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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.

Sometimes she imagined a future that did not include the town at all.

But imagining it was easy. Leaving was not.

When adults asked her what she wanted to be, Maria gave answers that sounded sensible. Answers that didn’t invite follow-up questions. She learned quickly that people liked certainty, even if it was false. Saying I don’t know made them uncomfortable. Saying I’ll stay made them relax.

And Maria liked when people were at ease around her.

She became good at blending in. At choosing paths that required the least resistance. At convincing herself that quiet contentment was the same as happiness. The town rewarded her for it. Jobs were easy to come by if you didn’t expect much. Relationships formed quickly if you didn’t ask for too much depth. Life unfolded smoothly if you never challenged it.

Time, in that place, felt abundant.

It was not something that pressed against her chest or whispered warnings late at night. It did not threaten her with urgency. Instead, it stretched endlessly forward, a long road with no signs marking distance. Maria believed she could step onto it whenever she felt ready.

She believed readiness was something that arrived on its own.

As she grew older, subtle moments passed her by unnoticed. Invitations declined without ceremony. Opportunities dismissed with polite excuses. She told herself there would be another chance, another opening, another version of the same possibility that would appear when she felt less afraid.

Fear, though, became familiar.

It settled into her like furniture present but unexamined. Fear of failing publicly. Fear of disappointing others. Fear of discovering that the dreams she carried quietly might not be enough once tested. And beneath all of it, fear of leaving the only life she knew.

So Maria stayed.

She watched seasons change from the same streets, measuring years by who moved away and who stayed behind. Each departure felt like a small interruption to the rhythm of town life, but never a warning. People left, yes but people also returned. And those who didn’t became stories, their lives summarized in short updates that sounded distant and unreal.

Success felt abstract there. Failure even more so.

Maria told herself that leaving was not necessary to become someone. She believed growth could happen quietly, invisibly, without disruption. She believed time was generous enough to allow for indecision.

And time did not correct her.

Not yet.

In her early twenties, Maria began to feel a strange restlessness she could not name. It appeared at odd moments while folding laundry, while standing in line at the grocery store, while staring at the ceiling long after sleep should have come. It was not dissatisfaction exactly, but a sense that something was unfolding without her consent.

She brushed it aside.

Restlessness, she reasoned, was normal. Everyone felt it sometimes. It didn’t mean anything had to change. The change was dramatic. Change was risky. Change belonged to people who were willing to gamble their comfort.

Maria preferred certainty.

She took jobs that promised stability. She filled her days with routines that made time disappear quickly. Weeks passed without leaving an impression. Months blended together. Years followed quietly behind them.

And still, she told herself she was young.

Youth, to Maria, was not defined by age but by possibility. As long as options existed even in theory she believed she was not late. As long as doors had not visibly closed, she assumed they remained unlocked.

She did not yet understand that time does not announce its turning points.

It does not ring bells or issue warnings. It simply moves, indifferent to intention. And in its movement, it changes what is possible.

But in the beginning, Maria only knew what the town had taught her: that life did not demand urgency. That patience was a virtue. That waiting could be wise.

She mistook delay for discipline.

She mistook comfort for contentment.

She mistook endless days for endless chances.

And so she lived gently, carefully, believing she was preserving something precious without realizing that what she was truly preserving was her fear.

Years later, she would look back on this time and recognize it as the quiet beginning of loss. Not a dramatic fall or a single wrong choice, but a gradual surrender. A series of moments where she chose not to choose.

But in those early days, Maria did not know this.

She woke each morning believing time was hers.

And time, patient and silent, let her believe it.
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