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The Girl Who Forgot Herself

Maya Chen couldn't remember the last time she had watched a sunset.

She stood at the floor-to-ceiling windows of her corner office on the thirty-second floor of the Montgomery Building, her reflection a ghost against the darkening Chicago skyline. Below her, the city pulsed with life—taxi cabs weaving through traffic, people hurrying home to families and warm dinners—while she remained frozen in place, her hand pressed against the cool glass.

Another twelve-hour day. Another dinner missed. Another promise broken to herself that tomorrow would be different.

At thirty-two, Maya had achieved everything she'd ever dreamed of. Senior Vice President of Marketing at one of the most prestigious firms in the city. A corner office with a view that made visitors gasp. A salary that would have made her immigrant parents weep with pride. And yet, standing there in her designer heels and silk blouse, she felt hollow—like a beautiful vase with nothing inside.

Her phone buzzed on her desk. She didn't need to look to know it was her mother, calling for the third time this week to ask about grandchildren, about settling down, about whether Maya had met anyone nice. Maya loved her mother fiercely, but these conversations had become a particular kind of torture—a reminder of all the things she'd sacrificed for success.

The truth was, Maya hadn't been on a date in two years. The last relationship had ended badly—Marcus, with his charming smile and wandering eye, had taught her that love was just another disappointment waiting to happen. She'd poured all of herself into work after that, building walls so high that even she couldn't see over them anymore.

"Maya? You're still here?"

She turned to find her assistant, Priya, standing in the doorway with her coat already on and her bag slung over her shoulder. Priya was twenty-five, fresh-faced and optimistic in a way that made Maya feel ancient.

"Just finishing up a few things," Maya said, managing a smile.

Priya's expression softened with concern. "You know the Henderson presentation isn't until Friday, right? You don't have to perfect it tonight."

"I know. I just want to get ahead."

"You're always ahead." Priya hesitated, then added gently, "My grandmother used to say that life is what happens while you're busy making plans. Maybe take a night off? There's this amazing new restaurant that opened downtown—"

"Thanks, Priya. Have a good night."

The dismissal was clear, and Priya nodded, understanding. "Goodnight, Maya."

Alone again, Maya sank into her chair and stared at the ceiling. When had she become this person? She remembered being twenty-two, fresh out of college, full of dreams that extended beyond corner offices and stock options. She'd wanted to travel the world. To fall in love. To write a novel, maybe, or learn to paint.

Instead, she'd climbed the ladder one rung at a time, never looking down, never looking back, until one day she woke up and realized she couldn't remember who she'd been before the climb began.

Her phone buzzed again—this time a text from her best friend, Sophie: "Emergency girls' night. My place. Bring wine and your problems."

Maya smiled despite herself. Sophie had been her college roommate, the yin to her yang, the chaos to her order. While Maya had chosen the corporate path, Sophie had followed her heart to become an elementary school art teacher. She made a fraction of Maya's salary but seemed to possess something infinitely more valuable: contentment.

"Can't tonight," Maya typed back. "Henderson presentation."

"The presentation that's not until FRIDAY? Maya Chen, I will come to that office and drag you out myself."

Before Maya could respond, another message appeared: "I'm not kidding. I have your office address and no shame. The last time you took a night off, dinosaurs roamed the earth."

Maya laughed—a real laugh, the kind that felt unfamiliar in her throat. Sophie had always had that effect on her, cutting through the pretense and the pressure to find the real person underneath.

"Fine," she typed. "But I'm bringing work with me."

"No you're not. See you in an hour. And Maya? It's time we talked about what you've been running from."

Maya stared at the message, her heart suddenly racing. Sophie knew her too well—knew that beneath the success and the achievements was a woman afraid to stand still, afraid that if she stopped moving, she'd have to face the emptiness she'd been outrunning for years.

She gathered her things slowly, shut down her computer, and turned off the lights in her office. The building was quiet now, most of her colleagues long gone to their real lives.

As Maya rode the elevator down to the lobby, she caught her reflection in the polished doors—a beautiful woman with tired eyes and a rigid posture, armored against the world in tailored clothing and perfect makeup. Somewhere beneath that armor was the girl who had once believed in love, in adventure, in the possibility of being truly known by another person.

That girl felt very far away tonight.

The lobby doors opened onto Michigan Avenue, and Maya stepped into the cool evening air. The city sparkled around her, full of possibility and promise, but she was too tired to see it.

She didn't know it yet, but everything was about to change.
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A Chance Encounter

The coffee shop was crowded, as it always was on Monday mornings, and Maya found herself wedged between a harried mother with a stroller and a group of college students debating philosophy with the passionate intensity of the young.

She'd overslept—a rare occurrence that Sophie's wine and wisdom the night before had likely contributed to. Now she was running late, her hair wasn't cooperating, and the line for coffee stretched nearly to the door.

"The universe is testing me," she muttered under her breath.

"Is it winning?" asked a voice beside her—warm, amused, and distinctly male.

Maya turned to find herself looking up—and up—into the most striking pair of green eyes she'd ever seen. They belonged to a man who stood at least six feet tall, with dark hair that curled slightly at his temples and a smile that suggested he found the world generally entertaining.

"Decisively," she admitted, surprising herself with honesty. "I'm already late, and this line isn't moving."

"I've been here fifteen minutes," he said, gesturing to the packed shop. "Apparently, there's some kind of espresso machine emergency."

"Perfect." Maya groaned. "This is what I get for staying out past ten on a Sunday."

"Living dangerously," he said, one eyebrow raised. "Let me guess—you're usually in bed by nine with a good book and a cup of tea?"
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