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Chapter 9

I even acted out the way I used to swat Julian back then.

Evan snorted out a laugh.

Two little canine teeth showed when he smiled, and his eyes curved into crescents.

“Want to hear more?” I asked.

He nodded hard.

I stood up and slapped at my numb legs. “Come on. Let’s go home and get some sleep.”

“And starting tomorrow, you’re going back to school like a good boy.”

“Ten days of perfect attendance earns you one story about your parents.”

He didn’t say anything.

I started walking out, and he followed quietly behind me.

Way more obedient than Julian had ever been back then.

We took a cab back to my tiny rundown apartment.

I checked my phone.

I had fifteen dollars and twenty-seven cents left.

I tightened my grip on it, wondering how I was supposed to survive the winter.

I was flat broke.

So the next morning, I went straight to my homeroom teacher and applied for need-based student aid.

Somehow, word got around to Evan.

And by the time it reached him, the story had mutated beyond all reason.

One version said I could barely afford food.

Another said I was about to drop out because I had no money for school.

The wildest one claimed I had leukemia and desperately needed cash.

I had no idea which version Evan had heard.

I only knew that when he showed up at school, he walked over without a word and shoved






























Chapter 11

I thought of my tiny rented apartment, with its peeling walls, its damp corners, and the constant scrape of barely getting by.

I shook my head again. “Your dad will come looking for you.”

I didn’t want any more ties to Julian.

Not anymore.

“Okay. I get it.”

Evan nodded.

But even then, he was still standing on my side.

On the way home, I bought a bread roll to keep myself from going hungry.

As I turned the corner, I saw a black sedan parked below my building.

A man in a suit stood beside it, tall and straight-backed.

He turned.

I looked up.

And without warning, crashed straight into his gaze.

One second.

Two.

My fingers tightened around the paper bag.

It was Julian.

He stared at me without moving, his eyes deep and unreadable, like a whirlpool with no bottom.

I took a step back and lowered my head.

“Good evening, sir.”

He watched me in silence for a moment.

Then he suddenly stepped closer.

His voice came out low and rough, trembling at the edges. “Sadie.”

“You came back, didn’t you?”

He was wearing that familiar cologne.

The one I’d given him on the first anniversary of his company.

That scent had once made me feel safer than anything else in the world.

In the three years I’d spent searching in the real world, I’d never come across it again.

A long moment passed before I looked up and gave a small shake of my head.

“You’ve mistaken me for someone else.”

“Sir, could you move?”

“I need to go home.”

I tried to walk around him.

He stopped me again.

“There’s only one person in this world who can talk to me like that.”

“Sadie.”

“Only you.”

The corners of his eyes were faintly red.

The memories came back all at once.

It wasn’t that I felt nothing.

But what I felt now was only the weakest ripple.

He’d forgotten.

Back when I’d stayed by his side and watched him build his success, he’d complained that I meddled too much, that I was a nuisance.

He’d forgotten how cold he’d been to me because of that girl he’d scared into tears.

After a long silence, I looked at him and spoke softly.

“Julian.”

“What we had ended a long time ago.”

His throat worked. His voice was dry when he said, “But we still have a child.”

My fingers clenched.

My nose burned.

“And how have you treated him?”

“He brought you a birthday cake, and you wouldn’t even eat it.”

“You put him down without asking what really happened.”

“When he was wronged, the only place he dared go cry was in front of my gravestone.”

“Julian.”

“Do you hate me that much?”

“Do you hate the child I gave birth to that much too?”

Tears blurred my vision.

I forced myself to hold them back.

Julian lowered his eyes, hiding whatever was in them.

His hand at his side trembled slightly.

When he spoke, every word seemed to scrape its way out of him.

“Sadie.”

“I love both of you.”

“It’s just... when I look at him...”

“It feels like I’m looking at my younger self.”

“Skipping class. Fighting. Wasting his life.”

“Sadie.”

“The person I hate is me.”

“I’m the one who lost you.”
Chapter 12

His voice was so heavy it made my chest ache.

It took me a long time to answer.

“Julian.”

“He turned out like this because of you.”

“He wanted your attention too badly.”

“He wanted you to care about him too much.”

“Have you ever really looked at him?”

“His tattoos are fake.”

“The piercing is fake.”

“The red hair washes out.”

He had never truly gone bad.

He just wanted to be loved.

He wanted someone to care enough to rein him in.

“Julian.”

“You’re too selfish.”

“So selfish that you let a child carry all your guilt and all your pain for you.”

Julian only looked at me in silence.

His throat moved again and again.

But he couldn’t say a single word.

I didn’t look at him anymore.

I turned and went upstairs.

When I got home, I curled up on the couch and wrapped my arms tightly around myself, replaying the past over and over in my mind.

My chest hurt in a thousand tiny places.

So badly I could barely breathe.

That night, Julian stood downstairs.

He kept his eyes on the lit window above, over and over, as if staring long enough might bring her back.

He stayed there until the cold wind numbed his fingers.

A young couple passed on the sidewalk, laughing softly together. Their footprints stretched across the snow, and beneath the streetlamp their shadows leaned into each other like they were one.

Julian watched them for a long time.

Then, without warning, he thought of the past.

A long time ago, he and Sadie had been like that too.

When he was eighteen, Sadie had made him dye his bleached hair back to black. One sharp slap had shattered his ridiculous dream of being some punk delinquent king. After that, she kept a tight hand on him, pulling him back inch by inch from the crooked path he’d been heading down.

For years after that, Sadie stayed by his side.

She was there when he had nothing, and she was still there when he finally became someone.

They suffered through a lot together.

There were winters when snow shut down the roads, and he still had to drag himself through sleet and freezing rain to chase investors. No matter how late he got home, there was always a hot meal waiting on the table. The thermos was always filled with warm water. On nights of rain and snow, his shoes were always dry.

Because she had sat up using a hair dryer, warming them again and again.

At the thought, Julian covered his eyes.

Moisture leaked through his fingers.

The cold wind hit his face, and his eyes ached with a dry, needling pain that seemed to wrap around his heart like wire.

He stood there for a long while before the later memories rose up too.

Back then, he had run everywhere, searching for investors, carrying plans no one wanted to hear. He’d been rejected again and again. Sometimes he’d been thrown out along with his proposal.
Chapter 14

He had always felt that she had only gone away on a long trip.

That someday, she would come back.

Before dawn, Julian came home.

He tossed his coat onto the couch and went upstairs to take a hot shower.

The noise woke Evan.

He’d been meaning to slip the black credit card back without saying anything, but he still hadn’t figured out how to bring it up. When he spotted his father’s coat on the sofa, he seized the chance and slid the card into one of the pockets.

The next second, a folded sheet of paper slipped out and landed on the floor.

Evan bent to pick it up.

He looked at it.

And looked.

For a long, long time, he didn’t move.

Then his eyes slowly turned red. His fingers began to shake so badly he could barely hold the page.

Only when he heard footsteps upstairs did he finally jolt back to himself. In a panic, he stuffed the paper against his chest, his thoughts in complete chaos, then hurried into the kitchen before Julian came down.

When Julian finished showering, he found his son in the kitchen, busy with something at the counter.

He stood there quietly, watching for a moment.

He was just about to turn away when Evan suddenly called out, “Dad—”

Julian looked back.

Evan set a plate with an egg sandwich on the table. “I made an extra one.”

Julian’s hand paused on his coat.

Then he remembered what Sadie had said, and answered softly, “Okay.”

It was the first time Julian had truly taken a careful look at the boy in front of him.

Just like Sadie had said.

The ear stud, the temporary tattoos, the red-dyed hair—

all of it was a disguise.

“Evan,” Julian said.

Evan looked up.

“What do you want for your birthday?”

His gaze was startlingly clear. “There’s nothing I really want.”

He hesitated, then said, “I just want to have a meal with you... and my mom.”

Something in Julian’s chest gave way.

He nodded. “Okay.”

He had barely taken a bite of the sandwich when his stomach lurched violently.

He forced himself to hold on, grabbed some water, and swallowed a mouthful before managing to press it back down.

“Mm. Okay.”

After a moment of silence, Julian asked quietly, “You know now. That she’s your mother?”

Evan nodded. “She told me a lot.”

“She told me about the dog we used to have.”

“She told me stories about when you were young.”

“Did she?” Julian’s voice was low. “Tell me sometime when you get the chance.”

He paused, then added, “It’s getting late. I need to go to the office.”

Evan gave a small nod.

In the car, Julian curled into the seat, his face deathly pale.

His secretary immediately took him to a private hospital.

He was very sick.

Over the next few days, his private assistant stayed with him around the clock.

For several days in a row, Evan didn’t see him at home at all.

He tried calling, but no one answered.

The unease in him grew heavier and heavier. He kept drifting off in class, distracted and restless.

I watched Evan zone out again and lightly tapped his arm.
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