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Chapter 9

All I could do was say I loved Rosa.

I couldn’t do anything else.

When the doctor came out again, he told us two things.

First, Rosa had been saved.

Second, the baby was gone. Once her body recovered a little, she would need a D&C procedure as soon as possible.

Cold swept through me from head to toe.

I stood there and muttered, “My baby’s gone.”

Mia’s face turned to stone. She looked at me and said, “Do you even know what a D&C is?”

I shook my head.

“No.”

She raised her hand and slapped me.

Then she raised it again.

And again.

And again.

The hallway rang with the sound of her slapping me over and over.

I didn’t cry.

Mia did.

She was sobbing so hard she could barely speak, saying she wanted to kill me.

That was when I understood that the adult world really was different.

Back at school, we always joked that if you put one guy between two best friends, they’d tear each other apart.

Only adults knew what real friendship was. What loyalty meant.

She truly wanted me dead.

At last Rosa was moved into a room.

We went to see her. She was lying there weak and pale in the hospital bed. Mia shoved me down and tried to force me to kneel and apologize.

I didn’t.

I genuinely didn’t understand why I should apologize.

So I said, “Kyle was

















Chapter 11

In the end, Mia got so irritated she got up and went to deal with customers. The second she left, I slid into the seat beside Rosa.

Neither of us said anything.

We just drank in silence.

After a while I was a little buzzed. I figured she was feeling it too. She turned to look at me and managed a small smile.

“You don’t have to marry me,” she said. “I never wanted to tie you down for the rest of your life.”

I looked at her. “What do you mean?”

She said, “I’ve thought it through. I love you. And I can answer the question you asked me before.”

“I don’t know what the future will look like. I just know we’re happy right now. I don’t want to put more pressure on this love. If one day you tell me you’re tired of me, I’ll leave quietly.”

I didn’t say anything.

When she saw I still wasn’t speaking, she lowered her voice even more. “My reputation’s terrible. I had a kid so young. And you’re still so young. It’s not fair to you, it really isn’t…”

I didn’t hear the rest.

Because her mouth tasted too good.

It had been six months, but there was no awkwardness between us, no sense that we’d become strangers. My heart still pounded whenever I was in front of her. I pulled her into my arms, and she looked like she was about to cry.

But even on the verge of tears, she kissed me back.

Rosa lifted a hand and hit my shoulder, sobbing. “I already have a bad enough name as it is. Why did I have to meet someone like you—someone this serious? I just wanted a little happiness, and now you’ve made me feel like I’m ruining your whole life. Yo

That morning, Rosa woke up with such a bad pain in her lower back that when she tried to get up and make breakfast for me, she collapsed onto the floor.

I rushed her to the hospital. The doctor told me it was a kidney stone and said not to worry—they could break it up without surgery.

But my mind snagged on something else.

A kidney stone. It sounded like the kind of thing older people got.

Then I caught myself.

No… she was older.

My thoughts kept spiraling. Rosa leaned weakly against me and still managed a smile. “Sorry for scaring you. You should go to work.”

She was smiling, and for the first time I noticed the fine lines at the corners of her eyes.

Before, when she smiled, she was so beautiful it made my heart race.

Now when she smiled, all I could see was that her eyes weren’t as beautiful as they used to be. The wrinkles got there first.

I handled her admission paperwork, left her settled in, and went to work with my head full of noise.

After I got there, one of my female coworkers noticed something was off and asked what was wrong.
Chapter 12

Honestly, I understood why she cared.

Ever since Rosa and I got together, she’d taken charge of so many things in my life. She picked out clothes that actually looked good on me. She’d stand there seriously instructing the barber on exactly how to cut my hair. She’d go from store to store just to find me a pair of shoes that made me look sharp.

She put me together, head to toe, then sent me out the door.

And the final result of all that was this: younger women noticed me.

My coworker was nothing like Rosa.

She smelled good. She was at that perfect age when the skin on her arms was pale and tight and smooth, while I remembered that Rosa’s arms had already started to soften, a little flesh gathering there.

Rosa had once looked like this too.

No—she’d been even more beautiful.

But no one could outrun time.

My coworker stood beside me and stretched, and the full shape of a woman in her prime was right there in front of me.

Curved in all the right places. Graceful. Alive.

And Rosa, marked by the years, already had softness where there used to be firmness, sagging where there used to be lift.

That night, I stayed in her hospital room with her, but all I could think about was the difference between who she had been and who she was now.

Meanwhile, Rosa kept chatting beside me. “The doctor said they can use ultrasound to break it up, and once they do, the stone should pass… Thank God it won’t affect our wedding.”

I gave a few distracted sounds in response and kept drifting deeper into my thoughts.

Rosa asked what I was thinking about.

I shook my head and told her, “Nothing.”

She lay in bed scrolling through wedding dress inspiration photos on her smartphone, smiling to herself. The corners of her eyes crinkled more when she smiled. In the light from the screen, her skin looked oilier too.

The three-year wait was almost over.

She was already getting ready to marry me.

The day Rosa was discharged from the hospital happened to be my twenty-second birthday.

I was finally old enough for us to get legally married.

That day Mia came over to our apartment with a few people on purpose.

She was as excited as a kid. For Rosa’s sake, she carefully decorated the place, taping balloons to the walls and scattering flowers across the floor.

She wasn’t wary of me anymore. Pressing a balloon into place, she grinned and said, “Kid, you were actually serious.”

I didn’t say anything.

Mia sighed and said, “I’ve never seen her live this happily before. Back then, I thought you were just some punk taking advantage of her. Now I get it. You’re a light in her life. As her best friend, I’m grateful you showed up when you did.”
Chapter 14

She would keep getting older. So would I. Maybe one day I’d need pills just to prove I was still a man.

I don’t know how much time any of us get.

That was why I needed her to understand.

I slipped the ring onto her finger.

I still love you. That is the only answer I have ever found.

I still treasure every scrap of happiness we have shared.

Every breath you take. Every little movement. Every expression on your face.

At the end of it all, I know this much for sure—

I will still love you.

Back then, Rosa and Mia hadn’t lied to me.

Now I understood. I had felt it for myself. I finally knew how heavy love could be when it became responsibility.

And what I was most grateful for was this:

I still loved her.

Even if she wasn’t as beautiful as before. Even if sickness found her someday. Even if parts of us no longer fit each other as perfectly as they once had.

Her smile still pulled at my heart.

Her health was still something I wanted to protect.

Back then I was too young, too stupid. I thought hot blood was enough. I thought loving someone was just a matter of feeling it hard enough.

Now I knew better.

Loving her wasn’t about how breathtaking she had once been.

It was about seeing that she was no longer quite the same, feeling that love was no longer all fire and fever, and still accepting all of it—facing all of it, and loving all of it anyway.

In the end, most of life comes down to a glass of plain water.

What matters isn’t how fiercely I once loved her.

What matters is that when everything settles into the ordinary, all I still want is to lie on the couch with her, stroke her hair, and wait for her to fall asleep in my arms.

Wrinkles don’t matter.

A body changing doesn’t matter.

I love you in passion, and I love you in peace.

I could whisper it in your ear a thousand times, ten thousand times, and mean it every single time.

I could hold your waist even after time changes both of us.

I could feel your breathing, and if you got tired, I would move, I would carry us, I would still want you.

I love you through every change.

I love everything you are.

Time changes.

Feelings change shape.

But wanting to hold you tight, wanting to make you laugh, wanting you curled against me in a patch of sun—

that has never changed.

We got married.

Kyle didn’t come, and I didn’t care whether he did or not.

But my parents came.

Everything that had happened back then had finally blown over.

My mom cried as she apologized to Rosa and admitted she’d been wrong. She said she’d long since accepted that her son would probably live an ordinary life, working like a dog just to get by. She had never imagined I’d end up changing so much.

Rosa cried too as she told her how hard I had worked all these years.

But then my mom turned away to go toast someone, and Rosa leaned close and whispered to me, “A drafting technician is still working like a dog, isn’t it?”

I laughed. “If you’ve got a job, then no matter what you do, you’re still working like a dog. That part we can’t change.”

I wrote down the story of me and Rosa, thinking maybe someday we’d read it again and treat it like a memory we could hold in our hands.

Rosa read it too.

She thought about it very seriously for a while, then looked at me and said, “Your whole message here is kind of terrible.”

I blinked. “Why?”

She said, “I’ve actually aged pretty well. If I didn’t have money for wrinkle treatments, if I didn’t stay disciplined about my body, I’d have gotten old enough by now that you wouldn’t be interested at all.”

I frowned. “That’s not true. It’s because I love you. How do you read my journal and then criticize the entire point of it?”

She shook her head with exaggerated certainty. “Nope. Not nonsense at all. The biggest reason is that I love myself enough to keep taking care of myself and spending money on it. Husband, this is such a straight-guy way of thinking. Somebody might actually believe you.”

I thought she was wrong. The important thing was my love for her, not the money she spent on cosmetic treatments.

But I didn’t argue.

Because she had already promised to buy me a game console, and if I picked a fight with her now, I’d be an idiot.

As for the real answer—

I’ll leave that to time.
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