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A Note from the Author

This book began as a question I kept asking myself in my thirties: how much of what we want from love is actually about love, and how much is about fear?

Maple is thirty years old when the story begins, and she knows exactly what she wants: a stable career, a loving relationship, marriage, a family. She has a plan. The plan makes complete sense. And then a twenty-two-year-old in a white shirt smiles at her at a bus stop, and the plan starts to feel both more urgent and less important at the same time.

I wrote this book because I wanted to give Maple — and the many women like her — room to be contradictory. To want security and be drawn to risk. To be clear-eyed about her own choices and still make the impractical ones. To love someone fully without knowing how it ends.

I also wanted to write honestly about Zoey, who decides against love and finds it anyway; about Will, who gets a second chance at growing up; about Yining, who waits three years and calls it patience; and about Evan, who is twenty-two years old and doesn't yet understand what that costs other people — until he does.

These are not perfect people. They make the mistakes that real people make: they leave when they should stay, stay when they should leave, say the wrong thing at the right moment, and the right thing far too late. I think that's what love actually looks like, most of the time.

If you've ever stood at the edge of something real and argued yourself out of it — or argued yourself into it against all better judgment — this book is for you.

Hello, thirty.

Hello, however old you are.

Let's begin.

— An Gu
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CHAPTER 1
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Love at First Sight at Thirty

Early autumn had arrived again.

It was a morning like any other. Maple stood at the bus stop, half-asleep in the soft morning light, crushing dry leaves under the toe of her yellow heels. There was already a chill in the air, but she was still wearing summer shoes — as if refusing to acknowledge the season could somehow hold it off a little longer.

The usual crowd was there. The short-haired man had swapped last week's dark-red striped shirt for a dark-green one. The heavy-browed woman looked as unhappy as ever. The high school kids were yawning into their phones. Maple glanced up at the broad avenue, the office towers catching the early light, and felt the familiar flatness of her own life pressing in around her.

Two more months, and she would turn thirty.

In the eight years since college, she'd changed jobs three times and worked her way up to Senior R&D Manager at Gu Yue Software, one of Jiang'an's top three tech firms. Not exactly the top, but not bad. She hadn't bought an apartment — no one could afford to, in this city — but she rented a bright one-bedroom with a river view. Her parents lived out in the university district, close enough for her father, who still taught there.

Maybe it was the approaching birthday. Maybe it was just her. But Maple had been restless lately, the kind of restless that didn't have a clean source — work, maybe, or the fact that she was still single, or something harder to name: a creeping doubt about whether this was really her life. Would it just keep going like this, one orderly day after another? All that youthful ambition — the sword-carrying, world-roaming version of herself she'd once imagined — had dissolved into the routine like sugar in hot water.

Her mother, Sophie, had no patience for this kind of thing. She called it complaining without cause. Her father, a psychology professor, was more understanding — genuinely delighted, in fact, to apply Maslow's hierarchy of needs to his daughter's existential moods.

Maple didn't think she was unhappy. She just had to admit she was ordinary. A little prettier than most, maybe. A little sharper. A family that actually got along. But ordinary all the same — and she'd never quite made peace with it, because somewhere underneath, she still believed she was special. Or at least, she wanted to be.

A woman approaching thirty, still full of extravagant inner fantasies, not yet resigned to the repetition of ordinary life — that was a dangerous thing to be.

The squeal of brakes pulled her out of her head. She joined the crowd pushing onto the bus, found a handhold, and steadied herself. The day felt like a replay of yesterday — and yet something was slightly different. The wind carried a trace of something sweet. The light was a shade softer than usual.

Then she understood why.

A young man in a white shirt was standing right beside her, turned slightly in her direction. Clean features, clear eyes. He'd trimmed his stubble close — just enough to look like a man and not a college kid.

He caught her eye and smiled.

Maple looked away before she could smile back. It was just the polite smile of two strangers on a bus. It meant nothing. And yet it landed in her chest like a pebble in still water, sending out quiet rings she couldn't quite contain. She hadn't felt anything like this in eight years. One minute ago she'd been convinced her life had no more surprises, and now here she was — thirty years old, going warm in the face over a stranger's smile, exactly like she was eighteen.

She gave herself a quiet internal lecture and kept her eyes forward. The office was only five stops away.

When she got off, she walked twenty brisk steps and let herself look back — just once. The bus had already turned the corner. She stood there a moment, half-regret and half-hope, then kept walking.

Maybe tomorrow, she thought.

* * *
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AFTER LUNCH, MAPLE was back at her standing desk when she heard her manager Li's voice drift across the office.

"Everyone, I'd like to introduce our new hire — Evan Xiao. Fresh grad, joining as Junior R&D Manager. Please take good care of him."

"Of course." That was Zhao — smooth, warm, the voice he used when he wanted something. Zhao loved to collect allies. Since he and Maple were the only ones at the same level in the department, he'd long treated her as a quiet rival, and she'd learned to keep her guard up accordingly.

She heard footsteps behind her and turned.

A young man in a white shirt and dark trousers was smiling at her.

It was him. The stranger from the bus.

Of course it was.

Evan stepped forward, hand extended. "Hi, I'm Evan. Great to meet you."

She shook it. His grip was warm and steady. She kept her expression professionally pleasant. "Welcome to the team."

She spent the rest of the afternoon uneasy in the best possible way. Happy he was here. Sorry he was here. Colleagues in the same department meant this couldn't go anywhere clean or simple. And even setting that aside — he'd just graduated. She was turning thirty. They were at completely different points in their lives.

She closed her laptop at the end of the day and slipped out through the back of the office, not letting herself look at him again.

The early autumn evening was colder than she'd expected. She stood at the bus stop for fifteen minutes, shivering, regretting the summer shoes.

On the ride home, she leaned her head against the window and watched her own reflection in the glass. It occurred to her, quietly and not entirely kindly, that a stranger in a white shirt had been the most interesting thing that had happened to her in some time.

Her only real love had been in college. She was nineteen; he was nineteen. They'd met in a film appreciation elective when he forgot to bring a pen and she lent him one. He forgot to return it. The next week, he sat beside her again just to give it back.

One pen. Three years together.

She'd loved him the way you only love someone at nineteen — completely, without the self-protection you accumulate later. She'd been certain he was it. She used to sit on the back of his bicycle, arms around his waist, face pressed against his back, already picking out names for the children they didn't have yet.

After graduation, he got a job offer across the country and left without much hesitation. They tried long-distance for two months. Then he ended it.

The fallout lasted two years. Not just grief, but doubt — the corrosive kind, the kind that makes you wonder if the whole thing had been real, or if you'd simply been practicing love with someone who was never as invested as you were. Every white shirt she saw after that felt like a small bruise.

In the eight years since, there had been other people. None of them had stuck.

Love is a luxury, she thought, watching the city slide past the window. And a rare one.
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CHAPTER 2
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Waiting for the Bus

Maple got home at seven on the dot. She made a simple dinner, then went to shower. She always showered early — her hair was thick and took forever to dry, and she refused to sleep with it wet.

Wrapped in a green towel afterward, she stood in front of the foggy mirror. Through the blur, she spotted two gray hairs. She pulled them out without hesitating. She couldn't remember exactly when they'd started appearing — twenty-five, maybe? She stood there a moment longer, wondering absurdly what age Evan would be when his first gray hairs showed up.

She closed her laptop an hour later, slightly embarrassed. She'd looked him up online. Economics degree, second-place scholarship, tennis club, a semester at UC Berkeley. He looked exactly like what he was: a good, well-rounded kid who hadn't done anything wrong yet.

That was the problem, wasn't it.

She turned on the TV instead and watched the show she'd been working through — a drama with a male lead who was brilliant, athletic, wealthy, and universally adored. Maple rolled her eyes at his introduction and then spent the next forty minutes watching him anyway, because he was extremely good-looking and sometimes that was enough.

She fell asleep somewhere after the second episode and dreamed about standing under a cherry tree with a man whose face kept shifting. In the dream he said, "You've always wanted to go to Colombia, right? I don't know what love looked like during the cholera epidemic, but I know what it looks like now." He kissed her, and the blossoms fell, and she woke up with wet cheeks and her alarm going off.

She washed her face, made a bowl of noodle soup, and felt slightly better.

* * *
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AT 8:25, SHE WAS BACK at the bus stop.

"Good morning."

She looked up. Evan was standing a few feet away, smiling at her with the easy confidence of someone who hadn't spent the previous evening overthinking every detail of their brief interaction.

She felt her face do something involuntary. "What a coincidence. Do you live around here?"

"If we're talking coincidences," he said, "yesterday was the bigger one, don't you think?"

She didn't have a good answer for that. She changed the subject. "So you live nearby?"

"Temporarily. Staying with a friend until I find something." He tilted his head. "I want to be close to the river. I like to run."

"That'll be expensive."

He shrugged. "Then I'll work harder."

She looked at him. Twenty-two years old, and so easy in his own skin. She'd forgotten what that felt like.

The bus arrived packed. Maple was five-four and weighed nothing, which meant the crowd treated her like a suggestion. She was pushed steadily backward while Evan disappeared into the crush, and then the doors closed directly in front of her face.

She stood on the sidewalk and stared at the bus.

The doors opened again — not because there was room, but apparently just to taunt her. She could see the passengers inside braced against each other, holding on. She was not getting on that bus.

Then one person tumbled out.

Evan landed on the sidewalk with disheveled hair and his shirt pulled half off one shoulder. He straightened up, caught her eye, and looked mildly put-upon.

"You got off again," she said. "Why?"

"You didn't make it on."

"That has nothing to do with you."

"I know."

She looked at him — his ruffled hair, his untucked shirt, the slight flush on his face — and felt something warm move through her that she chose to call amusement. "You look ridiculous."

He took out his phone and used the front camera to fix his hair. "I've been told I can pull it off."

She laughed despite herself.

The next bus was half-empty. They stood side by side the whole way in, not saying much. He had earbuds in. She watched his reflection in the window without meaning to — the easy set of his shoulders, the way he glanced out at the street with mild, genuine interest in everything he saw.

There was something about him, she thought. Not just the face, though the face was very good. It was the quality of his attention. He seemed to be actually present in every moment, not performing it.

She stared at the street and tried to remember the last time she'd felt that way about anything.

* * *
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THE DEPARTMENT MEETING that morning began with Li clearing his throat and announcing that the company had exceeded its quarterly targets, by a lot, at which point the room went silent for ten seconds until Zhao started clapping and everyone felt obligated to join in.

Li looked satisfied. He pushed up his glasses and scanned the room with the air of someone about to deliver news he'd been saving. "This quarter," he said, dropping his voice to a conspiratorial murmur, "we're developing something new. A social reading app."

Maple sat up. That was actually interesting.

"We'll hold a hackathon," Li continued. "One week. Form your own teams. The winning concept has a strong chance of going into production — though final staffing will depend on experience and fit."

Zhao immediately mentioned that he'd worked at a reading startup and had a great deal of relevant experience. Maple kept her face neutral.

After the meeting, Evan appeared at her desk with a coffee. Not from the break room — from outside somewhere, still warm. "Can I team up with you?" he asked. "I'm new. I don't know anyone yet."

She looked at the coffee. She looked at him. "Fine," she said. "Come up with some initial ideas and I'll pull together the team."

He smiled — that same easy, slightly too-confident smile — and walked back to his desk.

She looked at the coffee again. The company's coffee was free.

She drank it anyway.
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CHAPTER 3
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The Small Town Group

That evening, Maple sent three messages.

To Ding: New hackathon. Social reading app. Team up?

Ding replied: you PM types love to torture us developers, don't you

To Tao: Hackathon next week. In?

Tao replied: Is Ding joining?

To Amy: Hackathon. Team?

Amy replied: omg yes — is it true the new guy is on your team too???

Maple created a group chat. She named it "The Small Town Group" and added Ding, Tao, Amy, and Evan.

Ding: who gave you the right to conscript civilians

Amy: EVAN welcome!! I'm Amy, designer, very excited!!

Tao: Ding your last PR had four bugs. I fixed them.

Ding: ...

Thirty minutes passed. Then: Sorry, just got out of the shower. Looking forward to working with everyone! — Evan.

Maple stared at that message longer than she needed to. She put her phone face-down, got out her yoga mat, and did a headstand against the wall.

Upside down, she thought: I have known this person for two days. I am thirty years old. I am a Senior R&D Manager. I am literally upside down right now because a twenty-two-year-old texted that he'd just showered.

She stayed upside down for a while.

The question she kept circling wasn't whether she liked him — she clearly did, and pretending otherwise was getting tedious. The question was whether liking someone because of a smile, a gesture on a bus, and a very good jawline was the same as actually knowing them. Whether attraction was information or just noise.

She didn't reach a conclusion. She rolled up the yoga mat and went to bed.

* * *
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THE NEXT MORNING, EVAN was already at his desk when she arrived. There was a gym bag in the corner. He'd been in earlier.

She went to the coffee station in the lounge area — a small oval island in the middle of the office floor — and waited for a new pot to brew. The machine shuddered and hissed. She zoned out.

"What are you thinking about?"

She turned. Evan was standing about two feet away, watching her with quiet amusement.

"Work," she said.

"You looked very focused."

"I was."

He didn't say anything to that. Neither did she. They just looked at each other for a moment — one of those strange silences that somehow communicated more than conversation would have. He was half a head taller than her, which meant she had to tilt her chin up slightly to meet his eyes, which she found mildly irritating.

She poured her coffee and walked away with as much dignity as she could manage.

She heard him laugh softly behind her.

* * *
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SHE SET A TEAM MEETING for five o'clock. Evan and Amy accepted immediately. Ding waited until two in the afternoon, then messaged the group to ask why she'd set it at five when he had a date.

Maple: What time is the date?

Ding: ...seven

Amy: ooh with who

Ding: a woman

Amy: ...

Maple: You have two hours. If you're running late, dial in from the road.

Ding: you are the last of the capitalist overlords and history will not be kind to you

He showed up at five o'clock.

The meeting was good. Evan laid out a framework for the competitive analysis he'd started. Maple suggested they focus on commuters as their core user segment — people with fifteen to thirty minutes, unreliable signal, and no idea what to read next. Specific problem. Specific users. The kind of focus that wins hackathons.

Evan caught her eye across the table and gave her a small, approving nod. She pretended not to notice.

On their way out, they ran into Zhao, who complimented them on being so proactive and said he was sure they'd do well. Maple was about to respond when Evan said, pleasantly, "We haven't really started yet. Sounds like you have, though. Good for you."

It was perfectly polite. It was also a little devastating.

Maple waited until Zhao was out of earshot. "That was unnecessary."

"Was it?"

She didn't answer, because she'd been thinking the same thing he'd said and just hadn't said it.

* * *
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OVER THE WEEKEND, AMY found a café with good light and enough table space for five laptops. They spent Saturday afternoon working through the product concept, ate dinner there, and dispersed around eight.

Evan and Maple took the bus home. It was quiet on weekends — they got a double seat easily. He was wearing a dark burgundy sweater, the thick-knit kind, and he looked entirely too comfortable for how much effort Maple was currently expending on appearing normal.

She was aware of every inch between them.

"What do you do on weekends?" he asked, looking out the window.

"Visit my parents. Yoga with friends. Sometimes movies."

"That sounds nice."

"It is."

He nodded. The city moved past the window. She stole a glance at his profile — the line of his jaw, the way the streetlights moved across his face — and felt something she hadn't felt in a long time.

Not hope, exactly. Something quieter than that. Something she hadn't named yet.
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CHAPTER 4
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I Know My Direction

Monday morning, Maple walked into the office with the particular energy of someone who has a clear goal and a team she trusts. The hackathon had officially begun.

The Small Town Group claimed the tables by the window. Maple and Evan worked on the competitive analysis and presentation deck; Amy handled UX design; Ding and Tao disappeared into backend code. The office had the focused, slightly caffeinated atmosphere of people working toward something real.

When Maple grew tired, she let herself steal a glance at Evan. He looked different when he was fully concentrated — quieter, more deliberate, his expression stripped of its easy confidence and replaced with something more honest. She found it even harder to look away.

She looked away anyway.

By Friday, the product was ready.

* * *
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ZHAO'S TEAM PRESENTED before them. His deck was polished, data-heavy, and impressively delivered — he had the kind of easy charisma in front of an audience that Maple found slightly annoying precisely because she couldn't dismiss it. Their demo featured celebrity voice narration, user-generated e-books, virtual currency — it was flashy and well-executed.

"It's all surface," Maple muttered. "None of it solves a real problem."

But the applause was loud. Maple felt her confidence slip slightly.

Then it was their turn.

She and Evan presented the analysis. Then all five of them walked through the demo: a beige-palette reading app built around commuters, with three core features — ML-driven book recommendations based on mood and available time, a lightweight note system that auto-compiled and emailed summaries, and predictive offline downloading based on transit patterns. Focused. Practical. Specific.

The audience's response was quieter. Maple watched the judges' faces, trying to read them.

Evan leaned close and said, low enough that only she could hear: "Don't worry. I think we're better."

She wasn't sure she believed him. But she noticed that she wanted to.

The judges deliberated for fifteen minutes. Li took the stage with the particular smile of a man who enjoys a dramatic pause, cleared his throat, and said: "First place goes to... the Small Town Group."

Amy screamed. Ding did something that could generously be described as a dance. Even Tao, who had approximately two facial expressions on a good day, was visibly pleased.

Evan looked at Maple. She looked back. Neither of them said anything.

They didn't need to.

* * *
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THREE THOUSAND YUAN split five ways. They agreed to celebrate the following weekend.

The good mood lasted through the weekend and into Tuesday. Then, on Wednesday, Li called Maple into a one-on-one.

"Maple, congratulations again. Your team's concept was excellent." He took a slow sip of green tea. "Which is why I wanted to speak with you directly. After consideration at the leadership level, we've decided to move forward with Zhao's team on the new product."

Maple kept her face still. "Why?"

"Experience. He's led a reading product before. That's a meaningful advantage for a new launch." Li smiled in the way of someone who has delivered this kind of news many times. "This isn't a reflection of your capabilities. You're excellent. But the company has to weigh multiple factors."

She nodded. She thanked him. She left the conference room and went straight to lunch.

By afternoon, the group chat was in full outrage.

Amy: THIS IS SO UNFAIR what was the point of winning

Tao: After taxes and dinner, each person gets roughly 300.

Amy: TAO THAT IS NOT THE POINT

Ding: The world is dark. This is why I play video games. At least games have fair rules.

Evan didn't post anything.

* * *
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AT THE END OF THE DAY, Maple stepped into the elevator. Just as the doors were closing, a hand caught them. Evan got in.

"Walk with me?" he said.

She didn't answer, but she didn't say no.

They walked side by side through the early evening, the city lights competing with the last of the daylight. Maple was quiet. After a while, Evan said, "Zhao came to see me today. He wants me on his team."

She looked up at him.

"I said no," he added.

Her first instinct was warmth. Her second was something more complicated. "Don't."

"Don't?"

"Don't say no. Take it." She stopped walking. "You just graduated. If your first major project is a new product build from start to finish, that's invaluable. Zhao is annoying, but he's not incompetent. You'll learn things you can't learn otherwise."

Evan studied her. "You're the one who lost the project. And you're telling me to go work with the guy who took it?"

"Yes."

He was quiet for a moment. Then: "Why?"

"Because in eight years, I've learned that the workplace doesn't run on what's fair. It runs on what's useful." She started walking again. "There's no clean right answer here, Evan. There's just what makes sense for your future."

"I know my direction," he said, and she couldn't tell if he was being sincere or making fun of her for the speech she'd just given.

She rolled her eyes. "Don't be smug about it."

He smiled, and said nothing, and they walked home through the dark city, and it was one of the nicest evenings she could remember in a long time.
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CHAPTER 5
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An Impossible Night

Two months had passed since Maple last visited her parents, so she packed a bag on Saturday morning and took the subway out to the university district. She brought strawberries for her mother and dried pineapple for her father, because she had been bringing them those things for so many years that it had become its own language.

The suburbs felt different from the city — wider streets, slower air, the faint sweetness of osmanthus. Her father had been teaching psychology at the university since she was in elementary school. Her mother had been a ballet dancer, then a ballet teacher, and now mainly she watched Korean dramas and offered opinions on Maple's life.

When Maple arrived, her father was on the balcony tending to his plants. Her mother was on the couch, crying at the television.

"Mom. Dad. I'm home."

"Come watch this with me," her mother said without looking up. "It's heartbreaking."

Her father appeared in the balcony doorway, smiling. "Maple! Are you hungry? I'll make steamed fish tonight."

It was exactly like every other visit. Maple took off her shoes and felt something loosen in her chest.

* * *
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AT FIVE O'CLOCK, HER father was in the kitchen and Maple and her mother were sitting on the balcony with a bowl of walnuts between them. The afternoon had cooled into something almost pleasant.

"How's work?" her mother asked.

"Good."

"You're turning thirty in two weeks. What do you want?"

Maple's mind supplied an answer she couldn't say out loud. A quiet smile crossed her face before she could stop it.

Her mother looked at her with narrowed eyes. "Why are you smiling like that?"

"Nothing. I'm just old enough that birthday presents don't really feel necessary anymore."

Her mother went back to shelling walnuts, placing the good halves in a bowl — Maple noticed, as she always did, that the bowl was for her father. After a moment, her mother said, without looking up: "Maple, your father and I have never put pressure on you about marriage. I want you to know that if you never get married, we'll still be proud of you. I just think that there aren't many men worth your time, and the last thing we'd want is for you to marry the wrong one because you felt you had to. You deserve someone exceptional. I hope you find him — but if you don't, that's all right too."

Maple looked at her mother. It was not the kind of thing her mother usually said.

She put her arms around her and held on.

Through the kitchen doorway, her father glanced over, saw them, and smiled to himself.

* * *
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DINNER WAS STEAMED sea bass, braised ribs, stir-fried greens, and tomato egg soup. Her parents bickered about the news anchor on television — her mother thought she was beautiful; her father said it was beside the point; her mother stuffed a strawberry into his mouth.

Maple watched them and felt, as she always did in this house, that she'd been given something rare.

She took the subway home in the evening with her bags lighter than she'd arrived and her mind quieter. Through the window, the city passed in lights.

She thought about Evan. She thought about what it meant to want something you could already see the ending of.

She thought about her mother's hands, shelling walnuts, placing the best ones in a bowl that was always for someone else.

She thought: there are different kinds of love, and all of them cost something.

* * *
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THE NEXT WEEK PASSED quickly. Evan had joined Zhao's team and was often on a different floor. The tenth floor felt slightly emptier, which Maple told herself was purely professional observation.

Friday, Amy organized a dinner and karaoke night for the team. Korean barbecue first, then upstairs. Amy sang everything, beautifully. Ding sang badly and enthusiastically. Tao, who barely spoke in meetings, turned out to have a voice that silenced the room.

Evan and Maple were somewhere in the middle — competent but unspectacular, which was somehow fine.

When Ding and Evan went out to get more drinks, Maple passed them in the hallway without meaning to.

She heard Ding say, "So you're really going to Silicon Valley? Which part of the US?"

And Evan: "Silicon Valley first. Then maybe South America for a couple of years. I'm twenty-two — I want to see things while I still can."

She stood around the corner and didn't move.

Ding said he supported him. Said if he got to South America he had to watch soccer in Argentina. Clapped him on the shoulder.

Maple went back inside. She picked up a microphone. She sang her part.

Evan noticed the change in her, the way he always noticed things. He found her during a quiet moment and said, low, "What's wrong? Are you tired?"

"A little," she said, and smiled with her face in a way her eyes didn't fully follow.

An hour later, she said her goodbyes and took a car home alone. She watched the river through the window, the lights moving on the water.

She thought: we are not at the same point in our lives, and that is nobody's fault.

It helped a little, knowing that.
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