Chapter 11

He just held his arm out in front of me, his face cold, his jaw tight, leaving no room for anyone to come closer.

Graham froze for half a second.

Then he looked at my mother, and something in his eyes seemed to crack.

But Mom didn't look at him.

She only looked at me, like no one else in the room mattered.

Graham started to explain in a hoarse rush, his voice unsteady, almost panicked.

I just smiled.

"It doesn't matter," I said.

"It really doesn't."

"The only connection between us is that you once showed up at one of my parent-teacher conferences because Graham asked you to."

I said it as calmly as I could.

But the second the words left my mouth, my chest tightened.

All those years.

Every late-night study session.

Every meal I ate alone.

Every parent-teacher conference.

I'd always told my teachers my dad was busy. They would smile politely and say they understood, that adults worked hard and that fathers were often tied up with important things.

But what exactly had he been busy with?

Busy enough to ignore his own daughter.

I never had an answer.

Later, one of my teachers contacted Graham.

And from then on, the person who came to my parent-teacher conferences became Natalie Sterling's mother.

She'd always dress perfectly, polished from head to toe, and every time she walked into school, I became a joke to my classmates all over again.

I felt sorry for my mother.

But I felt even sorrier for my younger self.

How much had a child needed to be loved before she'd keep lying for a father like that?

I'd rather have kept fooling my teachers than let my mother be humiliated because of me.

At every single parent-teacher conference, the only parent I had was always absent.

From the beginning, I was the one who didn't belong.

Later, Graham arranged for me to transfer into the same school Natalie attended, an elite private school built for people like them.

The tuition there was more than my old school's entire yearly cost.

As long as he revealed even the smallest sign that I had anything to do with him, I could stay in that school.

Graham's car stopped outside the gates every day.

It became the centerpiece of everyone's gossip.

My classmates envied me and sneered at me in the same breath.

"She really hit the jackpot in life."

"So what if she wasn't born into the right family? Her dad still takes care of her. That makes her some kind of secret little princess too, doesn't it?"

Those words lit a fire in me every time.

Sometimes I couldn't hold it back. Sometimes I wanted to grab them by the collar and scream that none of them knew a damn thing.

When it got bad enough, I even punched one of the girls.

And I paid for it.

I knew Graham had cleaned up the mess for me.

I knew he had stopped me from being forced to transfer schools again.

Maybe he'd even told people behind the scenes, "She's still young. Don't make things hard for her."

Thinking of that, I looked at him and suddenly laughed.

I hated him.
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But in some ridiculous, pathetic way, I also understood him a little.

Too late.

Everything was too late.

He reached for my hand.

I knew his fingers were trembling.

But I didn't pull away.

He had only just told me that he and Mom had been separated because of a misunderstanding from more than ten years ago.

Just one mistake.

And yet Mom had been forced to accept that her husband left with another woman, while that same woman later went to her daughter's parent-teacher conferences as if she belonged there.

It didn't matter anymore.

Mom—

You still have me.

I tightened my grip on her hand and forced myself to smile. "Mom, let's go home. If Grandma knew what happened today, she'd definitely be worried sick."

After I said that, I looked at Graham once.

Then I turned and left.

Since Graham took over my tutoring, things had gotten a lot better.

My grades had improved more than they ever had before.

For the first time, I actually knew what it felt like to be someone's priority.

Back then, the only person who had ever done that for me was Mom.

Later, there was him.

Honestly...

it felt nice.

After that, Graham got even busier.

Even so, he still managed to carve time out of his packed schedule for me.

When he couldn't come himself, he'd have his assistant stay in touch with me instead.

He even arranged a famous private tutor for me.

He made it clear I wasn't allowed to work weekends anymore.

And he wouldn't let anyone bully me at school either.

From then on, no one dared mess with me again. People said Graham had personally spoken to the school and even contacted the board.

I started thinking maybe I really could get into the college I wanted.

One day, I secretly called Mom to tell her the news.

She sounded happy for me, and she reminded me over and over not to get too proud.

Later, I asked if she had time to come with me so I could properly thank Graham over dinner.

That was what I'd planned.

Of course, Mom didn't refuse me.

She just went quiet for a moment before saying softly, "Okay."

After a pause, though, Graham suddenly added, "If Elena's coming, then I'll come too."

“What right do you have to tell me that now?”

Mom suddenly laughed.

But there was no warmth in it. It was the kind of laugh that came only after someone had been hurt too many times.

“You say you never got married?” she said, staring at Graham. “And what does that have to do with me?”

The moment the words left her mouth, she grabbed my hand and turned to leave.

But before we could take more than a step, he caught us.

Mother and daughter—both of us stopped short.

For a second, the world seemed to go quiet.

Mom lowered her eyes and gave a bitter little laugh.

Never got married.

What did that prove?

Back then, after he walked out on us, she had still raised me alone all these years.

So what if there had never been a wife?

So what if there had never been a marriage?

What difference did any of it make?

The damage had already been done.

A woman’s youth only lasted so long.
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Then, at last, I whispered,

“Mom…”

“Yeah?”

“I know.”

I lifted my head and looked at her with stubborn certainty.

“No matter what happens, he’ll never love anyone more than you.”

Over all these years, he had never once given another woman even half a glance.

The only person he had ever truly kept in his heart—

was Mom.

I shoved Graham Sterling away.

He came after me again, grabbed at me, and shouted hoarsely, “Avery! I told you, I’m not your enemy! Why do you always have to be so cruel to me?”

For a moment, everyone nearby turned to stare.

But Graham looked like he didn’t notice any of them.

Or maybe he did, and just didn’t care.

A man who had always been polished, controlled, untouchable—now he stood there in plain view, letting himself be pointed at and judged.

His hair was streaked with gray now.

Even so, he was only in his forties.

Yet that proud, imposing man was being called names in public, accused of clinging, of not knowing when to let go.

His driver stepped forward and tried to steady him, wanting to lead him away.

But Graham shoved the hand off.

He stood rooted where he was, eyes fixed on me like he was terrified that if he looked away for even a second, I would disappear.

I probably should have gone farther.

But in the end, I didn’t have anywhere else to go.

The only place I could return to—

was his house.

No.

Not his house.

The Sterling estate.

That enormous, gleaming mansion.

The kind of place where every brick seemed to remind me that I didn’t belong there.

I stood there for a long time, then finally turned and walked back without a word.

Maybe it was because I really had nowhere else to go.

Maybe it was because I was tired.

Or maybe—

I just didn’t want to make a bigger scene.

I didn’t know.

I really didn’t.

Anyway, I went back.

The moment I stepped through the front doors, the housekeeper hurried over. She glanced at my face, then at the still-breathless Graham behind me, and looked like she wanted to say something but didn’t dare.

Graham stood there catching his breath. For an instant, he looked almost ten years older.

It made me think of the man he used to be.

The man from ten years ago.

Back then, at a banquet, he had stood tall in a tailored suit, cold and distant, impossibly high above everyone else.

In one moment, I felt like I had been dragged straight back into that memory.

The light in the hall was bright enough to sting.

The sharpness in my chest hurt even more.

So he hadn’t gone.

He really had waited for me.

I lowered my eyes and said nothing.

Neither did he.

Inside that huge house, silence spread between us.

The servants moved quietly, each of them busy, but no one dared make a sound.

After a long while, even Graham seemed unable to bear the pressure of that silence anymore.

His voice was rough when he finally spoke.

“Avery,” he said, “can you stop hating me this much?”
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For my sake, Mom still followed him to the end of the hallway and talked to him for a long time.

Too long.

I stayed at the corner, fighting the urge to go over there.

After what felt like forever, Graham finally came back.

I didn't look at him.

He sat down beside me.

"Everything you did was for Elena," he said quietly. "Then why can't Elena come home with me?"

I stared ahead and said nothing.

Mom had never worn expensive clothes.

But every time she stood in front of Graham, she somehow looked painfully out of place beside all that wealth.

It was hard to describe.

Like she had been left behind by a world that had once almost been hers.

"I'm sorry," Graham said.

His voice was low.

"But after all these years, you still haven't let go, have you?"

I let out a short laugh.

He was talking about Mom, but he was really talking about himself.

Every word he said landed on me too.

As if he understood exactly what it felt like to lose something and never get it back.

He loved Mom.

That much was real.

He really did.

"Can you come home with me?" he asked. "Just this once. Even if it's only for a while."

Mom smiled faintly.

"No," she said. "I don't like looking back."

"You..."

"If I wanted money, I would've taken it years ago."

Graham bit down hard, his face turning stiff, like the words had lodged
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