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    First Edition


Chapter 2

	Tristan was rushed to the emergency room, his life hanging in the balance. I sat numb on a chair in the corridor outside.

	Soon my parents arrived. The moment I saw my mother, the tears finally came.

	I reached out and held her and called for her in a small voice.

	When I'd steadied a little, she asked what had happened. Through my hiccupping sobs I told her:

	"We were fighting... I drove off, and he followed me, and I was trying to lose him..."

	When she heard he'd taken the crash to protect me, the blood drained from her face and she sucked in a breath.

	She held me, shaken — and then, angry, she scolded me:

	"How could you be so reckless! He's spoiled you since you were children. What on earth are you so upset about now?"

	Hearing that, all I felt was bitterness. Everyone knew it. Tristan truly loved me.

	This time he'd risked his own life to protect me.

	And yet he had, just as truly, betrayed me — and made me lose, completely.

	There was no way to explain. I just closed my eyes and said nothing.

	Mercifully, Tristan was not in danger. A few broken ribs. The next day he was moved from the ICU to a regular room.

	His mother had died long ago, so mine had our housekeeper make expensive soups every day.

	She thought up every kind of invalid's meal, and carried them to the hospital herself — and very soon she sensed something was wrong with me.

	After he woke, I used work as an excuse to stay away from the hospital, and when I did go, my face was cold.

	I sat far from Tristan and wouldn't speak to him.

	My mother got angry and came to ask me what exactly was going on. I wouldn't speak; I just stared at the toes of my shoes.

	Finally I said, softly: "Mom, I want a divorce."

	"What nonsense is this!" She glared at me. "Look at him. He nearly died for you."

	The truth was, my parents had once opposed my being with Tristan at all.

	It's a long story. Our families had been neighbors. Tristan was three years older than me, and from the time I could walk I'd trailed after him, calling him my big brother.

	By adolescence, Tristan was broad-shouldered and long-limbed, genuinely adored by everyone — until disaster struck his family.

	His father was arrested for financial fraud and sentenced to life. His mother, unable to bear the shock, took her own life.

	Tristan went from golden boy to pariah. His circle of friends scattered, and he moved away from our neighborhood.

	A few years later, I tested into his university, and he'd grown even more striking.

	A white shirt only made his features sharper. He was standing in front of the bookshelves, and he recognized me at a glance.

	Surprise and delight flashed through his eyes. He lowered his voice: "Little shadow."

	He took me out for grilled fish, rinsed my bowl and cup for me — and I was still sulking at him.

	Sulking because he'd vanished for years without a word. He smiled, indulgent, and put the most tender piece of fish on my plate.

	He ruffled my hair carelessly and said, "Good girl."

	In that moment my eyes stung. I knew those years must have been hard for him — but he never breathed a word of it.

	I was studying media and broadcasting. I had the looks for it, and not long into the semester plenty of boys were after me.

	It wore me down. Frustrated, I complained about it to Tristan.

	To my surprise, he reacted with a kind of paternal satisfaction, as if watching a child grow up. Half teasing, he said:

	"My little shadow's all grown up."

	I was so annoyed I didn't want to talk to him — but that evening, after class, he was waiting for me at the foot of the building.

	Hands in his pockets, standing under that pomegranate tree, his shadow stretched long, tall and elegant.

	My heart began to pound.

	I bounced over to him and kicked at the toe of his shoe, and he bent, laughing, tilting his head to look at me, coaxing softly:

	"All right, all right, I was wrong. Let me take you to eat."

	That was more like it. I forgave him magnanimously, of course.

	Only I was too greedy. I ate until I was painfully full — genuinely uncomfortable, tears of discomfort in my eyes.

	By the time we reached the school gate, I felt so bad I made a face and asked Tristan to carry me.

	He looked at me, exasperated and amused, and finally, resigned, hoisted me onto his back — as if remembering some embarrassing thing from when I was small.

	He couldn't help laughing: "How are you still exactly like you were as a kid, no sense of moderation? I worry you'll never make it on a broadcast."

	I flushed with indignation: "Is it that you can't carry me anymore and you're just saying that to cover it? That only means you need to hit the gym!"

	"How could that be? I'll be able to carry you my whole life." Tristan laughed.

	At those words I went quiet, and lay obediently against his shoulder — and he realized what he'd just said.

	Neither of us spoke again. But the corner of my mouth curved up, bit by bit.

	Not long after, we were together.

	We just hadn't expected my parents to oppose it so firmly once they found out.

	Tristan's father had made too many enemies in business.

	If I stayed with Tristan, what would happen to the Langford family's business?

	My parents went to him several times. He never told me — but I knew their words must have humiliated him.

	In that period, Tristan smoked through whole nights. I worried he'd want to break up with me. Instead he held me hard:

	"Little shadow, I won't let go. I'll make

	
	
	
	
	
	

Chapter 3

	My mother assumed I was throwing another childish tantrum at Tristan, so she insisted, forcefully, that I keep him company.

	I was reluctant, of course, but no match for her dragging me along.

	In the hospital room, I went off and sat by myself in a far corner.

	His ribs were broken; Tristan could only lie flat, his face a little pale.

	When he saw me come in, his eyes never left me for a second.

	It made me want to be sick. I almost hated him to the bone. I said, coldly: "How is it you weren't killed in that crash?"

	"Iris! What kind of thing is that to say!" My mother glared at me, furious.

	"Mom, I'm the one who did wrong. Iris has every right to be angry." Tristan's eyes were full of indulgence.

	"Fine. Your marriage is your own business; I won't meddle. Iris, the two of you talk it out properly. Don't be like this forever."

	She sighed and left the room.

	There was nothing to talk out, really. I walked over and looked down at him:

	"It's done. Once you're discharged, we'll get the divorce."

	"You know — in that instant, I thought I would die too. I almost wished I really had. Then you could forgive me. I didn't expect to wake up in a hospital. But — I'm glad you weren't hurt."

	He reached out and took my hand. His grip was so strong I couldn't pull free, so I dug my nails into him — and even when I drew blood, he didn't let go.

	My mother found out, in the end, that Tristan had a three-year-old son.

	That day, Naomi Carr brought her boy to the hospital to see Tristan, and I happened to be there.

	She knocked timidly. Tristan, shaking with anger, snapped: "What are you doing here?"

	"I'm sorry. I heard you'd been in an accident and wanted to see you. He's been missing you these past few days, crying, asking me to bring him to you."

	Naomi held the child and spoke, flinching, and the little boy, frightened, began to cry.

	Seeing him cry, Naomi nudged him toward Tristan.

	The boy went over and timidly took his hand, and Tristan coldly pulled away and turned his face aside.

	I didn't want to watch this scene. I was about to leave — and found my mother standing in the doorway, staring, stunned, at all of it.

	She walked over quickly, took my hand, drew me behind her, and fixed Naomi with a sharp glare:

	"If you had any shame at all, you wouldn't show your face in front of my daughter."

	Naomi was no match for my mother. Once she'd gone, my mother turned to Tristan, her face stern:

	"Explain this. What exactly is going on?"

	His face was full of guilt. He could hardly get the words out, but in the end he said:

	"It's my fault. I wronged Iris."

	That night he'd had too much to drink at a business dinner. The host, eager to please him, had arranged for Naomi to help him back to his room.

	And so there had been this accident. Worse still, Naomi had gotten pregnant.

	Knowing the whole of it, my mother angrily took me home, and only then did I let myself collapse into her arms and weep.

	She sighed and stroked my hair: "Why didn't you tell me sooner?"

	When I'd cried myself out, she asked how I wanted to handle it, and suddenly I felt lost.

	I'd assumed she wouldn't agree to a divorce — after all, Tristan had once saved the Langford family's business.

	Tristan had a real head for business; within a few years he'd built up considerable capital, just as our family's company hit a cash-flow crisis.

	The banks wouldn't approve loans; our partners stood by and watched. At our most helpless moment, Tristan was the one who stepped in.

	My father had ended up in the hospital over it, and my mother was frantic.

	I could do nothing to help, frightened and anxious, and I lost a lot of weight in that time.

	When Tristan heard, he flew back from Africa specially, bringing nearly everything he had.

	My parents were astonished, and deeply embarrassed. So once my father was a little better, I arranged for us all to share a simple meal.

	At the table, seeing my parents ill at ease, Tristan was the one who spoke up to ease things:

	"The truth is, you two were always good to me. When my father's troubles came, plenty of old acquaintances kicked me while I was down. You were the only ones who helped me."

	That much was true. In the beginning, some people took their resentment out on Tristan.

	It was my parents who stepped in to mediate, and in that time, to protect him, they even let him stay in our home.

	He was only seventeen then. However mature he was, he was still at an age that could not bear it alone.

	And his mother had died at home — he was the one who found her.

	In that period Tristan was terribly fragile. Once, I saw him hiding in a corner, his long fingers covering his face.

	Weeping, soundless. I went over and gently put my arms around him: "Big brother, I'll protect you."

	He wrapped his arms around my waist, as if I were the only light he had.

	In that time I was careful with him, always — playing the silly child to make him smile. After the sentencing came down, he moved away.

	I never imagined he'd then vanish for years. It was only the year of my college entrance exams that he reached out again.

	Hearing all this, my father sighed and said:

	"Don't hold the past against us. She's my only daughter. Of course I had my worries."

	Tristan poured my father tea: "How could I? I know you love Iris. So do I."

	After that, my parents treated him like a son, and naturally agreed to our being together.

	Once everything was settled, once we'd weathered the whole storm, Tristan patted my head and laughed: "Not scared anymore, are you?"

	I knew most of it was for my sake. Only later did I learn the rest.

	That rescue had nearly ruined him. His business partner turned on him.

	It took him a long time to claw his way out. In that period he was sometimes too busy even to call me.

	And I was studying abroad then, buried under the pressure of language and coursework.

	I wasn't the willful girl who'd drop everything and go anymore, so I didn't notice anything was wrong with him.

	After I graduated and came home, Tristan moved his company back into the country too. Not long after, he proposed.
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