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    First Edition


Chapter 13

	Elliot walked me to the foot of my dorm.

	I asked him, "How did you know Sawyer comes here every night?"

	"Because I come every night too."

	I was stunned.

	He explained: a few days back, after dropping me off, he'd been about to leave when he spotted Sawyer while hailing his cab. He thought Sawyer was here to harass me, and uneasy, didn't go.

	But to his surprise, Sawyer only stood there smoking. Several nights running, the same thing.

	If this had been before, I'd probably have ached for Sawyer. But now, the one I ached for was the person in front of me — the one who never gave me a kind face, and yet handled me so carefully, coaxed me so gently.

	"Elliot — do you actually hate me, or like me?" I asked.

	He flicked my forehead without mercy. "Both. Hate you and like you."

	He added, "No rush. I can wait a little longer."

	Elliot was always saying he could wait a little longer, afraid of putting me in a difficult spot. I didn't know how long he'd already waited for me — whether, like me, he'd waited year after year for someone.

	And then it became clear to me.

	"Elliot. Let's be together."

	"What?"

	I went up on my toes and lightly kissed his thin lips.

	After his shock passed, his hand came up to cradle the back of my head, locking me hard against him, deepening the kiss.


Chapter 14

	In the months that followed, Elliot and I grew steady and close. Shamelessly, he moved into my place.

	One night, while we were on the phone, he got a message from the hospital. He told me to get some rest early and hurried out.

	I was just about to listen to him and sleep when an unknown number called.

	I frowned and answered.

	*Come to the city hospital, now. Sawyer's been in a car accident.*

	Daphne's call cut off. I'd heard the doctor's voice in the background. They'd issued a critical-condition notice.

	Strength drained out of me. A stone pressed down on my chest, an emotion I couldn't name. Still, I went to the hospital.

	Daphne was sitting there, head bowed. When she saw me, she came over and shoved me, her eyes full of hatred, and screamed, "This is all because of you! If it weren't for you, he wouldn't have gone off to drink in secret, wouldn't have driven drunk, wouldn't have crashed!"

	"Don't you know he was already —" Halfway through, Daphne stopped, and just covered her face and wept.

	I could understand how she felt. I didn't argue. I just handed her a packet of tissues.

	The surgery lasted five hours. When the light went out, Daphne grabbed the first doctor to emerge and demanded the result.

	The doctor pulled off his mask. Daphne started. "Why are you here?"

	I met Elliot's eyes. To be honest, I felt a little guilty.

	When he saw me, something in him deflated. He sighed. "The patient is out of danger. Don't worry."

	There was no telling when Sawyer would wake. I stood outside the ICU, looking at him through the thick glass — his face pale, his lips cracked.

	Daphne gently wiped his face, fed him water.

	Daphne stayed with Sawyer all night, inside.

	I sat all night on the bench outside.

	I thought about a great deal that night. About Sawyer, and about Elliot.

	Growing up, Sawyer had always played the role of older brother, giving me countless warmth after my parents died. After I was pulled from the water, afraid I'd do something to myself, he always waited to walk me to and from school, delivering me to my door and not leaving until he'd watched my aunt take me inside.

	When did the two of us start drifting apart? From when I grew out my hair? From the time I confessed, drunk?

	Too long ago. I couldn't quite remember.


Chapter 15

	Sawyer woke the second day after surgery. Daphne told me he was insisting on seeing me.

	Reluctantly, I went in.

	The color was slowly returning to Sawyer's face, though he was still weak. Daphne made an excuse about going to buy soup, leaving us the room.

	His voice was hoarse. "Mari, I regret it."

	"When I saw someone else really standing beside you, I was insane with jealousy. I hurt so badly I wanted to die."

	My voice was very soft. "The day I got the call about your accident, I'll admit — I was truly afraid you'd die."

	"But when I saw Elliot walk out of that operating room, I understood. That wasn't love. It was only that you and I have known each other so very long — that you're the one person left in this world I can still call something like family."

	"That feeling was the same as the one I had when I learned my parents had died in the plane crash."

	"You really can't love me one more time?"

	I smiled and shook my head. "Sawyer. I don't love you anymore. Take care of yourself. Next time, I might not come to see you."

	Every word a knife to the heart.

	I told him: love Daphne well.

	He said I was cruel.

	But Sawyer — the cruel one was always you.

	No one can live forever in the past.


Chapter 16

	I walked out of the room. Elliot was leaning against the wall outside, his white coat already shed. The door was open. I figured he'd heard all of it.

	His face was still sour.

	I couldn't help asking, "Are you angry?"

	He scoffed. "I'd never waste my anger on you."

	"You must have owed me too much in a past life. This life you came to pay it back," I said, smiling — though inside I was thinking, what I owe Elliot will probably take several lifetimes to repay.

	As I was leaving, Daphne, carrying the soup she'd just bought back toward Sawyer's room, called out to me.

	"Marin Sutton."

	I stopped. Elliot instinctively moved me behind him.

	Daphne bowed to me, and apologized, gravely.

	She sounded sincere. But I'm not that magnanimous. I couldn't say *it's fine.* I only said, "I hope we never meet again. Me and you. And Sawyer."

	Daphne went still for a few seconds, then her gaze drifted past me, behind me.

	I didn't turn around. But I knew who it was.

	Let it end here.


Chapter 18

	Sawyer didn't marry Daphne. He went back to the coast, and Daphne stayed in my city. Elliot told me this.

	Elliot's work kept him very busy, but in his free time he was always stuck to me, taking me to and from work.

	Elliot and I registered our marriage on Valentine's Day the next year.

	The day we did, he spammed his entire social feed and told every single person on his contact list, one by one.

	I buried my face in his chest and listened to him chatter on in his quiet, scattered way.

	"There's something I've wanted to tell you for a long time."

	"Mm?"

	"The day Sawyer had his accident — I told him you and I were together."

	Elliot's breathing went heavier, and his arms tightened around me. "I didn't think he'd drive drunk."

	I returned his embrace. "That wasn't your fault."

	The moment Sawyer chose to believe Daphne, the truth is, none of it mattered to me anymore.

	Elliot's hand pulled a bank card out from under the pillow and pressed it into my palm — a dowry, he said.

	I took it, laughing. Elliot and I had stopped keeping anything separate long ago; he'd handed over every card he owned. One more didn't matter.

	He went to kiss my forehead, and I asked him, "Why did you always wear such a sour face every time you saw me, back then?"

	Elliot flipped me beneath him. "Because every time I thought about you carrying Sawyer around in your heart, I got annoyed."

	And then, in deed rather than word, he showed me exactly how annoyed he'd been.

	Epilogue (Elliot)

	The truth is, besides that, there's one more thing I never told Mari.

	Sawyer was gone less than half a year after he went back to the coast. He left this world. He'd always had a heart condition — the odds of curing it were slim. The doctors had diagnosed that he wouldn't live past thirty, and with the smoking, the drinking, the skipped appointments piled on top, even without the crash he wouldn't have had more than a couple of years left.

	I learned all this when I got hold of Sawyer's old medical records.

	Privately, I'd gone to see Sawyer once. He only said, "Mari lost her parents when she was small. She knows exactly what it is to lose family. I couldn't let her grow up and go through that same pain all over again. I know my own body. I don't have long. Rather than make her wait around to grieve me, better to push her away from the start, so she has more choices."

	"I chose to push her away. But I was afraid of losing her completely too — so I never told her it was you who pulled her out of the water. I'm sorry."

	"Please — take good care of her, from now on."

	That was the ending Sawyer chose. But once he truly knew Mari no longer loved him —

	he regretted it anyway. After she left the hospital, he crouched on the rooftop and cried until he couldn't breathe.

	He left Mari a dowry, and put all the rest of his assets into charity under her name.

	He asked me not to tell her any of it. Selfishly, I agreed.

	Maybe Sawyer really did love Mari. But the harm was real too.

	When did I fall in love with Marin Sutton? I can't say for certain either.

	When I chose my major, because of my mother, I went into medicine. The road of medicine is long and hard; in college I practically lived in the library and the labs.

	Every afternoon at three I'd sit in my corner of the library reading thick medical texts, and she was always there too, at a spot not far across from me, reading quietly. Every time I saw her, I felt a kind of peace — like the years had gone still and gentle.

	Later, I heard my father had taken on a doctoral student named Marin Sutton, and whenever he mentioned her it was all praise.

	She got more and more impressive. Even the guys in my dorm started taking an interest in her, wanting to confess — and I shut that down. My roommates caught on to how I felt and, grinning, started squeezing me for favors.

	One piece of information per meal I bought them.

	Once, this fool got so absorbed writing a research report that she didn't notice the library had closed. Lucky for her, I noticed, and called someone to open the doors.

	I'd assumed a young girl like her would have been frightened to tears. Instead she just grinned at me, carefree, and said, "It's nothing, nothing. Finishing the report — that's the important thing."

	There were so many things like that. Every one of them left me caught between laughing and crying.

	Later, I went to do an exchange in her hometown, my city now, and I visited her elementary school, her middle school, her high school. I happened to run into a few of her teachers and chatted with them, and every one of them said Marin Sutton was very clever.

	I think so too.
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the people who save us,
and the lies they tell






