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From the Author

This book was born from a simple question: is it possible to survive in a metropolis where every day demands that you be strong, successful, and flawless, without losing yourself in the process?Chloe, Selena, and Maja are three different women, three distinct stories, united by the rhythm of New York, friendship, and the search for true freedom. They are used to relying solely on themselves, building careers in a world of fierce competition, and hiding their feelings behind an armor of ambition and business suits. But what happens when the city suddenly stops to the sound of autumn rain, and the usual rules stop working?"The Happy People Podcast" is a story about learning to hear your own voice among thousands of other opinions, not being afraid to be vulnerable, and allowing yourself true happiness.Welcome behind the scenes of the big city and into the very heart of this story. Enjoy reading.
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CHAPTER 1. The City, the Podcast, and the Morning Latte
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I’ve always believed that every neighborhood in Manhattan has its own rhythm, but Greenwich Village beats to the pulse of an old jazz vinyl—with a soft crackle, warm bass, and a leisurely swagger that the rest of the city so desperately lacks.

It was precisely seven in the morning. My small apartment on the third floor of an old brick building with ornate fire escapes was already filled with the soft, almost honeyed light of the early New York sun. I sat on the wide windowsill with one leg tucked under me, holding a large ceramic mug of hot latte. On the surface foam, a barista from the park around the corner had tried to craft a neat rosette, but I had already managed to ruin it with my first sip.

In front of me on a tripod stood my main companion of the past year—a professional microphone with a fluffy black windscreen—and resting on my knees was a laptop whose screen glowed with a steady audio track. I was wearing an oversized vintage viscose pajama set with wide stripes, scavenged from a flea market in Brooklyn, and a pair of cozy knit socks. No makeup, no styled curls. A podcast doesn't require any of that. People listen to voices, but the most amazing thing is that they can always tell whether you are being genuine with them at that given moment.

"Good morning, New York," I said softly, leaning forward slightly toward the microphone. My voice sounded a bit raspy after sleep, but it was precisely this velvety timbre that my listeners loved so much. "This is Chloe, and this is another episode of the Rules of New York podcast. If you are frantically sprinting down the subway platform on 14th Street right now trying not to spill your Americano on your freshly ironed shirt, or if you, like me, are lounging by the window with a cup of coffee, stretching to the sounds of a passing garbage truck—take a deep breath. You are in the right place."

I paused, took another sip of my latte, and smiled. Outside the window, a flock of city pigeons flew past, their wings brushing against the dusty crown of an oak tree.

"All past week I've been receiving hundreds of messages from you. Girls from the Upper West Side, guys from Queens, even a couple of students from Columbia University—you are all asking me the very same thing. 'Chloe, how do you stop feeling like you missed a train that hasn't even arrived at the station yet?' We live in a metropolis where the word 'slow down' sounds almost like an insult or an admission of failure. We feel that if we stop for even five minutes just to breathe, someone else will take our place in line for success, for the perfect apartment, for the ideal oat milk lavender latte, or, even scarier, for the perfect relationship."

I briefly shifted my gaze to the wall opposite me. There hung a small corkboard covered in photographs: Maya, Selena, and me on a rooftop during a summer sunset; a ticket stub from a Broadway musical; a business card from a little bookstore in Tribeca; and a magazine clipping with a quote stating that freedom isn't the absence of connections, but the presence of oneself.

"But let's think about it," I continued, adjusting the volume knob on the audio interface. "Why are we so afraid of this pause? What happens when the noise of Manhattan dies down and we are left alone with ourselves in an empty apartment, where the only sounds are the ticking of an old clock and the hum of the refrigerator?"

I adjusted the headphones on my head and turned the page in my virtual notebook. Today's episode was supposed to be special. I felt it in every cell of my body. The air held that exact anticipation of change—when the city is just waking up, but you can already feel the electricity of the upcoming day in its breath.

If you open the window of my apartment a little wider, Greenwich Village rushes inside in a complex symphony of aromas and sounds. The smell always comes first. It isn't that dry, metabolic morning air of Midtown, saturated with exhaust fumes, heated asphalt, and the haste of office workers. No, Greenwich smells different. From the La Gourmandise bakery on the ground floor of my building comes a rich, buttery aroma of freshly baked almond croissants, hot baguettes, and slightly burnt cane sugar. Mingled with this trail is the damp, earthy scent of wet leaves from nearby Washington Square Park and the subtle, barely perceptible perfume with notes of sandalwood and bergamot from an early passerby walking down below.

Manhattan wakes up in layers. First, around five in the morning, food trucks rumble past with their iron sides clattering. Then, closer to six, the street sweepers appear with the rhythmic scraping of their brooms against the sidewalk, along with the first runners in neon-green sneakers, their breath condensing into steam in the cool air. By seven o'clock, the city begins to hum.

Heels click against stone pavers; somewhere on the corner of First Avenue, the brakes of a yellow cab squeal; baristas set out chalkboard menus written in chalk on the street ("Today's special: cinnamon latte with a pinch of irony"); and the first wave of people spills out from the subway doors. They walk quickly, buried in their smartphone screens, white headphone wires dangling from their ears like veins connecting them to this giant digital organism.

"Look at them," I began speaking into the microphone again, watching the passersby from the height of the third floor. "All these people are rushing somewhere. They sync their watches with train schedules, their goals with other people's social media profiles, and their feelings with standards forced upon them by eighties romantic comedies. We build our lives around 'things to do before thirty' checklists: build a career, find our 'other half,' buy an apartment overlooking the East River, and get a dog we can walk on weekends in a nice coat."

I got up from the windowsill and took a few steps across the wooden parquet, which responded with a pleasant, familiar creak. I was wearing a heavy, slightly worn leather jacket thrown over my pajamas for warmth—the morning air from the window was already making itself felt.

"But what do you do if you're walking down the street, surrounded by the noise of millions of people, and you feel utterly alone? New York is a giant movie set. It dazzles you with the lights of Times Square, mesmerizes you with the height of its skyscrapers and promises of endless possibilities. But the paradox is that the more people there are around us, the harder it is to hear our own voice. We fear silence because in silence, we have to answer tough questions. 'Am I happy right now? Do I actually like the life I'm working so hard to build every week?'"

I walked over to a small table holding a vase of slightly wilted white eustomas—a gift from another social event I attended last weekend. I touched a drying petal with my finger. It flaked off easily onto the polished tabletop.

"We are so used to being in a state of constant searching. We search for the dream job, the perfect shoes on sale at Barneys, the ideal partner who will understand us without words. But in the process of this endless quest, we completely forget about the most important person in this story. Ourselves. We treat ourselves like a project that constantly needs to be improved, refined, adjusted to meet standards. What if we just... stop? What if we admit that we are already whole? Without a romantic happy ending, without approval from others, and without a flawless five-year plan?"

I returned to the microphone. Something clicked inside me. It was that exact moment when a script neatly written the evening before across three notebook pages becomes completely useless. I simply closed my laptop. The screen went dark, reflecting my messy hair and the warm lamp light for a brief instant.

"You know what?" I said, my voice taking on an entirely different, firmer, and deeper intonation. "Enough theory. We constantly talk about self-sufficiency, post about it, read clever psychology books, and nod along when girlfriends tell us over a glass of wine, 'You need to love yourself.' But when it comes down to it, we open dating apps again on Sunday evening because the thought of spending the weekend alone feels almost like a tragedy."

I paused, feeling my heart beating faster. It was a spontaneous decision, but those are the exact kind of decisions that change everything in New York.

"Today is October 12th. And I want to announce an experiment. Right here, live on air, in front of thousands of my listeners. For the next thirty days, I am declaring a complete and absolute moratorium on any romantic expectations."

I took a deep breath, as if diving off a high board into the cool waters of the Hudson.

"No Tinder dates. No 'chance' encounters at a Soho bar. No endless late-night texting with exes at two in the morning under the guise of 'Just checking in on you.' No trying to spot 'The One' in every guy who holds the coffee shop door open for me. For one month, I am completely wiping the pursuit of love from my life."

I leaned closer to the microphone, my lips almost touching the foam.

"One month. Thirty days of pure, undiluted attention to myself, my life, my work, and this city. I want to find out who I am when I'm not trying to please anyone. Who does a girl in New York become when she stops looking for her reflection in someone else's eyes? This won't just be a month without dates—this will be a month of returning to myself. And I will document every day of this journey on our podcast. Uncut, unfiltered, and without any attempts to seem perfect."

I leaned back in my chair. The air in the room felt thick, suspended. I had just said it out loud. There was no turning back. Thousands of people would hear this episode in a couple of hours.

"If you want to join this challenge, write to me using the hashtag #RulesOfFreedom. Let's see if this city can handle a woman who is no longer rushing anywhere and no longer searching for anything. And now... I have to go. My friends are probably already waiting for me, and trust me, their reaction to this announcement is going to be quite a spectacle. This was Chloe. Talk to you in a week... or sooner, if New York decides to throw a few surprises my way."

I pressed the red "Stop" button on the audio interface. The sound track froze, turning into a flat, motionless line. I took off my headphones and set them on the desk. Ringing silence filled my ears, which a moment later was filled again by the hum of the street. I did it. I actually said it on air.

Forty minutes later, I was already walking down Bleecker Street toward Soho. I was wearing my favorite wide-leg vintage-cut jeans, a basic white T-shirt, a worn beige trench coat, and those exact red suede low-heeled shoes from a French brand that I had spent three months hunting down at auctions. The heels clicked cheerfully against the pavement, matching the rhythm of the song playing in my headphones. The autumn sun had already risen quite high, bathing the city in bright, almost blinding light.

Our favorite outdoor terrace at Balthazar on Prince Street was already buzzing with life. White tablecloths, the clinking of mimosa glasses, laughter from neighboring tables, and the smell of fresh seafood and truffle fries.

Maya and Selena were already sitting at our regular corner table, sheltered from the wind by a large green awning. They looked like they had stepped off the cover of a lifestyle magazine, yet completely natural.

Maya, in her flawless, sharply tailored black pantsuit with her hair combed smoothly back, was frantically typing something on her tablet while taking a sip of double espresso. Selena, by contrast, looked like the embodiment of gentle autumn elegance—wearing a soft, oat-milled cashmere sweater with intricate embroidery on the cuffs, her sketchbook laid out right over the menu.

"You're twelve minutes late," Maya said without even raising her eyes from the screen as soon as I dropped into the empty wicker chair opposite them. "And if you tell me you were looking for your right shoe under the couch again, I'm making you pay for the entire brunch."

"Worse," I smiled, pulling my tortoiseshell sunglasses over my nose. "I was recording the episode. And I think I just put my entire social life for the next month at risk."

Selena set her pencil aside and looked at me with interest through her bright, attentive eyes:

"What do you mean, Chloe? Did you criticize guys on air again for sending photos of their dogs instead of saying hello?"

"No," I motioned to a waiter. "I officially announced a romance-free month on the podcast. No dates, no men, no expectations. Just me, my life, my work, and you two."

Maya froze. Her finger hovered over the tablet screen. She slowly raised her head, slid her glasses down to the tip of her nose, and looked at me as if I had just suggested she move to a cave without Wi-Fi.

"You did... what?" she asked in the crisp tone of a professional interrogator. "Chloe, you host a podcast about dating in New York. Your audience expects stories about terrible bar encounters, guys with unhinged exes, and how to spot a player by his shoes. What are you going to talk about for thirty days? How you pick out an avocado at Whole Foods?"

"About how to live your own life, Maya!" I replied sincerely, ordering poached eggs with salmon and a large glass of Mimosa from the approaching waiter. "We're all obsessed with the search. You stay at the agency for sixteen hours a day trying to prove to everyone that you're superwoman. Selena dreams of a gothic romance with historical backdrops. And me... I'm just tired of running."

Selena smiled softly, leaning across the table and placing her warm palm on my hand:

"I actually think there's something to it. It's very much your style, Chloe. Radical, a bit crazy, but incredibly genuine. New York really does press a bit too hard with its expectations sometimes."

"It's not just crazy, it's a disaster for her ratings," Maya grumbled, though the corners of her lips twitched into a smile anyway. She set the tablet aside and picked up her glass. "Fine. If you've really decided to turn into a Manhattan nun for a month, we have to do this by the rules."

"No rules!" I laughed. "That's the whole point!"

"No, there will be rules," Maya cut in with ironic strictness. "Rule number one: if you break down and go on a date before thirty days are up—you buy both of us a pair of Christian Louboutins."

"Agreed!" Selena chimed in, winking at me.

I looked at my friends, at the glowing shop windows across the street, at the yellow taxis passing by, and felt a sudden surge of incredible, almost childlike happiness. A whole month lay ahead. A month in the most beautiful city in the world. And for the first time in a long time, I knew exactly what I wanted.

"Deal," I said, raising my glass of sparkling Mimosa. "To freedom, girls. And to this crazy city."

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 2. Brunch, Stilettos, and Contracts
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A Saturday morning in New York possesses a distinct, almost magical rhythm that cannot be confused with anything else. While weekdays push the city forward at a breakneck speed—forcing you to skip subway steps and gulp down coffee on the go—Saturdays allow it to breathe a sigh of relief, slow its pace, and indulge in a long stretch.

Our Saturday ritual was as unshakeable as the granite foundation beneath Central Park. No deadlines, no drinks spilled on white trousers, no disastrous dates, or sudden bouts of depression could cancel our gathering. Every Saturday at ten-thirty in the morning, Maya, Selena, and I converged at a single point in the metropolis to reset our matrices, deconstruct the chaos accumulated throughout the week, and simply remind one another who we were.

This time, our meeting spot was a cozy café on the corner of Prince Street and Mercer Street in the heart of Soho. Occupying the ground floor of a historic red-brick building, the establishment drew in passersby with massive panoramic windows framed by blooming hydrangeas in heavy clay planters.

I arrived slightly earlier than usual, but to my surprise, Selena was already sitting at our favorite table in the back of the room. Dressed in a beige cashmere turtleneck sweater with her honey-blonde curls neatly styled, she looked as though she had stepped straight off the pages of a Ralph Lauren autumn catalog. Before her stood a clear glass teapot filled with herbal tea, a delicate curl of steam rising from its spout, and a sketchbook lay open on the wooden tabletop.

"You look far too serene for someone living in a city with three million neurotics," I smiled, slipping off my beige trench coat and sinking into the soft booth made of distressed cognac leather.

"New York is delightfully charming once you stop demanding things from it," Selena replied, offering her cheek for a quick greeting kiss. "Besides, the morning light on Mercer Street today is nothing short of magical. I was trying to sketch the reflection of the facade moldings in a puddle near the entrance."

"And I was trying not to tumble off my three-inch heels while sprinting from the subway station," I chuckled, sticking out my favorite red suede pumps. "A true urban contrast: your graceful moldings and my daily struggle with New York cobblestones."

At that moment, the door chime jingled merrily, letting a crisp gust of autumn air and an energetic Maya into the warm space. Oh, Maya always entered a room as if she were opening her own press conference. Her black double-breasted coat fit her impeccably; in one hand, she clutched the latest smartphone model, while adeptly balancing a massive leather tote with printed storyboards peeking out from the other.

"If anyone tells me one more time that marketing is an art form, I'm throwing my Saint Laurent shoe at them," Maya announced by way of greeting, gracefully draping her coat over the back of a chair and dropping stylishly into the seat beside us. "My tech client thinks the commercial for their new app should convey 'the emotion of digital solitude in a neo-noir style.' I spent three hours trying to explain to him that digital solitude doesn't sell pizza delivery subscriptions!"

Selena and I exchanged glances and burst into laughter simultaneously. That was quintessentially Maya: even when complaining about her job, she burned with a passion as though the fate of the global economy hinged on the outcome of that ad campaign.

The waiter, a young guy with rolled-up shirt sleeves revealing colorful tattoos, was already hurrying over to our table. He knew us without a word. Five minutes later, an exquisite still life materialized before us: plates of lush avocado toast on artisanal bread, poached eggs with runny golden yolks, a side of fresh berries, and, of course, our drinks—a tall glass of Mimosa for me, a strong double espresso for Maya, and an elegant cup of herbal tea for Selena.

"So," Maya raised her espresso cup, looking at me intently over the dark lenses of her glasses, which she had slid down to the tip of her nose. "Chloe, is your morning declaration on the podcast still in effect? Or have you already managed to swipe someone on Tinder on your walk from the subway?"

"My phone is resting comfortably at the bottom of my bag on silent mode," I countered proudly, taking my first sip of the sparkling drink. "No swiping, no flirting with waiters, and no romantic expectations. I am on a complete mental detox."

"Until the first handsome brunette with a dog walks by in Central Park," Maya noted dryly, though a spark of genuine intrigue flickered in her eyes. "Though I have to admit, your idea sounds like a fascinating social experiment. If you make it through thirty days, I'm turning you into a case study for our creative department: 'How to Survive in Manhattan Without Romantic Doping.'"

"It's not just an experiment, Maya," Selena chimed in, gently spreading soft cheese onto her toast. "It's an attempt to reclaim one's focus. We spend so much time trying to fit someone into our lives that we forget what it feels like to be the lead character in our own story."

I offered Selena a grateful look. This was precisely why I cherished the three of us: Maya provided a solid framework and pragmatism, Selena brought depth and beauty, and I... I was the glue holding our narratives together into one shared New York chronicle. The rhythm of the city outside continued to build, but at our window table, time seemed to stand still, granting us the very treasure Saturday brunches were created for—a sense of absolute safety and understanding.

The interior of the café was the epitome of that effortless New York chic that makes people from all over the world fall in love with Soho. Four-meter-high ceilings exposed massive wooden structural beams, silent witnesses to the building's manufacturing past in the late nineteenth century. The main visual anchor of the room was an authentic exposed brick wall—rough and unevenly aged over time into shades ranging from terracotta to deep burgundy. Here and there, faded historic brick stamps from old New York factories remained visible.

Against this textured backdrop, modern elements looked striking and remarkably stylish: minimalist brass sconces casting a soft, warm glow, and giant mirrors in thin black metal frames that visually doubled the space and caught the morning sun in millions of golden glints. Through the large arched display windows, the cobblestones of Prince Street were visible, where impeccably dressed New Yorkers were already strolling, walking their purebred dogs clad in adorable knit sweaters.

The air held an intoxicating blend of aromas: freshly ground, dark-roasted Arabica; creamy notes of butter melting over hot toast; the tangy citrus scent of Mimosas; and a subtle trail of expensive perfume mingling with the delicate fragrance of fresh flowers arranged on every table in tiny vintage apothecary jars.

"Alright, Chloe, we'll deal with your 'monastic vow' later," Maya said, decisively pushing her espresso cup aside and pulling a tablet from her bag, her finger sweeping across the screen. "Let's discuss something more tangible. Selena, tell us how the preparations for your solo exhibition at the Contemporary Art Gallery in Chelsea are coming along. I heard the curator there is a total tyrant."

Selena offered a modest smile, took a sip of her herbal tea, and self-consciously adjusted the sleeve of her sweater. Her eyes lit up with that quiet yet intense spark that always appeared whenever architecture and art were brought up.

"Oh, Marcus is certainly demanding," Selena replied softly, laying out several high-resolution prints on the table. "But that's where his genius lies. The exhibition is titled 'Frozen Breath: The Lost Moldings of Manhattan.' I've spent the last two years gathering this material. We restored thirty unique plaster elements salvaged from late nineteenth-century facades scheduled for demolition in the Lower East Side. These aren't just pieces of plaster, Maya. They are history captured in gypsum by the people who built this city. Every crack, every daisy scroll on a cornice is someone's handcrafted work, someone's aesthetic preserved against time."

I leaned over the table to inspect the photos. The fragments of antique bas-reliefs, illuminated under sophisticated studio lighting, looked like precious artifacts from an ancient civilization.

"This looks unbelievably poetic, Sel," I said genuinely, running my finger over the glossy print. "In a city where everything is torn down every twenty years to build another steel-framed glass skyscraper, your exhibition feels like a breath of fresh air. When is the opening?"

"In three weeks, on Thursday," Selena answered, a subtle note of nervous excitement slipping into her voice. "Marcus invited the press, the city's leading architects, and a few major art patrons. I still can't believe my restoration blueprints and these preserved fragments will be displayed in the main hall. It's a massive milestone for my studio."

"It's not just a milestone, darling; it's a total triumph," Maya declared in her sharp, authoritative tone, raising her glass. "And we are going to throw you an afterparty that will have the entire Meatpacking District talking. But speaking of scale..." Maya paused, holding the moment dramatically, just as she did before high-stakes pitch presentations. "My budget for the OmniTech ad campaign was finally approved."

I nearly choked on my drink. "Are you serious?! The mobile and cloud tech giant?"

"The very same," a winner's spark flashed in Maya's eyes. "Three million dollars for the first phase alone. They want to overhaul their brand image—make it feel more human, less corporate. I pitched them a concept called 'New York Connects': a series of short, aesthetically flawless stories about real people whose lives crossed paths in the city through random digital coincidences. We're planning to rent digital billboards in Times Square and launch interactive installations on the Brooklyn Bridge."

"My goodness, Maya, that is enormous!" Selena exclaimed in admiration, squeezing Maya's hand. "You're running a project of that scale?"

"I'll be living it for the next three months," Maya smirked, though a sense of well-earned pride was evident in her expression. "Zero sleep, gallons of caffeine, and non-stop flights between our Madison Avenue office and their headquarters. So, Chloe, your 'man-free month' aligns perfectly with my 'sleep-free month.' We make a great team."

The three of us broke into laughter. That was the beauty of our friendship: we could debate trivial matters, joke about shoes, and simultaneously share genuine awe for one another's professional victories. At this table, surrounded by warm brick and the hum of a morning in Soho, each of us felt part of something greater—a bond between three strong, distinct, yet fiercely loyal women conquering a magnificent and complex city.

"This is exactly why I love our Saturdays," I said, leaning back into the soft booth cushions and looking at my friends. "In a world where everything threatens to collapse, remodel, or conform to new algorithms, the two of you remain my true north."

The sun had fully emerged from behind the buildings across Prince Street, flooding our table with warm, amber light and making our crystal glasses of Mimosa glow from within. The café was filling up: stylish couples with dogs sat at neighboring tables, alongside young designers with tablets and tourists carrying heavy cameras. Yet our corner remained a sanctuary of quiet intimacy and absolute trust.

Maya set her tablet aside—a rare occurrence for a Saturday morning—and looked at us with an unusual softness that replaced her typical corporate armor.

"Funny, isn't it?" she mused quietly, swirling the thin stem of her glass between her fingers. "We've spent years trying to build careers, conquer this city, and search for some mythical 'other half' to fill all our internal voids. Yet in the end, the most reliable investment we've ever made in New York is the investment we've made in each other."

"Because husbands can leave, contracts can fall through, and design trends can fade," Selena added, looking up from her sketches. "But this patio, this latte, and the three of us—that's the only constant in our personal equation."

I looked at them: at Maya, focused and strong, ready to take over Times Square with her multi-million-dollar budget; and at Selena, gentle and profound, breathing life back into Manhattan's forgotten history. In that moment, my unexpected morning announcement on the podcast stopped feeling like an impulsive stunt. It carried a genuine, deep purpose.

"Girls," I leaned forward, resting my elbows on the wooden table. "Let's make this official. Since I launched this challenge for thousands of my listeners, let's seal it right here. Our very own 'Freedom Pact.'"

Maya arched a perfect eyebrow ironically. "A pact? Chloe, my first degree is in law. If we're signing a contract, it needs penalty clauses and force majeure provisions."

"No bureaucracy, Maya!" I laughed. "It's simple. For the next thirty days, we make a pledge: zero romantic focus. No searching for 'The One,' no dressing up for questionable suitors, and no rearranging our schedules around someone else's timetable. Maya pours all her energy into her huge OmniTech project. Selena devotes herself to her Chelsea gallery opening. And I... I learn to live without seeking validation, and I turn my podcast into something truly meaningful."

Selena smiled warmly, her eyes glowing in the morning light. "And the core rule: complete, unconditional support for one another. If any of us feels lonely or scared, or wants to break down and text an ex at two in the morning—we don't open messaging apps. We call each other and meet right here. Any time of day or night."

"Sounds like the most unprofitable contract of my life," Maya chuckled, though her tone held unmistakable warmth. She raised her Mimosa glass. "No dates. No romantic drama. Just personal goals, careers, and the three of us."

I raised my glass, and Selena joined us. The clink of fine glass echoed in the air like a clear, crisp musical chord.

"To our Freedom Pact," I said firmly and confidently. "To finally becoming the leading ladies of our own stories."

In that moment, we were completely unified. It wasn't a rejection of love; it was a rejection of the noise, of the fear of being alone with oneself, and of the endless New York rat race in pursuit of fleeting happiness. We chose our own strength, knowing that from this moment on, each of us was stepping into a brand-new chapter.

The waiter had already cleared the empty avocado toast plates and Mimosa glasses, leaving only a small tray with the bill and a fresh pot of herbal tea for Selena. Saturday brunch was smoothly transitioning into the afternoon. Outside, Soho was bustling with a colorful, stylish crowd, while inside, a comfortable sense of closure lingered in the air—the kind that only follows an honest conversation with those closest to you.

We were about to ask for the check when my phone, resting silently at the bottom of my bag, vibrated softly against the leather seat. The screen lit up, displaying an email notification.

"If that's another Tinder notification, I am personally deleting that app from your phone right now," Maya smirked, buttoning the cuff of her crisp blazer.

"Remember, we have a pact," Selena smiled. "No temptations."

"Relax, girls. It's an email," I replied, sliding the notification open. "Probably spam from a clothing brand or—"

I froze. The subject line made my jaw drop.

From: Vanguard Media Group Corporate Development Subject: Partnership / "Happy People" Podcast

"What is it?" Maya immediately caught the shift in my expression, her business instincts kicking in instantly. "Chloe, you look like you've seen a ghost."

"It's... Vanguard Media," I breathed, staring frantically at the lines of text on the screen. "One of the biggest media agencies in Manhattan. They produce some of the largest shows across digital platforms."

Selena set her pencil down, and Maya leaned in, resting her chin on her hands.

"Read it aloud," Maya instructed sharply.

I swallowed the lump in my throat and began reading, trying to steady the tremor in my voice:

"Dear Chloe, Our team has been following the growth of your independent podcast, 'Happy People,' for some time. We hold your unique voice, authenticity, and audience growth in high regard. We are pleased to inform you that the Board of Directors at Vanguard Media has decided to offer you a partnership contract for the production and distribution of your show."

"Oh my goodness, Chloe!" Selena whispered, covering her mouth with her hand.

"Wait, there's more," I continued reading the formal, impeccably drafted English text.


•  "We see immense potential in scaling your project. As part of this partnership, we will provide access to our Midtown studio facilities, marketing promotion, and a dedicated executive producer to lead the format relaunch. An initial kickoff meeting is scheduled for Monday at 10:00 AM at our Broadway headquarters."*


A heavy silence settled over our corner of the room. Even the background noise of the busy café seemed to fade away.

"Vanguard..." Maya said slowly, a look of unreserved excitement flashing in her eyes—the look of someone who fully grasped the weight of this news in the media industry. "Chloe, this is an entirely different league. This isn't just an independent podcast recorded on a wide windowsill in Greenwich Village over a cup of coffee. This is national distribution. We're talking budgets, professional studios, top-tier advertisers, and access to major national platforms."

"But they want to assign their own producer," I said, leaning back against the leather booth, feeling overwhelmed. "Someone who will reshape the format to fit their standards. What if they want to strip away everything I built this project for? What if they turn it into just another glossy, sanitized show?"

"You won't know until you go to the meeting," Selena said firmly, taking my hand. "You built this project from scratch through your authenticity. They approached you precisely because you are genuine. No one can take your voice away from you, Chloe."

"Selena's right," Maya added, immediately shifting into strategic advisor mode. "On Monday morning at ten o'clock, you put on your best suit, step into your heels, bring your charisma, and head to Midtown. You aren't asking them for a favor, Chloe. They are offering you a contract. You walk in there as an equal."

I looked down at my phone screen, where the formal email from Vanguard Media Group was still glowing. The irony of the situation wasn't lost on me. Just a few hours ago, I was standing by my window in pajamas, announcing a thirty-day experiment free of romantic expectations, intending to focus entirely on myself and my career. And just like that, the city called my hand, throwing the biggest professional challenge of my life right at my feet.

New York never leaves your decisions unanswered. The moment you tell this city you're ready for change, it opens doors you didn't even know existed.

"Looks like my 'quiet month' is canceled," I said with a faint smile, turning off the phone screen and slipping it back into my bag.

"It's not canceled; it just got a whole lot more interesting," Maya countered, handling the check. "On Monday, your new game begins."

We gathered our bags, adjusted our coats, and stood up. Stepping out of the warm café onto the lively, sunlit pavement of Prince Street, the autumn breeze felt refreshing against my skin. The air in Manhattan was charged with energy, momentum, and the promise of something extraordinary.

I took a deep breath. Ahead lay Monday, Broadway, an unknown producer from a major media company, and an entirely new chapter of my life. And for the first time in a long time, I knew with absolute certainty: I was ready.
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