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Chapter 9

“I’m here for my daughter’s parent-teacher conference. What’s the problem?”

I couldn’t say a word.

I understood.

Judging by his reaction, he knew everything.

The only people around me who knew the truth were friends I trusted completely, and so many years had already passed. How on earth had he found out?

I couldn’t figure it out.

Then the teacher called, “Parents of Evan Sterling.”

Julian raised his hand again. “Here.”

The teacher frowned. “Aren’t you Eleanor Bennett’s parent?”

“Mhm. I’m also Evan Sterling’s uncle.”

That was... a lot to process.

I stared blankly at the table, my mind going completely still. For a long time, I couldn’t recover. I didn’t hear another word the teacher said.

So that child was his sister’s son.

How could he be his sister’s son?

No wonder the boy looked so much like Julian but didn’t resemble Lila at all.

I’d really thought he just hadn’t grown into his features yet...

By the time only a handful of parents were left in the classroom, I’d finally managed to sort through some of the mess in my head.

My throat felt like it had a stone lodged in it. My voice came out hoarse. “How did you find out?”

He looked at me. “Shouldn’t you tell me first why you left divorce papers and disappeared five years ago?”

“Lila came back. Wasn’t I supposed to leave?” I shot back.

The corner of his mouth twitched. “What kind of logic is that?”

“She came back that night, and you didn’t come home at all. Weren’t you with her?”

Julian thought for a few seconds. When he looked at me again, his expression had turned much more serious.

“I only remember following Dr. Chen back to the hospital. He said they wanted to keep me overnight for observation. But late that night, Mrs. Zhang called and said you hadn’t been sleeping well for the past couple of days, so I came back before dawn.”

“As for Lila, she did call me the night she came home. She said she was waiting for me at Sterling Holdings. I didn’t go. I left it to my assistant and told him that when she woke up, he should send her away.”

Now he was looking at me steadily.

“At this point, I have no contact with her. The reason she showed up at the class reunion was to find our class president. And the reason she called me... was because she said she got lost.”

By the end, there was even a trace of helplessness in his voice.

Then he said, “Do you have anything else you want to ask?”

His eyes were still burning, fixed on me so intensely that my chest tightened.

He’d explained everything clearly, point by point.

And somehow that only made me, the one who had done nothing but run, feel guilty.

So that line that night—when she wakes up, send her away—had been about Lila.

Not me.

But...
Chapter 11

But he only pressed his lips together. In the end, all the countless things he might have said became one simple sentence.

“This was Daddy’s fault.”

Something strange spread quietly through my chest.

After dinner, Julian went to put our daughter to bed.

I’d even laughed at him before he went in. “When Ellie’s in my arms, it still takes me ten minutes and at least one full story to get her asleep. You? I’m guessing half an hour minimum.”

He didn’t argue.

He just took the storybook and went into her room.

I picked up my phone and had barely scrolled through a few social media posts when I saw him ease the door shut with absurd care.

Then, right in front of my stunned face, he set the storybook down, glanced at his watch, and said flatly, “Five and a half minutes.”

I stared at him.

Show-off.

Still, that couldn’t be right.

“So... shouldn’t you be heading home now?”

The second I said it, a burst of noise came from outside the front door.

Then my dad’s voice rang out from the hallway. “Do you think Sophia and the others are already asleep?”

“Not a chance,” my mom replied. “You know your daughter. She’s a night owl.”

Crap. My parents.

I shot off the couch, grabbed Julian by the arm, and shoved him toward my bedroom.

“Stay in there. Don’t come out,” I hissed, slamming the door behind him.

I had just turned to open the front door when my parents let themselves in.

The moment they saw me standing there, my dad grinned. “Why do you look so guilty seeing us? Anyone would think you’d stolen something.”

I smiled weakly and said nothing.

The good news: I hadn’t stolen anything.

The bad news: I might have been hiding a man.

I started carrying their luggage inside as I said, “Why didn’t you tell me you were coming back? I could’ve picked you up from the airport.”

“You’re alone with Ellie. That’s not easy,” my mom said.

Then, as if the subject had been waiting all this time to leap out, she sighed. “Honestly, if you had someone by your side, you wouldn’t have to work this hard.”

“Why bring that up?” I muttered.

I had just bent to pick something up when another pair of hands took it from me.

I looked up.

Julian.

The three of us stared at each other for what felt like a full minute before anyone came back to life.

No, wait.

When had he come out?

My mom hesitated. “Julian? What are you doing here? And your leg...”

“It got better five years ago, Auntie. Sophia never told you?” He looked maddeningly innocent. Then his expression dimmed, all wounded disappointment. “Though... maybe Sophia just doesn’t like me.”

I bit down hard on the inside of my cheek.

Since when had he become such a fake-sweet manipulator?

After saying that, he calmly went back to helping my parents with their bags.
Chapter 12

And I got scolded for a full hour.

By the time I made it back to my room, I was numb.

I sat down on the edge of the bed. Julian stood beside it.

“My mom wants us to remarry,” I said with grave seriousness. “And I think that sounds like a hassle too, so why don’t we coordinate our story and—”

He cut me off. “When were we ever divorced?”

I froze.

Then I heard him go on, perfectly calmly, “I never signed the divorce papers you gave me. I threw them away. So when you told everyone your husband was away on a business trip, I was busy looking up what the penalty for bigamy is.”

That explained why, the day I asked him to come over for dinner, he’d said my cooking tasted just like his wife’s.

I was speechless for a moment. Then anger flared up all over again. “Then why didn’t you say that just now?”

“Your parents talk too fast,” he said. “I couldn’t get a word in.”

“...”

...

The next day was Saturday. My parents had vanished early in the morning.

By the time I dragged myself out of bed, it was already close to nine.

That was when I saw the message Mrs. Zhang had sent me. She was hosting a celebration for her grandson and wanted me to come.

I figured she must have invited Julian too.

He’d slept on the couch all night.

The living room was piled with toys in several different heaps, big and small.

There were princess dresses too.

Julian was sitting on the floor, playing with Ellie.

“How did you buy this much stuff?” I asked.

“Not that much.” He awkwardly wrestled a tiny dress onto a doll before turning to me. “The biggest pile is yours.”

At that, I walked over barefoot.

He wasn’t exaggerating. Nearly everything I could think of was there.

“This is too much...”

“Then I’ll buy more.”

I stared at him.

Was he not speaking English today, or what?

...

We got there fairly early.

Mrs. Zhang was standing at the door, greeting people.

The second she saw me, her whole face lit up. “Ms. Ben—”

“I haven’t been Ms. Bennett in a long time, Mrs. Zhang.”

After a few pleasantries, she led us inside.

At first we were just chatting about retired life. Then the conversation drifted, and she began talking about what it had been like raising her son all on her own all those years ago.

I understood that feeling too well.

One drink turned into another.

At first Julian tried to stop us. Later, he gave up.

He just sat beside us quietly, watching while Mrs. Zhang and I talked.

At some point after that, Julian called for a driver.

By the time he was holding my hand and leading me into the car, I was only halfway conscious.

I slumped into the back seat and found a comfortable position against the cushions. “Where are we going?”

Above me, his voice came unhurried and steady.

“Home.”

I didn’t know how much time passed.
Chapter 13

When I surfaced again, my back was resting against a soft pillow.

The light overhead was glaring. I sat up instinctively.

Julian was walking out of the room, apparently to do something.

But this wasn’t my place.

I looked around.

Then, in a corner, I saw a potted orange jasmine.

I recognized it immediately, because I had shaped that flowerpot with my own hands.

He still hadn’t thrown it away.

But hadn’t he hated that thing?

I was still staring at it when a glass of water appeared in front of me.

“For the hangover,” he said. “Drink.”

“Oh.”

I took the glass, had a sip, and asked directly, “I thought you didn’t like that plant I gave you. Why didn’t you throw it out?”

His voice was cool. “Forgot.”

“Forgot? Fine. I’ll throw it out for you.”

I started to get up.

Before I could steady myself, he grabbed me and pulled me straight into his arms.

His low voice came right after.

“Who said I didn’t like it?”

“I like the plant. And I like you.”

“I do now, and I did back then too.”

My wine-fogged brain felt like something exploded inside it, and I sobered up all at once.

Back then... too?

In that instant, it felt like all those years of secret love had finally borne fruit.

Or maybe the fruit had been there all along, and I was only seeing it today.

I’d be lying
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