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PROLOGUE: The Lives We Don’t Live

There is a crowded room inside of you.

You might be sitting alone right now. Perhaps you are on a train, watching the blur of the countryside roll past the glass. Perhaps you are in a coffee shop, the porcelain cup warm against your palms, listening to the hum of strangers talking. Or perhaps you are in bed, the lights off, staring up at a ceiling you have memorized in the dark.

You feel alone. But you are not.

If you look closely—not with your eyes, but with that quiet sense deep in your chest—you will see them. They are standing right behind you. They are sitting in the empty chair across the table. They are walking in your shadow.

They are the other versions of you.

We tend to think of life as a straight line. We are born, we walk a path, and we arrive at the present moment. We think we are singular. One body, one name, one story. But this is a gentle lie we tell ourselves to keep from feeling dizzy. The truth is much more crowded, much more beautiful, and sometimes, much more heartbreaking.

Every choice you ever made created a ghost.

When you turned left instead of right, the version of you who turned right didn't vanish. They kept walking. They are living a whole life in a parallel shadow. They are happy, or they are sad, or they are doing the very thing you dream of doing while you sleep.

This book is about those shadows. It is about the echoes that bounce off the walls of our hearts.

To understand the stories, we are about to tell—stories of a pianist in Japan, a mechanic in Colombia, a nurse in Kenya, and others scattered across this blue world—we must first understand the architecture of the human soul. We must understand the four roommates living inside your head.

The Lived Life.

The Ghost Life.

The Life We Fear.

The Life We Desire.

And, perhaps the quietest of them all, The Life We Lost.

Let us meet them, shall we?

The Lived Life

This is the one you know. It is the person who wakes up when the alarm rings. It is the person who brushes their teeth, checks the mail, and smiles politely at the neighbor.

The Lived Life is made of facts. It is the weight of the keys in your pocket. It is the scar on your knee from when you fell off a bicycle at age seven. It is the diploma on the wall, or the wedding ring on the finger, or the empty space where those things might be.

The Lived Life is solid. It has mass. It pays the bills. It remembers to buy milk. It is the version of you that the world sees. When people say your name, this is who they are talking to.

But the Lived Life is often tired. It carries the burden of reality. It has to deal with traffic jams, and broken shoelaces, and the slow, quiet ache of aging. It is a good life, usually. It is a life of survival and small joys. The taste of a ripe strawberry. The smell of rain on hot asphalt. The sound of a friend laughing.

However, the Lived Life has a secret. It knows it is not the whole picture.

Have you ever walked into a room and forgotten why you were there? Have you ever heard a song on the radio and felt a sudden, sharp pang of nostalgia for a place you have never been?

That is the Lived Life bumping into the others. That is the moment when the solid world becomes thin, and you catch a glimpse of the smoke.

We spend so much energy protecting the Lived Life. We build walls around it. We follow the rules. We try to be "normal." But deep down, under the skin, there is an itch. A feeling that something is missing. A feeling that we forgot to pack something important before we left the house.

That feeling is the Ghost Life knocking on the door.

The Ghost Life

The Ghost Life is the most dangerous of them all because it is the most seductive.

This is the life you almost lived.

It is built on the word "if."

If I had kissed him...

If I had taken that job in Paris...

If I hadn't been afraid...

If I had just stayed for five more minutes...

The Ghost Life is the path not taken. But it doesn't feel like a dead end. It feels like a parallel highway, running right next to yours. Sometimes, the walls between the highways are glass. You can look over and see the other you.

Look at the woman sitting on the bus. She is wearing a grey sensible coat. She works in a bank. She is good at mathematics. She is reliable. This is her Lived Life.

But look at her hands. They are moving slightly on her lap, tapping a rhythm. In her Ghost Life, she is a drummer. In that life, she didn't listen to her father when he said music wasn't a real career. She packed her bag. She joined a band. She is sweating under stage lights, screaming with joy, her heart beating in time with the bass drum.

She can feel that life. Sometimes, when she is stamping a loan application, she can hear the roar of the crowd. It makes her pause. It makes her sad. But it also makes her smile, just a little.

The Ghost Life is haunting, but it is also a comfort. It reminds us that we are capable of more. It is a reservoir of potential.

But it can also be a trap. If you stare at the Ghost Life too long, you start to hate the Lived Life. You start to resent the grey coat and the bank. You start to think, "I made a mistake."

But did you?

Maybe the Drummer Woman is lonely. Maybe she is tired of sleeping in vans and eating cheap food. Maybe, in her Ghost Life, she looks through the glass and sees the Banker Woman. She sees the warm apartment, the steady paycheck, the safety. Maybe the Ghost is jealous of the Living.

We carry these ghosts in our pockets like stones.

There is the man who almost became a father. He walks past the playground and stops.

There is the woman who almost said "I love you" but stayed silent. She checks her phone, waiting for a message that will never come.

There is the boy who wanted to be an astronaut but became a lawyer. He looks up at the moon and feels a heaviness he cannot explain.

The Ghost Life is the echo of a door closing. But as long as you can hear the echo, the story isn't over.



The Life We Fear

If the Ghost Life is behind us, the Life We Fear is always in front of us, lurking in the dark.

This is the shadow that makes us run faster.

The Life We Fear is the worst-case scenario. It is the vision of ourselves that keeps us awake at three in the morning.

It is the version of you that ends up alone. The version of you that fails. The version of you that gets sick, or loses everything, or is forgotten.

We don't like to look at this shadow. We cover it with blankets. We turn on the TV to drown out its whisper. But it is always there.

The Life We Fear serves a purpose, though. It is a survival mechanism. It tells us to be careful. It tells us to save money, to look both ways before crossing the street, to apologize when we are wrong.

But sometimes, the Fear grows too big.

Imagine a man named Liam—we will meet him later in this book. He is a teacher. He is safe. But he is safe because he is ruled by the Life He Fears. He fears ridicule. He fears being seen as foolish. So he never raises his hand. He never speaks his truth. He stays in the shallow end of the pool because the Life He Fears is waiting in the deep water.

The Life We Fear is a bully. It tells you that you are small. It tells you that you are not enough. It creates a cage around your potential.

But here is the secret about the Life We Fear: it is mostly smoke.

It is a projection. It is a movie playing in your mind, directed by your anxiety. Most of the things we fear never happen. And even if they do, we are stronger than we think. The Life We Fear assumes we are weak. But the Lived Life has survived 100% of its bad days so far.

The tragedy is when we let the Life We Fear dictate the Lived Life. We stay in jobs we hate because we fear poverty. We stay in relationships that are cold because we fear loneliness. We silence our songs because we fear the silence after the applause.

The Life We Fear is a shadow puppet. It looks like a monster on the wall, but if you turn on the light, it is just your own hand.

The Life We Desire

Ah, now we come to the sweet part. The daydream.

The Life We Desire is the golden version of us. It is the superhero.

In this life, you are brave. You are kind. You are talented. You are loved.

In this life, you say the perfect thing at the perfect time. You never trip. You never stain your shirt. You know exactly what you want, and you get it.

The Life We Desire is the north star. It guides us. It gives us hope.

When you buy a lottery ticket, you are buying a momentary ticket to the Life You Desire. For a few days, until the numbers are drawn, you live in that golden house. You feel the sun on your face.

But the Life We Desire can be tricky. It is often a perfectionist.

It tells us, "You will be happy when..."

You will be happy when you lose ten pounds.

You will be happy when you get that promotion.

You will be happy when you find your soulmate.

It pushes happiness into the future. It steals joy from the present. It tells the Lived Life, "You are not good enough yet. Keep working."

We often confuse the Life We Desire with the Ghost Life. We think, "If I had made different choices, I would be living the Life I Desire." But that is rarely true. The Life We Desire doesn't exist in reality. It exists in the clouds. It is a painting, not a photograph.

However, we need it. Without the Life We Desire, we would never get out of bed. We would never try to learn a new language, or plant a garden, or ask someone out on a date. It is the engine of hope.

The key is to visit the Life We Desire, but not to live there. We must visit it to get inspired, then bring that inspiration back to the Lived Life. We must bring a little bit of that gold back to the grey world.



The Life We Lost

This is the one that hurts the most.

The Life We Lost is not about choices we didn't make. It is about who we used to be.

It is the child you were.

Do you remember them?

Do you remember the version of you that could run for hours without getting tired? The version of you that believed in magic? The version of you that wasn't afraid to sing loud, or cry when you scraped your knee?

Somewhere along the way, we lost that person. We grew up. We "matured." We learned to hide our feelings. We learned to be cynical. We learned that the world is hard.

The Life We Lost is the innocence we shed like a snake sheds its skin.

But it is also the people we lost. The Life We Lost is the version of you that still has your mother. It is the version of you that never had your heart broken. It is the version of you before the accident, before the divorce, before the grief.

We carry this grief in our bodies. It sits in our shoulders. It sits in the pit of our stomachs.

Sometimes, you catch a scent—maybe the smell of crayons, or old wood, or a specific brand of perfume—and you are instantly transported back to the Life You Lost. For a second, you are ten years old again. For a second, the world is new.

And then, the moment passes. You are an adult again. The bill needs to be paid. The phone is ringing.

We spend a lot of time mourning the Life We Lost. We try to recreate it. We buy toys for our children that we wanted for ourselves. We listen to old music. We look at faded photographs and wonder, "Where did that smile go?"

But the Life We Lost isn't gone. It is the foundation.

You cannot have a second floor without a first floor. You cannot have the Lived Life without the child who came before. That child is still inside you, holding the map. When you feel true joy—pure, uncomplicated joy—that is the Life You Lost bubbling up to the surface. It is the child in you laughing.

The Convergence

So here we are. You, the reader, and the four shadows.

You are a walking house of mirrors.

And you are not alone. This is the most important thing to remember. Every person you pass on the street is also a house of mirrors.

The grumpy cashier at the grocery store? He has a Ghost Life where he is a pilot, soaring above the clouds.

The quiet woman on the train? She has a Life She Fears where she disappears completely.

The loud teenager on the phone? He has a Life He Desires where he is understood and listened to.

We collide with each other, but we rarely see the shadows. We only see the masks. We judge the Lived Life, ignoring the ghosts standing behind it.

What would happen if we started to see them?

What would happen if we acknowledged the echoes?

That is the journey we are about to take.

We are going to travel around the world to meet six strangers. They do not know each other. They speak different languages. They eat different foods. They pray to different gods or to no god at all.

But they are identical.

They are all stuck. They are all haunted. They are all standing at a crossroads, looking at their shadows and wondering which way to turn.

There is Aiko in Tokyo, whose fingers remember a song she hasn't played in years.

There is Mateo in Medellín, wiping grease from his hands and dreaming of green grass.

There is Rehema in Nairobi, holding a pen over paper but never letting the ink touch the page.

There is Jonas in Iceland, watching the sky but missing the beauty.

There is Amira in Cairo, building walls when she wants to build bridges.

There is Liam in Ireland, teaching history while trying to rewrite his own.

They think they are alone. They think their regret is unique. They think their fear is a personal failing.

But as their stories unfold, you will see the invisible threads that connect them. You will see that the sound of a piano in Japan echoes in the silence of a classroom in Ireland. You will see that the snow in Iceland melts into the same water that flows through the Nile.

This is a story about the breaking point.

Because you can only carry the ghosts for so long. Eventually, the bag gets too heavy. Eventually, the Lived Life becomes too small for the soul.

Eventually, the echoes get too loud to ignore.

Something has to change. The glass has to break.

And when it breaks, when the cracks begin to show, that is when the light gets in. That is when we find out who we really are. Not who we were supposed to be. Not who we are afraid to be. But who we are.

So, take a deep breath.

Put down the heavy bag you have been carrying.

Sit with us for a while.

Listen to the echoes.

They are not here to haunt you. They are here to guide you home.

Welcome to Echoes From Elsewhere.

A Note on the Nature of Regret

Before we begin, let us make a pact, you and I.

Let us agree that regret is not a bad thing. We are taught to fear regret. We are told "No Regrets!" is the way to live. We print it on t-shirts. We tattoo it on our skin.

But a life with no regrets is a life with no depth.

To regret something means you cared. It means you paid attention. It means you had the imagination to see a better outcome.

Regret is not a burden; it is a map. It shows you where you went off course. It shows you what you value. If you regret not spending time with your family, it means you value love. If you regret not writing that book, it means you value creativity.

The ghosts are not trying to scare you. They are trying to remind you of what you love.

So, as we follow Aiko, Mateo, Rehema, Jonas, Amira, and Liam, do not pity them for their ghosts. Celebrate them. Their ghosts are proof that they are still alive. Proof that they are still searching.

The only true tragedy is not the Ghost Life. The only true tragedy is a life where we stop dreaming of ghosts altogether. A life where we settle. A life where the silence wins.

These six people are about to break the silence.

It starts with a sound. A letter. A photograph. A stranger.

It starts with a crack beneath the surface.

Let us go to Japan. The cherry blossoms are falling, but the piano is silent.

Let us see what happens when the silence ends.
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PART I — CRACKS BENEATH THE SURFACE

Chapter 1: Aiko — The Silenced Piano
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Tokyo, Japan

Aiko’s hands were liars.

To the rest of the world, her hands were efficient tools. They were small, pale, and neatly manicured with clear polish. Every morning, they buttoned her white blouse. They tied the silk scarf around her neck in a perfect knot. They packed a bento box for her husband, Kenji—rice shaped into triangles, pickled plums placed in the center like red jewels.

At 8:15 AM, her hands swiped a Suica card at the turnstile of Shinjuku Station.

At 9:00 AM, they rested on a grey plastic keyboard in an office on the twenty-fourth floor.

For eight hours, her hands performed a mechanical dance. Click. Clack. Enter.

They inputted numbers. They organized spreadsheets. They filed digital reports into folders that no one would ever open again.

Her boss, Mr. Tanaka, praised her hands. "Fastest typist on the floor," he would say, nodding with approval. "Aiko never makes a mistake. Like a machine."

Aiko would smile, bow slightly, and tuck a stray hair behind her ear. "Thank you, Tanaka-san."

But it was a lie.

Her hands were not machines. They were ghosts. And they were starving.

The office was always cold. It was a sterile, white cold that smelled of photocopier ink and stale coffee. Aiko sat in her cubicle, surrounded by the soft hum of computers.

She was twenty-nine years old. In the hierarchy of the office, she was invisible. She was the reliable one. The quiet one. The one who never complained about overtime and never laughed too loudly at the office parties.

She looked at the spreadsheet on her screen. Row 45, Column B. Sales figures for Q3.

Her right hand hovered over the number pad. Her index finger twitched.

It wasn't a spasm. It was a reflex.

In her mind, she wasn't hearing the hum of the air conditioner. She was hearing Clair de Lune by Debussy. The notes were falling like rain in her head.

F-sharp... E... D... C-sharp...

Her fingers curled. The flat plastic keys of the computer keyboard felt wrong. They were too light. They didn't push back. There was no weight, no resistance, no soul.

"Aiko-san?"

She jumped. Her hand snapped back to the mouse.

Her colleague, Emi, was standing there, holding a stack of papers. Emi was younger, brighter, wearing a skirt that was perhaps an inch too short for the conservative office, but she had a smile that made people forgive her.

"Are you okay?" Emi asked. "You were staring at the screen like it was a ghost."

Aiko forced a polite smile. "I am fine. Just focusing. Do you need those filed?"

"Yes, please. You're an angel." Emi dropped the papers on the desk. Then she paused. She looked at Aiko’s hands. "You have such long fingers, Aiko-san. Have you ever thought about being a hand model? Or maybe playing an instrument?"

Aiko’s heart stopped for a second. It was a casual question. Small talk. But it felt like Emi had reached into Aiko’s chest and squeezed.

"No," Aiko said softly. Her voice was steady, practiced. "I am not musical. I just type."

Emi shrugged. "Too bad. You have pianist hands. Anyway, lunch at 12?"

"Maybe later. I have work to finish."

Emi walked away, her heels clicking on the linoleum floor. Click, click, click.

Aiko looked down at her hands. She hid them under the desk, clenching them into fists until the knuckles turned white.

I am not musical.

It was the biggest lie of her life. And she told it every single day.

Ten years ago, Aiko had been a different person.

She had been a student at the Toho Gakuen School of Music. She was a prodigy. That was the word they used. "Prodigy." It was a heavy word. It sat on her shoulders like a wet wool coat.

She remembered the smell of the practice rooms—wood polish, rosin, and old dust. She remembered the way the light hit the black lacquer of the Steinway.

She remembered the competition. The Concours.

It was the day her life split in two. The day the Lived Life began and the Ghost Life was born.

She had been playing Chopin. The Ballade No. 1. It was a piece of music that demanded everything—violence, tenderness, rage, whisper.

She was eighteen. She was playing well. The judges were watching. Her mother was in the front row, wearing her best kimono, her face tight with expectation.

And then, Aiko looked at her hands.

In the middle of a measure, she had a sudden, terrifying thought: Who is moving these fingers?

It felt like she was a puppet. The music wasn't hers. It belonged to her teacher. It belonged to her mother. It belonged to the dead composer. None of it was Aiko.

She stopped.

Silence.

The silence in a concert hall is different from other silences. It is heavy. It sucks the air out of the room. Two thousand people held their breath.

Aiko looked at the keys. They looked like teeth.

She stood up. She bowed, not to the audience, but to the piano. An apology.

Then she walked off the stage. She walked out of the hall, out of the building, and into the rain. She never went back. She never touched a piano again.

She told her parents she wanted a normal life. She wanted stability. She went to university, studied business, met Kenji, got married, got a job.

She became "Aiko the Reliable."

But she forgot one thing: You can stop playing the music, but you cannot stop hearing it.

The commute home was the hardest part of the day.

Tokyo at 6:00 PM was a river of bodies. Aiko let the current carry her. She stood on the subway train, pressed between a businessman smelling of cigarettes and a student listening to music on large headphones.

The train rattled. Rhythm. Cadence.

The announcement chime played—a simple electronic melody. So-Mi-Do.

Aiko closed her eyes. Her right hand was hanging by her side, clutching her bag. Her fingers began to move against the leather strap.

She was playing the train announcement, but she was adding a harmony. She was turning the simple chime into a concerto.

Thumb, index, ring finger.

She did this every day. She played on her purse. She played on her thighs. She played on the dinner table when Kenji wasn't looking.

She got off at her stop, Yoyogi-Uehara. It was a nice neighborhood. quiet, expensive, filled with bakeries and flower shops.

There was a route to her apartment that took ten minutes.

There was another route that took fifteen minutes.

She always took the fifteen-minute route.

Why? Because the ten-minute route went past a Yamaha music store.

For the first five years of her marriage, she avoided that street like it was a war zone. She was afraid that if she saw a piano, she would vomit. Or cry. Or smash the window.

But lately... lately, the fear had changed into something else.

Tonight, the air was crisp. It was autumn. The ginkgo trees were turning gold.

Aiko reached the intersection. Left was home. Right was the shop.

Her feet stopped. The "Lived Life" said: Go left. Kenji is waiting. You need to cook the salmon.

The "Ghost Life" said: Just one look.

She turned right.

She walked quickly, head down, as if she were committing a crime. She reached the shop. The lights were still on inside, casting a warm yellow glow onto the pavement.

She stopped at the window.

There it was. A grand piano. Black, shiny, monstrous, beautiful. The lid was open. She could see the gold harp inside, the strings pulled tight.

It looked like a sleeping beast.

A young man was inside the shop, polishing the keys with a cloth. He treated it with such care.

Aiko pressed her hand against the glass. The glass was cold. Her breath fogged it up.

She imagined sitting on the bench. She imagined the weight of the keys. The resistance. The vibration travelling up her arms, into her chest, shaking her bones.

Do-Re-Mi...

A tear leaked out of her eye. It was hot on her cheek.

She wiped it away furiously. "Stupid," she whispered. "Stupid, stupid."

She turned around and ran. She ran all the way home, her heels clattering on the pavement, running away from the wood and wire, running back to safety.

"I'm home," Aiko called out as she opened the door.

The apartment was warm. It smelled of rice and soy sauce. Kenji was already there. He was sitting at the low table, loosening his tie.

Kenji was a good man. He worked in logistics. He was kind, dependable, and loved baseball. He loved Aiko, though he didn't really know her. He loved the Aiko who cooked dinner and ironed his shirts. He didn't know the Aiko who had a symphony screaming in her head.

"Welcome back," Kenji said, smiling. He looked tired. "Did you have a good day?"

"Yes," Aiko said, slipping off her shoes and aligning them perfectly by the door. "Very productive. Mr. Tanaka was pleased with the reports."

"That's good. You work too hard, Aiko."

She went to the kitchen. She washed her hands. She looked at them in the sink, under the running water.

Pianist hands.

She grabbed the knife to chop the scallions. The rhythm of the knife on the cutting board was comforting. Chop-chop-chop. A triplet beat.

"I was thinking," Kenji called out from the living room. "Maybe we should go to Hakone this weekend? See the hot springs?"

"That sounds nice," Aiko said.

"And maybe... maybe we can talk about the future? My mother was asking again. About grandchildren."

The knife slipped.

It didn't cut her, but it made a harsh, scraping sound against the wood.

Grandchildren. A baby.

A baby meant a new life. A baby meant her hands would be busy holding a child, not playing invisible scales. A baby would be the final nail in the coffin of her Ghost Life. If she became a mother, there would be no room for the piano.

She felt a wave of panic rise in her throat. It tasted like bile.

"Aiko?" Kenji asked. "Are you okay?"

"Yes!" She called back, her voice too high, too bright. "Just dropped the onion. Everything is fine!"

She wasn't fine.

She finished cooking. They ate in front of the television. A variety show was on—loud comedians hitting each other with paper fans. Kenji laughed. Aiko smiled at the right moments.

She looked at Kenji’s hands holding his chopsticks. They were strong, square hands. They were content hands.

Why can't I be like him? she wondered. Why can't I just be happy with the soup and the TV and the husband? Why do I want the hunger?

Later that night, Kenji fell asleep quickly. He snored softly, a rhythmic puff of air.

Aiko lay in the dark. The streetlights from outside filtered through the curtains, painting stripes on the ceiling.

She couldn't sleep. The music in her head was too loud tonight. It was the Rachmaninoff tonight. The Second Concerto. The opening chords—slow, heavy, like footsteps of a giant.

She sat up. She slipped out of bed, careful not to wake Kenji.

She walked into the living room. It was small and tidy. A beige sofa. A television. A bookshelf filled with manga and business books.

There was no piano. There was no room for a piano, and even if there was, they couldn't afford one. And even if they could afford one, Aiko wouldn't allow it.

She went to the dining table. It was smooth, polished wood.

She pulled out a chair and sat down.

The room was silent. The refrigerator hummed. A car drove by outside.

Aiko placed her hands on the table.

She closed her eyes.

She took a deep breath, filling her lungs, expanding her ribcage. Her posture changed. Her back straightened. Her shoulders dropped. She wasn't an office worker anymore. She was a conduit.

She raised her hands.

And then, she brought them down.

Her fingers struck the wood. There was no sound, only the dull thud-thud of skin on timber.

But in her head? In her head, the chord crashed like a wave.

She began to play.

Her fingers flew across the table. Her left hand played the arpeggios, the rolling, deep notes. Her right hand carried the melody, singing, crying.

She swayed back and forth. Her hair fell into her face. She didn't brush it away.

She played the sorrow. She played the spreadsheets. She played the subway ride. She played the fear of the baby. She played the face of the young man in the music shop.

She played the ten years of silence.

It was a violent performance. Her fingernails clicked against the varnish. Her breath came in short, sharp gasps.

She was sweating. Her heart was hammering against her ribs like a trapped bird.

Faster. Louder. More.

She reached the crescendo. The part where the piano is supposed to roar, to overtake the orchestra, to declare its existence to the gods.

She slammed her hands down on the table for the final chord.

THUD.

The sound was pathetic. A dead, wooden sound.

It wasn't music. It was just noise.

Aiko froze. Her hands were stinging. The silence rushed back into the room, more aggressive than before.

She looked at the empty table. There was no Steinway. There was no audience. There was just a dining table with a coaster and a napkin holder.

She was alone in the dark.

She pulled her hands to her chest, cradling them like injured animals.

She started to cry. Silent, shaking sobs that wracked her small body. She cried because she knew the truth.

The Lived Life was winning. It was suffocating the Ghost.

But tonight, the Ghost had fought back.

She sat there for a long time, until her tears dried and the first grey light of dawn began to touch the window.

She looked at her hands one last time.

"I'm sorry," she whispered to them. "I'm so sorry."

She stood up. She went to the bathroom. She washed her face. She brushed her teeth.

She walked back to the bedroom and looked at Kenji. He was still sleeping, peaceful and oblivious.

Aiko went to the closet. She took out her white blouse. She took out the grey skirt.

She began to dress.

Button the shirt. One, two, three.

Tie the scarf. Loop, pull, tighten.

She went to the mirror. She put on her "Aiko face." The polite smile. The calm eyes.

She was ready for the day. She was ready to be the machine again.

But as she walked to the door, she stopped.

On the small table by the entrance, there was her phone. She picked it up.

Usually, she listened to English language podcasts on the train to improve her skills. It was the responsible thing to do.

Today, her thumb hovered over the screen.

She opened the music app. She typed into the search bar.

Chopin. Ballade No. 1.

She didn't press play. Not yet. That was too dangerous.

But she didn't delete the search either.

She put the phone in her pocket, the screen glowing against her hip.
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