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Chapter 9

And little by little, I had gotten used to this strange, peaceful life.

I thought maybe he had gotten used to it too.

He still came and went at odd hours, and I knew there were plenty of things at the subsidiary office keeping him busy, but whenever he came home, he never treated me carelessly.

Then one day, a woman came looking for me.

I had no idea how she found out where I lived.

She arrived elegantly dressed, carrying herself with the confidence of someone used to being noticed.

At first glance, I knew who she was.

The woman people kept linking to Adrian.

The woman from the rumors.

She sat across from me in a café for a long time, studying me openly, then curled her lip into a faint smile and said, “I really don’t see what’s so special about you.”

I wrapped both hands around my cup of milk and said nothing.

Not long after, she laughed softly and asked, “Can I ask you something? I remember Adrian once saying he hated clingy women the most.”

Her words struck exactly where they were meant to.

But I still smiled. “Then you should understand him better than I do. If that’s the case, why are you here asking me? Shouldn’t you be asking him instead?”

The expression on her face changed.

Maybe she hadn’t expected me to answer like that.

“Do you really think he likes you?” she asked.

I















Chapter 11

Our fingers laced together. The warmth of his palm traveled straight into my chest, spreading through me in a soft, almost dangerous way.

I lowered my eyes and let him hold on, following him quietly as he led me forward.

After a while, Adrian sighed under his breath.

The next day, I went back home.

To my father’s house.

He had always preferred sons to daughters.

Back then, he had nearly gone bankrupt, and it was my mother who had worked herself ragged helping him pull through.

But after the business stabilized, he changed.

To avoid fighting with him all the time, my mother moved abroad and stayed there for years.

Even so, she had never gone through with a divorce.

When I was seventeen, my father found out there was another man in my mother’s life. He flew into a rage, dragged me over there, and demanded that she come back with us.

By then her health was already failing, and in the end, she agreed.

Not long after she returned, she passed away.

The stairwell in that old apartment building had been dim and cramped, lit only by a weak overhead bulb.

That memory had stayed with me for years. Even now, it still felt unbearably clear.

So my relationship with my father had never been close.

I’d long since gotten used to it.

There was only one exception.

The first time he heard that the Sterlings were looking for a marriage alliance, he said their family was too complicated, their social world too deep, and he refused to let me marry into it.

I hadn’t wanted to either.

But later, when he asked me again whether I was willing to marry Adrian, I said yes.

At the time, no one knew I already had someone I liked.

If they had known, they probably wouldn’t have been so shocked by my answer.

Back then, I had also asked myself why I could keep liking someone for so many years.

From high school to college, Adrian had always been the kind of boy everyone noticed.

Maybe it was because he’d never dated, never had any rumors around him, and always looked so cold and untouchable—every girl talked about him like he was some impossible dream.

I had only glanced at him once.

At the time, one of my father’s friends had brought his son over to our house, and somehow the conversation turned to Adrian. Laughing, the boy said, “How can a guy like that not have a single girl he likes?”

Adrian had looked up lazily and answered, “I don’t.”

I’d been standing nearby then, thinking that with a face like his, there were probably countless girls secretly crushing on him.

Who knew he would add, so casually, “Besides, even if I did get married someday, I wouldn’t let anyone choose for me.”

That one sentence stayed with me for years.

Maybe it was only a passing remark to him.
Chapter 12

But overnight, my phone had filled with unread messages.

Everyone was asking me if I was really going to marry Adrian.

And now, here I was.

I hoped my father would help the Sterling family this once.

When I entered, he was drinking tea in the living room.

He looked up and frowned. “You’ve lost weight.”

I forced a smile. “No, I haven’t. I’m doing fine.”

My father let out a sigh and waved a hand.

“Go on, then.”

He agreed faster than I expected. Without making things difficult for me, he settled the subsidiary’s problem soon after.

I got home late that night.

When I opened the door, the apartment was dark and silent. Adrian still wasn’t back.

I took out my phone, hesitated for a moment, then sent him a message asking when he’d be home.

By the time I finished washing up, there was still no reply. The screen stayed blank.

I stared at it for a long time before finally putting the phone aside. Then I lay down and pulled the blanket over my head.

At some point, I must have fallen asleep.

Or maybe I’d been half-awake the whole time.

Either way, when morning came, Adrian still hadn’t returned.

I was genuinely busy that day.

The next evening, we’d agreed to have dinner together to celebrate.

But when the time came, he still didn’t show up.

I called him. He never answered.

Even his assistant said he didn’t know where Adrian had gone.

I waited until the restaurant was nearly empty, then finally gave up and went home alone.

The moment I opened the door, I realized someone was inside.

Adrian was back.

His hair was still damp, like he’d just taken a shower, and there was a faint scent of alcohol clinging to him.

Something in my chest tightened all at once.

I didn’t know what I should be feeling.

Anger? Relief? Grievance? Or something even more ridiculous?

In the end, I only let out a soft laugh, changed my shoes, and walked in.

He was sprawled on the couch, already asleep.

I stood there for a few seconds, then went to the bedroom, took out a blanket, and draped it over him.

Just as I was about to turn and leave, a hand suddenly caught my wrist.

I froze.

His grip was warm, a little too tight.

His voice was low and rough. “You’re back.”

I smiled faintly and tried to pull away, but he tightened his hold. He looked like he was half-conscious, not fully awake, his eyes still closed as he murmured, “Claire…”

My heart gave a small, helpless tremor.

“You’re drunk,” I said softly. “Go back to sleep.”

He made a quiet sound in response.

Then, still holding my hand, he drifted off again.

I stood there for a long time before carefully easing my wrist from his grip.

I couldn’t tell anymore who was punishing whom.

The next morning, the first thing I saw when I opened my eyes was Adrian standing by my bed.

Maybe it was because he hadn’t rested well, but his voice sounded hoarse.

“Claire.”
Chapter 14

"This is your house. You can let anyone stay here you want. It's your money too. You can spend it on whoever you like. None of that has anything to do with me."

The instant the words left my mouth, I realized how bitter they sounded.

Especially after everything that had happened the night before.

The moment that thought hit me, all the strength seemed to drain out of me.

Adrian looked at me, then let out a quiet laugh.

He lowered his head and glanced at his phone before saying flatly, "So that's what this is about."

I didn't answer.

I just turned away, washed up, and left.

By the time I got off the plane, I still hadn't heard back from Adrian.

To be fair, it wasn't really his fault.

A while ago, my dad had mentioned a project and asked me to come take a look. My flight had been booked in a rush.

Then I twisted my ankle that morning. Walking was a struggle, so all I could do was call someone from the company to pick me up.

When I arrived at the hotel, it was already past ten at night.

The moment I turned my phone back on, I saw several missed calls from Adrian.

He'd also sent a lot of messages.

Most of them said the same thing:

Send me the address.

I'll come get you.

I read through them in silence, then replied with only one line.

I'm fine. I'll come back after I'm done.

He replied fast.

With just one sentence.

Okay. Be careful.

That night, after I got settled in, someone I knew asked me out for coffee.

She was one of those social butterflies, the kind who seemed to know everyone in the city.

There was another woman there too—beautiful, stylish, carrying herself with that effortless confidence rich girls were born with.

I recognized her immediately.

Not because I'd met her before.

But because she'd once handed Adrian a business card, and someone had snapped a picture of it and posted it in a private social circle.

I'd seen that photo.

That world wasn't big to begin with. The Sterlings and the Bennetts had plenty of overlapping connections, and once a rumor started, it spread fast among people who had nothing better to do than pass around half-truths.

Especially when it was about a man and a woman standing together.

At first, I hadn't wanted to believe it. Later, I forced myself not to look at those photos anymore.

I told myself Adrian was just naturally distant.

I knew the truth was simpler than that.

I just didn't like the possibility that the person he cared about might never have been me.

Still, I smiled.

I wasn't sure if she was doing it on purpose, but she started talking about things that had clearly been prepared in advance, one topic after another, all circling the same point. It was hard not to notice.

As it turned out, I really had no talent for this kind of conversation.

"Ms. Bennett," she said with a faint smile, "you know what? I actually think your husband is a pretty decent man."

I lowered my eyes and answered softly, "I know."

After all, when I had fallen for him, that was exactly what I thought too.
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