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    First Edition


	I had a dream. In the dream, I was the side character in one of those clichéd Mary-Sue novels.

	It was a tired old story.

	The hero and the ordinary-born first love — his "Unattainable Love" — are torn apart by his parents. So the hero finds someone who looks just like that lost first love, and takes up with her instead.

	He torments this new heroine, telling her she doesn't deserve the face she wears, and at the same time he can't keep his hands or his heart off her. In the end he's won over by her pure, kind nature, and when his Unattainable Love finally comes home, he looks straight through her as though she isn't there.

	I was the Unattainable Love.

	


Chapter 1

	Three hours ago, I had just stepped off the plane. Without stopping for a breath, I'd taken a cab straight to Julian Ashby's villa.

	I knocked, and went in.

	I saw a friend whose face filled with alarm, whose eyes darted away from mine. I saw Julian, guilt written all over him. And I saw her — a woman who looked uncannily like me, her expression caught somewhere between disbelief and devastation.

	In that instant, I felt something inside me begin to collapse.

	I spoke. "Jules, why don't you introduce us."

	When she heard me call him "Jules," the sorrow on the girl's face deepened a shade, and I caught the reluctance in Julian's eyes.

	The truth is, I wasn't trying to stake any claim. I had simply called him that from the day we met. It came naturally.

	What let me hold on to one last sliver of false hope was that Julian lied to me. "This is Jolie Hartwell — the company just signed her. It's her birthday today…"

	He explained, "Jolie has no family. I just felt sorry for her, so I gathered everyone for a little get-together."

	Then he introduced me to her.

	"Jolie, this is Noelle Carrow."

	I looked, with something close to arrogance, at the slightly swaying figure of Jolie beside him.

	"Oh. Happy birthday."

	Then I turned to Julian. "In that case, I'll be going."

	Julian froze for only a moment, then hurried to say, "I'll drive you."

	Before the word "unnecessary" could leave my mouth, Jolie — careful and yet desperate — caught hold of Julian's sleeve.

	"Mr. Ashby, it's my birthday today. You promised you'd spend the whole day with me…"

	I said nothing. Unhurried, I watched Julian, my steps coming to a stop, waiting to see what he would say.

	Julian hesitated for an instant, then gently but firmly pried Jolie's hand loose.

	"Don't make a scene."

	


Chapter 2

	Julian took my suitcase from my hand, and under the complicated stares of everyone in the room, opened the passenger door for me.

	I heard a very quiet voice behind me.

	"A stand-in is only ever a stand-in, after all."

	Julian fastened his seatbelt.

	I spoke. "Just drop me at the bottom of the hill. I'll get a cab from there."

	I felt a flicker of awkwardness from Julian.

	"Let me take you home. It isn't safe for a girl to take a cab."

	I thought to myself — I'd been a girl alone in a foreign country for eight years, and I never noticed where the danger was.

	I made up a name on the spot — the hotel I'd stayed in the night before I was driven out of the country, eight years ago.

	He didn't know where it was, and looked it up on the navigation.

	On the way, he asked me, "These past years — have you been all right?"

	I pretended to watch the scenery outside the window, simply because I didn't want to look at him. "Not bad. Your mother did wire money every year to support my studies at Harvard."

	"You're impressive. Would you like to come work at my company?"

	I laughed coldly on the inside, and shook my head in refusal.

	"I've already found a job."

	So he said nothing more.

	When he'd delivered me to the hotel, the great young master Ashby — who had probably never set foot in a hotel with an entrance this small — nearly drove his enormous SUV right past it. If I hadn't pointed it out, he would have.

	He found a place to park and looked at me, his expression complicated.

	"You…"

	I cut him off and took the suitcase from his hand.

	"See you around."

	I walked into the hotel — but at the very moment I stepped through the door, I turned back, and saw Julian answering a phone call.

	I don't know what was said on the other end. His expression turned conflicted and tender, and, phone in hand, he slid back into the car and drove away.

	The woman at the front desk asked me, "Miss, would you like a room?"

	I came back to myself, and shook my head.

	The Julian of before would have waited until I was safely inside before he left. No matter how important the matter.

	


Chapter 3

	In college, Julian and I were the model couple.

	Back then I had a work-study job in the school cafeteria. Every day Julian came to my window for his food, and he shamelessly sat in on the classes for my major, too.

	His pursuit was relentless, even if his methods came off a little clumsy — all earnest, naked sincerity. Even our professors and advisors had heard of this particular boy.

	One PE class, we were running the timed twelve-hundred-meter. A boy playing soccer on the field misjudged his kick, and the ball came hurtling straight at me.

	I couldn't stop in time, got a fright, and went down hard onto the ground.

	In the moment my body fell, my brain didn't react. I didn't even manage to shield my face — I just hit the ground, all of me at once.

	At first I was a little dazed. The PE teacher asked if I could move, and I managed to stagger a roll onto my side.

	Then a tall figure pushed through the gathered onlookers and planted himself in front of me with absolute purpose, backlit, blotting out the glare of the sun. He bent down and, amid soft cries of alarm, lifted me into his arms.

	I struggled, a little — and was stopped cold by an icy look from him.

	How funny.

	In front of me, he was always meek as a lamb. If I said walk east, then even if there were no road and he had to climb a wall, he would walk east.

	That was the very first time he ever glared at me.

	The first time I saw him angry, I stopped squirming and let him carry me to the infirmary.

	He set me down on a chair there, crouched in front of me, and frowned at the wound where my knee was faintly weeping blood.

	It wasn't serious. To me it was no kind of big deal at all — but he didn't say a single word.

	As though it were a catastrophe.

	The man's face was all fierceness, and yet his movements were careful, unbearably gentle, terrified of causing me pain.

	"Julian," I called to him.

	"Hmph."

	His hand, holding the cotton swab, paused. He breathed out through his nose. That counted as an answer.

	I found it funny.

	"Do you like me?"

	The hardness from a moment ago was gone. He buried his head deeper, and all I could see were his reddened ears. I waited a long while before I heard him answer me, softly.

	"Yes."

	Then, as though he'd made up his mind, he lifted his head and looked into my eyes. "Yes. I like you. I only like you."

	Having gotten my answer, I said to him, "Be my boyfriend."

	


Chapter 4

	I liked Julian.

	He was good to me.

	Truly good.

	It was my first relationship, and I was always a little slow to react. I didn't know how other people did this thing called dating.

	He would be annoyed that I never relied on him for anything, and at the same time ache over how early I'd had to grow up, how knowing I was.

	He saved me a seat in the library. He brought me my meals.

	His affection was gentle and meticulous, and now and then a little childish, a little immature.

	Because I was busy with my part-time work, we rarely got the chance to go out together. On Halloween, I promised him a date.

	He'd researched and planned that date for a long time, written it all out in a notebook, stroke by careful stroke.

	When I caught him at it, he scratched his head, a little shy.

	"Pretty silly, right? I don't know — I could recite it all with my eyes shut, but I couldn't help it. I was afraid I'd forget…"

	His carefulness only made me feel guiltier.

	Something so ordinary between a couple — and to him it was this important.

	I knew Julian had been raised doted upon by his family. He was simple, and ardent.

	Someone this good — and he liked me.

	It was that day that we kissed for the first time.

	Julian looked fearless, like nothing in heaven or earth could touch him, but the truth was that when something actually came up, he turned bashful.

	During the movie I could feel his nervous excitement. I glanced at him several times, and inexplicably he blushed and turned away from me.

	I guessed at what was going on, and teased him on purpose.

	All the way until he'd walked me to the foot of my dorm, he was still chattering about nothing at all.

	He told me the story of a roommate falling out of bed three separate times, as if I were hearing it fresh each time.
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