
Chapter 2

	She has nothing to do with me…

	All the way until I left the hotel, that sentence kept circling in my head, refusing to stop.

	I hugged myself, standing at the curb in the cold wind, waiting for a car.

	Funny, really. Three years ago, when Grandpa died, the Hartleys started sliding downhill.

	After that, every friend around me vanished. The ones who'd once called me their best girl blocked and deleted me; if they happened to spot me, they'd give me a wide berth.

	My father thought that with the marriage tie in place, we could lean on the Drakes to ease our cash flow, to rebuild our broken finances.

	But Damon hated me, and was dead set on refusing to help.

	Later my father listened to my stepmother, who decided I was useless, incompetent, and whispered a few things in his ear. In a fit of temper, my father stopped looking out for me too.

	Damon knew all this. But he wouldn't pity me—he'd only keep pressing on the soft, wounded places to make them hurt.

	That day, I'd gone back to pay respects at Grandpa's grave, only to be driven out the Hartley front gate by my stepmother and her son. By the time I got home, before I could even tell Damon how wronged I felt, he suddenly erupted.

	"Elise, why are you so vicious?!"

	I stared at him, lost. "What… what are you talking about?"

	"Still playing innocent? Mia's mother died of cancer—tonight

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Chapter 4

	After Liam dropped me off, he left. Worried I might be in low spirits, he made a point of giving me a little teddy bear from his car, saying a patient had given it to him that day.

	That night, I slept holding the bear—and, to my surprise, didn't lie awake.

	The next day I went to the shop that removes rings, only to find they were on a week's break. I had to turn back, and at home I tried oil and body wash, again and again, and still couldn't get it off.

	Looking at that plastic ring between my fingers, I broke down crying, unable to stop myself.

	Right then a call came in. It was Liam.

	I wiped my tears. "What is it?"

	He caught the crack in my voice at once and stated, "Still upset."

	For a moment I didn't know how to answer.

	He sighed softly on the other end and asked, "Do you have time tomorrow? Let me take you to a movie, then somewhere you can just relax and have some fun?"

	"Aren't doctors really busy?" I asked, nasal.

	"Not busy."

	Liam said it with a smile in his voice.

	Early the next morning, he arrived as promised. Thinking I couldn't keep sinking over one relationship, I'd gotten up early to dress myself up nicely, and Liam praised how good I looked the whole way.

	We watched a comedy, then went to an amusement park and rode everything. Liam stayed with me, looked after me, spent the whole day with me at its center.

	The setting sun was endlessly beautiful. I sat on the steps watching it go down.

	These three years, a dream turned to bubbles; in a snap of the fingers every foolish hope dissolved into smoke. Before I ever got engaged to Damon, he used to smile at me often. He was the only one willing to come near solitary, prickly me, willing to appreciate my obscure little hobbies.

	In the days when others mocked me for studying the harp—no future in it, no point—only Damon would sit patiently beside me and listen to me play.

	He said I was a very quiet person, that the music I played could only be appreciated by someone in the same state of heart. He said I was a very gentle person, that only the kind-hearted would spend time learning an unfashionable instrument. He said few girls liked this instrument, that I had real character of my own, willing to search day and night through scarce material to keep improving—an upward-striving girl with ambitions.

	My personality was never well-liked. Apart from Grandpa, no one ever indulged me.

	I liked being on my own. But once Damon appeared, the thought of being with him took root in me, and at night I'd imagine us walking to and from school together, even being led by the hand beneath the sunset, gazing up at his handsome brow and smiling.

	Those images, today, had become salt in my wound, hurting me anew, over and over.

	On the way back, I asked Liam to take me to pay respects at Grandpa's grave the next day. He agreed without hesitation.

	I'd be eating into another whole day of his. Feeling guilty, I got up early the next morning to busy myself in the kitchen.

	I remembered a little home-cook I followed online who often posted daily food. But the moment I opened the feed, the very first post was Mia's.

	As if compelled, I opened her page.

	Mia's feed held nothing but her and Damon's daily life—nothing but couples' hotels, couples' restaurants, photo-op hotspots, travels to all sorts of scenic places…

	These images I'd once only imagined had become, in a blink, someone else's effortless everyday.

	The sense of falling short pressed down so hard, in that moment, that I couldn't breathe.

	Suddenly a chat window from Mia popped up.

	"Elise, can you come to the hospital right now? Damon wants to see you!"

	My pupils shook. The hospital?

	…

	I rushed in a panic to the hospital Mia named, shoved the door open out of breath—and found the room packed with all those so-called friends from before.

	Every one of them wore an exaggerated grin.

	"See, what did I say—she was sure to come!"

	"She still likes Damon this much. I won the bet—pay up, pay up!"

	"Broken up and still hopelessly devoted to Damon. You don't see lovesick fools like this every day!"

	In that instant, my ears began to ring. Dazed, I looked toward Damon, his eyes full of complicated feeling, while Mia beside him laughed so hard she trembled.

	So I'd been tricked…

	"Elise, today's my birthday. Everyone did this just to make me happy."

	To make her happy?

	Seeing the look on my face, Mia said pointedly, "Don't be angry, Elise. Everyone's only joking."

	Past the point of endurance, I raised my hand and slapped her, hard, across the cheek—hard enough that my own palm stung.

	"Ah!"

	A scream, and Mia tumbled to the floor.

	The whole room went dead silent. Everyone, startled, looked at me, at a loss.

	"Elise, what are you doing?!"

	Damon ran over in alarm, helped Mia up off the floor, checked her over with aching concern, and when he saw the slap mark on her cheek, charged at me as if to strike me.

	I looked at him without the slightest fear.

	"Damon, do you know what day it is today?"

	He went blank first, then his expression changed drastically.

	I let out two self-mocking cold laughs, and under everyone's puzzled gaze, walked to the table and picked up the fruit knife.

	"What are you doing?!"

	They were terrified.

	Then, right before Damon's eyes, I used the fruit knife to cut through my finger.

	Letting that plastic ring slip off, bloody, in front of him—wrenched off at last.

	


Chapter 5

	Mia shrieked in terror, and everyone gave me a wide, wary berth.

	Only Damon didn't move. His eyes brimmed with disbelief as he stared at me, shocked, lips trembling.

	"Elise, you're insane…"

	I lowered my head, looking at my hand seeping blood and the half-severed finger on the floor, not entirely sure whether I was insane.

	Suddenly the door was pushed open, and a familiar figure appeared in my vision.

	"Elise!"

	Liam, alarmed by the blood on my hand, rushed over and stopped the bleeding with emergency medical technique, then took my arm and prepared to leave the room, ignoring everyone else.

	But Damon stepped forward to block him, summoning courage from somewhere, squaring his shoulders to ask Liam:

	"What is she to you?!"

	I looked at Liam and saw him, for the first time, regard Damon with disgust—even contempt. "If you're smart, get out of the way. There's still time to reattach the finger if we go to the hospital now."

	Damon looked again at my hand, and with a black face, gave way.

	…

	The surgery was performed by Damon. Local anesthetic—I could watch every movement of his with a clear mind.

	He was careful, his motions clean and practiced, his eyes filled with an undisguised ache. That kind of expression made me a little uncomfortable.

	Two hours later, my finger was reattached, bandaged tightly.

	"Come in every day from now on to change the dressing. When you do, just bear the pain." He held a notebook, writing down my personal details—he knew them all already, no need to ask.

	I sat in the chair, feeling the dull throbbing wash over me wave after wave as the anesthetic wore off. "I'm sorry. I've troubled you again…"

	More than shame, what I felt was guilt.

	Liam sighed again and handed me a pill.

	"Painkiller. Weren't you going to visit your grandfather today?"

	I'd nearly forgotten—today was the anniversary of Grandpa's death. This morning, derailed by their stunt, I'd let the most important thing of the day slip. I wondered whether Grandpa, seeing my hand, would blame me for not taking better care of myself.

	I'd promised him, on his deathbed.

	I let out a long breath, pulled myself together, and told Liam I was fine, that we could go.

	He studied me with some doubt, wanting to check a few other things, but after thinking it over, he listened to me and took me to the cemetery where Grandpa lay.

	The Hartleys usually came to pay respects in the evening, so I could keep watch here during the day and had to leave before dusk—otherwise, like before, I'd be driven off by the Hartley family.

	I laid a bouquet of white daisies before the headstone. The photo on the stone showed the little old man I could never forget—he was beaming. In life he loved candy most, and it was an illness brought on by candy that took him from the world.

	When I was small and my mother scolded me to tears, she'd make me stand in the corner as punishment and forbid anyone to comfort me.

	At those times, Grandpa would sneak a piece of candy into my wailing mouth, and soothed by the sweetness, I'd stop crying at once.

	When my mother demanded to know why he was coddling me, Grandpa would say, all proud and prickly, that he'd done no such thing, that he hadn't said a word, then put on a face of pure innocence.

	My mother could only let us off, exasperated, not knowing whether to laugh or cry.

	Those old memories gave battered, bruised me a moment's healing.

	Just then, a sound came from behind me.

	"Elise Hartley?"

	I rose and turned to find Cody—the son my father had with the woman who'd swept in and taken over.

	He wasn't old in years, but already weighed over two hundred pounds; my father and Tara doted on him endlessly.

	"You're here again. Don't you remember what I told you last time? Don't you know this is my grandfather? He's not yours!"

	My father had been stolen from me, and now Grandpa was to be stolen too.

	"Grandpa's yours?" I shot back, icy. "Grandpa never even met you. You and your mother only moved in three years ago. What gives you the right to make a fuss?"

	"Elise, you stray dog with no home!" Cody jabbed a furious finger at me.

	"And you?" I laughed instead of bristling. "Are you the good guard dog they keep around to mind the house?"

	Cody, beside himself, turned and yelled for his parents.

	Liam, following the sound, walked to my side, silently offering the protection I wanted, and murmured to me: "If you don't want to tangle with them, I'll take you away from here."

	He'd barely finished when my father and Tara appeared.

	Heavily made-up Tara looked nothing like someone come to mourn—a bright dress, the latest handbag, a pair of ostentatious pearl earrings.

	"Long time no see, Elise." She'd put on a show in front of my father.

	I ignored her, turning to find my father sizing up Liam.

	"This must be the Rourke family's only son?" A strange light flickered in my father's eyes.

	Liam answered politely.

	My father's gaze moved between me and Liam. "A few days back I heard the Drakes broke off the engagement. I worried Elise might fall apart, but now I see she has someone with her, so I'm at ease."

	The way he said it—as if he cared about me so very much.

	Seeing that Liam was easy to talk to, my father pressed on. "I wonder if Mr. Rourke might have time. I'd like to invite you for a few drinks."

	Liam looked puzzled, and I watched my father warily.

	Then my father said, "The truth is, I never much liked that ungrateful boy from the Drakes. If Elise married into the Rourkes she'd surely be happier than with the Drakes. It's only that the Hartleys have hit a bit of trouble lately—if Mr. Rourke could lend a hand…"

	"That's enough!"

	There at Grandpa's grave, I cut my father off, sick with disgust, blazing with fury.
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