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	Chapter 1

	 

	 

	Ethan Howard stepped off the plane at Narita International Airport, his heart pounding with a mixture of excitement, adventure, and trepidation. He had always been drawn to Japan’s rich culture, its ancient traditions, and its modern vibrancy. After completing his Master’s in English and studying Japanese in college, he had finally taken the leap to teach English in Tokyo. The bustling clamor of Narita Airport, with its neon lights and the hum of activity, felt like the beginning of a dream. He inhaled deeply, savoring his own daring and adventurous spirit, and smiled. This was it: his great expedition to the Land of the Rising Sun.

	Ethan had been fascinated by Japan and its rich culture since watching the movie Shōgun as a boy. He had taken a degree in English. but also studied Japanese as his minor, spending countless hours poring over kanji characters and listening to language tapes. His love for Japan was more than academic; it was a deep yearning to experience the country beyond the pages of books and the gloss of movies or documentaries.

	Immediately after graduating, Ethan decided to take a leap of faith and travel to Japan to teach English. His friends had thought he was crazy to abandon his secure future for an unknown escapade, but he had decided he did not want to someday regret never having lived any sort of adventure. The safe, mundane life was not going to define Ethan Howard.

	After scanning several opportunities from various schools in Japan, Ethan had chosen one that sounded the most professional to send a query. He had been contacted by phone by a young lady named Mariko, who had interviewed him and then had him send his resume. Because of his advanced studies, he was actually offered slightly more than the normal salary as well as a small apartment provided by the school. After signing the contract, he had been sent a return air ticket and the information he would need to get to the school for their next semester, which began in mid-August.

	And now he was here. Ethan was fully charged with energy. How many years had he imagined this moment? Finally, it was coming true! Whether he left after his year’s contract was up or whether he accepted the bonus to sign on for another year all depended on how well it matched up to his expectations.

	The moment he stepped off the plane he headed for baggage claim, eager to begin his first international experience. Narita Airport was some 43 miles outside of Tokyo, and he had to find the famous bullet train system as he was not about to spend a fortune on a taxi. 

	As the train sped toward the city center Ethan gazed out the window, mesmerized by the different countryside and, as he neared the huge metropolis of Tokyo, the blend of towering skyscrapers and small, traditional homes. He felt a rush of excitement, but also a creeping uncertainty. He had spent years studying the language and culture, but being here, in the heart of it all, was overwhelming. Would he be able to communicate effectively? Would he be accepted? Would he have time to truly explore the country beyond his teaching responsibilities?

	Then the sights, sounds, and scents of Tokyo engulfed him. The hum of announcements in Japanese, the polite bows of the staff of every building, and the crisp efficiency of the train system all made it clear: he was truly in Japan. The fact that it was quite hot and humid told him that summer in Tokyo would not be to his liking, but it was a small price to pay to be here.

	A taxi ride from the train station through Tokyo’s chaotic yet mesmerizing streets brought him to the Sakura Language Institute, Ethan arrived at the school, which was in a modern building with sleek glass panels accented by subtle nods to traditional Japanese design.  The institute’s sign, written in Japanese in a beautiful calligraphy, as well as in English and French, gleamed under the afternoon sun. Ethan paid the driver, took his receipt for reimbursement, grabbed his suitcase, and stepped inside the air-conditioned building.

	The reception area exuded calm and order; neat displays of student calligraphy and multi-lingual educational posters lent the space an inviting warmth. The lobby was quiet, the air conditioned coolness a welcome relief from the humid heat outside. The reception desk was staffed by a young lady in a Western dress who bowed him in. Beside her stood a man in his fifties, his crisp suit and closely cropped black hair exuding professionalism. His warm smile and sharp, attentive eyes put Ethan at ease immediately.

	“Welcome, Howard-san,” the man said, his voice kind and his accent fairly good, although the wording was very stilted. “I am Mr. Tanaka, the school administrator. It is a pleasure to finally meet you.”

	Ethan shook his hand, which was accompanied by a slight bow. He felt some relief at the man’s friendliness, where he had expected only formality. “Thank you, Tanaka-san. It’s great to be here. Please call me Ethan. I’m excited to get started.”

	Mr. Tanaka nodded, his expression both proud and paternal. “I am glad to hear that, Ethan-san. Teaching here is a wonderful opportunity, and I am sure you will do well. Let’s go to the conference room and I can give you an overview of the school.”

	“Please take a seat," Mr. Tanaka said, motioning for Ethan to take a seat at a large, polished wooden table. The room was well-lit, and a large whiteboard and digital projector hinted at the modern teaching methods the school embraced.

	“First, a little background of the school, if you do not mind,” Mr. Tanaka began, although it was clear Ethan need not respond to the polite phrasing. “The Sakura Language Institute was started in 1950, not long after the war ended. Mr. Sakura understood that Japan needed to become a member of the world community, and that would require knowledge of many other languages, as well as their cultures.”

	“Wow!” Ethan could not help himself from interrupting. “That was very forward thinking of him.”

	Mr. Tanaka smiled proudly. “Yes. He was very ahead of the times, and our institute has done well to follow his lead. Today we have several Western languages taught here at different levels, as well as some specialty courses such as professional translation and the Japanese art of calligraphy. While many so-called language schools only really teach conversational English, we pride ourselves on being truly professional.”

	Ethan leaned back in his seat, clearly impressed by the range of courses and the dedication to professionalism of the school.

	Mr. Tanaka began to outline the school’s procedures. "We believe in a communicative approach to learning. Your classes are designed to be interactive, focusing on conversation and practical use of English rather than just grammar drills." He went on to describe the structure of a typical day: classes starting at 1 p.m., interspersed with short breaks, and a dedicated hour each afternoon for lesson planning and student feedback. The late start accommodated the school or working schedules of the students.

	 Ethan listened intently, occasionally jotting down notes. The administrator detailed how lesson plans should be prepared at least a week in advance, and introduced him to the digital resources and interactive tools available to aid in his teaching. "We encourage creativity in the classroom," Mr. Tanaka continued. "Feel free to incorporate cultural elements. Your unique perspective will be a great asset to our students."

	After covering teaching methodologies, Mr. Tanaka moved on to the practical details. They discussed class sizes, evaluation methods, and his work hours. With a few clarifying questions, Ethan was satisfied with the scope of his duties and the supportive nature of the environment. He nodded and agreed to the terms laid out before him.

	“Now, the final thing I would like to present to you,” said Mr. Tanaka with a huge smile. “We pride ourselves on be very sociable at this school, like a family. We have a very nice teacher’s lounge where you may enjoy tea or coffee, a soda if you like, and some small snacks. This is a good way to meet your colleagues and exchange ideas with them, and learn more about the school and so on. We also have a few social occasions the school sponsors. The first will be this coming Friday. It is a welcoming banquet for all returning and new teachers so they will have a chance to meet each other. I hope you can attend.”

	Ethan nodded, pleased with this unexpected benefit.

	“Wow! I … well, I wouldn’t miss it, Tanaka-san.”

	Mr. Tanaka gave him a smile and a slight a bow from his seat. “Excellent. We will also have a celebration on Oshogatsu – that is, Japanese New Year.”

	Ethan gave a slight smile and a polite nod. Evidently Mr. Tanaka had forgotten that, probably unlike most of the foreign teachers, Ethat had studied Japanese and Japanese culture.

	“Now, do you have any questions for me?” Mr. Tanaka finished.

	With the meeting concluded, Ethan left the conference room feeling a mixture of relief and excitement. The clear guidelines and innovative approach to education resonated with him, reaffirming that he was exactly where he was meant to be. As he stepped back into the still quiet corridors of the school, he felt more confident than ever about the journey ahead in his new role as an English teacher in Japan.

	“Ah,” Mr. Tanaka said. “Let me introduce you to Mariko-san – that is, Mariko Sato. She will be your liaison and help you settle in.”

	Ethan turned to see a petite young woman approaching, her movements graceful and deliberate. Mariko Sato was even more striking in person than he had imagined after speaking to her several times during the hiring process. Her porcelain skin seemed to glow, and her long, straight black hair cascaded down her back, styled with a side part that framed her heart-shaped face. Her kimono-inspired dress, a subtle blend of traditional and modern, hugged her slender yet curvaceous figure, and her dark brown eyes sparkled with warmth. A faint beauty mark above her left eyebrow added a touch of uniqueness to her already captivating appearance.

	“Ethan-san, welcome to Sakura Language Institute,” Mariko said, her voice soft and melodic. Her English was flawless, with just a hint of a Japanese accent that made her words all the more enchanting. “I’m Mariko. It’s my pleasure to assist you during your time here.”

	Ethan felt a flush rise to his cheeks as he took her hand, her touch sending a tingle up his arm. “Thank you, Mariko-san. I’m really grateful for your help.”

	Mariko smiled, her expression both professional and inviting. “Let’s get you settled into your apartment. It’s not far from here, and I’ll show you around the neighborhood afterward. There’s so much to see and experience in Tokyo.”

	As they walked out of the institute, Ethan couldn’t help but steal glances at Mariko. Her elegance and poise were mesmerizing, and he found himself wondering what it would be like to get to know her better. Her playful side peeked through occasionally: a subtle flirtatious glance, a soft laugh, and he felt his heart race with anticipation.

	The apartment provided by the school was small but cozy, located in a quiet residential area. Mariko helped him unpack, her efficiency and attention to detail evident as she organized his belongings with care. Then she guided him around a few nearby blocks, where he could find a convenience store, a laundromat, and a few small restaurants.

	“This will be your home for the next year,” she said warmly. “I hope you’ll feel comfortable here.”

	Ethan nodded, his shyness making it difficult to express his gratitude fully. “It’s perfect, Mariko-san. Thank you for everything.”

	Mariko smiled, her eyes meeting his for a moment longer than necessary. “If you need anything at all, don’t hesitate to call. I’ll be available at the school to help with anything you need.”

	Her words sent a thrill through him, and he couldn’t help but wonder if there was more to her offer than just professional courtesy. As she prepared to leave, Ethan felt a pang of disappointment. He wanted to ask her to stay, to get to know her better, but his inexperience and shyness held him back.

	“Thank you again, Mariko-san,” he said, his voice barely audible. “I really appreciate your help.”

	Mariko paused at the door, her hand on the knob. “It’s my pleasure, Ethan-san. Rest well, and I look forward to seeing you often at the school.”

	With a final smile, she left, leaving Ethan alone in his new apartment. He sat on the edge of his bed, his mind racing with thoughts of Mariko, her beauty, and her kindness. The cultural exchange he had dreamed of was already beginning, and he couldn’t wait to see where this journey would take him.

	As exhaustion finally caught up with him, Ethan lay down, the faint scent of roses from Mariko’s perfume lingering in the air. He closed his eyes, his heart filled with hope and anticipation. Arriving in Tokyo was just the beginning, and he knew that his life was about to change in ways he couldn’t yet imagine. The had felt a tension between him and Mariko, and he couldn’t help but wonder what the future held for them both.

	The city outside buzzed with life, its neon lights casting a glow through the window. Ethan smiled, knowing that his adventure had only just begun. However, after such a long flight and the subsequent events, what he really needed was a long nap.

	 


Chapter 2

	 

	Ethan’s first day unfolded in a bewildering diversity of personalities, ambitions, and challenges. The first class, which started at one p.m., began in a brightly lit classroom filled with college students, mostly girls whose eyes sparkled with dreams of not only securing lucrative jobs but also the possibility of meeting a charming young man from America or Europe. The room itself was a blend of modern design and academic tradition, its walls lined with bookshelves and chalkboards bearing scribbles of past lessons. Part of the walls were adorned with inspirational posters and bilingual quotations, setting an upbeat tone.

	As Ethan introduced himself with a warm smile, one female student raised her hand and asked shyly, “Do you think speaking English will really open so many doors for us?” Her question captured the room’s collective hope and a touch of uncertainty.

	“Every new word you learn is a step toward your future, whether in a career or in life,” Ethan reassured them, thinking of his own background.

	Most of the lesson centered around simple low-level business conversation, as it seemed many of the girls had their eyes set on a secretarial role in some company that did a lot of business in America or Europe. The boys, perhaps thinking of beginning their work life in similar companies, which might eventually lead to management roles, were happy to participate in the discussions – especially as they were very interested in pleasing the girls. 

	Ethan took a deep breath as he watched the students file into the next class. When everyone had taken a seat, he observed a dozen upper-class college students, mostly young men, awaiting him with a mixture of anticipation and skepticism. As he began to scan his notes, he could sense the undercurrent of challenge in the air.

	In the front of the room, the atmosphere was charged. A small group of assertive young men exchanged knowing glances and leaned forward, their expressions daring him to prove his mastery of the English language. Their aggressive postures and pointed questions suggested they weren’t satisfied with surface-level explanations; they craved the intricate, nuanced depths of both written and spoken English. Either that, or they wanted to test the ‘new guy’, and possibly score points with one another by tripping him up. One of them, a tall, confident student with a piercing gaze, fired off the first salvo,

	“Professor, how do you reconcile the irregularities in English spelling with its etymological origins?” His tone was both challenging and inquisitive.

	Ethan smiled at the younger man. “First of all, I’m not a professor. That’s a title reserved for people who have earned a Ph.D. in their subject and teach at universities. And they’re all much older than I am.”

	A few of the students laughed appreciatively at his mild use of humor.

	Fortunately, during his interviews Mariko had warned him that he might be challenged by some of his students, and so he had come prepared.

	“However, you must remember that modern English is really based on the ancient Germanic language. The Romans forced Latin on the British people during their occupation, and the English later adopted many Greek words for their scientific language, especially philosophy and medicine. Plus, as with Japanese itself, there are words that have been adopted from other languages and then modified to sound more native.”

	Many of the students were now nodding with agreement or new respect.

	“So,” Ethan concluded, “English is really a hodgepodge of ancient languages, most of which had totally different alphabets, and so the spelling of words is only made easier if you actually do know their origins.” Then he smiled sardonically. “However, not being a professor, I’m not really an expert on etymology. If you want that information, you’ll have to refer to the O.E.D.”

	Just as a little dig, he did not explain he meant the Oxford English Dictionary. If the young man could challenge him, he could leave that for the student himself, if he didn’t already know it. Ethan felt it was probably a good idea to let the student know who was the teaacher in the class … politely, of course.

	On the other side of the classroom, several young women watched the interaction with more measured interest. Their eyes shone with curiosity and respect. One of them seemed to regard him with an almost feral gaze, but he was too busy trying to explain clearly to really pay attention to her. They scribbled notes in their notebooks, and when Ethan answered, they nodded appreciatively.

	Then the young woman raised her hand and, softly yet clearly, asked, “Could you explain how modern usage has influenced traditional grammar rules?” Her voice carried both respect and a genuine desire to understand the language's evolving nature.

	“Good question,” he praised her – which was another little dig at the young man, but she seemed quite pleased at his words. “Unfortunately, the Romans forced not only their language on the Brits, but their grammar as well, What’s more important, however, is that all modern languages are living; that is, they are constantly changing according to the needs and quirks of the people who speak them. The rules of grammar generally get more lax as the people get more lazy.”

	Again he got a nice chuckle from most of the class, including some of the young men.

	Ethan found himself navigating a complex duality: the boys’ robust, almost confrontational demand for linguistic rigor, juxtaposed with the young women’s thoughtful, empathetic engagement. He adjusted his approach on the fly.

	Throughout the session, the classroom transformed into a battleground of ideas where every statement was tested, dissected, and built upon. The spirited debates brought out layers of complexity in the English language that Ethan had long admired but rarely had the chance to explore so dynamically. Despite the intensity of the dialogue, Ethan managed to foster an atmosphere of mutual respect, a place where challenge was welcomed as a path to deeper understanding.

	As the class drew to a close Ethan sensed that, while the session had been one of the most challenging he would encounter, it had also been one of the most invigorating. The aggressive inquiries and the respectful curiosity combined to push him beyond the usual confines of teaching, encouraging him to revisit and reframe his own understanding of the language. He stayed in the classroom during his first break, wanting to take notes on what had trapnspired. He felt a renewed determination, grateful for the intellectual rigor and the diverse perspectives that made this class both demanding and deeply rewarding.

	After the break, Ethan welcomed a group of high school boys and only a few girls. They sat in neat rows, their expressions focused and determined. These young people were preparing for competitive university entrance exams, and their objective was clear: master spoken English to secure a spot at a prestigious institution. In this more intense atmosphere, Ethan introduced conversational drills and pronunciation exercises, emphasizing clarity and confidence.

	“Remember,” he urged, “it's not just about the words, it’s about how you say them. Let’s try a few tongue-twisters to get all of the tools in your mouth working to make the difficult sounds that Japanese does not possess.”

	Their earnest nods and active participation filled him with confidence that his methods were striking the right chord.

	After his second break, at seven p.m. he had a lighter, more playful tone. In a relaxed setting, a group of young women gathered, their objective being to both practically and personally improve their English to enhance social interactions and, perhaps, to charm an English-speaking boyfriend. Ethan led the session with fun ice-breakers and interactive discussions, asking them to imagine scenarios such as meeting someone at a trendy café in New York. Their laughter and animated chatter filled the room, and Ethan couldn’t help but smile at the balance of earnest self-improvement and youthful flirtation.

	Finally, the day’s last class began at eight p.m. Ethan’s schedule shifted once again as he entered a sleek, modern room reserved for local businessmen. Dressed in crisp, dark suits and armed with notepads, these professionals were focused on refining their business English for high-stakes negotiations and client meetings. Ethan initiated a role-playing exercise simulating a negotiation scenario, encouraging them to practice industry-specific vocabulary and formal expressions – most of which he had only learned in the past couple of weeks in preparation for this class. The room buzzed with purposeful energy as he observed the businessmen exchanging ideas, their interactions a blend of strategy and professionalism. Their quiet, serious demeanor was a stark contrast to his earlier classes, yet equally inspiring in its own way.

	By the end of the evening, Ethan reflected on the whirlwind of experiences. Each class – whether filled with academic ambition, professional rigor, or personal dreams – had its own unique challenges and rewards. As he stuffed his books and papers into his backback, the diversity of aspirations reminded him that teaching English wasn’t just about syntax and vocabulary, it was about empowering his students to step boldly into a world of endless possibilities.

	 


Chapter 3

	 

	 

	The next day, Ethan adjusted the strap of his backpack as he stepped into the teachers’ lounge. He had been too busy prepping in his classroom on his first day to take his break, so this was new territory. The room smelled faintly of coffee, tea, and Japanese sweet buns, and he felt distinctly out of place, his youthful face and neatly pressed shirt contrasting with the more relaxed, world-worn appearance of the few other teachers lounging around.

	It was late afternoon, and he plunked himself down and sat hunched over a stack of papers that needed grading . His brow furrowed in concentration, his pen scratching out comments in the margins. Ethan was the youngest teacher on staff, and his inexperience showed in the way he approached his work, almost painfully meticulous. His dark hair fell over his forehead as he leaned closer to the page, his slender frame tense with focus.

	The door clicked open and a man strolled in, his presence immediately filling the room. Ethan looked up from his work. Tall and lean with long, dirty blond hair tied back loosely and a well-groomed mustache, the man exuded a casual confidence that seemed to command attention. His blue eyes scanned the room before landing on Ethan, and a smirk tugged at the corners of his mouth. He wore a fitted Henley shirt and dark jeans, his attire effortlessly stylish yet understated, a reflection of his laid-back demeanor. Carrying a mug of coffee, he sauntered over to the table where Ethan sat, towering over Ethan’s average build with his six-foot-three athletic frame. Without being asked he dropped into the chair beside Ethan with a dramatic sigh.

	The man looked him over, his blue eyes sharp with amusement as he noticed Ethan’s uncertain gaze. “You’re the new guy.” His voice was rough but casual, like someone who had seen and done too much to be fazed by anything anymore.

	“Yeah, I’m Ethan,” he replied, leaning forward and offering a hand. “Ethan Howard.”

	“Jeff Moore.” Jeff took the proffered hand in a firm shake, smirking slightly. He pointed to the stack of papers in front of Ethan. “Writing the Great American Novel?”

	“Uh, not really,” Ethan replied, his voice slightly uncertain. “Just grading papers. You know how it is.”

	Jeff chuckled, a low, rumbling sound that seemed to carry a hint of mockery. “Oh, I know how it is. I do it occasionally. But let me tell you, grading papers should be the least of your interests around here. You’re too young to be spending your nights buried in schoolwork.” He paused, his eyes narrowing playfully. “Unless, of course, you’ve got other plans I don’t know about.”

	Ethan felt his cheeks flush, a familiar warmth creeping up his neck. He wasn’t used to this kind of conversation, especially not with someone like Jeff, who seemed to radiate a strange mixture of charm and arrogance. “I, uh, I don’t really have plans,” he admitted, his voice barely above a whisper. “I’ve been pretty busy with work and … other stuff.”

	Jeff’s smirk widened, as if he’d just been handed a juicy piece of gossip. “Other stuff, huh? Like what? Video games? Reading? Or are you still … you know … a virgin?” The word hung in the air, heavy and accusatory, though Jeff’s tone was light, almost teasing.

	Ethan’s heart sank. He hadn’t expected that question, and the bluntness of it caught him off guard. He shifted uncomfortably in his seat, his fingers tightening around his pen. “I mean, yeah, I guess I am,” he mumbled, avoiding Jeff’s gaze. 

	Rather than ridicule, Ethan was surprised to find Jeff almost sympathetic.

	“Well, that’s easily remedied,” Jeff said casually. “Welcome to the jungle, kid.”

	Ethan frowned. “Jungle?”

	Jeff chuckled and leaned forward, putting a sincere if somewhat condescending smile on his face. “Japan, man. The place where everything is polite on the surface, but if you cut through the bushes a little you find all sorts of ... hidden opportunities.”

	Ethan looked nonplussed and decided to say nothing.

	Jeff’s smirk deepened as he studied Ethan. “So, what brought you here? Love of the culture? Anime? Samurai dreams?”

	Ethan shifted awkwardly. “I studied Japanese in college. I always wanted to experience the culture firsthand, the temples, tea ceremonies, all that stuff. Plus, I thought teaching English would be a great way to give back, you know?”

	Jeff let out a short laugh. “Oh man, you really are fresh off the boat. That’s cute.”

	Ethan narrowed his eyes, not at all amused by Jeff’s attitude. “What do you mean?”

	Jeff stretched his arms above his head before speaking again. “Look, you’ll figure it out soon enough. The culture? Yeah, sure, it’s interesting. But let me tell you what you’re really in for. Japanese girls love foreign guys. Especially young, clean-cut ones like you. They see you as an escape. You know, from their strict families, arranged marriages, and dead-end corporate jobs. And you? You’re their golden ticket.”

	Ethan frowned. “It’s not like I’ve had much time for … that kind of thing.”

	Jeff laughed, a rich, full sound that seemed to fill the room. “Time? Kid, you’re what, twenty-two? You’ve got all the time in the world. It’s not about time, it’s about opportunity. And let me tell you, I’ve had plenty of opportunities.” He leaned forward, his elbows resting on the table as he lowered his voice conspiratorially. “You know, I’ve been around. Korea, the Philippines, Japan … I’ve taught in all of them. And let me tell you, the girls here? They’re something else.”

	Ethan blinked, feeling a combination of curiosity and discomfort. “That’s ... not really what I was thinking about when I came here.”

	Jeff grinned, leaning forward to clap a hand on Ethan’s shoulder. “That’s because you’re still thinking like a good American boy. But trust me, it won’t take long before you see what I mean.“

	Ethan didn’t particularly enjoy the direction the conversation was taking, but there was something about Jeff’s confidence, his unapologetic hedonism, that made it hard to look away. Then he thought of the young woman who had asked him about modern grammar rules. “They like Americans?” he prompted, his voice barely audible.

	Jeff’s eyes glinted with a mischievous light. “Oh, you have no idea. Take last week, for example. There’s this one student, Miho. Sweet girl, eighteen, just out of high school. She’s been coming to my apartment after class, asking for extra help with her English. One thing led to another, and … well, let’s just say she learned a lot more than just grammar.” He paused, taking a sip of his coffee as if savoring the memory. “And then there’s Tanaka-san, the advanced Japanese teacher here. She’d been giving me those looks for weeks. You know the kind: hungry, like she wants to devour me whole. We finally hooked up last Friday. Let me tell you, that woman knows how to use her hands and mouth.”

	Ethan’s cheeks burned hotter and he felt a strange jumble of repulsion and fascination. Jeff’s implications were explicit, almost vulgar, yet there was a part of him that couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like to have that kind of confidence, that kind of experience. “That’s … hard to imagine,” he managed to say, his voice tight.

	Jeff shrugged, as if his conquests were nothing out of the ordinary. “It’s all about knowing how to play the game, kid. You’ve got to be confident, take the lead. These girls, they want someone who knows what they’re doing. Someone who can show them a good time.” He paused, studying Ethan with a calculating gaze. “You’re a good-looking guy. You’ve got potential. But you’ve got to stop being so shy. It’s holding you back.”

	Ethan fidgeted with his pen, his mind racing. Jeff’s words stung, but they also struck a chord. Was he really just too shy? Or was there something else? He’d never thought much about his sexuality, but Jeff’s assumption that he was a virgin felt … off. He’d never been attracted to women the way Jeff described, probably because he was too wrapped up in his dreams and studies about Japan, but the idea of exploring his carnal desires felt terrifying. “I don’t know,” he said finally, his voice hesitant and breathy. “Maybe I’m just not… interested in that kind of thing.”

	Jeff’s eyebrows shot up, and for a moment, his smirk faltered. “Not interested? Come on, kid. Everyone’s interested. You just haven’t found the right person yet. Or maybe you’re just not trying hard enough.” He leaned back, crossing his arms as he regarded Ethan with a mixture of amusement and challenge. “Or maybe you’re ….” His voice trailed off and his eyebrows waggled with an insidious innuendo.

	Ethan blinked several time, then his head jerked back. “What? No! I like girls just fine.”

	Jeff crossed his arms and nodded his approval. “Great. Well, ya know, maybe I could show you the ropes. Give you some pointers. It’d be good for you. And who knows? Maybe you’ll finally lose that virginity of yours.”

	Ethan’s blood began to boil a bit. He was experiencing a blend of embarrassment, anger, and something else entirely. In a strange way, Jeff’s offer was both tempting and alarming. On one hand, the idea of having someone guide him, show him how to navigate the world of dating and relationships, was appealing. On the other hand, Jeff’s condescending attitude, his objectification of women, and his assumption that he could speak to Ethan so personally on such short notice, made him uneasy. And irritated.  He was sure he didn’t want to be like Jeff, but he also wasn’t sure he wanted to remain the shy, inexperienced nerd he’d always been.

	The silence stretched between them, thick with unspoken questions and possibilities. Jeff’s blue eyes held Ethan’s gaze, his expression unreadable, as if he were waiting for an answer. Ethan’s mind raced, torn between his discomfort and his desire to be polite. He opened his mouth to speak, but the

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
