Chapter 11

“I think he went to your house as soon as training camp ended, but you and your grandfather were both gone. He thought you were just traveling, and he even went with Lily to that joint freshmen mixer for Southridge and Southridge Medical.” Mia spoke fast. “You changed your number, right? So you didn’t see Lily’s social media posts? She posted nine-photo collages every day for days. Adrian was in every single one. Anyone who didn’t know better would’ve thought she was his girlfriend.”

“And then?” You tightened your grip on your phone.

“On registration day, you never showed up. Neither you nor your grandfather answered your phones. That’s when Adrian panicked. He started asking everywhere if anyone knew where you were. He even went back to our high school. He ran into the homeroom teacher and only then found out you hadn’t applied to Southridge at all—you’d applied to Kingston. The teacher said you asked the school not to publicize it, and he was surprised because he thought Adrian already knew.”

Mia sighed.

“He came to see me yesterday. He looked terrible. Unshaven, hair a mess, eyes all red. He asked if I knew why you’d chosen Kingston. I said, shouldn’t you know? Then I showed him Lily’s social media posts. I told him no one could tolerate him and Lily acting like that.”

She hesitated, her tone turning complicated.

“He said he didn’t know about the posts. Honestly... he didn’t sound like he was lying. I think he might... come looking for you.”

“Not might,” you said quietly. “He already has.”

You lowered your phone and looked at the person standing in the distance.

Adrian looked awful.

Dark circles under his eyes. Red-rimmed eyelids. A rough blue shadow of stubble along his jaw.

He looked drained, wrecked—nothing like the polished golden boy he used to be.

“Claire, who’s this?” the senior beside you asked, glancing from Adrian to you.

“An old classmate,” you said with a nod.

“He looks like he needs to talk to you. Want me to get the forms for you first?”

You shook your head.

“No, thanks. I’ll talk to him for a minute and come right over.”

The senior nodded, gave Adrian one more look, then left.

You took Adrian to a café just outside the university gates and sat by the window.

“I need an explanation,” he said, voice rough.

“We broke up,” you said calmly.

He stared at you as if he couldn’t understand the words.

“Because I helped her estimate her score?”

“If you want,” you said, looking out the window instead of at him, “you can call it that.”

“Do you even realize what kind of decision you made?” His voice suddenly rose, emotion cracking through it. “Didn’t we agree we were going to Southridge together? You changed everything without even telling me. Claire, what exactly did you take me for?”

What did you take him for?
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You almost laughed at that.

You looked back at him.

“My ex-boyfriend.”

“Since you’re my ex-boyfriend, I don’t think I need to report which university I choose to you.”

“Why?” he demanded, eyes locked on yours. “Did you fall for someone else? That guy just now?”

You let out a short laugh.

“Wow, Adrian. Spend enough time around Lily and apparently you’ve picked up her talent for making ridiculous accusations.”

You stood to leave.

His hand shot out and seized your wrist.

This time, he was shaking.

His voice shook too.

“Thirteen years. Thirteen years...” He lifted his head, eyes red beyond reason. “And because of one score estimate, you leave me? You were sick of me already, weren’t you? You already wanted to get rid of me. Claire, how can you be this cruel? After all these years, you can just walk away? Do you even have a heart?”

His breath broke.

“Do you know what I was doing at Southridge training camp? Every day, I was planning our future.” His voice went ragged. “I kept thinking—we’re finally in college. I can finally hold you and kiss you openly. We can eat in the dining hall together every day. Watch movies together. Study in the library together. We’d be the couple everyone envied at Southridge. Then after graduation, we’d get married...”

Tears slipped down and hit the table.

“Even going to that freshmen mixer was because I heard some upperclassmen from Southridge’s business school would be there sharing advice. I wanted to learn more so I could help you later.” His voice cracked harder. “While you were flying to Kingsford to register, do you know what I was doing? I was organizing materials for Southridge’s business program for you. I kept thinking how happy you’d be if I gave them to you on move-in day...”

He looked at you, all grievance and brokenness.

“I was dreaming like an idiot about our future, and what about you? Was this fun for you? Was it? Claire, was it fun?”

You looked at him quietly, your heart clenching so hard it hurt.

You knew he was telling the truth.

He really had planned a future for the two of you.

But some injuries, once made, could never be repaired.

You sat back down across from him.

“Adrian,” you said evenly, “do you know why I started putting together the Sutton private medical care proposal the second the exam ended?”

He blinked, thrown off, his tears pausing.

On May 8th, Grandpa was still on a flight. Mr. and Mrs. Wang had gone home after work. I was the only one in the house.”

Your voice was calm, almost detached, as if you were telling someone else’s story.

“I ordered a strawberry cake. I didn’t check the ingredients carefully enough. There was mango mixed into the filling.”
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“I don’t know when it started, but somewhere along the way, the boy who used to run only toward me started seeing someone else too.” You looked at him again, calm to the point of cruelty. “He complains about my temper with another girl. He forgets me because of another girl. And I thought—maybe that’s your choice. I’ll never become someone like Lily, all softness and sweetness. The fighting between us has stopped meaning anything. The three of us don’t need to keep torturing each other like this.”

Adrian stared at you blankly, his eyes reddening all over again.

“So... a month before the exam, you were already preparing to leave me?”

“Yes.” You nodded. “You didn’t even notice I was contacting you less. Because you were too busy tutoring Lily. Even though you knew I never liked her.”

“No. No, that’s not it!” he said urgently. “I never liked her! I was wrong, okay? I really didn’t know that was what happened that night. If I had known, I never would’ve left you alone!”

“It’s over now.” You shook your head. “You wanted a reason. I gave it to you. That’s all.”

“I don’t like Lily. I really don’t.” His voice rose with desperation. “I never thought she could become a problem between us. Helping her study, helping estimate her score—that was just because her family had it hard. It was nothing, just a favor. If I liked her, if I really wanted to be with her, then why would I have seriously planned our future together?”

“Believe me, Claire.” He gripped your hand tightly, pleading written across his face.

“Just pity?” You slipped your hand free. “Adrian, you were only taking advantage of the fact that I’d never leave you. You were enjoying another girl’s admiration and feelings for you. Don’t tell me you didn’t know she liked you.”

You took a sip of coffee to cover the bitterness rising in your throat.

“It’s actually fine. You’re just not used to this yet. I used to think I couldn’t live without you too. But like I told you the day we broke up—time and distance wash everything away. Who can’t live without whom, really?”

“No.” His fists clenched so tightly the knuckles blanched. Then he lowered his head, shoulders trembling. “No. I’m not breaking up. I’m not.”

A tear fell onto the table.

Then another.

Then another.

“Claire, it’s been thirteen years. You can’t just decide you don’t want me anymore.” His voice broke into sobs. “I’ll cut her off. I was wrong. I’ll change, all of it. We won’t break up, okay? Please?”

You looked at his red eyes, and a sharp pain sliced through your own chest.

You knew this pain.

It was the pain of cutting away something that had grown deep into your life.

He said he had planned a beautiful future for the two of you.

But had you not done the same?
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You went back to Kingston University and resumed your life.

You loved Kingsford City. Everything about it felt different from the South. In autumn, golden leaves blanketed the streets. In winter, fresh snow covered the world in white. Every corner of the city felt new to you, and more than that, it felt freeing.

Adrian had finally started at Southridge University too.

But aside from classes, he turned down every social invitation. Every weekend, without fail, he flew to Kingston.

Week after week.

He never tried to interfere with your life. Sometimes he only watched from a distance as you went to class, ate with friends, and laughed at something someone said. Sometimes he simply stood beneath your dorm building for a while, then turned around and caught a flight back.

He came every single week, which meant he knew exactly how happy you were at Kingston.

He just also knew that none of that happiness had anything to do with him anymore.

You knew he was still hoping you would change your mind.

And gradually, there was more than one person pursuing you.

They waited downstairs outside your dorm. They brought flowers and gifts. They asked you to movies, walked with you around campus, checked whether you were cold, whether you'd eaten, whether you were tired. They were gentle, attentive, considerate.

Every time Adrian saw it, his fists clenched so tightly his knuckles whitened. His eyes reddened too, but he never stepped forward.

He had no right to.

He still texted you sometimes, unable to stop himself from telling you how much he missed you. Your replies were always polite, always distant.

You knew you would never go back, so you never gave him even the smallest sliver of hope.

At the end of freshman year, you went back to South City for a visit and heard from Mia Parker that Lily Warren had been expelled from Southridge Medical University.

“When school first started, she probably figured you and Adrian were over for good, so she went around campus bragging that her boyfriend was the academic olympiad champion from Southridge next door,” Mia said with a click of her tongue. “You know Adrian was kind of famous around here, and she had gone to a freshman gathering with him before, so a lot of people actually believed her and became friends with her.”

She paused before going on, her tone turning more reflective.

“Then Adrian found out. He personally posted on both Southridge and Southridge Medical forums to clear things up. Said he had absolutely nothing to do with her, that he wouldn't be dating anyone, and that there had only ever been one girl he liked—his childhood sweetheart, who was studying in Kingsford City now.”
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