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    First Edition


Chapter 2

	I took a cab and followed behind Everett's car, the two of them moving toward the hotel one in front of the other.

	The storm came fast. Sabrina was waiting at the hotel entrance, holding an umbrella and a coat, hurrying forward a few quick steps to greet him.

	They drew close. Joined up. Everett was in a rush to get inside, but Sabrina insisted on draping a coat over him.

	He couldn't refuse, and in the end one coat wrapped two young, smiling faces as they went through the doors.

	I felt like the extra wind and rain were like the extra me — I should have been waiting off to the side, cold, but instead I kept throwing myself onto people, kept trying to force my way into a world that wasn't mine.

	By the third call Everett didn't pick up, it was already half past midnight.

	The empty house was dead silent. I sat on the sofa and suddenly felt cold all the way through, inside and out.

	I didn't call again. My head was just full of scattered, useless thoughts.

	I sat there, withering, until five in the morning, and then I started packing.

	At seven, I left Everett's villa and put my things back at my own place.

	At nine, I came into the office and made coffee in the break room.

	Sabrina happened to be there, drawing her eyebrows in a little mirror. She was cool and distant with me, the way you'd be with anyone irrelevant.

	"Make a cup for Mr. Shaw in a bit too, if you're not busy."

	"I'm busy."

	I didn't lift my head.

	Sabrina laughed softly. "It's fine. I'll do it."

	I went back to my desk and sat down, opened my messages. Sabrina had just posted to her feed.

	No caption.

	The photo was her and Everett standing shoulder to shoulder, the two of them like a pair of exiled immortals stepping out of a wealthy world I didn't know. They were clinking glasses, and something ambiguous surged in the looks they traded.

	I thought about it, then found a photo from when I'd celebrated my birthday with Noah.

	In the photo I was making a wish, and Noah was watching me.

	It had been a group gathering of all of us.

	But every time I looked at that photo, it was like I could go back to that quiet moment.

	The truth is I knew he was looking at me.

	And at the time I was making a wish — wishing to be with another man for a long, long time.

	I posted that photo to my feed too.

	A second before sending it, I lost my nerve, and changed the visibility to: Everett only.

	Soon there was the sound of a teacup shattering in Everett's office.

	Then footsteps. Then the door.

	Everett yanked it open. "Vera, get in here!"


Chapter 3

	A coworker pulled me aside, voice small and fast. "Tone it down. There might be layoffs coming."

	I went in and shut the door behind me.

	Everett said, "Are you two never going to stop?"

	I said, "I'm resigning."

	We said it at the same time. He stared at me, genuinely shocked. I forced myself to keep going.

	"And I think we're not suited to keep being together. I want to break up with you."

	Everett's brows knit. Even cold like that, his face still made hearts ache.

	I stared at him. I thought: if he asked me to stay, I'd be willing to come back to him.

	I loved him.

	But Everett only looked at me, and after a long while said, impatient: "I've told you. Sabrina and I are just childhood friends. We're like brother and sister."

	I froze.

	Everett was always like this. Proud. Never willing to bow his head.

	In every fight we'd ever had, he'd never apologized, always thought I was being unreasonable, conjuring suspicion out of nothing.

	I was the one who forgot the pain once the wound healed, who still indulged the fantasy that he'd ask me to stay.

	I don't know how long passed before my body came out of its frozen state.

	I nodded. I opened my mouth. My voice trembled.

	"Right. You two go on being childhood friends. I'll go first."

	I pushed the door open and left, didn't look back.

	One more second and he'd have seen me crying.

	Noah came to pick me up for dinner that night. Over text, he was gleeful.

	"I knew you were lying to me."

	"It's good that it's over, though."

	"Now you're free."

	He drove over. In the company's underground garage, the four of us — me, Noah, Everett, Sabrina — met on a narrow path.

	Everett seemed a little scattered. I knew he was hurting too.

	And I got into Noah's car right inside Everett's grief.

	At the bar, I drank a lot, out of spite.

	Noah helped me out the door. I steadied myself a little in the wind, dazed, and thought I saw a familiar license plate.

	The car pulled up and stopped in front of me. I leaned in to look. In the driver's seat, face like iron, was Everett.

	He'd followed me. Waited for me to come out. Now he'd come to cut me off.

	"Get in."

	Everett's voice was lovely, the scent of him good. I felt myself sober up a little.

	And the second I sobered, my hatred for him rushed up.

	A person this familiar — who knew perfectly well he'd hurt me — still had the nerve to talk to me in that arrogant tone.

	"I'm not getting in."

	Everett flung the door open and got out to pull me. He looked fierce, but his grip was light; he didn't hurt me.

	He was forcing the anger out of his voice. "We'll talk at home."

	Noah stepped between us. Past him, I said to Everett: "Will you apologize to me?"

	Everett scoffed. Didn't answer.

	Understood. Wishful thinking.

	I shook off his wrist and walked away, pulling Noah with me.

	Everett didn't come after me. Everett would never come after me.

	If Everett came after me, I'd forgive him.

	Everett didn't.


Chapter 4

	The next time I saw Everett was half a month later.

	By then I'd started a new job, busy beyond belief, and I went back to his place once to retrieve a set of unopened skincare I'd left behind.

	And I ran into Everett, who looked thoroughly ill.

	I poured him hot water and found his medicine. He propped himself halfway up off the sofa to take the pills and drink.

	I stood off to the side. He looked up at me. Neither of us spoke.

	It was hard to imagine that two people who'd come together by such fate could end up like this — sick of the sight of each other.

	Before Everett and I were together, we ran into each other constantly — five times, as strangers, in different settings, and we'd even spoken each time.

	The sixth was the morning meeting to welcome the new CEO. I was late, and made too much noise pushing the door open, so everyone turned to look at me.

	I apologized, and ran straight into Everett's ambiguous, half-smiling eyes.

	I thought we were fated. That we were meant to be together.

	But only together. Not together for good.

	Everett handed the cup back to me, eyes low, still not speaking.

	That was when Sabrina knocked on the door.

	She saw Everett and lit up; she saw me there and was startled, though she recovered quickly.

	"Am I interrupting something?"

	Sabrina's smile was elegant and warm. "I just came to check on Everett. It's nothing. How are you?"

	"I'm fine."

	"You don't look fine."

	Sabrina reached out and laid her hand on Everett's forehead, an intimate gesture. "Well, the fever's down at least. You two talk. I'll go first."

	I didn't want to fall back into that awkward atmosphere, so I hurried to leave with her.

	Outside Everett's place, Sabrina and I had nothing to say. We walked about twenty meters before she suddenly dropped all her smiles, turned her head, and said to me, very seriously: "The two of you will never be together. Stop scheming. If this gets ugly, no one comes out of it well."

	"How did you know we were seeing each other?"

	Sabrina's mouth curled, sardonic, on one side. "Everett thought about bringing you home. His parents naturally said no. He and I are the ones who are supposed to be together."

	There were some agreeable words mixed into the disagreeable ones.

	Sabrina was driving me off — but it turned out Everett really had once thought about bringing me home.

	Though that was a long time ago.

	Probably under his parents' pressure, I'd felt Everett's attitude toward me change.

	From going cold on me, to never once refusing any of Sabrina's invitations.

	Whether it was dinner or a trip, the moment she asked, he said yes.

	But with me, he canceled plan after plan, let me burn out my hope in endless waiting, until I lost the will to wish.

	Maybe that was Everett's answer. He hoped I'd

	
	
	

Chapter 5

	Noah had started occasionally picking me up after work. That day he was downstairs waiting.

	I sat in the passenger seat, listening to the sweet love songs he had playing.

	Noah grinned dumbly in the middle of all those sweet songs. "You're single again. That's great. We can hang out again."

	I knew how Noah felt. The two of us were middle-school classmates — genuine childhood friends.

	He liked me. He was willing to wait for me.

	And he'd waited all these years.

	I'd wasted his affection, gotten used to being taken care of by him, and yet was so stingy I wouldn't let us become a real couple.

	After I got together with Everett I often felt like the universe was arranging things on purpose.

	However I treated Noah was exactly how Everett treated me.

	I rolled down the window. The spring evening breeze drifted in, gentle and warm.

	"Don't you ever feel cheated, Noah?"

	"No." His smile was as warm as the evening breeze. "I haven't felt cheated of anything since I met you."

	When Noah first transferred in, he got picked on, more or less — isolated. I was assigned to sit next to him, and at the right moment I showed off my own fighting ability — beauty rescues hero — and pulled him out from under the claws of the school bullies.

	With Noah I was at ease. No fear of being found wanting, no feeling that I wasn't good enough.

	I was simply the best person in his eyes.

	At the end of that day Noah lowered his head and laughed, a little embarrassed. "I'm not trying to pressure you."

	"I know."

	"I just genuinely want you to be okay. I want you to be happy."

	"I know that."

	In my heart I was so moved by everything Noah gave.

	But that night, I dreamed of Everett again.

	In the dream it was long ago — the two of us on a trip, to an island, to watch the sunrise.

	We walked a long time under that pale blue-green pre-dawn sky. Everett pulled me along, and I dragged backward, whining that I was hungry.

	Our arms pulled taut, he looked back and smiled at me, and I smiled at him.

	That was when I woke up.

	My heart felt hollow. Unbearable.
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