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Chapter 9

Did you ask to break up because he stood you up?

Ethan frowned.

The girl he knew had always been the easy one—gentle, considerate, the kind who swallowed every hurt without making a fuss. Even when you were wronged, you never got angry easily.

Olivia’s voice broke into his thoughts.

“Ethan… I…” She hesitated, then said softly, “Why don’t we be together?”

His mind went blank, struck clean through like lightning.

This was what he had wanted for years.

When he was little, his parents had always been busy building their business and rarely had time for him. Olivia, the girl next door, had been the one who kept him company, brought him snacks, listened when he talked, stayed when no one else did.

He had carried her in his heart for a very long time.

On his eighteenth birthday, he had planned to confess to her. Instead, she had burst in full of excitement to tell him she was going abroad for graduate school with her boyfriend.

So he had buried that love and kept it buried for years.

It wasn’t until he heard she had broken up and come back home that hope rose again.

But now, hearing the confession he had dreamed about for so long, he wasn’t nearly as happy as he should have been.

Your face kept filling his mind.

The way you’d clutched the hem of your shirt when you confessed to him, so nervous you could barely get the words out. The way you’d waited in the freezing wind for an hour just to give him the hand-knitted scarf you’d made yourself. The way you’d sat in the hospital, clearly in pain, and still forced yourself to smile and say you were fine.

The day he saw your injured arm in the hospital, something in his chest had pinched hard. He had never met anyone that foolish—someone hurt that badly who still smiled and said it was nothing.

And suddenly he had panicked.

Because when he thought about breaking up with you, he realized you would probably smile the same way and agree, then go hide somewhere and cry alone.

And the scarf—

After you gave it to him, he’d never dared wear it. He was afraid Olivia would see it, and even more afraid he would start caring about you more than he already did. Later, when you asked about it, he brushed you off with some careless excuse. He still remembered how disappointed you’d looked that day.

“Ethan?”

Olivia called him twice before he finally came back to himself.

Then he heard her say, “I’m sorry. That was too impulsive.”

She looked at him, her face full of guilt. “I just got out of a breakup. I’ve been a mess, and I wanted someone to lean on. I shouldn’t have used you like that. Just… pretend I never said it.”

He should have felt crushed.
Chapter 11

Then he remembered that when he got home that morning, there had been a package by his door.

From you.

He ran out of the bar like a madman and drove home as fast as he could.

By the time he got there, his hands were shaking.

He tore the package open.

Inside was the birthday gift box he had given you, untouched.

And the scarf—the one you had made for him, the one he had never dared wear—was folded neatly inside with it.

He called again.

And again.

He sent message after message.

Still nothing.

It was as if you had vanished from the world completely.

As if you had disappeared from his life for good.

After you got off the plane, you went straight to the starter apartment you’d booked in advance.

You didn’t have much money on hand, and it was affordable, clean, and good enough for a temporary place to land.

You dropped off your luggage and didn’t dare rest.

There were only three days left before you started work. Once the job began, you wouldn’t have nearly this much time.

You had never rented an apartment before, so you’d done hours of research online in advance, writing down everything you needed to watch out for in your planning notebook.

Maybe you got lucky.

Maybe your prep work was just that solid.

Either way, you found a small apartment surprisingly quickly—close to the company, reasonably priced, and within your budget.

By the time you finished cleaning and settling in, it was already evening.

You lay on the couch and stared at the ceiling, and before you could stop yourself, your mind drifted to people you had left behind.

Your parents had probably already met your older sister’s boyfriend by now.

Maybe they were all having dinner together, warm and happy, like the kind of family scene that had never really belonged to you.

And Ethan—

He was probably with Olivia now.

They matched. Everyone would say so. He was polished and brilliant, and she was beautiful and elegant.

Good for them.

Really.

You had a new life to begin.

Once work started, you truly didn’t have time to dwell on the past.

There were endless meetings, endless messages, endless tasks waiting for you every day.

At your busiest, you were in two online meetings at once and barely had time to take a sip of water. Most nights, you didn’t leave until after ten.

Then one day, your team lead looked over the detailed task list you’d made and frowned.

She crossed out several items with a pen.

“These aren’t your responsibilities,” she said. “Why did you take all of this on?”

You hesitated.

She looked at you seriously. “You need boundaries at work. If it’s not your job, say no. Otherwise, sooner or later, this place is going to grind you into the floor.”

Say no?

You had almost never done that in your life.
Chapter 12

When you were little, your parents told you the house was too small and sent you off to boarding school. You wanted to say no, but you were afraid of making them angry, so you nodded.

When Ethan said he wanted to keep your relationship quiet at school, you were upset, but afraid he might break up with you if you pushed back. So you agreed.

When customers gave you a hard time at your part-time jobs, you apologized and endured it. You never argued.

For someone like you, refusal had always felt impossibly hard.

But your team lead was right.

People had to move forward.

If you didn’t know how, then you could learn.

So you started trying to hand back the work that wasn’t yours.

At first, you were tense every time. You were afraid your coworkers would resent you. Afraid management would think badly of you.

But to your surprise, your coworkers weren’t upset at all.

Your supervisors thought you were right.

Once those extra tasks were off your plate, everything got easier. Your efficiency improved. Your mind felt clearer.

So this was what it was like.

Saying no wasn’t as terrifying as you had always imagined.

Little by little, you became more confident at work. You got faster. You stopped staying late so often. Eventually, your evenings came back to you, and your weekends did too.

So you started learning how to enjoy your own life.

One evening after work, you passed the flower shop downstairs and saw a bright red rose displayed outside.

You couldn’t help walking in.

The owner smiled at you. You bought a single stem.

At home, you found a vase and set it on the table in the living room.

Whenever you had a quiet moment, you would glance at that rose, and your mood would lift.

But roses always fade.

You couldn’t bear to throw it away, so you looked up how to dry flowers online and preserved it in a glass jar.

When you looked at the dried rose resting inside, a thought came to you suddenly.

Maybe the pain you’d carried from the past could become something like this too—kept, sealed away, no longer bleeding.

In your fourth month on the job, the company sent you to a local industry expo.

You hadn’t expected to run into Ryan Carter there, an upperclassman from the same School of Business and Economics.

You chatted briefly about what you’d both been doing lately. He hesitated, then started, “By the way, Ethan—”

Before he could finish, a group of people approached the booth.

They were well-known investors in the industry.

Your team lead happened to be away, and you were the only one there.

You could only give Ryan an apologetic look before hurrying over to greet them.
Chapter 14

It was November, and Southport was still mild, nowhere near cold enough for a thick scarf.

He was wearing a light jacket, but the scarf was wrapped around his neck like winter had already arrived. It looked so out of place that passersby kept glancing at him in confusion.

Back when you were together, you had asked him more than once to wear it, and every time he made up some excuse not to.

Now that you had broken up, apparently he wore it just fine.

A coworker beside you asked curiously, “Is that your boyfriend?”

You shook your head. “No. He was a classmate in college.”

Ethan had just reached you in time to hear that.

The light in his eyes dimmed instantly.

Your coworker understood at once, said goodbye, and quickly left.

Soon the plaza was empty except for the two of you.

The silence between you was suffocating.

After a long while, Ethan spoke first.

“You said before that you were planning to stay in Northbridge. Why did you suddenly come to Southport?”

“The pay and the career opportunities are better here,” you answered honestly.

“That’s it?” There was disbelief in his voice. “So you just left without a word? No goodbye? Nothing?”

The corners of his eyes were red. He looked almost wronged.

“I know you heard everything that day outside the private room.”

“I wanted to explain, but I couldn’t reach you. I asked every mutual friend we had. No one knew where you’d gone.”

“Then Ryan told me he saw you in Southport, so I came right away. But this city is huge, and your company has so many branch offices. I could only search one building at a time. I’ve been waiting here every day for a week.”

His voice roughened.

“I finally found you.”

You stared at him.

You hadn’t expected him to do all of that just to find you.

If this had happened before, you would have been moved.

Now all you felt was uneasy.

You didn’t want any more entanglement with him.

So you stayed silent.

Ethan’s eyes reddened further. His voice turned hoarse.

“The bet was real. I hurt you. I’m sorry.”

Then he looked straight at you and said, “But liking you was real too.”

You jerked your head up.

He liked you?

Ethan Sterling—the one whose heart had always seemed full of Olivia—was saying he liked you?

He suddenly grabbed your hand, holding on tight, as if afraid you would disappear again.

“Sophie, I liked you long before any of this,” he said urgently. “The first time I saw you was by the track, when you were doing CPR on that student who collapsed.”

“I remember thinking then that you were brave. And kind.”

“Later, when I saw someone giving you a hard time at the bubble tea shop, I stepped in because I couldn’t stand seeing you get hurt.”

“When you asked me out to eat, when you gave me gifts—I accepted because I was happy. I was happy you wanted to get close to me.”
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