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    To those who find beauty in the quiet moments—
in the storms that teach us patience,
in the hands that hold steady,
and in the love that grows, not in grand gestures,
but in small, meaningful steps.
This book is for the dreamers who believe in the power of beginning,
even when the sky is uncertain.
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Chapter 1 — The First Downpour
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The sky over Maplebridge had a way of lowering itself until it felt like you could touch it—one big breath held over the river town, gray and shimmering. By noon it was warm enough for the lilacs to release a green, sleepy perfume, and the streets carried that unsettled hush that means weather is deciding something.

Hana Park stood outside the Maplebridge Public Library holding a folded bus schedule like a map through a city she hadn’t learned yet. Three days in town and she’d memorized two routes: the one to the small apartment over the dry cleaner and the one that got her to the grocery store with the good rice noodles. Everything else—the high school she’d start at on Monday, the streets that curved away from the river like question marks—felt like blank paper. She could live with blank paper. Blank paper meant she could draw something.

A wind came, the kind that speaks in leaves. A single cold drop tapped her cheekbone, another dotted the bus schedule, and then the sky quit pretending. Rain came all at once, unzipped and unembarrassed, a quicksilver spill. People scattered under storefront awnings. Bicycles dove for the curb. Somewhere up the block a car braked with a hiss like surprise.

Hana’s umbrella, bought at a neighborhood shop in Queens last year, was fine for the gentle kind of rain that lets you hear yourself think. Maplebridge rain didn’t care about your thoughts. The gust popped her umbrella inside out on the first corner. She yelped, gathered the useless ribs with one hand, and sprinted for the bus shelter marked with a faded stenciled map of the town routes. Her sneakers splashed in shallow lakes, socks instantly wet, backpack thumping between her shoulder blades with the rhythmic insistence of a drum.

The shelter’s plexiglass walls glowed with the watery light that makes everything look slightly more honest. Two middle-school kids were hunched at one end filming the storm with huge eyes, and an older man in a Red Sox cap sat at the other end, humming along with the rain. Hana slid into the middle stretch of bench, breath puffing, hair curling at her temples.

“Welcome to Maplebridge,” the man said, not unkindly, as water drummed on the shelter roof.

“Thanks,” Hana said, and smiled with the corner of her mouth, the way she did when her whole face felt like too much. She set the broken umbrella at her feet like a wet, cranky dog. Out the open side of the shelter, rain stitched the street into a moving veil. It had a smell she liked instantly: river-cool and metallic, a memory she hadn’t made yet.

She set her backpack in her lap and unzipped the front pouch to check the important things: her small roll of rice paper, the brush pen she used when there wasn’t room for water and stone, the bottle of diluted sumi ink sealed tight. The ink bottle had been her grandmother’s; the glass wore fine scratches like it had learned patience. When everything was still there, she felt something in her ribs loosen.

A flyer skittered across the sidewalk, plastered to the plexiglass for a heartbeat, then popped free and tumbled in like a paper fish. One of the middle-schoolers made a grab for it and missed. The flyer pasted itself damply to Hana’s shin. She peeled it off and smoothed it across her knees.

RAIN DAY — MAPLEBRIDGE CELEBRATES WATER

Live music • Food trucks • River walk • Community art

Saturday, May 14 • Downtown & Riverside Lot

The graphic showed a blue umbrella made of tiny raindrops and the outline of a pedestrian bridge spanning two stylized waves. Someone had lettered “Let’s make a good mess” in cheerful marker across the top.

“Those flyers get everywhere,” said a voice from the shelter’s entrance, and a laugh followed, low and sheepish. “Sorry—can I...” The speaker angled in, one shoulder damp even under a wide black umbrella. He was tall in the way that made the shelter seem smaller, broad-shouldered without trying, wearing a town works department T-shirt under a rain jacket and jeans streaked with something that might have been paint or dust from the old bridge. Dark blond hair flattened at the crown where the hood had been, warm-brown eyes that did that indefensible, impossible thing of being open and curious at the same time.

He shook his umbrella once outside and ducked all the way in, careful not to drip on anyone. The middle-schoolers scooted closer together and whispered theatrically; the man in the cap stopped humming to watch the street. The newcomer stood in the open slice where the shelter lacked a fourth wall and looked at the rain like it was a friend showing off.

“Do you work for the town?” Hana asked before she could talk herself out of it. It felt easier to ask a question than to be the new girl quiet at the center of a storm.

“Sort of,” he said, tipping a thumb at the logo on his shirt. “I’m Theo. Mercer. Senior internship.” He said it like a sentence he was still getting used to, not quite sure where to put the pride and where to hide it. “I do whatever they’ll let me. Shadow the crew that checks pumps, log storm drains, learn which roads drown first. Very glamorous.”

“Sounds useful,” Hana said. “I’m Hana. We just moved.” The word just felt like the wet tag inside her jacket collar—always touching skin.

He nodded with that small, unstartled kindness of people raised in towns where everybody knows somebody. “Where from?”

She considered the real answer—Seoul, then Queens, then a suburb that smelled like hot asphalt and broken sprinklers—and picked the short version. “From away,” she said, smiling like she hoped he’d understand the shorthand. “My mom’s job.”

“Welcome from away,” Theo said, matching her smile, quick and crooked. Rain funneled off the edge of his umbrella and hissed onto the sidewalk in a silver rope. He shifted to share the dry. The corner of his umbrella angled over her knee. She noticed it the way you notice a steady hand on a ladder, a kind thing done without announcement.

The town bus roared by, empty, water fanning from its wheels, and kept going—service suspended; a bright sign inside the windshield said WEATHER DELAY. The middle-schoolers groaned. The older man stood, tugged his cap down as if it might help and said, “Welp, I can still walk,” and stepped into the rain like a blessing.

Theo looked after him and then back at Hana. “If you’re trying to get somewhere not immediately, the shelter is your best friend for the next...” He squinted up at the sky as if consulting it. “Fifteen? Thirty? Could go either way.”

“I’m okay,” Hana said, and felt it as true. She held up the flyer. “Rain Day?”

“It’s a thing,” he said, laughing. “Food trucks, local bands, somebody’s aunt with the good empanadas—my aunt, actually, now that I think about it. We’re doing some kind of community art thing this year at the riverside lot. And a rain garden demo, if I can convince my mentor to let me show it.”

“What’s a rain garden?” Hana asked, then heard her own eagerness and flushed warm under her damp hair. She tucked it behind one ear with ink-stained fingers. She had promised herself she’d not be the version of herself that asked too many questions on the first day. But the words kept choosing her.

“A garden that’s not for looking at first,” Theo said, eyes brightening like he liked being asked. “For work. You plant natives in a shallow basin in the low part of a lot, and when it rains hard, you capture runoff, slow it down, filter it before it hits the storm drains and the river. Less flooding. Cleaner water. More birds. Less goose poop where people walk.”

“Useful and beautiful,” Hana said, and didn’t mean to sound like she was choosing sides in an argument. Theo’s mouth made an unconvinced line.

“Some people hear ‘student-designed’ and translate it to ‘cute and temporary.’ I’ve got sketches. I just—” He stopped, ran a hand over his hair, and made a face at himself like he’d jumped ahead on the page. “Sorry. That was a lot.”

“I like sketches,” Hana said. “I draw. Calligraphy. Brushwork.” Saying the words loosened something else inside her. She wasn’t just new or misplaced. She was a person with ink in her bag and words in her hands and a way to steady paper when the world came down in sheets.

“You do the fancy letters?” Theo asked, half-teasing, half-hopeful. “Like on restaurant windows?”

“I could,” Hana said, thinking of her grandmother’s laughter when Hana wrote a poem across a paper grocery bag and taped it to the fridge. “Mostly I do the kind of writing where the shape of the word is part of the meaning. You can feel it shift when the brush bends.”

Theo watched her hands as she spoke, the small motions she made, like she was writing in the air without ink. His attention had weight without pressure, a steadying. “We... the demo could use pretty letters,” he admitted. “Or strong ones. The kind you can read in the rain.”

Hana shrugged to keep from smiling too hard. “Ink runs. Sometimes that’s the point.”

“I’ll pretend I planned that.” He grinned back, quick and lopsided. “If you come to Rain Day, you’ll see the chaos for yourself. It’s fun even when it goes wrong. Especially then.”

The gusts shifted, and the wind flipped the flyer in Hana’s lap. She caught it by the corner; water streaked the paper so the umbrella made of tiny drops looked like it was dissolving. Without meaning to earn anything, she pulled the brush pen from her backpack, tapped it once against her palm out of habit, and, with the shelter roof drumming like a hundred soft feet, drew what was right in front of her: the crescent edge of Theo’s umbrella, the slope of his shoulder under the rain jacket, the slick curve of the street beyond the shelter where a puddle held a reflection of a broken neon OPEN sign from the pawn shop. She left the sky blank and let the white of the paper be the wet. A line for the edge of the bench. The negative space between two stripes on the curb. And then, because the moment asked, she wrote a single word in Hangul small in the corner, letting the ink bloom just enough: —listening rain.

Theo fell quiet, head tipped, watching the marks appear and arrange themselves into something that felt like trueness, not just likeness. The brush pen was never as supple as real horsehair, but it was good enough for a storm. Hana blew on a corner gently. The ink slicked thin with the humid air, and a small bead of water fell from the shelter roof, hit the edge of the paper, and bloomed a gray flower out of the umbrella she’d drawn.

“Oh,” Theo said, not like an apology but like he’d walked into a church unannounced. He crouched to see the transformation from a different angle. “You just... let it happen.”

“You can fight water,” Hana said, “or you can invite it to help.” It came out sounding like something her grandmother would have said with a smile and a raised eyebrow. She could hear Halmeoni in it and felt the ache and comfort together.

“It’s—” Theo began, and didn’t finish. He looked at her the way people looked at the river when it was glassy and the bridge made a long slow reflection—like something that mattered was both simple and complicated.

Another gust slapped rain against the shelter and fired a confetti of other flyers into the air. One flew straight at them, ricocheted off the plexiglass, and jammed itself under Theo’s boot. He bent, fished it up, laughed at the soggy mess, and then eyed the intact corner like it had a secret. “We’re going to need a thousand of these by tomorrow,” he said. “Half of them will end up decorating storm drains.”

“Is the festival tomorrow?” Hana asked, surprised by a sliver of wanting. Wanting belonged to people who weren’t temporary. She had practiced not wanting, she really had. It always made the leaving like being dragged behind a car.

“Yup. If the weather decides to attend.” He angled his umbrella wider without seeming to think about it, and a dry triangle of air opened wider over her knees. “They’re saying it might shift north, but Maplebridge has opinions, so. If it rains, it means fewer tourists and more locals, and the locals throw an A-tier party.”

“If it rains,” Hana echoed, tasting how the words could be a kind of promise.

He watched the street again. “Buses will be out a bit. I can walk you where you need to go if you want. I’ve got to head river-ward anyway to check the culverts.” He rolled the last word like a coin. “Culvert,” he repeated, grinning at the dumb satisfaction of it.

“I’m just two blocks,” Hana said. She held up the soaked umbrella like evidence of unpreparedness and shrugged. “We moved above Bay Cleaners.”

“Oh,” he said, recognition warming his voice. “Mr. Avila’s place. He keeps peppermint in the sewing desk for kids who hate fittings. You’re close.” He shifted, then offered the thing he had without making it big. “Sharing is town policy.” He tilted the umbrella so half the circle was hers. “If you don’t mind.”

Hana stood, heart thumping in two different rhythms—the drum of rain and the fast patter of firsts. “I don’t mind.”

They stepped out together, his umbrella spanning both of them. It wasn’t dramatic. It was simply a small roof they carried with them. Water ran in thin sheets off the curb. The world smelled like metal and green. The map of the streets wavered under a skin of rain, and their reflection followed them in jiggling puddle-patches—two figures close enough that their shoulders brushed when he dodged a pothole and she laughed without meaning to.

“What made you move?” Theo asked after a block, and then added gently, “If that’s not rude.”

“It’s a long story with a short line,” Hana said. “New clinic contract for my mom. More hours, better pay. We go where the hours are, and I go where she goes.”

He nodded slow. “My dad says roofs are the bones of a house. He doesn’t trust anywhere that forgets to
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