Chapter 11

I had never wanted to say any of this out loud. Some things were too ugly once you gave them words. But now that we had come this far, there was no point holding back anymore.

“In your world, maybe it’s normal for men with money to keep a crowd of women around them. Maybe you think that’s just part of being successful. A man builds a company, starts moving up, and suddenly he has to play the game, has to drink, has to flirt, has to let women hover around him to prove he’s important.” I laughed, but there was no humor in it. “But what exactly was I supposed to do? Smile and applaud while you enjoyed every bit of it? Pretend not to notice how comfortable you were with them? Pretend not to care when they touched you, teased you, acted like they knew exactly where they stood with you?”

The more I spoke, the colder my chest became.

Maybe I should have been furious. Instead, I just felt tired.

“I hoped,” I said quietly, “that after all these years of marriage, after everything I gave up for you, you’d have at least a little respect for me.”

Ethan’s expression turned hard. “That’s enough. Go apologize to them. Don’t make a bigger scene out of this.”

I almost laughed again.

Apologize?

He still thought the problem was my reaction.

A wave of bitterness rose in my throat. “Apologize for what? For ruining your precious dinner? For making your friends uncomfortable? Ethan, everything I did back then, every choice I made, was for this family. For you. I gave up all of it. And now you’re asking me what more I want?” My voice shook, but I forced myself to keep going. “Do you know how many people would have killed for the future I walked away from? I got into an elite top-tier university. I could have graduated, found a good job, built a real life of my own. There were plenty of men better than you back then, and I still married you.”

He cut in coldly, “So now you regret it.”

“Yes,” I said.

The word came out so fast, so clean, that even I startled myself.

“Yes, I regret it. I regret that I was too stupid back then to see who you really were. I regret believing that if I gave enough, loved enough, endured enough, you’d eventually treat me like your wife instead of an accessory.”

He stared at me.

I went on, each word sharper than the last. “And now that you’ve made money, what? You think throwing cash at me settles everything? You think I should be grateful just because I get to live well off your success?”
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“You already know,” he said through clenched teeth, “that not letting you finish school was my only mistake. I’ve compensated for that in every possible way. Haven’t I? Fine. If you’re upset about tonight, I’ll keep my distance from those women from now on. Is that enough? Let’s stop this here. You’re not a child, Claire. Don’t throw a tantrum over nothing.”

Nothing.

To him, that was what all of it was.

I suddenly felt like I couldn’t stand there another second.

I gave a low, ugly laugh and bent down to open my bag. From inside, I pulled out the divorce settlement agreement I had prepared in advance and placed it in front of him.

The paper hit the table with a soft slap.

Ethan’s eyes dropped to it. His expression froze.

I gripped the edge of the table so hard my fingers hurt, forcing myself not to waver.

My voice was hoarse when I spoke.

“Sign it.”

The group chat exploded the moment I left.

Screenshots, voice messages, people jumping in one after another—it was all there.

So that was what Ethan’s social circle was like behind closed doors.

The men in the chat had all come alive, each one more shameless than the last.

Someone even tagged me directly, as if they couldn’t wait to drag me back in.

“Claire, what exactly are you upset about? It was just a joke. Ethan was only trying to help you fit in. Don’t be so ungrateful. Do you know how many people would kill for a husband like him?”

I didn’t reply. I didn’t leave the group, either.

No one was worth explaining myself to.

The next morning, I took our marriage certificate and went to the civil registry office.

And that was where I saw her.

She looked to be around Ethan’s age. Even first thing in the morning, she was flawlessly put together—silk blouse, fitted skirt, heels sharp enough to stab through concrete.

She had the polished air of a woman with a serious career. You could tell at a glance.

The moment she saw me, she smiled.

“So you really are getting divorced.”

Her tone was light, almost amused. “What a coincidence. Ethan and I just ran into each other yesterday, and today you’re here filing paperwork. That timing’s almost too perfect.”

I looked at her without saying anything.

She, on the other hand, showed no discomfort at all. She stood there openly, as calm as if she had every right to be.

Then she laughed softly and said, “Claire, don’t tell me you’re only realizing now that your marriage was over a long time ago.”

She stepped a little closer, lowering her voice as if she were offering me advice.

“A woman should know when to let go. Clinging to a man whose heart is already gone only makes you look pathetic.”

After a pause, she added with a faint smile, “Oh—and on Ethan’s behalf, I should probably say sorry. Last night must have been embarrassing for you.”

I laughed too.
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“How is it enough?” I looked straight at him. “You keep saying that any woman would have the same life after marriage. That this is normal. Then tell me—if what I did was so easy, why does it suddenly become worthless the moment it’s time to put a number on it?”

No one answered.

My father had been busy in the kitchen a moment earlier. Now he stood there stiffly, as if he’d been nailed in place.

After all, my mother had already said it for him: a woman with a good education should still know how to come home, get married, and take care of her husband.

As long as she looked respectable on paper, it didn’t matter whether she slowly disappeared inside that life.

“Claire.”

My mother called my name in a softer voice, then came over and sat beside me. “I know you’re angry right now. But divorce isn’t something you can joke about. Once a marriage is broken, it can’t just be put back together. A woman only gets so many chances in life.”

So that was what this was really about.

Not my pain. Not my dignity. Not even the marriage itself.

Just fear—fear that I would become damaged goods in other people’s eyes.

“Claire, think about it,” she continued anxiously. “If you and Ethan really split, do you really think there’ll be another man willing to marry you? You’re not young anymore, and—”

I looked up at her.

She stopped.

Maybe she finally saw something in my face she didn’t recognize.

I smiled.

Not kindly.

“Mom, if all you can think about is whether some man might still want me after this, then maybe we don’t have anything left to talk about.”

Her expression changed.

My father finally snapped, “What kind of attitude is that?”

“The honest kind.” I stood. “You think I should be grateful because Ethan let me live comfortably? Fine. Then let me ask you something. If comfort is all a marriage is worth, why did you raise me to study so hard in the first place? Why bother sending me to a good school at all? I could’ve skipped all that and just waited for a man to feed me.”

“Claire Bennett!” he barked.

My hand tightened around the strap of my bag.

I had gone through every humiliation at that private business dinner. I had signed the divorce settlement agreement. I had held myself together through all of it.

And somehow this—this conversation in my parents’ living room—hurt just as much.

I bent down, picked up my suitcase, and headed for the door.

My mother hurried after me. “Claire, where are you going?”

“I booked a hotel for a few days,” I said without turning around. “I’ll look at apartments after that.”

“Hotel?” She sounded horrified. “Why do you need to stay in a hotel? This is your home.”

I paused with my hand on the doorknob.

No.

This had never really been my home either.
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He stared at me, then laughed under his breath.

“So that’s what this is,” he said. “You’re looking down on me because I came from nothing? Because I didn’t have your education?”

I almost sighed.

He still wasn’t listening. He never had.

“Do you know what your problem is?” I asked. “From the beginning, you only ever measured people by what they could give you. Money. Usefulness. Obedience. You picked me because I graduated from an elite top-tier university, because I studied a field that could help your career, because I was willing to support you when you had nothing. But the moment you became successful, you forgot all of it.”

He opened his mouth, but I didn’t let him interrupt.

“Let me tell you something,” I said. “Do you know who your precious ideal woman really is? The one you thought was so much smarter than me? The one you thought knew how to flatter you and understand men better than I ever could?”

For the first time, uncertainty flashed across his face.

“She married a finance executive,” I said. “Stayed with him less than a year. Then she quietly transferred all his assets overseas and vanished. By the time he found out, all she’d left behind was an empty company shell and a mountain of debt.”

Ethan went still.

“I heard he was stupid enough to stand there stunned for days after it happened,” I continued. “Couldn’t even understand how he’d been played.”

His face changed.

I didn’t need to say the rest. He knew exactly who I meant.

“The women you despise as gold diggers,” I said, “at least they’re honest about what they want. But the one you admired? She wanted money too. She was just better at packaging it.”

The bouquet in his hand crumpled under his tightening grip.

He looked like something inside him had finally cracked.

“If I’d had no money back then,” he said hoarsely, “would you still have stayed with me?”

I answered without hesitation. “Yes.”

His eyes shook.

“I would have,” I said. “Because when you had nothing, I was still willing to build a life with you. I even asked for ten million less in the divorce settlement.”

That was true.

Even the plane tickets from my overseas work trips had once been paid out of my own pocket.

From the start of our marriage to its end, I had never once truly taken advantage of him.

Ethan stood there in silence.

And for the first time, he seemed to realize that what he had lost was not a woman who wanted his money, but a woman who had once loved him enough to stay when he had nothing at all.

After that day, he never contacted me again.

My life settled into an almost peaceful routine.

Every night, I slept hugging the oversized body pillow I’d bought on impulse—a ridiculous five-foot thing that took
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