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	First Edition

	
Chapter 2

	I didn't have a single bite of that cake. I'm allergic to hazelnuts. And I don't actually like matcha.

	Bree, however, ate enormous, delighted mouthfuls.

	"Sis, why aren't you eating? Are you worried about gaining weight? No wonder you're so skinny — you watch what you eat. I have ZERO discipline. I'm just a hopeless little foodie."

	She stuffed another fork-load into her mouth. A smudge of cream landed on the tip of her nose. Lucas reached over and dabbed it off with his thumb.

	She gave him a sparkly little smile. He flicked her gently in the middle of the forehead.

	"Mean! Lukey, that hurt!"

	Bree giggled and burrowed into his arms.

	I sat there. The third wheel. At my boyfriend's birthday.

	After we cut the cake, Lucas and I had agreed to see a movie. But Bree clutched her stomach, sticking out her bottom lip. "Lukey, I'm SO full, my tummy hurts…"

	"Whose fault is that. You ate the entire thing," Lucas said, scolding her — but the scold was pure indulgence.

	"It's YOUR fault. You picked my favorite. I refuse, you have to take me home. Sloane's so sweet, she won't mind. Right?" Bree smiled at me, dimples and all, jealousy and challenge shining in her eyes.

	I said nothing. I tightened my grip on Lucas's hand and refused to let go.

	In the end, he pulled his hand free, dropped a perfunctory kiss on my forehead, slung an arm around Bree, and walked out.

	


Chapter 8

	"It's fine. Go take care of Bree." I forced a smile.

	Lucas blinked, surprised. He patted my head. "I'm glad you finally understand."

	Yes. I finally understood. Understood that I had to leave. Understood that I had to give him to her.

	After he left, I sat in the silent room. I sat for a long time. A draft of cold air through the window seam pulled me back to myself.

	I opened the photo album on my phone. Photo by photo, I started deleting.

	Each delete pulled something out of my chest. A small physical pain.

	The pain got weaker each time. By the last photo, my heart was completely still.

	I packed quietly. I left the lodge.

	The moment I stepped outside, there was sadness. Reluctance. But mostly: relief.

	Snow had started falling, heavy and silent. As though the sky itself was throwing a state funeral for our seven years together.

	I privately buried him in my own chest at the same time.

	I dragged my suitcase down the unfamiliar street.

	Because of the snow, the street was almost empty. Just me, the wind, and the snowflakes.

	What time could possibly feel more alone than this.

	My phone buzzed. A notification.

	A new Instagram post from Bree.

	A series of photos: her and Lucas curled up by a window watching the snow. Photoshopped with fireworks for atmosphere.

	Caption: "Had a nightmare, but thankfully Lukey was here. The first snow of winter, watched with the person I love most. So happy. So lucky!"

	I stared at the photos.

	For some reason, I didn't feel a thing.

	Maybe my love for Lucas had been completely worn away by years of disappointments. Maybe it had collapsed completely the moment he walked out the door.

	Standing alone in falling snow is too miserable. I needed someone.

	I opened an app I had heard about — one where you could hire someone to keep you company for an hour or two. I scrolled. Picked the first decent-looking profile. Placed a two-hour order. He said he'd be there in ten minutes.

	I went to the corner store, bought myself a six-pack of beer, and started drinking in the snow while waiting.

	I drank one bottle, then another, then another. An hour passed. I was buzzed and considering canceling.

	A young guy finally jogged up.

	


Chapter 9

	Through the alcohol haze, his young, sharp-featured face merged with the face in my head. The familiar one. For a second, I was somewhere else.

	Alcohol amplifies feelings. Years of memories washed over me at once. Reluctance. Anger. Grief. Things I couldn't name.

	I grabbed the front of his coat. Tears were streaming.

	"Is she the only one in your heart. Am I just a placeholder. Fine. I wish you both eternal happiness. Let's have a goodbye kiss."

	I yanked him toward me. I went up on my toes. I cupped the back of his head and crushed my mouth onto his.

	It was a goodbye kiss. Long. Heartbroken. Desperate. Salt-wet with tears.

	He froze. He recoiled. Then he came back. He matched me. He pulled me into him.

	When I came back to myself, his eyes were closed. He looked completely lost in it. His arms had locked around my waist.

	I shoved him off and turned to leave. He grabbed my hand. The momentum spun me back into his chest. He had the expression of someone who hadn't finished. He leaned in to kiss me again. I shoved him off again.

	I pulled out two twenties and slapped them onto his coat.

	"Try a little professionalism next time. You left me in a snowstorm for an HOUR."

	I left him standing there. I staggered to the curb, flagged a cab, told the driver to take me to the nearest hotel. I checked in. I collapsed on the bed.

	The next morning, I woke up to a startlingly handsome face. Maybe twenty-three. Clear-eyed. Looking at me with the kind of look you get from someone who has not yet learned the world.

	He was lying on his stomach next to me. Head tipped to one side. Watching me.

	I saw my clothes were rumpled. My heart skipped. I yanked back the covers. I let out a long breath. My blouse and slip were still on me.

	"How did you get in here?" I asked.

	"I followed you in last night, sis," he said, sweet and innocent. "Also, you stole my first kiss."

	He followed me. First kiss.

	The events of last night came back to me. Heat surged up my face.

	


Chapter 10

	"Sis, did you have a fight with your boyfriend? Your boyfriend is awful. It's so cold out and he lets you wander around alone. He doesn't care about you at all."

	The cadence sounded oddly familiar.

	"Why is any of this your business? Why did you follow me?"

	"Sis. The kiss you gave me last night. I want another one."

	He brought his face close. He closed his eyes. "Kiss me, sis."

	There was a faint mint scent on him. The corner of his mouth quirked up. The whole expression was deliberately innocent, deliberately sweet.

	The cadence. The dopey-innocent face. The faux-pure deflection.

	This was a male green-tea bitch. The male equivalent of the type I had spent the last seven years hating.

	I should have hated this man on principle. I couldn't.

	I ignored him and reached for my phone. There were a dozen missed calls. All from Lucas.

	Starting at 7 a.m. So… he had spent the entire night with Bree.

	A clean little blade of pain. The last thread of attachment I had for him snapped. I started searching for return flights.

	The boy next to me grabbed my phone. "Sis, we just met. You're leaving so soon?"

	"Cut it out!"

	I reached for the phone. He suddenly pulled me into his arms, rolled, and pinned me underneath him on the bed. His young face was very close to mine.

	My face went hot. My heart hammered. I cursed myself. I was a grown woman. How was a younger man making me blush.

	"Sis. You're so cute when you blush."

	He murmured it next to my ear. He brushed a piece of hair behind my ear. He slid his fingers through the hair at the back of my head. He cupped my face. He gave me a wicked, perfectly calibrated smile and leaned in to kiss me.

	I put a hand against his chest to stop him. I hit solid muscle. He tried to kiss me; I turned my head.

	"What's wrong, sis. Still can't forget your boyfriend?" He laughed.

	He'd hit the bruise. I needed to prove him wrong. To prove I was past Lucas. I grabbed the front of his shirt, flipped us, and ripped his collar open.

	"I LIVE for fierce sis energy." His voice went soft and pleased. He blinked his bright, innocent eyes.

	His mouth had a particular shape to it. The slight upturn at the corners. It made you want to kiss him.

	I was actually leaning in when my phone rang. Lucas.

	


Chapter 11

	"Where are you?" The voice was achingly familiar. The panic in it was not.

	I had always been the well-behaved one. I had almost never made him worry. Almost never made him panicked.

	He saved that for Bree.

	"Lucas. We're done."

	"Done?" Genuine shock in his voice. "Don't joke around. Where are you. I'm coming to get you."

	"Not joking. People have a finite amount of patience. Mine for you is gone."

	A sigh on the other end. "Stop being dramatic. Come back—"

	That tone. The one he reserved for me whenever Bree was the cause of a fight. Like I was a petulant child being unreasonable.

	I just felt tired. I let out a small, soundless laugh.

	The boy next to me leaned in and aimed his voice at the phone. Honeyed.

	"Sis has broken up with you. Stop bothering her. Sis is mine now. You didn't take care of her. I will."

	"Who is THAT? Where the hell are you?" Lucas's voice had gone dark and possessive.

	I hung up. He called back. I blocked him. He called from a different number — Lucas. The boy next to me took my phone and powered it off.

	


Chapter 12

	"Sis, ignore him. Let's keep going. You were about to kiss me, right?"

	He looked up at me, full of expectation. Hoping for the same kiss as last night.

	But the call had killed the moment. Also — I had broken up with my fiancé five minutes ago. Falling into bed with a stranger this fast was even by my own loose standards a bit fast.

	My phone buzzed again. A text from an unknown number.

	"Hi — so sorry, something came up last night and I couldn't make it. I tried to call but couldn't get through. The platform should have processed your refund. Just checking it went through."

	I sat there frozen.

	If the boy I'd booked last night had never come… then the boy who HAD come, the boy currently leaning into me on the hotel bed with his shirt half-open, was — who?

	The mystery stranger leaned in and kissed me. Soft. Warm. Deliberate. Gentle and possessive at the same time.

	I shoved him off. I sat up. I started buttoning my shirt and grabbing my bag.

	As I walked out the door, he called after me.

	"Sis, I know your name. It's Sloane. I'm Caleb. We'll meet again!"
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