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    First Edition


Chapter 2

	The next time I saw Sterling was at Selena's new drama launch. She made her gorgeous entrance in a couture gown I'd designed — and partway through, the strap slipped, nearly exposing her.

	Sterling rushed over to shield her in his arms, glaring a threat at the invited press.

	I rolled a small scrap of fabric between my fingers and laughed softly.

	This is a livestream, Sterling.

	She'd ruined my dress. And that came with a ten-million-dollar penalty.

	I had warned her — don't move the strap on your own. She didn't listen. So she'd bear the consequences.

	That day, Sterling and Selena hit the trending lists, and along with them came her fans' abuse aimed at the couture designer.

	I shrugged, and dropped the footage from that day.

	In the video, I cautioned Selena over and over, and got nothing but her cold stares and insults in return.

	And the clearest line of all:

	"Just watch, Noelle. I'll wear your couture and shine on that stage. You'll never measure up to me in your whole life."

	She'd stood before me, arrogant, and mouthed, silently:

	"Just like before."

	Not like before, Selena. You're finished.

	The door slammed open, and in came Selena's furious shriek:

	"Noelle! You bitch! Get out here!"

	I glanced at my phone, a little disappointed.

	Pity. That line didn't make the recording.

	Selena came at me, ready to hit me, and was caught by the wrist by Sterling, who'd followed her in. He frowned and flung her off — exactly as hard as he'd once flung off me.

	Selena's stomach hit the corner of the table. She looked at Sterling, eyes brimming.

	But Sterling only looked at me, and the first thing out of his mouth was an interrogation:

	"Nell, why would you do this?"

	Why would I do this?

	I scoffed and asked him back:

	"Are you blind?"

	"I reminded her again and again. She didn't listen."

	"Or should I have knelt in front of her and begged her not to strike poses for the camera?"

	"Noelle!"

	Selena stood, clutching her stomach, her face flushed red.

	"You're just jealous I live better than you!"

	She cried, all wounded innocence, wiping her tears with one hand and pointing at me with the other:

	"You should've died overseas!"

	The room fell silent. Selena, red-eyed, looked uncertainly toward Sterling.

	As if terrified he'd be angry, she stepped forward and called to him softly:

	"Sterling... I..."

	But Sterling kept his head down, his face hidden behind loose strands of hair, unreadable.

	He suddenly seized my arm and pulled me forward, hard.

	I smiled and waved at Selena.

	Familiar, isn't it, Selena?

	From beginning to end, in Sterling's eyes, we were never anything but toys to be kept or tossed aside.

	Sterling pressed me into a corner, caging me with both arms.

	He was the same as he'd been in our youth — only ever concerned with his own comfort.

	He suddenly pulled a gift box from his pocket and slowly opened it with long fingers.

	Inside was the ring I'd thrown in the trash.

	I remembered that bin had been full of garbage, giving off a faint stink after the rain soaked it.

	Hard to imagine a man this proud and aloof crouching over a trash can, digging through it for a ring that wasn't worth a second glance.

	A pity. It moved no one.

	I tilted my head and smiled, sweet and mocking, holding out my left hand.

	Sterling looked at me, something unreadable in his eyes, then shook his head helplessly and raised both hands in surrender:

	"Noelle. You win."

	The next second, a ring slid onto the ring finger of my left hand.

	Deliberately ignoring the interrogation and the fight a moment ago. Ignoring his childhood sweetheart's venomous curse.

	Sterling was quite good at fooling himself.


Chapter 3

	A week later, My Heartbeat premiered. The drama's tender campus romance enchanted audiences, and the passionate confession by Elise — Selena's character — went viral.

	"Lucian. Will you dare, just once, to be brave in the river of time?"

	"Gladly."

	That was the screenplay I'd left unfinished at eighteen — my father's gift for my coming of age.

	Stolen too.

	How funny.

	I watched the streetlights flicker on and off outside the window, my thoughts drifting back to the day I asked for the breakup.

	Still in that same private room, Sterling's contemptuous voice cut clear through the chaos of the music:

	"It was just for fun. Noelle? She's just a toy."

	I'd been standing outside the door, red roses scattered across the floor.

	I was so heartbroken then — crying as I clutched my ridiculous pride and told him I wanted to break up.

	It was the first time Sterling had ever turned a cold face on me. He sat on the sofa, hands folded over his knees, bent forward, watching me without a word.

	We faced off for a long while. Then he pointed at the downpour outside, his tone cold and distant:

	"Don't forget your umbrella on the way out."

	One sentence, the headstone on our relationship.

	He didn't care about me at all.

	The rain the day we broke up really was heavy. I walked and cried, walked and cried, thinking I was utterly pathetic and somehow also tremendously brave.

	I'd dumped Sterling Pike, golden boy of the world. I'd been a good girl, just once, in the river of time.

	But what came after?

	The day we met again, he was still radiant, and I was as low as duckweed on water.

	The moment they pressed me under the water, I finally understood:

	I wasn't just pathetic. I had no power, either.

	I was such a fool back then — standing in front of Sterling, soaked through, still stubbornly asking him:

	"Sterling, did you ever like me, even a little?"

	And Sterling, sitting there at ease, curled his lip and said:

	"Noelle, you did one drama and you still can't snap out of it? Aren't you pathetic?"

	Pathetic. Pathetic to death.

	So the old Noelle was buried that day.

	And now, watching the gentle, jade-like Lucian on the screen, I smiled at myself.

	The truth is, anyone can be Lucian.

	Warmth spread across my shoulder. I lifted my chin toward the drama playing on the TV:

	"It's well made."

	Sterling's expression didn't change. He sat across from me and poured me a cup of warm water.

	A perfect gentleman, gentle as jade.

	He was imitating Lucian, learning, bit by bit, how to love me.

	Time had moved on, and at last I could say the line back to him, mocking:

	"So it turns out you're the one who can't snap out of it."

	Sterling was silent, inching the warm water toward me.

	I smiled and went on critiquing Selena's performance in the show:

	"Sterling, their acting is good. But look — some viewers in the live chat aren't buying it. They say the leads' eyes are missing something."

	"What is it, exactly, that the great Best Actress Selena couldn't manage to convey?"

	Sterling suddenly stood and gathered me into his arms. His hands were a little cold; the chill came through my clothes to my shoulder. I blinked and looked past him at the TV.

	"Do you think they end up together?"

	The man holding me trembled faintly. After a long wait, he finally spoke:

	"They're happy in the end. Very, very happy together."

	"Oh."

	I rolled his sleeve between my fingers, careless:

	"Congratulations to Selena, then."

	"And us?"

	And us?

	I looked at Sterling and tugged the corner of my mouth.

	Sterling — what future could we possibly have?


Chapter 13

	Rhys threw a celebration dinner for the victory.

	There weren't many of us, all gathered on the sofa in the center of a private room.

	Milo cried as he downed a drink, saying he was holding a wake for his martyred TV show.

	All thunder, no rain — he insisted his acting was unmatched.

	I was pushed, protesting, into the seat at the head of the table, and shook my head helplessly at Rhys.

	Someone mentioned Sterling in passing, saying he'd thought Sterling and I were a couple.

	I looked at the familiar hem of a coat outside the door, and said, with a lazy smile:

	"Sterling? Just for fun."

	The man outside the door went red around the eyes. He never came in.

	Sterling — I've given it all back to you. Now we're even.

	Glasses passed back and forth. I got drunk among the fame and the spoils.

	Swaying, I made my way to my father, and finally wept aloud.

	I'm not Elise anymore.

	"Dad, my birthday's next month. Can you give me one more birthday gift?"

	"This time I don't want a leading man. I want my dad. I just want my dad."

	But my father lay there, and didn't rise to comfort me the way he used to.

	My mother's calls came one after another. She accused me of bringing my father home without permission, demanded I settle abroad.

	For six years she'd wanted to control everything about me, to bend me onto the path she'd chosen.

	She said she was making up for the love she'd failed to give.

	I looked down at the street, at the man who kept waiting under the lamplight.

	All of them making up for things. None of them the thing I wanted.

	I'm grateful Mom appeared at my lowest. But fallen leaves return to their roots. I was always going to come back.

	My father wanted to come back too. He once said the city skyline at night was one of the most beautiful things in the world.

	That winter, I designed a fashion line. I named it Release.

	At the first showing of the collection, Sterling burst backstage.

	Like my first day home — only the heart had changed.

	He pried open my hand and pressed the ring I'd "accidentally" thrown away again into my palm.

	"I'm begging you. Don't throw it away anymore."

	I looked at him and told one more lie:

	"I'm getting married."

	A shudder ran through him. He closed my hand around the ring and asked, trembling:

	"Is it him?"

	I nodded and turned my face away.

	"Congratulations."

	"If this is a lifelong punishment, then Nell, please — keep watch over me forever."

	He bent, helpless, wanting to kiss my hand, and I pulled it away.

	I told him coldly:

	"Thank you. You should go."

	This time, the curtain came down on the stage, and there would be no more *us.*

	I looked at the ring in my hand, turning it over and over in the sunlight.

	It

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

Chapter 14

	On my birthday, Rhys threw a party just for me.

	He seemed to care a great deal about ceremony, and when I found myself standing in a sky full of flowers, I realized what he was about to do.

	He went down on one knee, his face flushed completely red:

	"Nell, will you be my girlfriend?"

	I looked at Rhys, and under everyone's eyes, took a step back.

	"Rhys, thank you for everything you've done for me."

	"But I'm sorry. I don't think I have the energy left to love anyone."

	At that, Rhys slowly lowered his head, and when he raised it again, he was still smiling.

	He said:

	"Then I'll just wait a little longer for you."

	I didn't understand why he'd fallen for me — until one day, I found a senior-year graduation photo on Rhys's phone.

	We came from the same high school.

	The year I chased after Sterling, he'd watched me from a distance, and never dared take a single step closer.

	But that's a story for another time.

	I went back to my old home, opened the long-sealed door — and inside, it was clean, without a single speck of dust.

	"Nell."

	I turned. My father stood there, reaching out his hand to me.

	My birthday wish was for my father to wake up.

	It came true.
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