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Chapter 9

Because if I was still holding on to someone who had never chosen me, then from the outside, it probably did look ridiculous.

After a while, he said, “Then why not try with me?”

I looked up.

He met my eyes directly. “I’m not saying you have to like me right away. I just mean... give me a chance. If you keep standing in the same place for someone who’s never coming back, you won’t even leave room for another possibility.”

His voice was gentle, not forceful.

And maybe that was why I couldn’t immediately reject him.

I had already been stuck for too long.

Stuck in the same memory, the same season, the same unfinished feeling.

Ryan looked at me and said, “You don’t have to answer right now. But I’m serious.”

I stared at him for a long moment.

Then, very quietly, I said, “Okay.”

By the time I reached the dorm building, I spotted a tall, familiar figure standing downstairs.

As I got closer, I saw that he was holding a paper bag. The moment he noticed Ryan and me walking up together, the color drained from his face.

Ethan lowered his head for a second, then looked back at me.

I glanced at him too, and in that instant I felt like something inside me had finally come to a stop.

Ryan left.

He had probably understood, from the first words Ethan said to me and from the panic I couldn't hide, exactly why Ethan had come.

There were some things that didn't need explaining. Everyone already knew the answer.

"Lucy," Ethan said quietly as he stepped in front of me. "I heard from Jenna that you're seeing someone."

I said, "Yeah."

"So," he asked, his voice rough, "you're really dating Ryan?"

I kept my eyes on him. I wanted to answer yes. I wanted to tell him it had nothing to do with him anymore.

But I couldn't say it.

He stared at me, his eyes reddening little by little, and asked in a low voice, "Did I do something wrong?"

The question hit me so hard I almost forgot how to breathe.

Then he held out the paper bag in his hand. "This is for you."

His voice was hoarse, almost unsteady. "I remember you used to like this bakery."

I looked at the bag, then slowly shook my head. "I don't like it anymore. It's too sweet."

What I meant was not that I didn't like pastries anymore.

What I meant was that I didn't want to like him anymore.

But he understood.

His hand froze in midair. A long moment later, he lowered it. The circles around his eyes were red, and for the first time, I saw something close to helplessness on his face.

Since the day we reunited, we had always maintained a careful distance from each other.

Now, with the evening wind moving through the space between us and students passing by


Chapter 11

“But you,” she said, looking me straight in the eye, “acted like you didn’t feel anything at all. So I kept wondering—why? If you really had no interest in him, then why let him keep chasing after someone who would never turn around?”

I stared down at the table, my fingers curling tighter around the cup.

Sophie let out a quiet breath. “Later, when Ryan started pursuing you, I thought maybe that would finally shake Ethan out of it. I thought if he saw you with someone else, he’d either give up or do something.”

She paused, then her voice softened.

“But he didn’t give up. Not even then.”

I bit my lip and said in a low voice, “I didn’t know.”

“You really didn’t know?” She looked genuinely startled. “I thought it was obvious.”

I laughed, but it came out thin and uneven. “Back then I thought you were his girlfriend.”

Sophie blinked, then let out an incredulous laugh. “His girlfriend? Me?”

I nodded.

She pressed a hand to her forehead, half amused, half exasperated. “No wonder. No wonder you kept avoiding him.”

I looked away, embarrassment burning hot across my face.

“Lucy,” she said, and this time there was no teasing in her tone at all, “I’m not his girlfriend. Never was. I’m just his friend. And yes, I’ve always known he liked you.”

My heart started pounding so hard it hurt.

She gave me a long look, then smiled a little sadly. “Honestly, I thought the two of you would end up together sooner or later. Everyone could see it. There was something between you from the start.”

Something between us.

Unspoken romantic tension. A secret crush. Years of silence.

I sat there without moving, like my whole body had gone numb.

After a while, Sophie picked up her bag and stood. Before leaving, she hesitated, then said quietly, “There’s one more thing.”

I looked up.

“He really did love you,” she said. “A lot.”

Then she turned and left.

I stayed in the coffee shop for a long time after that, sitting there in a daze. My mind felt stuffed with noise and yet completely blank. I couldn’t seem to hold on to a single thought.

When I finally walked out, someone was standing by the wall outside.

Ethan.

He looked as if he’d been waiting for a while. The moment he saw me, he straightened, and for the first time in all the years I’d known him, I saw unmistakable nervousness on his face.

I stopped in my tracks.

Ever since that last time, he’d been looking for chances to see me. If he had time, he would appear. If he didn’t, he would still make time somehow.

And now, seeing him standing there in a plain T-shirt and dark jeans, I suddenly remembered something absurdly specific: the first time I ever met him, he’d been wearing almost this exact outfit too.
Chapter 12

He swallowed, then said carefully, “I haven’t been close to any other girl since I started college. Sophie and I... we’re not what you thought. She’s basically like an older classmate I learn from. That’s all.”

As he spoke, he lifted a hand and tugged awkwardly at his hair. His ears were red. “And the last time she told you that stuff... she insisted on saying it.”

I stared at him.

What Sophie had just said came rushing back all at once.

He liked you from the very beginning.

Even when Ryan pursued you, he never gave up.

He loved you.

My chest tightened so sharply I could barely breathe.

Ethan looked at me, then suddenly stepped forward and caught my hand. His palm was warm, but his fingers were trembling.

“I don’t know what you heard before this,” he said, his voice low and rough, “but before you hear anything else, there’s something I need to tell you.”

I couldn’t speak.

“In all these years, a lot of girls have liked me,” he said. “I know that sounds arrogant, but I’m saying it because every single time, I refused. I never gave any of them a chance.”

He paused. His brows drew together slightly, and when he spoke again, his voice dropped even lower.

“But the first time I met you, when you told me you liked me...” He looked at me steadily. “I didn’t refuse.”

I stared at him, my mind blanking out for a second.

The first time we met.

It had been right after the new student registration meeting in high school. A bunch of girls had deliberately found excuses to head over to where he was standing, but they all lost their nerve halfway there and drifted off.

Only I had gone all the way up to him.

He had smiled at me back then, a little surprised, a little polite. “Hey. Do you need something?”

My hands had been shaking so badly I’d almost hidden them behind my back. I’d been so nervous I could barely get the words out.

But all I could think at the time was that he was unbelievably handsome.

So handsome that I’d blurted out, “My name’s Lucy. We’ll probably be seeing each other a lot from now on.”

He’d blinked. “...Okay?”

I had stared straight at him, heart hammering hard enough to kill me, and said, “I like you. I want to pursue you.”

And then I had run.

Run immediately. Run without looking back. Run so fast I hadn’t even given him the chance to reject me.

Now Ethan tightened his hold on my hand just slightly and said, almost helplessly, “I never rejected you. You just never gave me the chance.”

My eyes stung.

I lowered my head and tried to pull myself together, but the tears still came.

He took one step closer. “Lucy?”

I didn’t look up.

His voice turned even gentler, almost careful. “Can you tell me what you’re thinking? If you don’t say anything, I don’t know what to do.”

I opened my mouth, but no sound came out.
Chapter 14

Later, after all the twists and missed chances, after we finally found our way back to each other, I kept thinking about one thing.

He hadn't changed.

It turned out the person I had loved all those years had really been that constant all along. Maybe that was why it hurt so much—because deep down, I had always believed Ethan loved me too, just as stubbornly as I loved him.

But back then, I had been too scared. I kept telling myself he was doing fine without me, that he looked good, had grades good enough to carry him anywhere, and had a life that didn't need me in it.

There was one winter when the snow came especially hard. I still remember that afternoon. Ethan liked snow too.

Our school had just let out for winter break, and I was heading downstairs with my bag.

In front of the academic building was a wide open stretch of ground already covered in white. A lot of students were gathered there, laughing as they built snowmen and took pictures in clusters.

Then, turning a corner, I saw a boy and a girl all at once.

They were both smiling.

They weren't doing anything intimate.

But in that instant, something inside me snapped, and I fled before I could think.

The wind cut across my face. My eyes stung. I couldn't even understand why he could seem so calm, so distant.

Snow blurred everything around me, the whole world washed white.

And that was when I realized—

I had never really let him go.

I don't know exactly when Ryan started liking me. Maybe he didn't know either.

At first, he was just another relentless, irritating guy who kept showing up around me no matter how cold I was.

He came by almost every day, always carrying something—some random snack, some little trinket, some excuse to talk to me.

For a while, I even started running into him so often it felt like we were following the same schedule, using the same classroom building, walking the same road.

Sometimes he waited for me outside after class.

Sometimes, when I was writing or reading by myself, he'd quietly sit down beside me and start talking like he'd always belonged there.

He was good-looking. No one could deny that. Plenty of girls liked him.

Back then, I thought I knew exactly what I was doing. I thought if I just kept walking forward, one day I really would leave the past behind.

So one day, when he once again appeared in front of me with that familiar easy grin, I forced myself to speak first.

I took the thing he was holding and blurted out, trying to sound casual, "If you like me, then stop saying it to other girls too, okay?"
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