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Some love stories take years to unfold. This one takes an afternoon.

There is a particular kind of magic in the accidental — the wrong turn, the missed bus, the sudden downpour that pushes two strangers through the same door at the same moment. We don't choose these collisions. We just live inside them, and sometimes, if we're lucky, we don't want to leave.

*Meet-Cute to First Kiss* is exactly what it sounds like: one encounter, one afternoon, one spark, told in the space between a chance meeting and the moment two people stop pretending they don't feel it. No years of longing, no slow burn spanning a dozen chapters — just the electric, uncomplicated thrill of the beginning. Sometimes that's all a good love story needs to be.

Grab something warm to drink. It's about to rain.
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Chapter One
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The rain came out of nowhere, the way it always does in October, and Josie Marlow ran the last half-block to The Paper Owl with her tote bag held over her head like a useless little umbrella.

She burst through the door dripping, breathless, and nearly collided with a man crouched in the doorway trying to keep a cardboard box of books from getting soaked.

"Oh — sorry, sorry —" she said, stepping back.

"No, it's fine, I'm the one blocking the—" He looked up, and whatever he'd been about to say seemed to slip his mind entirely.

He had the kind of face that looked like it belonged in an old film — dark hair pushed back like he'd run his hands through it one too many times, a flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled to his elbows, and eyes the color of strong tea. He was, annoyingly, extremely handsome in the way that made Josie immediately suspicious of him.

"You're dripping on my inventory," he said.

"Your inventory is dripping on the floor," she shot back, nodding at the box.

He glanced down. A small puddle had, in fact, formed beneath the box. "Fair point."

She helped him haul it up onto the counter before either of them thought better of it. Water sluiced off her jacket onto his shoes. He didn't seem to mind.

"You work here?" she asked, glancing around. Shelves climbed to the ceiling, stuffed two rows deep with paperbacks, the smell of old paper and coffee thick in the air. She'd walked past this shop a hundred times and never gone in.

"I own it. Well — inherited it. Same difference, mostly." He held out a hand. "Theo."

"Josie." She shook it. His hand was warm, which felt unfair given the weather.

"You're soaked," Theo said. "There's a heater in the back. And coffee, if you can stomach shop coffee."

"I can stomach anything that isn't currently falling from the sky."

He laughed — a real laugh, surprised out of him — and led her past the shelves to a cramped back room with a space heater, two mismatched armchairs, and a coffee maker that looked older than either of them.
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She meant to stay ten minutes. She stayed two hours.

It started with the coffee, and then it was books — he'd majored in something impractical, she worked at a design firm three blocks over and hated it more each week — and then somehow they were arguing, genuinely arguing, about whether *Jane Eyre* was a gothic novel or a romance, Theo insisting it was neither, it was a "psychological horror story about boundaries," which made Josie laugh so hard she nearly knocked over her coffee.

"You're wrong," she said. "You're wrong, and also, who *are* you?"

"A humble bookseller with excellent taste and terrible business instincts," he said. "I bought that box of first editions for more than I should have. I have a problem."

"We all have our vices."

"What's yours?"

She considered lying. She didn't. "Rainy days. Old bookshops. Men who argue with me about Brontë."

Something shifted in his expression — soft, a little stunned, like she'd said something he hadn't expected to hear out loud.

"That's oddly specific," he said.

"I contain multitudes."
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The rain hadn't let up by the time she checked her phone and realized it was almost six. She should go. She had somewhere to be, probably — she genuinely could not, in that moment, remember where.

"I should let you close up," she said, standing.

"You don't have to." He said it too quickly, then looked briefly embarrassed about it. "I mean — there's this thing. Thursdays. I do a reading night, just me and whoever wanders in, usually nobody, it's very sad, actually. You could come. If you wanted. No pressure. It's fine if—"

"I'll come," Josie said.

He stopped rambling. "Yeah?"

"Yeah."

He walked her to the door. The rain had softened to a drizzle, streetlights just starting to flicker on, everything washed gold and grey.

"For what it's worth," he said, "I'm glad you got caught in the rain."

"You're glad I dripped on your first editions."

"I'm glad," he said, stepping half a step closer, "that you walked through that door."

She should have said something clever back. She couldn't think of anything. All she could think about was the space between them, and how it kept getting smaller, and how he'd gone very quiet, watching her like he was waiting for permission.

"Theo—"

"You can tell me to stop," he said quietly.

She didn't.

He kissed her — soft at first, careful, like he wasn't sure this was real, and then less careful when she kissed him back. The rain kept falling outside the propped-open door, the bell above it chiming faintly in the wind, and neither of them noticed the cold anymore.

When they finally pulled back, he was smiling in a way that looked like it had surprised him.

"So," he said. "Thursday?"

"Thursday," Josie said. "And also tomorrow. And possibly the day after that."

Theo laughed, and kissed her again.
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