, her voice uncertain. I processed her words for a moment, observing her posture. With each enigmatic word she uttered, I felt a stronger need to know. Yet, I still hoped I could get home soon. I couldn’t be late, not today, not ever.

Aaron didn't seem bothered by my appraising gaze. Rather, he seemed comfortable with all my attention fixed on him, and I realized how different we were. When I looked back into his eyes, he was staring back at me with the same intense gaze, and I stood still before that force, before letting out an awkward cough.

"I should go home," I replied weakly, without giving a reason, but Aaron didn't seem to notice and nodded almost solemnly, taking a step back. That reaction hurt me; I felt the need to please him again, and this time I gave in before I even realized what I was doing.

"Just one hour," I insisted suddenly, reaching out to stop him. He paused, looking at me with a calculating expression. It lasted only an instant before he smiled and raised an eyebrow.

—One hour is all I need.

That's how we got to where we were at that very moment. Me, lying on the floor, pulling my hair out in frustration, and Aaron lying on my bed, with his phone practically glued to his face.

I had expected to regret agreeing to listen to him in the comfort of my own home, but, as expected, Aaron had other plans. After promising to tell me everything, a half-hour conversation ensued in which he used all his charm to convince me to let him stay and talk about his plan.

And, of course, she had a lot of charm.

Luckily, my mother was visiting a friend's house, and I was silently grateful that at least something was going well that day.

For the last thirty minutes I'd been here, I tried to get him to explain the reasons behind his plan, but he quickly changed the subject, showing that it was a sensitive matter for him. Whether he was avoiding the topic or simply ignoring me while he checked his phone.

He spent the last five minutes messaging his friends, not even bothering to give me a coherent response, and just laughing at what he saw on the screen, which made me grit my teeth in frustration as I crossed my arms hoping he'd pay attention to me. But Aaron ignored me, so I decided to express my annoyance once more.

"Aaron!" I exclaimed, more frustrated than ever by his indifference. This time I said it out loud, so there would be no doubt.

"What?" he murmured without taking his eyes off the phone.

"My house isn't a hotel. Either you speak clearly or you leave," I said in a dry tone, breathing through my nose to stay calm.

"Oh, sorry, it's just... this is weird," he muttered to himself, without giving me a satisfactory answer.

That was the last straw! My anger had already reached its limit long before, but now it was at its peak. I jumped up and strode purposefully toward the bed. However, he still wouldn't look at me. I snatched his phone away and frowned at his lack of focus.

“Look, I’m really trying to help you, but I can’t if you get distracted so easily. What’s got you so engrossed?” I started to say, but when I turned my phone over to see what had held his attention for half an hour, I immediately regretted it. I let out a strangled yell and threw the phone away from my face, onto the floor. That made Aaron burst out laughing, probably the first genuine reaction he’d had in all that time.

I should have seen it coming. After all, he's the popular guy at Redwood High. I can't imagine girls sending him pictures of rainbows and unicorns. Even so, I couldn't help feeling a lump in my throat at the thought that he liked it. I glared at him, and he stopped laughing.

"Sorry," he said, still chuckling, though it didn't sound sincere at all. I rolled my eyes, knowing he was just trying to calm me down. Typical. He seemed to notice my change in mood and got out of bed, coming over to me. He looked at me with the same intensity as before, but this time there was something more: sincerity.

“I’m sorry,” he repeated slowly. I shouldn’t accept his apology. He was using my weakness—my tendency to get flustered when a boy gets too close—to his advantage, and he knew it. He didn’t even seem interested in the favor he was asking. I should have kicked him out of my room and my house right then and there. But a feeling inside me made me push that thought away, arguing that he probably needed that help just as much as I did.

"No, you don't," I replied flatly, turning away from him with a tired sigh and looking at my pajamas hanging on the desk chair. I'd give anything to be showered and cozy, watching a series on Netflix. I glanced at Aaron and noticed a dull expression in his eyes, something very unusual for him.

"No, I am. It's just... I'm putting it off," she murmured, clenching her jaw as she looked at the floor, and I knew immediately that she meant her internal reasons.

I nodded with a sigh, relieved to know there was still a spark of hope to get back on the right track, and then I shrugged.

"Well, my promise included listening to you, so that's what I'm here for," I said, and the dull look in my eyes disappeared, revealing the carefree boy I knew.

He smiled back at me before lying down on the bed, putting his hands behind his head.

"I can't send messages like this, can I?" he said with a mischievous smile.

I responded with a smile, though it was more of a reflex than anything else. He was just like that, authentic. I didn't have to think about what to say or do next; it was all instinctive. There was no trace of the social anxiety or paranoia that often overwhelmed me when interacting with others. He was completely comfortable being himself, and I envied that. His life seemed orderly and straightforward. You could tell he had money, from the variety of shoes and clothes he wore to school, and he was undeniably attractive in a natural way. With all that, why would someone like him need someone to pretend to be his girlfriend?

"Aaron," I began nervously. "I have a lot of questions... I know it's invasive, but now that I'm involved, I need to understand."

“Yes,” he replied, and I stared at him intently, my gaze piercing him with an inquisitive look. His hands were still behind his head, but he closed his eyes to avoid seeing my thoughtful expression. A small smile appeared on his face, and I couldn't help but smile back. I wouldn't dare tell him, but he was very attractive, with a masculine beauty that disconcerted me. The nervousness returned, but I managed to control it.

"Are you ready to tell me?" I asked.

His body tensed, and the smile vanished. He opened his eyes, and his blue irises stared at me. I felt fear under that intense gaze. He seemed angry, his eyes narrowed and his brow furrowed. I wanted to back away, but instead, I took a step forward. But instead of reacting with anger as I expected, he sighed and sat up straight to look at me. His face seemed distant, almost pained.

"I know that if we're going to do this, you deserve an explanation, right?" he said wearily, but it was a different kind of tiredness, one that even sleep couldn't relieve.

She smiled, although that smile didn't reach her eyes.

"Well, it seems I'm going to open my heart to a girl I met just an hour ago," he joked dryly, without any humor, and I let out a small laugh.

I felt that urge again to please him, to make him feel better, and I scolded myself for thinking that way. However, I ignored logic and followed my heart. I sat beside him on the bed, smiling to encourage him to continue. He returned a faint smile before speaking.

"It's my mom. Something happened to her," he said, now staring at the walls, lost in thought. His face was expressionless, and I listened attentively, even though I had no experience in comforting anyone.

"Last week we had a really big argument. My friends and I got into a fight with some older men over something really stupid, and my mom got really mad about it. She was right, but I don't know, I wasn't in my best mental state."

Aaron burst into the kitchen with a frustrated shout. "Do you think I don't know what's going on?" he yelled, slamming open the refrigerator. His anger caused a carton of orange juice to fall to the floor, spilling into a puddle that spread around his shoes. Ignoring the sobs coming from behind him, he stepped aside to find some wipes and clean up the mess.

At times like that, he found it impossible to look her in the eye. He couldn't bear the look of disappointment on her face. He knelt down to clean the floor, and that's when his mother decided to speak.

"Aaron, if I've done something wrong, I need you to tell me. I don't know if I can keep putting up with this behavior," she pleaded, dabbing her nose with a scented handkerchief.

With an impatient gesture, Aaron stared at her, the only woman who truly mattered in his life.

"Please, Mom! It's not you, I'm just going through adolescence," he lied, unable to confess the real reason. Only he and his friends knew what had caused this sudden change in his attitude, and no one dared mention that dreaded name.

Speaking of his friends, Aaron turned his head to look over his mother's shoulder. There they were, in the living room, with visible cuts and bruises from the recent fight. He hadn't planned for them to witness such an intimate conversation, but now he didn't care. They weren't just his friends; they were his brothers, the ones who had stood by him when certain family members had let him down.

They were supposed to go home, even though their parents would surely punish them for what had happened. And it was Aaron who had started the fight. He didn't understand why he did it; he only knew he couldn't control his emotions anymore. He felt devastated and didn't care to hide it. Of course, his friends intervened when the number of combatants increased—that was just how they were. That's why he took all the blame when the authorities arrived and asked to call his guardian. He remembered her stern expression, waiting in the car with the window down. The drive was silent and tense, and they both knew their emotions were about to explode. They needed that release. The last few weeks—no, the last few years—had been too hard for both of them.

A loud sob from his mother made him immediately get up to approach her, but she raised her hand to stop him.

"Why are you doing this to me, Aaron? Why?" she cried, and he felt sadness and anger mixing inside him.

"Me? You're not the only one who's hurt. I can't just forget everything like you and pretend I'm happy," she replied, closing her eyes to contain her anger.

"Happy? Do you think I'm happy? I wish I could be!" she cried, waving her arms in despair.

"So I'm not enough for you?" he asked in an almost sarcastic tone, though hurt by her words.

"You are! It's just that I might not be here to see you grow up," she replied, her composure breaking. She fell to the ground, tears streaming down her face.

That's when she confessed that she had stage four liver cancer. She told him everything: how it had worsened over the past year since her diagnosis, and apologized for not telling him sooner. She spoke in hurried whispers, as if she knew the end was near, mentioning the will she had left for him and asking him to promise her several things. But Aaron was too numb to react. His friends watched with sadness and horror, not intervening. They shouldn't have been there at that moment, but now that they were, they couldn't leave them alone. Aaron stared at his mother as she wept. How had he not noticed before? The cryptic words she had spoken in previous days, the loving hugs, the frequent phone calls... Even more so, how had he not noticed that she had become a shadow of her former self? There she was, thin and disheveled in front of him, and he felt a mixture of anger, but only toward himself. Once again, she reproached herself for not living up to expectations. Not just with her, but with everyone in her life. She hated herself for it.

—I want you to promise me something, Aaron...

"Why should I promise you anything?" she replied in a low voice, defeated but with a hint of defiance. "When a year ago you didn't even think it was necessary to tell me."

His breathing was ragged, and he channeled his anger toward the woman in front of him. She should have told him. He could have done something, could have changed things, could have made them better. Or did she not believe he was capable?

She sighed, with an odd calm, as if she had only hidden a small detail.

"You had a lot on your mind, Aaron. With everything that was going on with the girl and school, I didn't want to worry you any more," she explained, but stopped when she saw the blue fire in his eyes.

"Forget the girls, I only care about you. You should have told me," he repeated, in a harsh and harsh tone.

She held his cold hands in hers, which trembled slightly. "You can't forget about the girls, Aaron, it doesn't work that way. I want you to find someone good to settle down with when you're older and be happy, in a way I never could be. Sometimes I worry about you. Promise me you won't push anyone else away anymore," she said, a tear tracing a path down her face and her lips trembling.
Aaron knew how much those words meant to her. He was known for being a noncommittal young man, not just at school, but at home too. He knew his mother had heard the door open late at night, as well as the laughter between him and some girl as they slipped into his room. He felt a pang of bitterness when he woke up and had to sneak the girl out, only to find his mother making breakfast in the kitchen. She didn't say anything; she was too scared to. Aaron knew who she reminded him of and hated himself for it, but he couldn't find the strength to change.

Perhaps the apple didn't fall far from the tree. The physical resemblance was obvious when he looked in the mirror, and he knew she noticed it too. That's why, when he did those things, it must have been incredibly painful for her.

He shook his head violently, clenching his hands. "I don't need any other woman but you. I don't want..." he began.
"Don't do this!" she exclaimed, with tears in her eyes.

"Do what, Mom?" he asked.

"To be like him," she replied, her voice breaking. Those words were what made something inside her break.

"I have a girlfriend, Mom," he said suddenly, and her eyebrows frowned. He was confused by his own words, but he didn't have the courage to take them back.

"Girlfriend? You don't usually call them that. You're not just saying this to calm me down, are you?" she asked, with palpable hope in her tone.

"Why would I, Mom? You'd like it; he's the classic type, always with his nose buried in a book," he lied, enjoying the smile that lit up her face. It was the first time in a long time that she'd smiled at him, and he didn't regret his lie.

He glanced at his friends, who were watching the scene with curiosity. He didn't want to tell them the truth: that the only way he could make his mother happy was with pathetic lies, because he considered himself a bad son. He nodded in agreement, and they exchanged glances.

Then the conversation turned to meeting her, and he promised he would find a girl—not for himself, because he was done with love. Girls for games were now his only entertainment. But he would make an exception and agree to have a girlfriend. After all, she would have to play the most important game of all.

"Oh..." was all I could manage, berating myself for such a weak response. He must care a lot about his mother to go out with me. He turned to me, and the expression on his face took my breath away. His eyes were intense and full of emotion. I could see in his dark blue pupils all the emotions he wasn't saying; everything was reflected in his gaze. He opened his mouth as if to speak, but closed it again and looked back at the wall, his jaw clenched as he spoke.

But I stayed where I was and listened.

"Do you know how much this lie hurts me?" She looked at me, as if begging me to speak, but I couldn't. I simply couldn't. I was speechless, and no matter how hard I tried to say something, I couldn't.

He spoke again, his voice resolute: "I'm doing this for her. I'm not going to sit around lamenting what's to come. I'll make some changes so that, when the time comes, she'll only have good memories."
Suddenly my throat went dry, as everything started to click. That's why it was fake, because it was because of his mother. Even so, I mustered all the courage I could and asked him what was bothering me, careful not to say anything that might anger him.

—But why me?

Her face, which seconds before showed sadness, transformed into confusion.

"Why not? You have all the qualities my mom could ask for: intelligent, down-to-earth, kind," I nodded.

He nodded too, as if he knew she was beginning to understand. "And very pretty," he added bluntly.
I blushed at his compliment, but I regained my composure.

—We're going to keep this lie to your friends too, right?

She stood up and let out a dry laugh before answering: "It's a big lie, but I need it."
I nodded, though I continued asking questions to satisfy my curiosity. "Wouldn't your friends understand that you just want to make your mom happy? I'm sure El Tunas or Justin would understand. Aren't you two close?"
I bit my lip hard in the silence that followed. I just hoped Aaron wouldn't be bothered by such personal questions.

"No, they don't care," she said with a wry smile. "Yes, we're close, but they don't have a good relationship with their mothers, so they wouldn't understand my need the way I do."

I raised an eyebrow curiously. "What do you mean?" I asked.

“Justin’s mother died when he was born, and El Tunas doesn’t have a good relationship with his mother. I don’t think they’ll understand,” he replied briefly.

I had spoken without thinking. "You know, if it makes you feel any better, I admire the reason you did it. It's not hard to see how much you love your mom," I said.
He didn't answer, so I continued: "And even though it might not mean much, I'm so sorry about your mom, Aaron. I know what it must be like for you," I explained, though my words were restrained, as if a wall I had built long ago prevented me from fully opening up.
Never let others get too close to your inner world. Information is power.

—Thank you, Alexis—she said softly, without adding anything else.

"You're welcome," I whispered softly, a small smile playing on my lips. The silence was broken by the beep of my phone; I saw a message from my mom.

"I'm on my way with the food. Set the table."

I smiled as I read it and turned to tell Aaron, but he'd already noticed. I watched him get up and head for the door. He turned back to me just before he left.

"Will you do it?" he asked, searching my eyes for an answer. I bit my lip as I considered it and finally shrugged.

"Give me until tomorrow afternoon," I asked, remembering that Aaron had told me his mom wanted to meet his girlfriend that night.

He nodded, his expression blank, and held his phone slightly higher. "I'll wait for your message," he said, his deep eyes seeming to pierce right through me. I nodded weakly as he left without looking back. At some point during the meeting, he'd given me his number, and I'd accepted it somewhat reluctantly, not wanting him to know it was the first number I'd ever had outside my family.
I looked back at my desk and went downstairs before my mom arrived, because otherwise she would surely scold me for not setting the table.

The pajamas could wait.

I woke up with an unexpected sense of triumph. It was a strange way for me to start the day, and I'm sure my mother noticed, because her eyes seemed to pierce right through me when I went downstairs to the kitchen.

I had always prided myself on being a planned, confident, and meticulous person, so I didn't understand why yesterday's unexpected and sudden events had left me with that feeling of victory.

Perhaps it was because, unintentionally and without being used to it, I had interfered with the usual course of things, but everything still functioned perfectly. Or maybe it was because I spoke to someone after what seemed like an eternity, and that made me feel less socially isolated. Most likely, I wasn't the only one facing difficulties, and although it saddened me, it also comforted me to discover that even the most popular people had their problems.

After reaching that conclusion, I said goodbye to my mother and headed for the door. I decided to go outside for some fresh air and have breakfast at a nearby café.

It was a bad decision.

The exterior of the cafe had a welcoming feel, and I observed it with amazement and a certain weariness, probably from the eight-minute walk it had taken me to get there.

As I walked in, the aroma of freshly baked bread hit my nose, making my mouth water. I was starving. I went over to a table and looked at the menu. After deciding what I wanted, I told the waiter my order.

While I waited, I fiddled with my fingers on the table to distract myself and looked around the charming little café. Then, my eyes fell on something that completely ruined my mood.

Aaron was sitting opposite me, but that wasn't what surprised me.

A red-haired girl sat on his lap, looking at the menu. His hand stroked her hair, while his arms were around her waist.

A sudden movement pulled me out of the scene: the waiter placed my food on the table with a smile, and I forced a strained smile to make him leave. Finally, the waiter walked away, and I stood there staring at Aaron and the redhead in his arms. I recognized her; she was a girl from our school.

I was confused by his behavior, but mostly angry. His story from yesterday had touched and moved me, and I felt empathy for his situation. However, that situation wasn't something I should be concerned about. He didn't seem distressed or thoughtful about the big deal we had made just yesterday. He had asked for my help, but how could I help him if he didn't seem to want to help himself?

I struggled to look away to avoid being seen staring and labeled as obsessive. I didn't need that problem on my plate. Instead, I focused on my food and ate sulkily, my gaze unfocused as I became lost in thought.

Yesterday, he seemed like a man in need of help, a broken man whom I respected. He wanted the best for his mother, and in that desire, he had involved me. Of course, his methods for pleasing her were questionable, but his intentions were clear: he wanted her to be happy.

However, that image was now far removed from her. I turned my head slightly and saw her laughing as he spoke.

He had deceived me.

I had read in books about boys who spun tall tales to attract girls, and I had always laughed at their naiveté. It seemed absurd to me that anyone would believe such lies, but I had accepted his outlandish words without a moment's hesitation.

The idea of ​​having been manipulated or deceived made me deeply uncomfortable. I pushed the tray away, left the money on the table, and decided to leave. I had lost my appetite.

The only thing that worried me was that Aaron's table was right by the exit. I hadn't seen him arrive, as his face was turned in another direction.

It seemed as if fate had something against me, too, because, lost in thought, I stumbled slightly on an uneven surface in the cracked floor. I tripped near his table and closed my eyes, mortified. After a few seconds, I mustered the courage to open them again, timidly.

Aaron looked up, turning to face the person who had interrupted his morning greetings. The redhead who sat next to him shot me a glare, which I carefully avoided.

"I'm sorry," I murmured softly, feeling the heat rise up my neck. I bit my lip nervously. The café was small, and the nearby tables had noticed my stumble.

"Nothing's wrong," Aaron replied indifferently, giving me only a fleeting glance.

Coughing uncomfortably, I tried to ignore the stares directed at us and was almost surprised by Aaron's lack of recognition. After all, it had only been yesterday that we'd seen each other, and I wondered if I had the memory of a goldfish. He noticed my fixed gaze and looked up at me; I sighed with relief, grateful that he'd finally noticed.

But instead of acknowledging me, Aaron raised an eyebrow, as if challenging my presence, and I froze at that silent question, while my irritation grew visibly.

"Wow, you really are as absentminded as I thought," I blurted out, covering my mouth when I realized I'd said it out loud. I dared to look at him and saw his expression darken.

He stood up slowly and approached me, and I instinctively took a step back. I noticed he tensed up too, but I couldn't stop my automatic reaction. I backed away until I was against a table, with nowhere else to go. His hands rested on either side of me on the table, as if he were trapping me.

"You should choose your words more carefully, Alexis," he said quietly, and I exhaled a breath I hadn't known I was holding.

I frowned when I heard my name.

"So you do remember what happened yesterday?" I whispered, making sure no one else heard us.

He frowned, with a confused expression.

"When did I say I'd forgotten?" he retorted, and I looked at him in disbelief.

"Be careful, Aaron. For someone who seemed determined to impress his mother, and is now doing something she wouldn't like, I don't think she'll accept your offer anytime soon," I warned him, telling him honestly how I felt about helping him.

The confusion disappeared from his face, replaced by obvious boredom.

"So you separated me from Amber just to babysit? I know what I'm doing, Alexis," he said firmly, and I sighed deeply, looking at him with disdain. There was no truth to his story.

She watched me curiously, as if scrutinizing me. I didn't look away. I've always been very detail-oriented and meticulous, even if that bothers others; for me, everything has to be in order.

"Nanny? I'm not going to give you advice, but forgive me for continuing to try to help you. God, you're a lost cause!" I whispered reproachfully. I didn't want anyone to hear us, but I wanted him to feel the disappointment in my voice. Disappointment at what I thought he was and what he'd become.

Her eyes narrowed.

"Are you always so rigid?" she replied in a firm voice.

I felt my anger rising. How dare he call me uptight? He couldn't just ask me for a favor, go out with other girls, and then call me that.

I gave him a defiant look.

"I'm trying to do you a favor! And you repay me by calling me rigid? I just wanted to take care of you, but no, you can't stop behaving like a womanizer," I retorted sharply.

If he was annoyed before, now he seemed furious. His intense blue eyes darkened even more, and I felt a lump in my throat. I swallowed nervously.

Perhaps I shouldn't have said what I said, but I had no intention of backing down, especially with that challenging look she gave me.

He spoke in a deep, dark voice, so intense it filled me with fear until I almost vanished. "Amren, go home," he growled, referring to the redhead I had seen earlier.
I watched her gasp, placing both hands on her hips before replying incredulously and with a nasal tone, "My name is Avery."
That didn't seem to affect him in the slightest. He growled again: "Just shut up and go home."
She looked just as nervous as I was, and she ran off without looking back. I looked up to meet Aaron's eyes. They were still incredibly dark, and his jaw was clenched. Anger was still etched on his face.
"Don't be rude," I whispered, watching her walk away down the street, before turning my gaze back to him. But he didn't seem to have heard me at all. His voice dropped slightly as he spoke again: "What did you say to me?"
And I, being a bit reckless, answered. I didn't like the way he challenged me with his gaze, daring me to repeat it. He definitely wasn't the one in charge. "I called you a womanizer. You only sleep with girls and then dump them. You disgust me and..."
I didn't finish the sentence because a punch slammed against the wall near my head, making me let out a small yelp and take a step back. There was a momentary silence before I met his gaze again.

Aaron kept staring at me, unfazed by the pain he was surely feeling in his hand. I looked at his fist: his knuckles were bruised and his skin scraped. He must have hit really hard.

I looked at his face again. He laughed, and that laugh sent a shiver down my spine, but it wasn't a pleasant sensation. It sounded cold, and it wasn't the Aaron I knew.

"Don't think you know me, because you don't," he said, staring at me before leaving.

Everyone in the café was staring at me, but I didn't care at that moment. I was too shaken by what had just happened, my body still trembling with adrenaline.

It seems I had inadvertently touched a nerve, though I didn't know exactly what I had done. He was right about one thing:

I didn't know him at all.

After all that, I returned home in the worst mood imaginable. My mother asked me what had happened, and I could barely manage a smile before saying I was tired. She seemed to believe me, and I went back up to my room.

I lay down on the bed, lost in thought. I couldn't stop thinking about Aaron. So many questions raced through my mind: Why did it bother him so much to be called a womanizer? Why did he act that way? It was a side of him I'd never seen. But, in truth, I didn't really know him that well; he'd made that clear himself with his words that echoed in my head: "Don't think you know me, because you don't."
I shook my head, trying to clear those thoughts. I went to the closet and took out some comfortable clothes to wear around the house. I took off my skinny jeans and red blouse and put on black sweatpants and a hoodie. In front of the mirror, I let down my long, straight hair, which had been tied back in a ponytail, letting it fall over my shoulders. I looked at myself: my brown hair reached my small waist. I was thin, with few curves, but that didn't bother me; every body is different and unique. I looked at my heart-shaped face and was bothered by how pale I was. My large brown eyes stared back at me. What bothered me most was that my appearance was too ordinary, something that went unnoticed, that blended into the surroundings. For a moment, I felt a pang of disgust as I looked at myself, but that feeling vanished when I remembered her words: "Don't think you know me, because you don't."
That hurt, though I didn't know why. I knew we were strangers, but the way she emphasized that point made me want to hide in a corner. Her voice sounded almost accusatory, heavy with anger and resentment that weren't directed at me. I shook my head and settled back in bed, determined to take a short nap. However, try as I might, the next few hours were a restless sleep. I tossed and turned until, frustrated, I sighed and got up to go to the bathroom, my head still foggy from the intermittent sleep.

I took off my clothes and stepped under the warm shower, feeling the water soothe the tension and fatigue in my muscles. I lathered my hair with shampoo and conditioner, massaging my scalp. My mind was tense from so much thinking, and I savored that fleeting moment of relief.

Wrapping myself in a towel, I returned to my room, feeling free. It was just my mother and me at home, as my father traveled constantly for work. My mother had also worked at the same company, but many things had changed since then.

I closed the door behind me, put on my underwear, and wrapped the towel back up, grabbing my phone. I always did this after showering and usually stayed like that for hours. I'd planned to browse Reddit, but a notification on the screen stopped me. I'd never seen anything like it before: "1 voicemail in inbox."

My confusion grew, as I had never received a notification like this before. With some uncertainty, I opened it, and a small sound of surprise escaped me as a male voice filled the room. I soon recognized it as Aaron.

“I tried calling you, but the call went straight to voicemail...” she began, and I stared at the phone with my arms crossed as I listened. It was strange to hear her voice for the first time, since we’d never spoken like this before. She must have called me while I was in the shower. I listened closely, noticing a slight hesitation in her voice that made me think she’d finished the message, but then she continued speaking, and her voice filled the room again.

I didn't mean to act the way I did. I guess it's true what they say about old habits being hard to break, because I'm really trying, but I keep failing... Her voice sounded a little strained as she spoke, and I noticed how she avoided going into detail about what had happened, especially when explaining why she was angry about what I'd said. The sound of her sigh pulled me from my thoughts, and I glanced at my phone just as she spoke again.

—I'm not expecting you to say yes, that's what I'm trying to say. I was just calling to let you know. Have a great weekend, Alexis.

The sound of the call cutting out and a female voice asking if I wanted to delete it or repeat it faded into a background murmur as I processed her words. She'd told me I didn't have to choose—wasn't that a good thing?

Once again, I felt that urge to please and help, but I ignored it. He hadn't apologized, he'd only explained.

My thoughts were interrupted by a knock on the door. My mother walked in with a wide smile. I forced a smile in response, but she saw right through it and frowned. She could always read my feelings.

"Are you okay, love?" she asked gently. I nodded as I sat down, trying to put on my best smile. She seemed to believe it, and I watched her as she walked further into the room.
She sat down on the bed. "Honey, are you sure you don't want to...?" she began.
"No," I interrupted firmly. I knew what she was going to say, and my answer would always be the same.

My mother lowered her gaze, knowing all too well what my answer would be, but she persisted. "Alexis..."
I sighed and went over to hug her. I didn't like seeing her cry; it saddened me and reminded me of what had happened with Aaron's mother. How would he have coped and overcome something like that?

I took a deep breath, knowing I had to go back. I had to fix things with him. I didn't owe him anything, and a part of me knew it. But I've always been the kind of person who wants to help, and doing nothing now made me feel guilty.

When he came yesterday, he told me his mother had asked to see me and that it would be today. I was supposed to give my answer in the afternoon and meet his mother in the evening. It was already past five o'clock and I sighed, knowing that Aaron had relieved me of the whole affair.

However, how could I not help when not only was he involved, but also a sad mother, very similar to the one who was now hugging me?

I slowly stepped back, looking into her hopeful eyes before shaking my head. "I'm sorry, but I can't," I replied softly. She sighed and looked down. She didn't say anything else, and I took the opportunity to get up and go to the closet to change. I chose a simple floral dress, put it on, and went back to my mother, who was sitting on the bed, her hands nervously clasped together.
I placed my hand on hers, and she looked up, noticing my smile. "I'll be home soon," I said, not wanting to talk about it anymore. She nodded reluctantly, getting up as I headed for the door.
I would come back to fix things, as I always did, but we both knew that staying for that conversation wasn't healthy for either of us.

I walked toward his house. Of course I knew the way. He'd thrown a party there, and I remember driving past it once, gazing at the crowded house with glazed eyes. I envied that life and wanted it more than anything, especially when my world was crumbling around me.

I ran to the door. My jaw dropped. Their house was enormous. The money their parents earned in a single day far exceeded what my parents earned in a year. I let out a dry laugh before approaching the doorbell and ringing it.

That's when the nervousness completely overwhelmed me. The way he'd reacted in the cafeteria had been much more intense than I'd expected. He'd seemed relaxed, but in that moment he'd transformed into a completely different person. A shiver ran down my spine at the memory, just before I heard the doorknob click shut.

The door opened and Aaron appeared, shirtless and wearing sweatpants. He was leaning against the frame, his expression blank, biting into an apple. I stared at his face, ignoring his bare torso, and watched as his eyes widened noticeably before relaxing back against the frame.

"What are you doing here?" he said, his voice devoid of emotion.

That hurt me. It was as if my return brought her no relief. As if I were, just as I thought when I looked in the mirror, an ordinary, forgotten person.

I squinted and repeated in my mind over and over: all for her mom, all for her mom, all for her...

"Alexis," he said, and when I looked up I saw him in the same position as before, but now with his arms crossed, waiting for me to speak.

I swallowed nervously, and just as I was about to say something, a female voice interrupted.

"Who's at the door, darling?" asked a woman who appeared on the scene. She had brown hair and pink lips, and blue eyes, similar to Aaron's, though less intense. Dark shadows were visible under her eyes, a sign of tiredness and stress. But what truly moved me was seeing her in a wheelchair; her weak legs could be the result of leukemia.

She was Aaron's mother.

"It's Alexis," he replied, more interested in the apple he was holding than in the conversation.

"Nice to meet you," she said with a smile that seemed more forced than genuine. I stood there, uncomfortable, as she struggled to get closer to us in her wheelchair.

Aaron approached and gently pushed her towards where I was.

"Mom, you could have told me if you wanted something, you didn't have to move," she said in a stern tone, although I knew she was speaking from a place of love.

This was the Aaron who had decided to help, not the one who was angry or distant, much less the one who played with feelings. He was the sweet boy who deeply loved his mother and was willing to do anything to see her happy, even go out with someone like me.

She smiled at him tenderly.

"Don't worry. Now tell me, who is this Alexis?" he asked.

"For her mother," I repeated in my mind.

I took a deep breath and stepped forward, standing beside her. I ignored Aaron's gaze and smiled kindly at his mother, uttering words I hoped I would never regret.

—I'm Alexis Dawson. I'm Aaron's girlfriend.

Have you ever felt like someone was staring at you while you were talking to someone else?

That's how I felt when I was introduced to Aaron's mother. I felt her questioning gaze fixed on the side of my head, but I continued to smile politely at her.

She gave me a slightly strained smile before clearing her throat with a soft cough. "Forgive me, Alexis. I wish I'd been better prepared. I didn't do anything to offer you anything," she said apologetically, and I let out a small laugh.
"Don't worry, part of the fun is preparing the food. I can help," I offered, and she raised an eyebrow, though she eventually shook her head gently.

"No, I wouldn't want to bother you with that," he replied, and I chuckled softly, shaking my head.

"It's no trouble at all, I'd love to help. Besides, I make delicious pasta," I joked, and she, without saying a word, gestured toward the kitchen with an expression that was hard to interpret. I nodded gratefully and headed that way.

As I entered, I heard Aaron's mother following me, and I was amazed to see the furnished kitchen. The marble countertops immediately caught my eye.

"Only if you're sure, Alexis. I might order something," she said, and I turned around as I put my phone on the counter.

I smiled broadly as Aaron came in from behind, looking curious. "Nothing beats a home-cooked meal," I joked again, and Aaron's mother looked me up and down. I felt a slight flinch, but I kept smiling.
"You cook and you study too? How do you manage to keep up with everything?" she asked with interest, and it felt like I was in a job interview.

I dismissed it with a gesture and began to familiarize myself with the utensils and ingredients around me. "With a lot of daily effort. It's not easy, but I think I'm getting there," I replied, and she laughed.
"Just getting it? You're getting straight A's everywhere," Aaron remarked with a mocking smile, and I was surprised by the interruption. His eyes were sparkling, but they didn't reveal anything. I coughed a little and turned my attention back to the stove.

"You cook and you're an exemplary student? What more can I say? Where do you want me
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