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​Chapter 1: She Thought Time Was Hers
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Maria learned the shape of time in a small town where nothing hurried.

The days there moved like a lazy river, circling the same bends again and again. Mornings arrived gently, with pale sunlight slipping through thin curtains and the distant sound of roosters announcing a day that looked much like the one before it. Afternoons stretched wide and empty, filled with dust and heat and the comfort of predictability. Nights closed in softly, never demanding more than sleep.

In that town, time did not feel like something that could be lost.

It felt owned.

Maria grew up believing life would pause when she asked it to, that doors would remain open simply because she was not ready to walk through them yet. People spoke of “someday” the way others spoke of weather—casual, unavoidable, always coming eventually. And so Maria absorbed that belief without question. 

She was a quiet child, observant in ways that went unnoticed. While others spoke loudly to fill space, Maria listened. She watched how adults repeated the same conversations year after year, how their dreams became stories they told instead of plans they pursued. She noticed the way regret settled into people slowly, so subtly it looked like acceptance.

But she did not recognize it for what it was.

As a girl, she thought stillness meant safety.

Her family lived in a modest house with walls that carried echoes of laughter long after the sound faded. There were photographs that never changed birthdays, holidays, familiar smiles frozen in time. Every room felt permanent, as though nothing could ever truly leave once it arrived. Even loss seemed temporary there, softened by routine and memory.

Maria learned early how to be grateful for what she had. Food on the table. A roof overhead. Familiar faces. She learned that wanting more felt dangerous, almost disrespectful. Wanting more implied that what she had was not enough, and that was a lesson no one explicitly taught her but everyone seemed to practice it.

So she learned restraint.

She learned to keep her hopes small and manageable. To dream in whispers instead of declarations. To tell herself that ambition was for other people, people born elsewhere, people braver than she was.

In school, Maria sat near windows whenever she could. She liked the way the outside world framed itself beyond glass roads leading somewhere, skies that changed color without permission. She wrote in notebooks when teachers weren’t looking, filling pages with fragments of thoughts she didn’t yet understand. Her words were tender, uncertain, searching.
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