
Chapter 6

	I really did try, in this marriage with Marcus.

	When I found him growing cold toward me after the wedding, I didn't lose heart. That was the most critical phase of the company's growth, and I assumed he was just stressed, so I was understanding at every turn.

	I took care of him with everything I had. His stomach was bad, so I made him porridge and slow-simmered soups; when he drank, I'd get up in the middle of the night to make him sobering broth; when he was sick, I'd keep vigil all night.

	He loved video games, so I played them with him; he loved racing, so I went tearing around with him. When he broke his leg, I cared for him and, in the gaps, won his championship for him.

	When his company was foundering on the brink of bankruptcy, I gave up a chance to stay on at the university, gave up a high-paying job at a major firm, joined his company to help him, and saw him through the hardest trough.

	I catered to all his preferences, solved the company's problems for him, gave being his wife my absolute best.

	I could actually feel that, later, he wasn't so cold to me anymore; I could feel that he liked me, that he wanted to make a real life with me—but that feeling didn't last long.

	One day, out of nowhere, he turned distracted again.

	Looking back now, the shift in his attitude began with that phone call from Owen.

	It turned out that when he didn't come home for several days straight, he'd been going to see Vivienne.

	A pity I didn't know then that he had someone on the outside. It was only the occasional snide remarks from his mother and brother that, with my sharpened senses, brought me to a sudden understanding.

	He'd pursued me, married me, only because his father forced him to.

	Only because he wanted to start a business—and if he chased me, his father would pool the money to let him open the company.

	But even after I'd seen through that cruel truth, I didn't resign myself to it then; I tried even harder to warm his heart.

	The result: I found out I was a joke.

	The moment I gave up on Marcus completely was the winter of our third year of marriage.

	We hadn't rushed to have children after marrying, because the year we wed his company was on the verge of bankruptcy and we poured all our energy into it; there was no time for a baby.

	That winter, after the first snow, I got pregnant.

	The child was an accident, but I decided to keep it. I love children, and with one suddenly on the way, my heart was full of joy.

	Marcus was away on a business trip then, and I called him, meaning to talk about the baby.

	The call connected; before I could even speak, I heard a coquettish voice on the other end.

	"Marcus, where's my bra?"

	As a string snapped in my mind, Marcus cautiously felt me out, asking whether I'd heard anything.

	My heart stopped for a second. I said no.

	I'm not someone who flies into a screaming fit at the first sign of trouble. The angrier I am, the calmer I become.

	I like to let evidence do the talking, so I didn't tip my hand. I had someone look into it first, and they turned up Vivienne.

	So in fact, Vivienne never needed to send those photos. I'd known long ago that Marcus had a woman tucked away; I even knew where the apartment Marcus bought Vivienne was.

	I knew she was Marcus's unattainable love, knew she'd been married, knew the truth about her divorce.

	The divorce wasn't because her ex-husband cheated. It was because she hadn't valued herself before the marriage and had had too many abortions, making it very hard for her to conceive again; her ex-husband was an only son, and naturally couldn't let the family line end.

	With the evidence of Marcus's affair in hand, I was prepared to divorce.

	But Marcus's mother showed up to make trouble the day before, and in the shoving I tumbled down from the second floor. The baby couldn't be saved.

	I chalked it up to fate. With the child gone, the divorce was a certainty.

	But ah—this world is just like that. There are always certain people, certain things, that make you walk a thorny road barefoot even when you know exactly what lies ahead.

	


Chapter 8

	"When did you find out?"

	My mother asked, and I didn't hide it; I said Aunt Rosa had told me long ago, and I mentioned Ethan too.

	"Actually, Dr. Vale isn't Aunt Rosa's relative. He's my friend."

	More precisely, Ethan was a friend of a client of mine.

	When I first learned my mother had this illness, I pulled every string I could; one client helped connect me with Ethan.

	After talking with Ethan, I had my mother transferred straight to his hospital.

	Knowing she wanted to keep it from me, I had Aunt Rosa front for it—telling her Ethan was Rosa's distant relative, a specialist in this field.

	"You're always lying to me. Last time, hurting that badly, you still had Dr. Vale tell me it was chronic colitis. Every time, you have him put on a show for me."

	"The truth is, Dr. Vale and I were putting on the show for you. I pretended not to know, but he secretly told me the truth every time."

	My mother stared a moment, then patted my hand gently and smiled—and as she smiled, she began to cry.

	"No wonder. No wonder. You child—you've been so sensible since you were little. You swallow your hurts and don't speak of them. Independent, fierce-willed."

	"I'm your mother, yet you were always the one trying to protect me, like a little grown-up. And then these past two years, all of a sudden, you changed."

	"Always clinging to me, wanting to see me every day, video-calling me at night even when you were away on business, buying me so many things, wishing you could give me all the best in the world—so you knew all along…"

	I pressed my face into her hand and nuzzled it, my voice choked.

	"Something this huge—why wouldn't you tell me? What if Aunt Rosa hadn't? What if I'd only found out at the very end? I'd never have had time to say goodbye."

	My mother's callused hand wiped the tears from my face, her voice soft and tender.

	"You've always been so devoted—one little cough from me and you treat it like a crisis. If I'd told you, your whole mind would've been here with me, frightened and anxious every day. I wanted you to have two more happy years."

	"And not telling you was also because I was afraid you'd push me to do chemo. I'm not doing chemo. No chemo."

	She lowered her hand and slowly touched her own hair, her trembling voice full of stubbornness and longing.

	"Your father loved my hair best. Chemo would take my hair away, and I'm going to see him soon. I have to keep it."

	I bit my lip to keep from crying out. "Okay. No chemo."

	So—she was missing my father again.

	


Chapter 9

	My mother and father were childhood sweethearts—both top students, attending the same school from elementary through university, a love that ran both ways. They married right out of college.

	Their love was something even the heavens envied.

	In the second year of their marriage, my father saved a little girl who'd run into the middle of the road. The girl was saved; my father breathed his last before the ambulance arrived.

	In his final moments my father kept calling my mother's name—but never got to see her one last time, his hand still clutching the hair clip he'd bought her.

	My mother was so traumatized she nearly followed my father in death. At her most despairing, she discovered she was pregnant with me.

	The relatives on her side all told her to terminate the pregnancy. My mother wouldn't listen; stubbornly, she insisted on giving birth to me.

	She said I was her reason to go on living.

	If she'd terminated it, she'd have gone mad, would have died.

	Grandmother said my mother used to be very gentle, soft-spoken, easily shy.

	I never saw the woman Grandmother described, because by the time I could remember things, my mother had already become, for my sake, a tigress guarding her cub.

	When a classmate at school framed me for stealing, and that student's parent forced me to make a public confession, my mother took my hand, and during morning exercises, in front of everyone, she demanded the classmate who'd framed me produce the evidence.

	That student had framed me on purpose, of course, and naturally had no evidence; my mother forced a public apology out of them. Afterward, that student's father came looking for trouble.

	That day is seared into my memory.

	The man stood six-foot-one; my mother was five-five, ninety pounds.

	When the man grabbed me, my mother charged straight over, yanked me behind her, and grappled with him herself.

	Her hair was thick and smooth, glossy black. She treasured it more than anything—she said my father loved to stroke her hair.

	That day, when a chunk of her hair was torn out, she didn't so much as flinch, screaming the whole time, "No one gets to bully my Maeve!"

	My mother attacked with utter disregard for her own life. Even after her head hit the wall and bled, she clamped her teeth down on the man's arm and wouldn't let go; her wild ferocity frightened even him.

	My mother made her name in that one battle. After that, no one dared openly give me trouble.

	No one dared cross me in secret, either, because I'd learned to protect myself.

	My mother's hair was beautiful, and I couldn't bear for it to be torn out again, so whenever I was bullied, I took my revenge myself. I could fight my own fights, and my teeth were sharp too.

	I cherish my life dearly.

	But say one word about my mother, lay one finger on her, and I won't fear death either.

	Everyone said my mother was a tigress, and I was a little tiger.

	


Chapter 17

	After Ethan and I got together, he took me to visit my mother.

	"Didn't you want to know what your mother said to me the day she passed?"

	I was surprised. "You can tell me now?"

	Last time I asked, he'd said it wasn't the right time, that he couldn't say yet.

	The wind on the hill was strong. Ethan took off his trench coat and draped it over my shoulders.

	"Your mother saw, very early, that I was interested in you. She said: whether to divorce was for you to decide."

	"If you didn't divorce, I was absolutely not to disturb you."

	"If you did divorce, then I could pursue you—and once I'd won you, she asked me to take good care of you, without fail."

	I was startled. "But after my divorce, you didn't come after me either."

	Ethan rubbed my hair, his tone rueful. "We'd known each other for years, after all—I understood you."

	"Marcus hurt you too deeply. If I'd chased you right after the divorce, you'd definitely have blocked me."

	"And you were busy starting your company then, with no heart for romance at all. If I'd clung to you, you'd only have found me annoying."

	He was exactly right—he really did understand me well.

	I sat at my mother's grave the whole afternoon, and as I made to leave, a butterfly landed on my shoulder, wings fluttering, lingering a long, long while.

	Ethan said, "Maeve, your mother's come to see you."
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