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To my mother, whose love, wisdom, and unwavering belief in me still guide my steps. Your absence is felt in every moment, yet your presence remains in all that I do. You instilled in me a deep sense of creativity and a love for life that continues to shape my journey. This book is a tribute to the strength, imagination, and joy you nurtured in me.

And to my wife, my rock, my pillar of strength—your love and support are the foundation upon which I build my dreams. Thank you for standing beside me through every challenge and every triumph.

This book is for both of you.
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A Call from Home

Mae Whitaker had always thought of New York City as the place where dreams come true. For ten years, it had been her playground, her proving ground, and her sanctuary. The city’s pulse matched her own—fast, driven, relentless. Every morning, she walked with purpose down Fifth Avenue, her polished heels clicking in time with the city’s unrelenting rhythm. The deep green leather tote on her shoulder was a staple, a silent nod to control. To belonging. To success. She fit seamlessly into the city’s landscape—polished, put-together, yet always in motion.

The city was its own symphony. Car horns blared impatiently, taxis skidded to abrupt halts, and pedestrians wove through the sidewalks like a perfectly rehearsed dance. Street vendors called out their breakfast specials, the scent of warm bagels and crisp bacon mingling with the cool bite of the lingering March air. The mirrored facades of towering buildings reflected the hurried strides of men and women in tailored suits, their coffee cups an extension of their hands. The rhythm of it all made Mae feel alive—unstoppable.

The sleek, glass-walled coffee shop on the ground floor of her office building was a familiar refuge, a microcosm of the city itself. Floor-to-ceiling windows welcomed the golden slant of morning light, bouncing off polished oak counters and gleaming brass espresso machines. Dark green leather banquettes lined the far wall, softened by years of loyal patrons. Pendant lights, encased in smoked glass, cast a warm, amber glow over the space. The air was thick with the intoxicating aroma of freshly ground Ethiopian and Guatemalan beans, caramelized sugar, and buttery croissants warming behind the glass pastry case. Hints of cinnamon and vanilla lingered, weaving through the murmurs of early risers. The low hum of indie music barely registered against the rhythm of morning—hissing steam wands, the rhythmic tap of a barista tamping espresso, bursts of laughter punctuating the air.

Mae stepped inside, the warmth wrapping around her like a well-worn embrace. The contrast was instant—outside, the city was crisp and unrelenting; inside, it was a haven of roasted coffee and indulgence.

“Morning, Mae! Let me guess—large caramel macchiato, extra caramel drizzle?” The voice, smooth and teasing, belonged to Adam—the barista who had somehow memorized her order from her very first visit.

“You know me too well, Adam.” Mae smiled, pulling her wallet from her tote.

Adam flashed a knowing grin, already reaching for a ceramic cup. He moved with effortless ease, his auburn curls slightly tousled, the faintest shadow of stubble lining his jaw. The sleeves of his fitted black t-shirt were pushed up, revealing intricate tattoos—constellations, delicate floral designs, and a cursive phrase that Mae had never quite managed to decipher. A silver hoop gleamed in his nose as he turned, his forest-green eyes crinkling at the edges as he expertly worked the espresso machine.

“You always say ‘extra caramel,’ but I’m pretty sure you mean ‘just a cup of caramel with a splash of coffee,’” Adam teased, setting the drink in front of her with a flourish.

Mae laughed, her fingers brushing his as she reached for the cup. The warmth seeped into her hands, smooth and indulgent, the perfect balance of sweetness and strength.

Just then, a familiar tune started playing from the overhead speakers. Blue Skies by Willie Nelson. The soft, twangy chords drifted through the café, weaving between the hum of espresso machines and the low murmur of early morning conversations. Mae frowned, half-listening as Willie’s easy, unhurried voice filled the space. The song felt out of place here, buried beneath the city’s constant thrum, like a postcard from a past she had left behind.

She stirred her coffee, trying to ignore the unexpected pull of nostalgia. Texas, home, had a way of sneaking up on her when she least expected it.

Behind her, the rhythmic clicking of heels signaled the arrival of Jenny Torres. Mae didn’t have to turn around to know it was her best friend—the sound was unmistakable, sharp and confident, like the woman herself.

“Dios mío, you’re such a creature of habit. Coffee, work, sleep, repeat. When’s the last time you did something unexpected?” Jenny teased, her voice tinged with the warm cadence of her Puerto Rican heritage. Her accent curled around her words in the way Mae had always envied—effortless, melodic, steeped in home.

Jenny had a way of commanding attention, whether she meant to or not. Today, she wore a fitted navy blazer, cinched at the waist over a crisp white blouse, paired with high-waisted charcoal trousers that elongated her already statuesque frame. Gold hoop earrings—the kind her mother had given her at her quinceañera—peeked through the cascade of glossy dark curls tumbling down her back. She smelled of jasmine and citrus, a perfume passed down through generations.

Mae took a slow sip of her coffee, savoring the caramel as Jenny gave her an appraising look.

“Jenny, life is too short for bitter coffee,” Mae said, playful. “Besides, isn’t that what caffeine is for? To make life a little sweeter?”

Jenny rolled her eyes, flipping a curl over her shoulder. “I’d argue that’s what dating is for.” She arched an eyebrow. “Speaking of, when was the last time you actually went on a date?”

Mae groaned, stirring her coffee unnecessarily. “Don’t start.”

The coffee shop hummed around them. Near the window, a man in a navy suit sat hunched over his laptop, fingers flying over the keyboard between sips of black coffee. Across from him, a woman in a sleek trench coat scrolled through her phone, her untouched latte cooling by the second. In the corner, a group of students debated over open textbooks, their voices rising and falling in tandem with the city outside.

Jenny leaned against the counter, tapping her manicured nails against the surface. “Come on, Mae,” she pressed. “You work too hard. When’s the last time you let loose?”

Mae sighed, feigning deep contemplation. “Well, I did order an extra caramel drizzle today.”

Jenny groaned, throwing her hands up. “Ay, por favor! That doesn’t count!” She gestured wildly, nearly knocking into a passing customer, who chuckled in amusement. “You need something exciting, something different. Let me set you up with someone.”

Mae narrowed her eyes. “I don’t know, Jenny. The last time you set me up, the guy talked about his stock portfolio the entire night.”

Jenny placed a hand over her heart. “Okay, that was a mistake. But this time, I promise—someone fun, someone spontaneous.”

Adam, listening with quiet amusement, slid another cup onto the counter. “Jenny, your double espresso is ready. No sugar, just like your dating standards.”

Jenny shot him a withering look before cracking a grin. “You’re lucky you make good coffee, Adam.”

As Mae took her cup, a slow smile curved her lips. The coffee shop wasn’t just part of her morning routine; it was an anchor, a pocket of familiarity in a city that never stopped moving. Friendships thrived here, woven into the fabric of warm espresso and easy banter. No matter how chaotic the world outside became, there was always a steady hum of conversation, the hiss of steaming milk, and a perfectly crafted cup waiting for her inside.

Mae groaned, nudging Jenny lightly with her elbow, the rich scent of caramel and espresso curling between them like an embrace. “Don’t start. I’ve been busy. You know, climbing the corporate ladder and all that.”

Jenny snorted, shaking her head as her gold hoop earrings glinted under the café’s amber lighting. “Oh, please. Even CEOs date. Come on, Mae, you’re smart, gorgeous, and honestly, a little intimidating. You can’t tell me no one’s interested.”

Mae smirked, bringing her cup to her glossy red lips. The warmth seeped into her fingers, the caramel drizzle pooling like liquid gold atop the frothy milk. She took a slow sip, savoring the contrast between the bold espresso and its velvety sweetness before finally answering. “Oh, they’re interested,” she said, setting her cup down with a soft clink. “But interested doesn’t mean much when all they want is someone to look good on their arm at corporate parties. My job doesn’t exactly scream ‘home by six to cook dinner.’”

Jenny let out a sharp laugh, loud enough to turn a few heads. “And thank God for that. Who wants to be arm candy anyway?” She tucked a curl behind her ear and leaned forward, lowering her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “But seriously, what ever happened to that Wall Street guy? The one you were seeing a few weeks ago? You actually sounded excited about him.”

Mae stirred her coffee absentmindedly, watching the caramel swirl through the foam. “Oh, you mean Mr. ‘Let’s Get Married’ after the third date?”

Jenny nearly choked on her espresso, setting her cup down with a clatter. “No way! He actually brought up marriage that soon?”

“Not just mentioned it,” Mae said, rolling her eyes. “He had a whole plan. House in the Hamptons, three kids, golden retriever—he even talked about what kind of joint credit card we should get.”

Jenny grimaced. “Yikes. Okay, fair. But at least he wasn’t married.”

Mae arched a brow, smirking. “Unlike your last boyfriend? The one you dated for six months?”

Jenny groaned dramatically, placing a hand over her heart. “Ugh, don’t remind me. I swear, I didn’t know. If I had, do you really think I would’ve wasted half a year of my life?”

“Only you, Jenny,” Mae teased, shaking her head, affection laced through her voice. “What’s your track record now? Three cheaters and a guy who ghosted you on Valentine’s Day?”

Jenny shrugged, unbothered. “Hey, at least my love life is entertaining. Besides, you’re one to talk. When’s the last time you let loose? I’m talking about the old Mae—the one who danced on tables in college and dared frat boys to chug tequila.”

Mae laughed, warmth creeping into her chest. “You mean the Mae who ended up puking in your dorm room trash can while you lectured me about hydration?”

“Exactly,” Jenny said with a grin. “God, remember that night? That frat guy you dared tried to impress us by downing two shots at once and passed out cold. We thought he’d died.”

“And you called campus security!” Mae added, doubling over in laughter. “They showed up, saw him drooling on the couch, and just rolled their eyes.”

“Good times,” Jenny said wistfully. “Back when life was simple, and the biggest decision we had to make was where to order pizza from.”

Mae shook her head, still smiling. “Yeah. And now here we are, trading frat parties for morning coffee runs and talking about exes who should’ve stayed in therapy.”

The coffee shop buzzed louder as the morning rush reached its peak. Jenny glanced around, frowning. “This chaos gives me anxiety. How do you find comfort in it?”

Mae shrugged, cradling her coffee. “It’s predictable. I know what to expect every morning. The same coffee, the same faces, the same routine.” Her gaze lingered on the clean lines of the café’s modern decor, the subtle symmetry of it all. “I like order, cleanliness, regularity...” She trailed off, her expression thoughtful. “Even the architecture here makes sense. Nothing out of place. It’s the opposite of how I grew up.”

Jenny’s brows lifted. “You mean in Texas?”

“Yeah,” Mae said, her voice softening. “Everything there runs on a different kind of time. Slower. My dad used to drive the speed limit on those endless West Texas highways, pulling over if someone came up behind him going even a little faster. He’d say, ‘No need to rush, Mae. Life’ll wait for you.’”

Jenny’s eyes widened. “You’re kidding.”

“I wish I were,” Mae said, chuckling. “But that’s just how it was. Slow, steady, predictable. And I couldn’t wait to get out of there.”

Jenny leaned closer, searching Mae’s face. “And now you’ve convinced yourself you like the exact opposite. But do you really? Or is it just what you’ve gotten used to?”

Mae hesitated, her fingers tightening around her cup. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “Maybe both.”

Mae shifted the conversation before her intro-spection could spiral. “How do you even juggle it all? You’re a paralegal by day and a chaos magnet by night.”

Jenny shrugged, flashing a knowing grin. “It’s all about balance, my friend. Unlike you, Miss Workaholic, I actually take vacations. Puerto Rico every year, like clockwork. If I skipped even once, my mom and abuela would be on the next flight up here, dragging me to the airport by my hair and personally ensuring I never missed another.”

Mae snorted. “Must be nice to have a built-in vacation enforcer.”

Jenny’s laughter softened, and a knowing look settled into her dark eyes. “You know, Mae, you could use a trip home. When’s the last time you visited Texas?”

Mae hesitated, her fingers tightening around her cup. “Three years ago. Christmas. I was supposed to stay two weeks, but my boss called me back early. I left the day after Christmas.”

Jenny blinked, incredulous. “Three years? Mae, come on. Don’t you miss your family?”

“Of course I do,” Mae said, her voice quieter now. “It’s just... hard to find the time. And honestly? I’ve convinced myself I prefer it here. The chaos mixed with the structure. The order.”

Jenny leaned in, resting her forearms on the table. “Mae, if you keep waiting for the perfect time to visit, it’ll never come. And when something happens, you’ll wish you’d gone sooner.”

Before Mae could answer, a sharp vibration against the wooden table cut through their conversation. Her phone. The screen lit up with a single word: Dad.

Her breath hitched. Her father never called during the day. Not on a Wednesday morning. The only other time he had done that was five years ago—when her grandfather passed away.

Jenny noticed the shift in Mae’s expression immediately. Her teasing demeanor fell away as she leaned in slightly. “What is it?”

Mae swallowed hard, her pulse quickening. “It’s my dad.” She didn’t realize how tight she was gripping her cup until she forced her fingers to unclench. “He never calls during the day.”

“Maybe it’s a butt dial,” Jenny offered, though her voice carried more hope than certainty.

Mae exhaled slowly and gently picked up her coffee cup. Finding a quieter spot near the door, she took a steadying breath, bracing herself before pressing the phone to her ear.

“Dad?” she said, her voice tight with unspoken worry.
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Dad’s Call

Her father’s voice came through the line, low and heavy. "Mae... it’s your mom. She... she’s not doing well. The doctor says... well, you should come home. Now."

The world around her faded. The bustling hum of the café, the aroma of espresso, the clatter of cups—it all turned into a distant blur, like a radio station losing signal. Her fingers went numb, her grip loosening until her coffee nearly slipped from her grasp.

"What?" Her own voice sounded foreign, thin. "What do you mean? What’s wrong with her?"

She pressed the phone harder to her ear, as if that would change his response. The silence stretched too long before her father’s voice came again, low and unsteady.

"It’s her heart, Mae. The doctors think it’s gotten worse," he said, his voice cracking. The raw emotion in his words was unlike anything Mae had ever heard from him—a man who had always prided himself on being steady, unshakable. "We’re at the hospital. They’re running tests, but... the doctor thinks it’s serious."

Mae’s breath hitched, a sharp pang slicing through her chest. "But... she’s been on medication. The last time I talked to her, she said the doctors were managing it."

"I know, sweetheart," he said, his voice heavy with exhaustion. "We all thought it was under control. But something’s changed.” 

Her mother had always been the strongest person she knew—the one who made Sunday breakfasts feel like a sacred ritual, the one who laughed the loudest at her own jokes, the one who smelled like cinnamon and home. The idea of her being weak, vulnerable, lying in a hospital bed—it didn’t fit. It couldn’t.

Her hands trembled as she tried to form words, but none came. The floor felt unsteady beneath her, the weight of the news pressing down with suffocating force. A barista called out an order somewhere in the background, a jarring contrast to the storm roaring inside her.

"Okay," she finally managed, her voice barely above a whisper. "I’ll book a flight tonight."

"Thank you, sweetheart." Her father’s voice wavered, betraying the emotion he rarely let surface. "She’ll want to see you."

But Mae could hear what he wasn’t saying. I need you here too.

She swallowed against the lump forming in her throat. "I’ll be there soon."

As the call ended, Mae stared blankly at her phone, her mind struggling to catch up with reality. As she lowered her phone with trembling fingers, the café noise slowly crept back into focus, but she felt detached, as if watching everything through a pane of glass. Her world had just shifted, and yet, for everyone else, life continued unchanged. 

Her father had always been the rock of their family—calm, composed, a man of few words but unwavering devotion.

He wasn’t just her dad—he was Mr. Whitaker to generations of Twinsdale students, the kind of high school history teacher who made dusty textbooks come alive with stories and debates. And to Mae, he was Coach Dad too—whistle around his neck at basketball practice, standing on the sidelines during Friday night football games, always there, steady as the scoreboard.  

And yet, in that moment, Mae heard the heartbreak in his voice, the helplessness he rarely showed. He had loved her mother for forty-five years, their marriage a quiet testament to enduring love. If he was shaken, it meant things were bad. Worse than she wanted to believe.

She took a breath, forcing her feet to move, heading back toward the table where Jenny was waiting. Each step felt heavier than the last, as if the gravity of the moment was pulling her down. Her fingers curled around her phone, white-knuckled, her expression unreadable—somewhere between shock and deep thought.

The memories of home collided with the stark reality of a hospital room, beeping monitors, and uncertainty. Her mother’s laughter echoed in her mind, blending with the scent of cinnamon and vanilla from their Sunday baking sessions. But all of that felt so distant now, replaced by the fear that she might lose the person who had always been her soft place to land.

By the time she reached the table, Jenny was already leaning forward, concern etched into her features. "Mae?"

Mae sank into her chair, her posture stiff, her eyes fixed on the coffee cup in front of her. The warmth of the ceramic felt distant against her fingers, as if she were holding onto something slipping away.

"Mae?" Jenny’s voice softened. "What is it? What happened?"

"It’s... my mom." The words felt foreign, unreal. "She’s in the hospital. Dad says... it’s serious."

Jenny’s expression shifted, her teasing demeanor gone. "Oh, Mae. I’m so sorry." She reached across the table, her hand resting firmly over Mae’s. "What can I do? Do you need help booking a flight? Calling your boss?"

Mae swallowed hard, her mind spiraling through all the logistics she had to manage. Twinsdale, Texas. A place she hadn’t been in over three years, now pulling her back like an unbreakable thread. And this time, there was no choice.

She shook her head, blinking back the stinging in her eyes. "I just... I don’t even know where to start."

"It’s okay," Jenny said, her voice steady. "Start by breathing. One thing at a time. We’ll figure this out together."

Mae nodded, inhaling shakily. "I have vacation days. I never use them. But my boss—" She exhaled sharply, frustration and fear battling in her chest. "He doesn’t like when people take time off. It’s an unspoken rule at my firm."

Jenny’s eyes darkened. "Mae, this is your mom. Your boss can shove his unspoken rules where the sun doesn’t shine."

Mae let out a weak laugh, though the weight of the moment crushed any humor. "I know. I just... I’m up for a promotion. Executive Vice President. If I leave now, what if—"

Jenny cut her off, her voice firm. "Mae. Your mom is more important than any promotion. You’re brilliant at what you do, and if your boss doesn’t see that, he doesn’t deserve you. Call him. Lay it out. You have to go home."

Mae nodded, her resolve hardening. She pulled out her phone and dialed her boss. The conversation was exactly as she expected—tense.

"Look, Mae, I understand that this is a personal emergency, but we have a lot riding on this project," Marc said, his voice clipped. "You’re up for a major promotion. Your presence right now is critical."

She clenched her jaw. "I know. And I’m committed to my work. But my mother is in the hospital. I need to be there."

There was a pause—just long enough to be calculated. "We can delay your deadline by a week, but I need you back within two. The executive board needs to see consistency."

Her stomach knotted. "Consistency? Marc, I’ve worked overtime for months. I haven’t taken a single personal day in over a year."

Another pause. "I know. Which is why I’m trying to help you, Mae. But I have to consider the team. If you’re unavailable, we may need to look at alternative leader-ship. There are others who are eager to step up."

And there it was—the unspoken threat. The promotion, the career she had built from the ground up, dangled in front of her like a prize she could lose if she didn’t comply.

Mae forced her voice to remain steady. "I’ll be back as soon as I can."

"That’s all I ask," Marc said smoothly, as if the conversation had been entirely reasonable. "Take care of your family. We’ll hold things together—for now."

She ended the call, gripping her phone so tightly her knuckles turned white. The walls of the café felt suddenly smaller, closing in. How had she given so much to this company, only to be treated as replaceable the moment she needed something in return?

Jenny’s voice cut through her spiraling thoughts. "Mae? What happened?"

Mae exhaled sharply. "Nothing unexpected. I need to go home and start packing," Mae said, slipping her phone into her pocket, already cataloging the things she needed to do.

Jenny studied her face for a long moment before nodding. "Yeah, I have to head into work for a few hours, but as soon as I’m done, I’ll come over to help you get ready." She gave Mae’s arm a reassuring squeeze. "You don’t have to do this alone. We’ll get through it."

Mae managed a small, grateful smile. "Thanks, Jen."

They parted ways, and Mae stepped onto the bustling sidewalk. The usual comfort of the city’s rhythm—the constant movement, the predictability—felt different now. Hollow. Distant. She barely registered the walk home, her thoughts a tangled mess of memories, worry, and the suffocating uncertainty of what awaited her in Texas.

By the time she unlocked her apartment door, exhaustion had already settled deep in her bones. And she hadn’t even left yet.

The doorbell rang, and Mae hurried to answer it. She pulled the door open to reveal Jenny, who took one look at her and stepped inside without hesitation.

"Hey," Jenny said, her voice warm with concern. "How are you holding up?"

Mae let out a tired sigh, her shoulders slumping. "I don't know. It feels surreal. I know I have to go, but I just..." She trailed off, shaking her head as if trying to make sense of the emotions tangled inside her.

Jenny squeezed her arm gently. "You don’t have to know. You just have to take it one step at a time."

Stepping further inside, Jenny stopped abruptly, eyes widening as she took in the state of Mae’s apartment. Suitcases lay half-packed on the bed, clothes were strewn across the floor, and a pair of heels sat abandoned in the middle of the rug like a forgotten afterthought. Normally, Mae’s space was a reflection of her—sleek, modern, impossibly put-together. Now, it looked as if a hurricane had swept through it. The stainless steel appliances in the open kitchen gleamed under the soft glow of pendant lighting, contrasting sharply with the chaos surrounding them.

"Mae," Jenny said, lifting an eyebrow. "What happened in here?"

Mae groaned, running a hand through her hair. "Packing happened. And apparently, I suck at it."

Jenny smirked. "It looks more like unpacking."

Mae sighed dramatically, holding up a pair of jeans in defeat. "I don’t even own Texas clothes anymore." She gestured at the pile beside her. "I have one pair of jeans, a Longhorns sweatshirt, and maybe four t-shirts. What do people even wear in Twinsdale these days?"

Jenny snorted. "I’m pretty sure jeans and t-shirts are still acceptable. Relax, you’re not walking into a fashion show."

Mae shot her a withering look. "And how many pairs of underwear am I supposed to pack? What if I stay longer than two weeks? Do I bring dress clothes in case I need to hop on a work call?" Her voice was rising, her frustration slipping through the cracks.

Jenny held up a hand, her tone soothing. "Mae. Breathe. You’re panicking about packing because you’re panicking about your mom. It’s okay. Just pack what you have. If you need more, you can always buy it there. Twinsdale does have stores, right?"

Mae exhaled, her shoulders dropping slightly. "You’re right. I just... I don’t know how to do this. How to go back. What if—"

Jenny cut her off gently, not letting her finish the thought. "You don’t have to have it all figured out. You just have to show up. That’s what matters."

Mae let out a slow breath, nodding. "You’re right. But there’s still so much to figure out." She rubbed her temples, her voice rising as she spoke faster. "Okay, so I booked a flight—earliest one I could get—it’s a 6am departure to Dallas, not Austin, because guess what? The only flight into Austin doesn’t get there until tomorrow night! Tomorrow night, Jenny! That’s not even an option."

Jenny opened her mouth to say something, but Mae kept going, the frustration pouring out. "And then I realized—great, I land in Dallas, but I can’t ask Dad to pick me up. He needs to be with Mom, not spending six hours driving back and forth just to get me. So I thought, okay, rental car. Easy, right? Wrong. No rental drop-offs in Twinsdale! Because why would that be convenient? So now I’m looking at a three-hour drive, early in the morning, after barely sleeping on the plane."

Jenny gave her a sympathetic look. "Mae, breathe."

Mae let out a sharp exhale, pressing her fingers to her forehead. "I know, I know. I just—every single thing is harder than it needs to be. And I just want to be there already."

Jenny rested a reassuring hand on Mae’s arm. "I get it. We’ll figure it out. But you’re going to get there, okay? That’s what matters."

Mae nodded, forcing herself to inhale slowly. "Okay. Yeah. You’re right. I just... need to keep moving."

She threw her hands up, exasperated, then let them fall to her sides. "So, I rented the car for two weeks. Because that seemed reasonable. Two weeks, right? That’s what I told my boss. That’s what I’m telling myself. So I should be back in two weeks, right?" She let out a dry laugh, shaking her head. "But what if I’m not? What if I have to extend it?"

Jenny gave her a look but didn’t press. Instead, she watched as Mae zipped up her suitcase, her expression turning thoughtful. "Why haven’t you gone back more often?" she finally asked, her voice gentle, not accusatory.

Mae hesitated, feeling the weight of the question settle over her. Twinsdale wasn’t just a place—it was a time capsule of memories, emotions, and choices she had spent years locking away. She had built a life in New York, one that was structured, ambitious, relentless. But going back meant confronting everything she had left behind.

"I guess... I’ve just been so focused on proving myself. Proving that I could make it on my own," she admitted, her voice barely above a whisper. "Every promotion, every late night, every sacrifice—it was all about moving forward. And every time I thought about going back, it felt like admitting I needed something outside of myself. Like I wasn’t strong enough to do it all on my own."

Jenny raised an eyebrow. "Mae, you’re thriving in New York. Going home doesn’t erase that."

"I know," Mae said quietly. "But it’s not just that. It’s the pace. New York keeps me moving, always pushing forward. Another project, another goal, another reason to keep running. Going home... it forces me to stop. And I don’t know if I can handle that." She swallowed hard, her gaze drifting. "Because when I slow down, I start thinking. About the choices I made. About what I left behind."

Jenny stepped closer, her voice soft but firm. "Mae, no one’s keeping score except you. You’re allowed to go home. And you’re allowed to be scared. You’re allowed to slow down."

Mae nodded, blinking back the sting of tears. Jenny’s words settled deep, shaking something loose inside her. She had spent so long building walls around herself, mistaking movement for progress, thinking if she just kept running, she could somehow prove herself worthy. She didn’t know to whom, maybe just to herself.
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The Trip Home

The next morning, as Mae stood near the terminal window waiting to board, she pressed her forehead against the cool glass and looked out at the runway. Beyond the scattered lights of taxiing planes, the New York City skyline stretched across the horizon, bathed in the hushed glow of dawn. The city she had claimed as her own. The city she had fought to belong to. And yet, as she stood there, watching it from a distance, she realized something unsettling—it had never really felt like home.

She clutched the strap of her bag as she moved down the jet bridge, her steps slower than usual. The weight of exhaustion clung to her shoulders, but it wasn’t just from the lack of sleep. It was from the last few years, from the way she had poured everything into building a life here—one that, at this moment, felt strangely hollow.

Her mother’s voice echoed in her mind, warm and teasing. Don’t work yourself into the ground, baby. Life is more than just the next goalpost. Mae had always smiled and waved it off, convinced that ambition was the tradeoff for happiness. And yet, standing in a crowded airport, surrounded by hundreds of strangers moving in every direction, she had never felt so alone.

New York was supposed to be a place of reinvention, of possibility. And in many ways, it had been. She had the job, the apartment with the overpriced view, the routine of caramel macchiatos and late-night takeout. But what did she really have beyond that?

Jenny was the only person who truly knew her here. Adam, her barista, was friendly in that easy, uncommitted way that made her morning coffee runs feel less isolating. Her coworkers? They were pleasant but distant, always too busy rushing from one meeting to the next to form anything resembling real friendship. The city was always moving, people brushing past her in hurried strides, barely looking up.

There was something painfully ironic about feeling lonely in a city of eight million people.

She swallowed against the lump in her throat as she found her seat and sank into it. The hum of the engines vibrated beneath her feet, grounding her in the present moment. Soon, she’d be thousands of miles away, back in the town she had once tried to escape. A town where people waved when they passed each other on the street, where grocery store clerks remembered your name, where the air smelled of fresh-cut grass and sweet tea in the summer.

The thought of her father, of his quiet strength and the way he carried the weight of everything without complaint, sent a pang through her chest. He needed her. Her mother needed her.

But was she ready to be there again?

The pilot’s voice crackled through the speaker, announcing their departure. Mae gripped the armrest as the plane began to taxi. Outside her window, the New York skyline stretched across the horizon, bathed in the hushed glow of dawn. The jagged silhouettes of skyscrapers pierced the soft lavender sky, their glass facades catching the first hints of gold from the rising sun. The Empire State Building stood resolute, its beacon blinking against the fading darkness, while the bridges arched over the Hudson, their lights flickering like distant constellations. The streets, once relentless with their honking and hurried footsteps, were momentarily subdued, as if the city itself had paused to take a breath before the inevitable chaos of the day.

Mae exhaled, her breath fogging the glass. It was beautiful—everything she had worked for, everything she had built. And yet, as she watched the city shrink beneath the plane’s ascent, a strange hollowness settled within her that she couldn’t explain.

Mae closed her eyes, and for a moment, she was twenty-two again, standing in the lobby of a sleek, glass-paneled high-rise in Midtown. Her heels clicked against the marble floor as she approached the receptionist, her stomach twisting with nerves and exhilaration. It was her first day as a junior associate at one of the most sought-after firms in the city—a job she had clawed her way into with relentless ambition and a résumé packed with internships, late nights, and sheer determination.

She had made it.

When she stepped into her cubicle for the first time, the scent of fresh paper and burnt espresso filled the air. She ran her fingers over the crisp, white business card sitting neatly on her desk—her name embossed in bold lettering, the company’s logo gleaming in silver foil. This was it. The moment she had spent years working toward.
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