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    First Edition


Chapter 2

	Stellan really did go back to school—senior year of high school. Uncle Davis went to enormous trouble before the school agreed to take him.

	Senior year has no summer break. Stellan walked out of prison and straight back through a school gate.

	A week after he started, I went to find him.

	It was lunchtime, and he wasn't in the classroom. As I passed down the hallway, I overheard a few girls leaning on the railing, talking.

	"That new guy in our class is so good-looking."

	"But I heard he's already twenty-two this year."

	"What, no way."

	"Come here, come here. I heard he's killed someone. Just got out of prison this year."

	"Oh my God! Are you serious?"

	"We should probably steer clear of him from now on."

	"Yeah. A record like that follows you—it'd even hang over his kids someday."

	I clenched my fists and walked past them without changing my expression, my chest suddenly stuffed full of stones, heavy and suffocating. Not watching where I was going, I bumped right into someone.

	"You okay?" A familiar voice.

	I looked up, straight into his clear brow and gentle eyes.

	Stellan hadn't expected me back; he looked a little startled. "What are you doing here?"

	I wiped my face clean and smiled brightly. "Dropping something off." I pushed the paper bag in my hands into his arms. "Candied snowballs—the sugary kind you like."

	We stood facing each other in the schoolyard, drawing a flood of stares from passing students. Stellan frowned, uncomfortable, and said in a low voice, "Come with me."

	He dodged the crowd, walking so fast I had to jog to keep up. He led me to a deserted little path and asked, "Was there anything else?"

	"No, I guess not…"

	"Then I'm heading back."

	"…Fine."

	The whole thing was over and done in under three minutes.

	Maybe he thought I'd cling to him, which was why he wanted to get out of everyone's sight.

	Ever since my last confession, Stellan had been trying to avoid me, rarely talking to me.

	I understood what he was being awkward about. And I wouldn't push him at a time like this.

	His studying hard, doing well—that was the best thing for him, and for me.

	Before I left, I couldn't help going to look at him through the classroom window one more time.

	The teacher hadn't come yet, and the class was a riot of horsing around—only the corner where Stellan sat was unusually quiet, no one bothering him.

	He hunched over his desk, biting his pen, frowning hard at a problem.

	I couldn't help the corners of my eyes crinkling, smiling until my eyes ached.

	This was the regret Stellan had carried for three years too late.

	Sometimes I'd think: if he'd had an ordinary family like an ordinary kid, maybe by now he'd have graduated college and started a master's, or be working with a pretty, sweet girlfriend, living a beautiful life.

	
	
	

Chapter 3

	Summer break passed in the blink of an eye, and I went back to school for my junior year.

	The day I left, Uncle Davis came to see me off. Stellan didn't.

	The whole way, Uncle Davis kept chuckling and praising Stellan for being so driven—studying now like he'd been shot full of adrenaline, a real natural at it. He marveled at how fast time had gone, how I'd grown into such a young lady.

	Before I left, I pressed a bank card into Uncle Davis's hand, with the money I'd saved over these two years. He absolutely refused it.

	I joked, "Take it, Uncle Davis. Stellan's got all kinds of expenses now that he's in school. I told you—when I got to college, I'd take care of him."

	Wiping at his eyes, Uncle Davis sighed. "Ah, the two of you, stumbling through these five hard years together—it wasn't easy. Heaven really is blind, letting you suffer so much from such a young age."

	It really hadn't been easy. Heaven really was blind.

	But I was lucky. I had Stellan, the one who'd pushed me out of the mire step by step.

	I'd gotten out. I wasn't going to leave him alone in the muck. That wasn't his life, either.

	This time, I'd be the one pulling him.

	It was a long trip. Bored, I leaned against the train window, the scenery outside transforming at high speed.

	My thoughts drifted.


Chapter 14

	He was silent.

	I said it was okay. I could wait—wait until he'd figured it out to answer me.

	Stellan, I don't want to wait too long.

	After Gerald's relentless pestering went nowhere, he still wouldn't give up, coming back to butter me up, inviting me to his place for a meal.

	I refused, but he had the look of a man about to drop to his knees—in front of everyone, with no dignity left at all. Not wanting to draw attention again, I pulled him up and agreed.

	Gerald eagerly took me back to his place and poured me a cup of hot water. "Luna, what do you want to eat? Your dad will make it for you."

	I'll just say the place was bare to the walls; with conditions like that, I didn't think he could put out any kind of spread. I set down the cup, my manner distant. "No need. Whatever it is, say it quickly."

	Before he could open his mouth, I added one more thing. "If it's helping you, forget it."

	"Luna. Do you really want to see your dad hacked to death by the people he owes?" Gerald's features scrunched together, his face a knot of misery.

	So there was nothing more to say. I gave a cold laugh, stood, and made to leave.

	Suddenly my head spun and I dropped to the floor. The half-cup of hot water on the table—Gerald's hesitant expression—I understood. I fought to stay clear-headed. "Gerald, what are you trying to do!"

	"Luna, forgive your dad. The doctor said it won't hurt—you'll just sleep through it, and it won't do your body any harm." Gerald, his hands shaking, dragged me onto the sofa.

	I glared at him through gritted teeth. The drug was taking hold; I couldn't put strength into a single limb.

	Gerald settled me in and took a phone call. Dimly I heard: sell a kidney, three hundred thousand dollars.

	Cornered, with no way out, Gerald would do anything for money.

	But how could I ever let him have his way.

	BANG. A tremendous kick at the door. Gerald flinched and scrambled to find something to cover me with. But too late.

	The battered iron door was kicked open with brute force in no more than three blows. Stellan's face was like a demon's. I couldn't make out when he rushed in and tangled with Gerald. Blow after blow landed solid. Gerald went still, sprawled on the floor like a dead fish.

	Stellan had gone mad again.

	I spent my last shred of strength rolling off the sofa and wrapped my arms around Stellan's calf.

	He couldn't keep hitting him. If he did, something would happen to Stellan.

	The second before I blacked out, I felt a warm, strong embrace and someone calling my name.

	When I woke, it was a hospital bed again. This time Stellan was asleep slumped over the edge, his pale skin making the dark circles under his eyes stand out.

	Before going to Gerald's, I'd first sent Stellan a message. Gerald is coming for me. Plus a location.

	He came.

	Lucky for us, this time neither of us was hurt.

	I reached over and gently hooked his pinky finger.

	Stellan's eyelids fluttered, and he woke.

	The bloodshot in his eyes was so heavy, the unspent anger still in them.

	Still not calmed down. How was I going to coax him out of it.

	I lifted a hand to smooth out his brow. The drug hadn't fully worn off, and halfway up my arm gave out and dropped. A warm hand caught mine.

	"Luna." Stellan's tone carried anger, but more than that, an ache. "You went too far."

	I hooked his fingers and gave a sly little smile.

	Well—if I didn't give you a push, how much longer were you going to make me wait? Stellan, you have to face your own feelings head-on.

	Going back with Gerald really did have a bit of selfishness in it.

	Gerald was at the end of his rope now, and being near him carried an enormous risk—but I went with him anyway, and casually let Stellan know.

	I used my own safety to tell Stellan something.

	See? You can't let me go. Stop lying to yourself, Stellan.

	The effect was clearly significant—and so was Stellan's anger.

	"I'm sorry," I apologized, meek and honest. "It won't happen again…"

	Stellan yanked me into his arms, his strength so fierce he seemed to want to set me into his very body. It hurt a little, but I held him back.

	In his fury there was also something pitiful, as he threatened me, "Luna, if there's a next time, I'll never want you again, for the rest of my life."

	Something in my heart went soft.

	I stroked his back, apologizing to him over and over.

	"Luna." His head rested on my shoulder, his voice a little muffled. "You said you'd cling to me your whole life. You can't go back on it. If anything happened to you, I'd…" He dropped his voice and tightened his hold, and I caught the words that pierced straight through my eardrum.

	He said, I wouldn't survive it.

	I pricked up my ears, not letting a single word escape me.

	"You're right. We suit each other well. That's enough."

	"I'm sorry. It was my own low self-worth and cowardice that made you wait all these years. I owe you the words: I like you too."

	"Luna, will you let me be your boyfriend?" Stellan squared my shoulders and said it word by word, grave and serious, the love he couldn't hide in his eyes.

	An enormous firework burst open before my eyes; my mind crashed in that instant. Clumsily I leaned close to Stellan's ear.

	"I will."

	I will, Stellan. This one line, I'd been preparing for you for so long.

	Stellan tightened his arms around my waist, a tear falling onto my shoulder, and called my name low, with a joy he couldn't suppress. "Luna, you're not my foolish, impossible dream. You're my earthly ideal."

	What is held in the heart and never forgotten will surely echo back.

	The bud planted in the dark six years ago bloomed today, brilliant, in the sunlight.

	My love had come.

	Afterword.

	Only after we were together did I discover that Stellan was quite the schemer.

	I kept my relationship low-key, never going out of my way to mention it, so most of the friends around me had no idea.

	Stellan, against all his usual character, came to my school whenever he had time and followed me everywhere. He'd even, with perfect naturalness, drink from the same milk tea I'd been drinking, right in front of my friends.

	And so word spread, ten people to a hundred, until everyone knew I had a clingy, possessive boyfriend.

	"You've been pretty free lately?" I played with Stellan's fingers.

	Stellan gave a hum, shifted to find a comfortable spot, and went on leaning against my shoulder, his face faintly red—whether truly drunk or faking, I couldn't tell.

	An hour earlier I'd gone with Stellan to his basketball team's get-together. One bottle of beer in, Stellan started muttering that he felt unwell and quietly pulled me away.

	Now we sat on a park bench with nowhere to go.

	Suddenly Stellan opened his eyes and caught my hand in return. "Luna, let's go to the amusement park."

	Not a bad idea.

	We played until we lost track of time, until the park closed.

	The two of us stood on the road, staring at each other, stunned. It was the small hours of the morning now. The school had long since locked its gates. There was no getting back to the dorm.

	Stellan: "What do we do?"

	I looked, speechless, at the picture of righteous innocence that was Stellan. What else could we do—sleep on the street?

	Me: "Let's get a hotel room."

	So Stellan, as if it were the most natural thing, took me to a hotel, as naturally got a room, as naturally shut the door, as naturally…

	The next day—
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