Chapter 11

He was tall and straight-backed, leaning against the outer wall, eyes lowered, looking for all the world like a husband waiting for his wife to come out after a prenatal checkup.

By the time I thought to leave, he had already seen me.

He straightened instantly.

The wind snapped the paper in my hand.

For a moment, neither of us spoke.

Mia clicked her tongue. “Ignore him.”

“The baby…”

Evan stopped there. His black eyes locked on me, his face pale.

I took the report from my hand and shoved it into his coat pocket. Then I looked up at him with burning eyes.

“I had the abortion.”

I had meant to hurt him when I said it.

Instead, my voice broke.

Evan froze. After a long second, he slowly pulled the paper from his pocket, lowered his head, and opened it.

“Post-operative induced abortion…”

A drop landed on the back of his hand.

Then another.

For a very long time, he didn’t say a word.

How ridiculous.

Was he heartbroken now?

The wind cut through me. I pulled my coat tighter and brushed past him.

Behind me, his voice came out stiff and awkward.

“Claire… from now on, don’t contact me anymore.”

I didn’t stop walking, but tears still slipped down my face.

“Evan, why are you out here? It’s freezing. Where’s the car?”

Rachel came running over from somewhere, talking before she even reached him. Then she stopped short.

Maybe she had seen my back as I walked away.

“Let’s go,” Evan said.

I quickened my pace and climbed into Mia’s car.

She was so angry she started cursing before she even shut the door. “What the hell is wrong with him? You said Evan graduated from South River School of Finance, right? My cousin went there. I’m going to make some calls and drag this whole thing straight to the university if I have to. Let his professors see what kind of animal they turned out.”

I looked back toward the end of the corridor.

They were already gone.

After the abortion, I had almost no appetite. That night I forced down a little hot porridge and called it dinner.

Mia spent the entire afternoon on the balcony, on the phone with her cousin.

When she came back inside, her expression had turned serious.

“You’re sure Evan graduated from South River School of Finance?”

I swallowed the last spoonful slowly. “Yes.”

“My cousin said there was nobody named Evan Sterling in that graduating class.” Mia frowned. “Claire… you got played.”

Bitterness rose from the tip of my tongue and spread through my whole mouth.

Mia got the class photos for me.

There were hundreds of faces.

I went through them one by one.

Evan wasn’t there.

He had lied to me completely. About everything.

“Call the police,” Mia said, her eyes reddening. “This is basically fraud at this point.”

That night, I called my mother.

“Mom… did Dad have a first wife?”

There was a long silence on the other end. When she finally spoke, her voice had gone cold.

“Claire, if you care about this family at all, don’t ask.”

I sank into confusion.

Sitting there alone in the dark, I couldn’t see anything clearly anymore.
Chapter 12

Proving that Evan had lied to me didn’t really change much.

I just...

I just couldn’t accept it.

Because of the abortion, I stayed home recovering for a full month.

By the time I had my strength back, winter had already arrived.

Southport winters were wet and bone-deep cold. The damp seemed to ride the wind and seep straight into your body.

Wrapped in a thick scarf, I sat by the window while the professor’s chalk screeched across the board.

I was preparing for graduate school entrance exams again.

Mia had said that if I really couldn’t pull myself out of this, then I should study.

November got dark early.

In the window glass, I could see my own reflection floating over the evening outside.

I hadn’t thought about Evan in three days.

Not even in my dreams.

At first, that had been impossible. Every night I dreamed about the past I’d had with him.

The first time he took me skiing.

The first time he took me hiding with him.

The first time he gave me the life ring and made me live instead.

For five years, he had drilled the same thing into me over and over again:

Live.

Live well.

If your life is in danger, run.

He had said it to me thousands of times—if anything ever happened, I had to save myself.

Mia once tried to delete our chat history.

The second before she hit the button, I suddenly broke down crying.

“Mia,” I sobbed, “I can’t get over him.”

Just like Mia said, betrayal leaves clues. So does falling out of love.

But the Evan inside all those memories...

he had loved me from beginning to end.

I couldn’t understand it.

Neither could she.

Thankfully, not understanding something wasn’t the same as dying from it.

My coursework was brutal, and most nights I stayed up studying until well past midnight.

I wanted to leave Southport someday. I wanted to see places beyond it, meet people from all over, build a life that stretched farther than this city.

Then, sometime before dawn near the end of November, my phone suddenly lit up with an unfamiliar number.

It buzzed against the desk.

My heart skipped. I picked it up.

No one spoke.

I tightened my grip on my pen. “Evan?”

Only the sound of wind came through the line—hard, hollow, rushing past—and then the call disconnected.

I knew it was him.

I stared at the dark screen for a long time.

Behind me, Mia was sprawled across the bed in an impossible sleeping position. She mumbled something and rolled over.

I called the number back.

The phone was already off.

On my desk, the digital calendar had just turned to November 29.

The date we were supposed to get married.

Time really had passed fast.

We’d been broken up for three months already.
Chapter 14

Her face changed immediately. “Are you feeling sick? I’ll take you home first.”

“No.” I forced a smile. “I just saw someone I know over there. I’m going to say hi.”

Mia nodded. “Text me later.”

After the manager stormed off, still muttering under his breath, I sat down in an out-of-the-way corner with my hands tucked into my pockets, like some possessed detective, staring without blinking at the open-air chapel in the distance.

Half an hour later, I saw Evan.

He looked thinner.

His eyes were dark and heavy, like he hadn’t slept in days.

He was dressed in a tailored suit, immaculate from head to toe, wearing a groom’s tie.

Something exploded in my head.

I got to my feet and took a few slow steps forward.

He was wearing the suit I had designed for him in my last life.

Even the collar pin was the same.

He stood at the end of the long aisle, gazing toward the far end as if someone should have been there waiting for him.

Like a groom who had finally arrived too late.

And in that instant, I saw myself too—my old self, phone clenched in my hand, lost and panicked, standing where his eyes were fixed, calling his name again and again.

The two scenes overlapped until they became one.

Evan took out a ring and held it up.

“Claire, will you marry me?”

The wind seemed to stop.

Pain slipped out of my heart so suddenly it slammed into my ribs, then grew sharper and sharper until I could hardly breathe.

I stood behind him and watched him whisper to empty air.

He still didn’t know I was there.

He held up the ring, looking almost dazed.

What was he waiting for?

Was he waiting for me?

After a long moment, Evan finally lowered his head with a helpless sigh.

“I wanted to put it on your finger myself. In the end, even dying wasn’t enough to make that happen. You were carrying our little one at four months… you must have been hurting so much.”

My fingers clamped around a strand of decorative ivy.

My whole body started shaking.

Evan...

Had he come back too?

Or had he already died once too?

The freezing air burned in my nose. I felt like I’d fallen straight into an ice cellar as his voice trembled.

“I’m sorry, Claire, I...”

He cried.

He lowered his head and wiped at his eyes.

I took two steps forward, lips parting—

and then his phone rang inside his suit pocket.

He answered it, scrubbed a hand over his face, and said in a hoarse voice, “Okay. I’m on my way back.”

It felt like someone had dumped a bucket of freezing water over my head.

Everything in me seized up, starting at my throat, tightening all the way down into my chest.

In the end, I watched him tuck the ring carefully back inside his jacket, turn around, and leave.

And I didn’t say a single word.

When I walked out of the garden chapel, I bumped into several people on the way.

They cursed at me casually.

“Watch where you’re going!”

“You ran into me and can’t even apologize?”
Chapter 21

At first I thought I was dreaming about that brush with death by the sea again.

But when I turned my head, I saw Evan standing on the deck, waving at me.

I felt awkward, because I remembered that we had already broken up. So what was I supposed to say to him first?

Whatever it was...

I had to say something.

“You—”

“Claire, I have to go.”

The words lodged in my throat. It took me several seconds to understand what he meant.

“Where are you going?”

Evan didn’t answer. He only opened his arms.

“Come here. Let me hold you.”

I froze.

Something was wrong.

Then a massive terror swept over me so fast I started crying before I could even speak.

My nose burned. I threw myself into his arms, sobbing. “I’m not letting you go.”

He kissed me lightly. “You’re not pretty when you cry. Our Claire looks prettiest when she smiles.”

I clung to him with all my strength. “Then I’ll smile for you. If I smile, will you stay?”

I cried and smiled at the same time, frantically wiping away my tears.

“Look. I’m not crying... I’m smiling...”

“Claire...” He touched my face with unbearable regret. “I never got to celebrate your birthday. I think it may be too late now... so let me wish you an early happy hundredth birthday.”

“No...” I choked on a sob. “Not a hundred. I don’t want a hundred. I don’t want to live to a hundred...”

His lips moved.

Then suddenly a tear fell from his eye.

“I’m sorry, Claire.”

A bloom of blood spread from his left shoulder.

Then another.

And another.

Until they ran together in crimson patches, like a whole hillside of red flowers opening all at once.

My vision blurred.

The wind off the sea carried salt and damp into the air, and I held onto him like someone gone blind, clutching at the only thing she could still feel.

He was disappearing.

I let out a cry so desperate it tore through me, my arms locking tighter and tighter around him.

At the very end, I heard him murmur in my ear, gentle as if he were soothing a child.

“Be good. Marry someone else.”

Just before dawn, I sat in a darkness deep enough to drown in and typed frantically into my phone.

Tears dripped onto the screen, blurring the words.

“Mr. J just called me. He’s coming back tomorrow!”

“I had a nightmare and woke up scared to death. People say dreams are the opposite of reality, so it’s okay, it’s okay...”

“I want to prepare a surprise for him. Any suggestions, girls?”

...

The night stretched on.

Everyone else in the world seemed asleep.

The only thing answering me was silence.

When the east finally began to pale, I moved like a marionette, mechanically pulling on my clothes and heading for the police department.

It was too
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