Chapter 11

You set down your bag, went to the kitchen doorway, and leaned lightly against the frame. "About earlier... Lucas just needed something."

You hesitated for a long time, but in the end, you still didn't tell him Lucas had come to ask you to take him back.

Ethan didn't stop what he was doing. He only gave a quiet, detached "Mm."

All the explanations hovering at your lips died there, and you swallowed them back down.

Right before dinner, Vanessa arrived.

Ethan said he'd invited her to eat with you.

You watched the two of them move around each other with easy coordination, setting out bowls and chopsticks, and something heavy and nameless rose in your chest. After forcing down a few hurried bites, you stood and went back to your room.

When you came out again later, Vanessa was gone, and Ethan was at the sink washing dishes.

You walked up behind him. After working up the courage for what felt like forever, you finally stammered, "Ethan, I... I think I might... have fallen for you..."

Before you could finish, he turned around.

There was still soap on his long fingers. He looked down at you, not quite smiling. "Might?" he said softly. "Sophie, I don't think I've ever told you this, but I'm not so desperate that it has to be you."

Your heart dropped.

In an instant, you understood.

He was rejecting you.

It wasn't like when Lucas had turned you down. Back then, you'd still had enough stubborn hope to keep trying. But now all you wanted was to find some quiet, empty place and be alone for a while, just long enough to let your aching, suffocating heart breathe.

It hit you then that in the past, Ethan had always been orbiting around you. And now that he'd suddenly stopped, the days had become so quiet. So quiet it scared you.

You couldn't help wondering—if Lucas hadn't held you up that night on Qixi, Chinese Valentine's Day, if you'd gotten there earlier, would things have turned out differently?

That night, you had already made up your mind.

If Ethan confessed, you were going to say yes immediately.

You had no idea how to face him after that, so when work ended, you went to the park beside the apartment complex instead of going home. You planned to wait until it was later.

You didn't know how long you'd been sitting there when Lucas suddenly appeared in front of you.

His hands were in his pockets as he looked down at you on the bench.

You felt exhausted and helpless. You didn't want to say anything at all.

He crouched in front of you and gripped your shoulders. "Sophie, let's start over, okay?"

Your chest hurt. Your thoughts were a mess. You tried hard to shake him off and kept repeating, "I don't like you anymore, Lucas. I really don't like you anymore."

"That's okay," he said stubbornly. "You liked me once. You'll like me again."

"I won't!" The words tore out of you at last. "The only reason I liked you in the first place was because you looked so much like him!"

The second the words left your mouth, you froze.
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So did he.

You didn't say anything else. You turned and walked back toward the complex.

The elevator doors opened, and the first thing you saw was Ethan with one arm around Vanessa, leaning against the wall beside the elevator while they talked.

The sight hit so hard that Vanessa had to call your name several times before you slowly came back to yourself.

She explained that there had been a company dinner. Ethan had drunk too much helping block drinks for her, and she'd brought him home.

You helped Vanessa get Ethan inside. After a few more explanations, she left first.

You wiped Ethan's face, pulled the blanket over him, then crouched beside the couch and stared at his sleeping face. A sharp pain twisted through your chest, and tears began falling for no reason at all.

You hadn't known how to face him before.

This was almost better.

At least this way, he couldn't reject you.

You remembered the night he'd gotten drunk and held your hand, asking, "Are you really not willing to give me even one chance?"

You wiped at the tears on the corners of your eyes, then slowly reached out and lightly curled your fingers around his. In a small voice, you whispered, "If I say yes now... is it still too late?"

Even after saying it, the ache inside you didn't ease. You clutched his fingers tighter, bent over beside the couch, and couldn't stop the sob that broke from your throat.

"Ethan, I don't like Lucas anymore. I really don't..."

"I don't want to be with him. I want to be with you, Ethan..."

Suddenly, the fingers in your hand slipped away.

Then his voice sounded beside you—low, hoarse, and completely awake.

"Then why should I be the one left waiting for you?"

This time, he wasn't drunk.

A few days later, Ethan left on a business trip with Vanessa.

You didn’t see the message from him until after work, when you got home.

Going out of town with Vanessa for a few days. Already on the way.

You read that single text over and over again. You typed into the reply box, erased it, typed again, erased it again. In the end, all you sent was: Safe travels.

While Ethan was gone, you lived the same way you always did. Work. Home. Sleep. Repeat. Except sometimes you would stand in the middle of the apartment and stare at the empty space around you, as if everything were the same as before when it clearly wasn’t.

Only you knew how many times you opened your text thread with him.

All the things you wanted to say, you typed them out again and again, then deleted every last word without sending a single one.

You didn’t know how the two of you had ended up here.
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You were still standing there, frozen, when he took a few steps away. Then he turned back and added, “Oh—and happy birthday.”

Your things slipped from your hands.

Then you ran.

When Ethan called, it was already evening.

You had spent the entire day sitting in that milk tea shop you and he had once agreed to meet at, hearing the same sentence over and over in your head.

No need. Vanessa and I are together now.

The words were like a knife driven straight into your chest.

When Lucas broke up with you, you had been sad—hurt, confused, still thinking you could talk to him and clear things up.

But this was different.

This pain was so intense it felt unbearable, like you had to find something—anything—to press it down before it swallowed you whole.

Over the phone, Ethan said, “Sophie, I found another place for you. You can move in a few days.”

See?

He really was pushing you completely out of his world.

You wandered outside for a long time before finally going back.

But the man who used to wait in the living room for you no matter how late you came home—

wasn’t there.

Lying in bed, you felt dizzy.

More than twenty years of memories churned through your mind, one after another, and every single one of them had Ethan in it.

Your heart clenched so hard it became difficult to breathe.

You didn’t know what to do.

Stumbling out into the living room, you found a bottle of red wine, twisted the cap open, and took a huge swallow straight from it.

You thought if you got drunk, maybe it wouldn’t hurt so much.

But you barely drank in the first place, and after going almost the entire day without eating, the alcohol hit your empty stomach like a blade.

Pain twisted violently through your gut.

You staggered into the bathroom and dropped to your knees in front of the toilet, dry-heaving so hard your whole body shook, but nothing came up.

The noise was loud enough to wake Ethan.

He appeared outside the bathroom in sleepwear, frowning. “What are you doing?”

Your head was burning, floating, but there was still a thread of awareness left. You waved him off, staggered back out, and collapsed onto the couch.

“I’m fine...” you mumbled.

When he didn’t say anything for a long time, you buried your face into the sofa cushions and started crying in secret.

A second later, he strode over, grabbed your arm, and yanked you upright into a sitting position.

“Sophie Carter,” he said, displeasure hard in his face, “what exactly are you trying to do?”

His voice wasn’t loud.

But it was enough.

Like a spark dropped onto a fuse, it ignited every grievance, every bit of hurt you had been crushing down inside yourself.

You lowered your head, and the tears came faster.

When you still wouldn’t speak, he sat down beside you instead, leaning back against the couch.

After a very long silence, he finally spoke, almost like he was mocking himself.
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Ethan’s mother answered when you knocked. The moment she saw you, she brightened and pulled you inside warmly, calling toward the bathroom, “Ethan, Sophie’s here!”

Almost as soon as she finished speaking, Ethan walked out with a toothbrush still in his mouth and gave you a muffled hello.

His mother frowned at him at once. “At least greet Sophie properly.”

Then she turned back to you with a smile. “Sophie, wait here with Ethan for a minute. I need to run out and buy a few things.”

You nodded.

Holding the teacup she’d pressed into your hands, you sat stiffly on the couch, uncomfortable in your own skin.

Thankfully, Ethan finished washing up quickly. He came back out in pajama pants and a soft top, a glass of water in one hand, his hair still messy from sleep. The usual sharpness around him was gone, replaced by an easy, unguarded kind of carelessness.

You stood immediately. “Um... my mom asked me to drop off the mooncakes. That’s all. I should go.”

He nodded and sat down on the couch without saying anything.

You wrapped your fingers around the doorknob, ready to leave.

Then you stopped.

Looking down, you curled your fingers tight, turned around, and walked back to him. You hesitated for a long time before finally speaking.

“My mom told me... your parents and mine all think we’re together.” Your voice came out thin and strained. “You should probably clear that up with them. So it doesn’t affect things between you and Vanessa.”

His fingers tightened lightly around the glass. He tipped his head back and looked up at you. His voice was still a little hoarse.

“Okay.”

At that answer, something in you loosened.

But your eyes stung almost immediately.

You blinked hard and forced the tears back down. “Thank you.”

He lifted a brow. “Thank me?”

Your fingers curled hard at your side. You fought to keep your voice steady and nodded firmly.

“Yeah. Thank you for liking me once. Thank you for always being there for me. For being so good to me.” You swallowed. “You’re amazing, Ethan. You deserve someone better...”

Your throat suddenly hurt. You had to stop for a second, turning your face aside to suppress the fresh rush of tears.

“I always treated you like my rival before. I kept thinking I could never beat you at anything, and I hated that.” You wiped at the corner of your eye with the back of your hand. “Now I realize it wasn’t just that I could never measure up to you. I also let down the way you felt about me.”

Your voice trembled.

“Ethan... I’m sorry. I didn’t realize sooner that I was in love with you.”

Even now, you still didn’t dare say the words I love you out loud.

You knew this wasn’t the right time. Saying it now would only burden him. It would only make
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