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Chapter One

The Rooftop, the Rain and the Card
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Maya Chen had made a deal with herself when she left the house that evening: two hours, one drink, then gone. She was not in the mood for networking, for small talk, or for pretending to care about anyone's brand story. She was tired in the way only graphic designers who worked too many late nights could understand not just physically, but somewhere behind the eyes.

Still, she had come. Lena had called her three times, sent two texts and finally left a voice message that said, "Maya. I swear on my mother's kimchi recipe, if you bail on me tonight, I will post your college graduation photo the one with the perm on every platform I have access to." Lena Park had access to many platforms. She worked in event coordination. She knew people.

So here Maya was, on the rooftop of The Larkin Hotel in downtown Chicago, holding a glass of sparkling water she had decided against the wine because she was still twelve pages behind on a client project watching the city light up below her like something out of a movie she had not yet decided how to feel about.

The event was an industry mixer for creative and urban development professionals. It sounded dry, but Lena had a talent for making dull things feel exciting, mostly by decorating with Edison lights and putting good music on low. The rooftop was warm for a September evening, and the city hummed below them like it always did busy, indifferent, and somehow still beautiful.

"You look like you're planning an escape route," Lena said, appearing at Maya's shoulder with the quiet speed she had mastered over years of managing crowded events.

"I'm looking at the city," Maya said.

"You're looking at the fire exit."

Maya laughed despite herself. "I'm here, aren't I?"

Lena squeezed her arm. "You are. And there are exactly three interesting people at this party, which is actually above average for Chicago. One of them just arrived." She tilted her head toward the far end of the rooftop. "Don't look yet."

Maya looked immediately.

He was tall and standing near the railing, speaking to someone from the city planning office whose name Maya could never remember. He wore a dark navy blazer with no tie, the kind of outfit that looked effortless but had probably taken some thought. His skin was deep brown, and he held his drink loosely, like a man who was comfortable in rooms even when he was still learning them. He laughed at something the other man said, and the laugh reached his eyes.

"I said don't look," Lena whispered.

"You said interesting. I was curious."

"His name is Darius Okafor. Civil engineer. Just moved from London. He's working on a community infrastructure project in Pilsen." Lena had done her research. She always did. "And before you ask no, he is not married, not dating anyone that I know of, and yes, he is even taller up close."

Maya turned back to the city lights. "I'm not interested."

"You looked in under two seconds."

"Reflex."

Lena gave her the look the one that said she was not buying a single word — and then was pulled away by someone calling her name from across the rooftop. Maya stood alone again and tried very hard not to look toward the railing.

She failed.

He was still there, but the planning officer had moved on. The man named Darius Okafor was standing by himself now, looking out at the city below. There was something in the way he stood still, but not relaxed. Like someone carrying a weight he had learned to balance so well that most people never noticed it was there.

Maya understood that kind of weight.

She was wondering whether to top up her sparkling water when someone bumped into her from the left and she tipped forward, catching her balance but losing a good portion of her drink onto the wooden decking. She turned, startled, and found herself facing a blazer in navy blue.

"I'm so sorry," he said. His voice was warm, slightly accented British underneath it, with something else layered beneath that. "Entirely my fault. Someone behind me stepped back without looking."

"It's fine," Maya said. "It was water."

"Still. Can I get you another?" He glanced at her glass. "Water? Or something stronger that you'd probably prefer but talked yourself out of earlier?"

She blinked. "How did you "

"The bar is three steps to your left," he said. "You've walked past it twice and kept going. I noticed." He looked slightly sheepish, like he had revealed something he hadn't intended to. "I'm Darius."

"Maya."

They shook hands. His grip was firm and brief, the kind that did not perform but simply meant what it said.

"So," he said. "What brings you to the most politely boring party in Chicago?"

She laughed. It surprised her, the ease of it. "My best friend threatened my dignity."

"Efficient motivation," he said. "I came because someone told me this was a good place to meet people connected to community development work, and I have not yet decided if that was a lie or just optimism."

"Those are often the same thing in this city," Maya said.

He looked at her with a small smile. "You're a designer?"

"How did you know?"

"The way you looked at the Edison lights when you walked in. Like you were evaluating them."

She had been evaluating them. They were slightly too warm. She had not said that out loud, but the fact that he had read it off her face made something in her chest do a quiet, complicated thing.

"Graphic design," she said. "Branding, mostly. Visual identity for small businesses and nonprofits."

"That sounds like work that actually matters," he said, and he meant it. She could tell by the way he said it no performance, no networking gloss. He just meant it.

They talked for forty minutes. She did not notice the time passing, which almost never happened to her at parties. He told her about the project he was overseeing a community revitalization effort in Pilsen, the southwest Chicago neighborhood where old warehouses were being converted into affordable housing without bulldozing the cultural character of the streets. She told him about a branding project she had done for a women's shelter the year before, the one she was most proud of, the one that had taken three months and paid almost nothing and still felt like the best work of her career.

He listened like he was actually hearing her. Not waiting for his turn to speak. Listening.

Then the first drop of rain fell.

Then twenty more, and then the rooftop turned into a polite scramble of blazers and clutch bags. Lena materialized from nowhere to shepherd her guests indoors. Maya picked up her bag from the railing where she had set it down and found that the rain had come quickly and gone quickly, as Chicago September rains did, leaving only a faint dampness on her jacket sleeve.

Darius was no longer beside her. She turned and found him a few feet away, helping an older woman collect papers that had scattered from a folder. He handed them back, said something that made the woman laugh, and then looked up and found Maya watching him.

"Heading inside?" he asked.

"I think I was just leaving," Maya said. Two hours. One drink. Then gone. She had said two hours and it had been two hours and ten minutes and she had not once looked at the fire exit.

He reached into the inner pocket of his blazer and held out a card. It was plain and white name, title, phone number, email. No logo. No design flourish. She almost said something about the typography.

"In case you want to talk more," he said. "About work, or about Edison lights, or about what this city plans to do to Pilsen." A pause. "I'd like that."

Maya took the card. Their fingers did not quite touch but came close enough that she was aware of the distance.

"I'll think about it," she said.

He smiled. "That's more than I expected."

She walked to the elevator, tucked his card into the inside pocket of her bag, and told herself she probably would not call. She had work to do. She had a client deadline on Thursday and a brand identity package due the Friday after that, and she did not have time for someone who listened like that, who laughed like that, who looked at a city under rain and stood there instead of running.

On the subway home, she took out the card and looked at it one more time.

Then her phone buzzed with a message from a number she had not deleted but had buried under seventeen contacts she never thought to scroll past.

	The message read:Hey. I know it's been a while. I've been thinking about us a lot lately. I made a mistake, Maya. I think I need to see you. Can we talk?
It was from Tyler.
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