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A lot of emotionally exhausted people gathered there, setting up all kinds of little stalls. We sat on the ground beneath a sky thick with stars and traded pieces of our lives.

There was a young woman studying medicine who had been so suffocated by work she had nearly broken down, so she quit without a backup plan and came to stay there for a while.

She said that for the first time, her life was no longer chopped into scraps by the calendar and the next vacation.

There was also a man trying to recover from an illness. He said no one knew what the future would look like, but at least, right now, something inside him was still growing.

We came together for only a short while, brushing against the softest, most hidden corners of one another’s hearts.

Then we moved on again, each of us winding away in our own direction like streams running down the mountain.

Later, I went alone to the lakeside pier to watch the sunrise.

The lake broke the sunlight into dancing silver coins.

When I was struggling to survive at the Quinn family estate, I didn’t cry.

When Julian lashed out at me and threw me out of the house, I didn’t cry then either.

But at that moment, I covered my face and my shoulders shook uncontrollably.

I had never felt freedom this deeply before.

No alarms going off one after another. No notebook crammed with endless reminders. No schedule built around someone else’s medication, meals, moods, and needs.

The distant mountains called to me, and I answered by wasting an entire day doing nothing at all.

It wasn’t until two weeks later that I put my SIM card back in my phone.

Before leaving the Sterling estate, I had sent Old Mr. Sterling a text, briefly telling him what I’d done.

When my phone finally turned back on, the screen filled with missed calls.

Some were from my father.

Some were from Old Mr. Sterling.

And some were from Julian.

I was in the car on my way back when I called Old Mr. Sterling first.

“Chloe.” His voice was thick with exhaustion. “Come back as soon as you can.”

He paused.

“Julian... he’s in very bad shape.”

I went back to the Sterling estate after all.

After I left, Julian had been furious.

He didn’t know how to manage his own life. The pill bottles in the medicine cabinet, for example—he had no idea how many he was supposed to take each day. Before, I had always poured the water and set the pills in front of him myself.

He had a press event that very day, but he couldn’t even find the matching tie for his suit.

He’d tried to contact me, but he couldn’t reach me.

According to the butler, Julian had flown into a massive rage. He smashed every cup and bowl he could get his hands on, shoved the standing air conditioner onto the floor, even overturned the coffee table and the dining cabinet.

The house had been left in chaos.

Old Mr. Sterling had no choice but to bring in a new housekeeper.
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But she didn’t understand Julian yet, and she was completely overwhelmed.

When I returned, Julian had lost a noticeable amount of weight. His jaw looked sharper than before.

The moment he saw me, his expression darkened, and he turned his face away coldly.

“Hmph. What are you back for?”

“Weren’t you leaving?”

“I hate you. Liar.”

While I was away traveling, Old Mr. Sterling had tracked down the landlord of the place I was renting.

I didn’t know what he said, but the landlord refused to lease the apartment to me anymore.

So I had no choice but to drag my luggage back.

Julian glanced at the suitcase in my hand and gave a low, smug huff.

“The Quinns don’t want you.”

“You’ve got nowhere to live.”

“So you came back anyway.”

I didn’t explain. I just carried my luggage silently back to my room.

The instant I turned away, Julian’s lips curved ever so slightly behind me.

He actually seemed to be in a better mood.

He didn’t know the real reason I’d come back.

If that apartment was gone, I could rent another one.

I could even leave this city and start over somewhere else.

Old Mr. Sterling and I had spoken at length on the phone.

I told him I’d looked into divorce law.

I could file first. If the first petition failed, that was fine. I would live separately from Julian for a year, then file again.

By law, the second time, I would win.

He asked me why I insisted on getting divorced when I wouldn’t get much money out of it.

He was right.

Old Mr. Sterling had always been shrewd.

Before the wedding, he had Julian and me sign a prenuptial agreement. Everything Julian owned had been his before the marriage, including the music studio.

If we divorced, I would walk away with almost nothing.

“I know,” I told him. “But I still want out.”

“My marriage to Julian protected me for five years, and I took care of him for five years. That cancels out. We’re even.”

There was a very long silence on the other end of the line.

Just when I thought he was about to hang up, he said, “I hired someone new, but she doesn’t know how to take care of Julian.”

“Stay one more month. Train her properly.”

“As payment, I won’t interfere with the divorce. And I’ll give you one million.”

The offer was too generous.

I had no way to refuse.

So Julian had no idea that this would be my last month by his side.

The butler told me that while I was gone, Julian had barely been eating.

But that night, he ate two full bowls of rice.

Then he gave a small huff and said, “Praise me.”

I smiled a little, just like I always had, and said softly, “Very good.”

A beautiful curve lifted at the corner of his mouth.

Once he returned to the study, I hurried to tell the new housekeeper, Ms. Hayes, “He likes being praised.”

“You should compliment him more often. And if he does something wrong, don’t point it out right away. Bring it up casually later, like it’s nothing.”
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He also didn’t notice the pity in Ms. Hayes’s eyes.

Everyone knew I was leaving.

Everyone except him, still sealed away inside his own world.

At noon that day, I saw Evelyn Shaw again.

She was standing outside the villa, her gaze fixed on the floor-to-ceiling window of the study on the second floor.

Julian was sitting by the window, head lowered over the keys as he played.

Evelyn lingered there for a long time. But instead of going to Julian, she came to me.

She handed me a stack of yellowed sheet music.

“He’s been looking for this piece,” she said. “Could you give it to him for me?”

I hesitated. “Julian’s upstairs. Why not give it to him yourself?”

“No.” Evelyn shook her head, a bitter smile touching her lips. “He doesn’t want to see me anymore.”

Only then did I realize she was right.

She used to come by the Sterling house every few days, but lately she’d vanished completely.

Even the silver ring she’d given Julian was gone.

“Mrs. Sterling,” Evelyn said softly, pulling me out of my thoughts.

Then she asked, “You can tell I like Julian, can’t you?”

I nodded. It had been obvious. Of course I could tell.

“When I first met him at the music festival, everyone else was in groups, talking and laughing, and he was the only one alone. He looked completely out of place in the crowd. I noticed him right away.”

“He was so beautiful. I don’t even remember what piece he played that day. I only remember staring at him.”

“When I found out his phone was dead, I used it as an excuse to offer him a ride home.”

“I’m not stupid. After talking to him for just a few minutes, I knew he wasn’t like other people. But that version of him felt especially lovely to me—so pure, so unguarded.”

When she spoke about Julian, a faint smile rippled through her eyes.

“After you left, Old Mr. Sterling contacted me. He said you were asking for a divorce.”

“When I heard that, I was honestly thrilled.”

“I always thought you and Julian belonged to two different worlds. He lives inside music and art, while your eyes are fixed on groceries, meals, and daily life. Julian and I admire the same composers. We love the same styles of music. Whenever we were together, we could talk about music endlessly. I was more suited to him than you were.”

“I even thought it would be a good thing if he divorced you. I thought I could take on the responsibility of caring for him.”

She looked at me steadily.

“But do you know what happened instead?”

Evelyn Shaw stood at the villa entrance the whole time she spoke to me.

I asked if she wanted to come in and sit down.

She lifted her eyes toward the second floor, where Julian stood somewhere behind the windows, then shook her head.

After I left, she said, she had stayed at the house with him for a few days.

In the study, he talked to her about music.
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He didn’t answer. His fingers kept twisting the edge of his sleeve until the fabric wrung tight.

An older man passed by, took one look at us, and shook his head.

“Young people these days really are obsessed with pictures,” he muttered.

“Your partner looks half dead, and instead of taking him to a hospital, you’re still standing here taking photos.”

Julian lowered his head, embarrassed, and stared at the toes of his shoes. He drew in a slow breath.

“Chloe,” he said quietly, “we can take them later.”

“Let’s walk first.”

So we walked together across the grasslands.

Not far from us, another couple ran laughing into the wind, careless and wild beneath the open sky.

I watched their backs and said softly, “They look so free.”

Julian tried to speed up, tried to run with me through the vast field.

But the strangeness of the place kept him on edge. He couldn’t let go the way ordinary people could. He couldn’t sink into that sense of freedom.

All he could do was look at me and say, “Chloe, you run. I’ll record it for you.”

I shook my head. “No. Let’s just walk slowly together.”

There were hay bales rolled up by the herders all along the way. Cattle and sheep wandered past us now and then. Once we slowed down, the quiet had its own kind of peace.

Julian said nothing.

There was a faint curve at the corner
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