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Some stories don’t begin with a first meeting. Some begin in the quiet space that follows when something meaningful has already happened—and the two people involved are left trying to understand what it meant.

When Maya stood beneath the glowing lights of Las Vegas with Lena and Toni, raising her glass in celebration, she believed she had finally reached a different chapter of her life. For the first time in years, she had allowed herself to imagine what it might feel like to stop running.

Baxter had never been the kind of man who demanded attention. He was steady in a way that Maya wasn’t used to—calm, grounded, and patient in ways that both intrigued and unsettled her.

At first, it felt effortless.

Late-night conversations. Unexpected laughter. The quiet reassurance of knowing someone was there without needing to prove it. But love doesn’t always fall apart because something dramatic happens. Sometimes it changes slowly. Distance creates questions. Questions create silence.

And silence has a way of making two people wonder whether they are still standing in the same place they once were. By the time this story begins, Maya and Baxter are no longer together.

Not because the connection between them disappeared, but because life, timing, and the complicated truths people carry inside themselves can shift the direction of even the most promising relationships. This is the story of what happens next.

Because sometimes the real meaning of love isn’t discovered when two people find each other. Sometimes it’s revealed only after they lose their way.

And somewhere beneath everything Maya still hasn’t said out loud, three small numbers continue to echo quietly in her mind.

143.
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Prologue
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There are moments in life when everything feels aligned. The night in Las Vegas had been one of those moments. Neon lights. Laughter that echoed down the Strip. Three women standing beneath a glowing sign, raising their glasses as if the universe itself had decided to celebrate with them.

For the first time in years, Maya had allowed herself to believe something different. Baxter wasn’t a thrill. He wasn’t a distraction. He wasn’t another man who would fade into a story she could laugh about later. He was steady. And for a woman who had spent her entire life learning how to walk away first, steady was terrifying.

At first, it felt easy. Phone calls that lasted too long. Flights back and forth.

The quiet comfort of knowing someone was thinking about you even when you weren’t in the same room. But distance has a way of revealing things that closeness can hide.

Small misunderstandings grew into silences. Silences turned into space. And space—space can become a place where love either grows stronger...or quietly breaks apart.

By the time Maya realized what was happening, she and Baxter were no longer standing in the same place they had been that night in Vegas. They were standing on opposite sides of something neither of them quite understood. And somewhere, buried beneath pride, distance, and unanswered questions, three small numbers lingered in Maya’s mind. 143.
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