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Chapter 9

He was still wearing the same clothes as yesterday. He looked worn down, dark shadows under his eyes, like he hadn't slept at all.

The second he saw me, he shot to his feet.

“Claire Bennett, I called you all night. Why didn't you answer?”

I stepped aside before he could grab my hand.

“Sorry. I didn't check my phone last night.”

His eyes were bloodshot, his stare sharp enough to split.

“Didn't check your phone? Then what were you doing?
“Why did you let Adrian drive you home last night?
“Are you that close with him?
“And when did you move?
“Why did I go to your place and have your neighbor tell me you'd already moved out?”

The rapid-fire questions instantly got on my nerves. “What does any of that have to do with you?”

“With me?” Ethan let out a cold laugh. “Claire Bennett, isn't all of this just your way of making me jealous?”

I stared at him, completely baffled. “What is wrong with you?”

“Claire Bennett, after all these years, who knows you better than I do?” He looked absurdly confident, like he already had everything figured out. “I know Vanessa humiliated you in public yesterday, and you're angry.

“I'll apologize for her.

“From now on, I won't let her show up in front of you again.”

Weariness flickered across his face. He let out a helpless sigh.

“But you have to promise me something. Stay away from Adrian from now on. And don't ignore my calls again. Stop using other men to get a reaction out of me.”

So it was true—when you were completely speechless, sometimes all you could do was laugh.

“Ethan Sterling, what exactly do you think I am to you?”

I looked at him coldly. “A neighbor? A friend? Or that girl who used to trail after you like a shadow? What right do you have to interfere in my life?”

“Claire, we grew up together. After all these years, when have I ever not looked out for you?”

“Yes, we grew up together.” I held his gaze. “And that’s all it is now. Isn’t it?”

For a split second, something in his expression froze.

I took a step back, putting more space between us.

“Ethan, admit it. We’ve both changed.
“You’ve made your choices, and I have my own life.
“So from now on, stop wavering back and forth—and stop trying to control what I do.”

His hands clenched at his sides. The cut in his palm from the broken glass had only been wrapped a few times with gauze, and now fresh blood was slowly seeping through.

“No.” His stare had an almost obsessive edge to it. “Nothing’s changed.”

I let out a quiet sigh. I didn’t want to keep doing this with him.

“I moved because my lease on the old apartment was up. I don’t see any reason to give you my new address.”

Then I paused.
Chapter 11

Sabrina looked deeply unconvinced. “Oh, please. You don’t believe me? Fine. Let me walk you through it.”

She sat up straighter, ready to make her case.

“Every time we had a gathering before, Adrian never showed unless you were there. Never.
“He’s the kind of person who can’t even be bothered to attend things like graduation, but he has never missed one of your competitions or performances.
“And honestly? Even a best friend probably wouldn’t go that far.”

Her eyes widened as if she was freaking herself out in real time.

“That’s actually terrifying when you think about it. We can barely get a glimpse of him most of the time, but you keep ‘randomly’ running into him every other week.
“And what about those anonymous birthday gifts you get every year? The year before last, it was designer jewelry worth seven figures. Last year, it was a custom-made violin with your name engraved on it.”

She pointed at me dramatically.

“You never figured out who sent them, so they’re still sitting at your place untouched because you don’t even dare use them.
“And now that I think about it—who else besides Adrian would spend money like that?”

Then she slapped her palm against her leg, as if she’d cracked the case wide open.

“Oh my God. Adrian has definitely been secretly in love with you for years.”

I was so stunned I couldn’t speak for a moment.

“Is it possible,” I said at last, “that it’s all just... a coincidence?”

Sabrina stared at me. “In what world are there that many coincidences?”

For some reason, my mind flashed back to Adrian’s kiss last night—that complete, reckless loss of control—and my certainty wavered.

“But...” I hesitated. “He doesn’t really seem like the kind of person who’d carry a torch in secret.”

“That’s true.” Sabrina nodded seriously, then added, “Honestly, with his whole vibe, he feels more like the type who’d lock up the person he likes and go full dark obsessive romance twenty-four seven.”

I stared at her.

“Maybe read less smut.”

Ever since I realized Adrian might have been secretly in love with me, I couldn’t stop noticing him.

For days now, every little thing he did kept catching my attention.

It was like he knew everything about me.

He knew I loved sunflowers, hated onions and garlic, and was allergic to peanuts—things I’d never gone out of my way to tell anyone, things most people would never have noticed. And yet he knew them all.
Chapter 12

Adrian was always considerate, always perfectly gentlemanly. But whenever we were alone, that careful restraint would slip in strange, quiet ways. He liked holding on to my hand as if he had no intention of letting go. Sometimes, while I was in the middle of saying something, he would suddenly lean in and kiss my cheek.

It made him feel strangely contradictory.

Like some beautiful, expensive man who, underneath all that cool polish, was really just a dog begging to be petted—clingy, uneasy, almost needy in a way that didn’t match his elegant, untouchable air at all.

And every time I finished violin practice and turned around, there he was.

Adrian.

Standing there with a bright sunflower bouquet in his arms, leaning in that half-light where shadow and gold blurred together.

The breeze stirred softly around us, and in the way he looked at me, there was something I still couldn’t fully understand.

Something like madness held tightly on a leash.

Something like possession sharpened by restraint.

He smiled at me, faint and patient, as if he’d been saying the same thing all along.

I’ve been waiting for you.

For a very, very long time.

Sabrina told me Ethan had basically been living in bars lately.

Whenever he got drunk, he called me. Over and over again.

On the other end of the line, he always sounded lost in the past, talking aimlessly about one old memory after another.

The rose-covered garden we used to pass on the walk home after school.

The little stray cat by the school gates, and how we used our allowance to buy it cans of food.

The time my violin teacher scolded me until I cried, and Ethan, furious on my behalf, secretly dumped chili flakes into the teacher’s travel mug.

Listening to him, I got sleepier and sleepier.

Adrian pulled me into his arms, patting my back with one hand as he took the phone from me with the other.

“She’s asleep,” he said. “I can talk to you instead.”

Silence.

Then Ethan hung up.

After that, he switched to messages, relentless as ever.

Why are you with Adrian?

You don’t even know him.

Break up with him.

At last, I snapped and blocked him everywhere.

Things stayed quiet for a few days after that.

Then Mrs. Sterling called me.

She was Ethan’s mother. After my parents died in that car accident, she had always been good to me—so good, sometimes, it felt as if she’d taken me in as one of her own.

On the phone, she told me Ethan hadn’t been in a good state lately and asked, carefully, whether he’d had a fight with his girlfriend.

I didn’t know how to answer.

All I could say was, “Maybe.”
Chapter 14

“Friends?” His eyes reddened. “Claire, who the hell wants to be your friend?”

I nodded. That, at least, I could understand.

“Fine. Then we’ll be strangers.”

The wind rose all around us.

Ethan’s face went white.

I added quietly, “From now on, there’s nothing between us anymore. Nothing at all.”

Thunder rolled in the distance, low and heavy, and a second later rain came crashing down from the sky.

“It’s raining,” I said softly.

“Ethan, I’m going home.”

I said goodbye to Mrs. Sterling, but when I opened the door, I stopped short at the sight of a familiar figure.

Adrian was leaning against the wall beneath the porch light, the warm gold glow stretching his shadow across the ground.

He looked over at the sound of the door. The moment he saw me, the tension in his face eased.

“What are you doing here?”

I hurried over and caught his hand in both of mine. It was a little cold.

Adrian’s gaze dropped to the hand I was holding, and the corner of his mouth lifted.

“It started raining,” he said, closing his fingers tightly around mine. “I came to take you home.”

His car was parked outside the estate.

He held the umbrella over us and kept me tucked against his side, shielding me so completely that not even a trace of wind or rain touched me.

But just as Adrian opened the car door for me, Ethan suddenly came running out after us.

“Claire—don’t go...”

Rain had soaked through his hair and his shirt. He looked miserable. Pathetic, almost.

He was bent forward slightly, his face tight with pain and panic.

“I regret it.” His eyes locked on mine. “Claire, I regret it.”

“Can you... not leave?”

Ethan took another few steps toward me, then pulled a folded envelope from his pocket.

“A love letter.

“This is the love letter you wrote me.”

He held it out in front of me, hope burning in his eyes like he was clinging to the last thing that could save him.

“You liked me. You did, didn’t you?

“Claire, we said we’d always stay by each other’s side...

“Did you forget?”

I wrote that love letter at the start of senior year.

Back then, I’d planned to hand it to Ethan myself after graduation.

But when graduation came, Ethan told me he was already with Vanessa.

So I buried the letter at the very bottom of a drawer, along with all the secret feelings I’d carried through girlhood.

It had been so long that I’d forgotten it even existed.

I never expected Ethan to dig it back up.

The paper had already yellowed with age, and now the rain had soaked through it so badly it was nearly falling apart in my hands.

I reached out and took the letter.
Chapter 18

“So... you became friends with Ethan because of me?”

“Yeah,” he said. “I wanted to be closer to you.”

I looked at him. “Then the anonymous birthday gifts I got before... those were all from you too?”

Adrian nodded.

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“If I had, you probably wouldn’t have accepted them.”

My heart softened so completely it almost hurt. I let out a long sigh.

“Adrian Ashford,” I murmured, “what would you have done if you’d missed your chance with me?”

He laughed quietly and pulled me tighter into his arms. “Good thing I didn’t.”

Good thing he didn’t.

Sabrina sent me more gossip.

According to her, Ethan and Vanessa had broken up again.

[This time it’s for real. Ethan ended it.]

[Vanessa tried to make him stay, and he straight-up blocked her everywhere.]

[Brutal. Weren’t they all over each other not that long ago? He even chased her overseas.]

A little while later, she sent another message.

[Has Ethan tried to contact you again?]

[He’s regretting it now, isn’t he?]

[…Serves him right.]

Over the next week, Vanessa came to see me a few times. Mostly, she wanted to know where Ethan was.

I told her I didn’t know.

She looked worn out, her face noticeably thinner than before. When she left, she gave me a mocking smile.

“Ethan broke up with me,” she said. “He told me he only started dating me because I reminded
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