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Living Out Loud

ACT I – The Life Half-Lived


Chapter 1 – Carefully Constructed
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Marcus liked things that didn’t surprise him.

It wasn’t that he disliked change—not exactly. He understood that life moved whether you were ready or not. But there was a difference between movement and disruption, between a quiet shift and something that forced you to reintroduce yourself to your own reflection. Marcus had spent years ensuring that nothing in his life required that kind of effort anymore.

Routine wasn’t boring to him. It was structure. It was certainty. It was the quiet assurance that tomorrow would not demand more than he was willing to give.

His mornings always began the same way.

The alarm at 6:30. Not loud—just enough to pull him out of sleep without jarring him. He reached for it before it could ring a second time, silencing it in a single, practiced motion. For a moment, he lay still, staring at the ceiling, letting his mind catch up to his body.

There was always that brief second—half a breath—where he forgot who he had to be.

And then it settled back into place.

Marcus.

Not the name he’d been given, but the one he had chosen. The one that fit without resistance.

He sat up, ran a hand through his hair, and moved through the rest of the morning like he always did. Shower. Coffee. Clothes chosen the night before—simple, clean, nothing that drew attention. Everything about him was intentional in a way that didn’t look intentional at all.

That was the goal.

To exist without being examined.

To move through the world without leaving anything behind for people to question.

His apartment reflected the same philosophy. It wasn’t empty, but it was controlled. Neutral colors. Clean surfaces. No clutter. No objects that invited conversation or explanation. There were no photographs on the walls. No relics of a past that no longer belonged to him.

It wasn’t that he was ashamed.

That wasn’t the word he would use.

But there was a difference between owning something privately and offering it up for public interpretation. Marcus had learned that lesson early—learned how quickly people could take something personal and turn it into something else entirely. Curiosity. Judgment. Fascination. Discomfort.

He had no interest in any of it.

So he kept things simple.

Predictable.

Safe.



The walk to work took exactly twelve minutes.

He liked that number. It wasn’t too short, not too long. Just enough time to exist outside without having to engage with it too deeply. The same route every day. The same turns. The same coffee shop on the corner he never went into but always passed.

There was comfort in repetition. In knowing what was coming before it arrived.

At the office, he was known as reliable.

That was the word people used most often.

Reliable. Professional. Easy to work with.

Marcus was good at his job—not exceptional, not the kind of person who drew attention in meetings or pushed for recognition. He did what was asked, did it well, and didn’t complicate things.

People appreciated that.

They didn’t look too closely at him.

They didn’t need to.

Which meant they didn’t ask questions.

Which meant he didn’t have to answer them.

His coworkers knew him in the way people know someone they see every day but never quite step beyond. They knew he took his coffee black. That he preferred emails to meetings. That he rarely joined for after-work drinks but always had a polite excuse ready when invited.

They didn’t know anything that mattered.

And that was exactly how he wanted it.



Around mid-morning, Marcus stood by the window near his desk, staring out at the street below while his coffee cooled in his hand.

People moved quickly down there. Always in a hurry. Always going somewhere that felt urgent, even if it probably wasn’t.

He used to be like that.

Before.

Before everything had to be considered. Measured. Controlled.

Now, he moved through the world differently. Slower, maybe. More deliberate. Every choice filtered through a quiet calculation that had become second nature.

Would this invite attention?

Would this lead to questions?

Would this require explanation?

If the answer was yes, he adjusted.

It wasn’t exhausting anymore.

It had been, once.

In the beginning, every interaction felt like balancing something fragile. Every word chosen carefully. Every movement monitored. Every introduction a moment of quiet tension.

But over time, it had become easier.

Not because the world had changed.

Because he had.

He had learned how to fit into the spaces available to him. Learned how to exist in a way that didn’t disrupt the expectations people carried with them.

And in doing so, he had created something that worked.

A life that didn’t push back.

A life that didn’t demand more than he could give.

A life that was... enough.



“Marcus?”

He turned at the sound of his name, lowering his coffee slightly as Daniel approached his desk.

Daniel was the kind of person who filled space without trying. Loud without being overbearing. Friendly in a way that made people feel included, whether they wanted to be or not.

Marcus didn’t mind him.

In small doses.

“Yeah?” Marcus said.

“Quick thing,” Daniel said, leaning casually against the edge of the desk. “We’ve got someone new starting today. They’re going to be working on your team.”

Marcus nodded once. “Okay.”

“I figured you could help them get settled,” Daniel continued. “You know—show them how things work, where everything is.”

Of course.

Reliable.

Marcus forced a small, neutral smile. “Sure. No problem.”

“Great,” Daniel said, clearly relieved. “They should be here any minute.”

Marcus nodded again, already turning slightly back toward his computer as Daniel walked away.

A new person.

It wasn’t a problem.

It shouldn’t have been a problem.

But new people meant new variables. New dynamics. New conversations that hadn’t yet found their comfortable, predictable shape.

New eyes.

He took a slow sip of his coffee, letting the warmth settle in his chest as he exhaled quietly.

It would be fine.

It always was.



He saw her before he heard her.

Not because she was loud—but because she didn’t move like anyone else in the room.

There was something uncontained about the way she walked, like she wasn’t adjusting herself to fit the space but moving through it exactly as she was.

Confident.

Unapologetic.

It drew attention—not dramatically, not in a way that disrupted anything—but enough that Marcus noticed it immediately.

She stood near the entrance for a moment, speaking with Daniel, her expression open and engaged. She nodded as he spoke, then laughed softly at something he said.

It wasn’t forced.

That was the first thing Marcus registered.

Nothing about her seemed practiced.

And that, more than anything, made something tighten slightly in his chest.

Daniel gestured in Marcus’s direction, and she followed his gaze.

Their eyes met briefly.

And just like that, something shifted.

It wasn’t dramatic.

It wasn’t overwhelming.

But it was there.

A small, quiet awareness that hadn’t existed a moment before.

Marcus straightened slightly without meaning to, setting his coffee down as she started walking toward him.

Each step felt measured—but not cautious.

Certain.

Like she had never learned how to make herself smaller.

“Hi,” she said when she reached his desk, her voice warm but steady. “You must be Marcus.”

He nodded. “Yeah.”

“I’m Diana.”

She didn’t hesitate when she extended her hand.

Marcus looked at it for half a second longer than necessary before taking it.

Her grip was firm. Not overpowering. Just... present.

Grounded.

“It’s nice to meet you,” she said.

“You too,” he replied.

There was a brief pause—not awkward, but unfilled.

Most people rushed to fill silence.

She didn’t.

She just stood there, looking at him—not in a way that felt invasive, but not detached either.

Like she was actually seeing him.

Marcus felt something unfamiliar settle under his skin.

Not discomfort.

Not exactly.

Something else.

Something he couldn’t immediately categorize.

“I hear I’m your responsibility today,” she said lightly.

He exhaled a small breath through his nose, something almost like a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “Something like that.”

“Well,” she said, glancing around the office before looking back at him, “I’ll try not to make it too difficult for you.”

There was a hint of humor in her voice—but no self-consciousness behind it.

She wasn’t trying to be liked.

She just... was.

Marcus gestured toward the empty desk beside his. “You can set up there.”

“Perfect,” she said, moving without hesitation.

He watched her for a moment as she placed her bag down, taking in the small details without meaning to. The ease of her movements. The lack of hesitation. The absence of that quiet, constant adjustment he saw in so many people.

In himself.

She didn’t seem to be measuring anything.

Didn’t seem to be calculating how she was being perceived.

And for a brief, unexpected moment—

Marcus felt something shift inside him.

Not enough to change anything.

Not enough to disrupt the carefully constructed balance he had built.

But enough to notice.

Enough to register.

Enough to wonder—

What it might feel like...

to exist like that.

Without editing.

Without filtering.

Without needing to be careful all the time.

He turned back to his screen, fingers hovering over the keyboard.

Everything was still the same.

Nothing had changed.

And yet—

something had.

Just slightly.

Just enough.
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Chapter 2 – The Woman Who Doesn’t Whisper
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By the end of the first hour, Marcus understood one thing clearly:

Diana did not move quietly through the world.

It wasn’t about volume. She wasn’t loud in the way some people were—there was no sharpness to her voice, no need to dominate a room. But she didn’t soften herself either. She didn’t round off her edges to make other people more comfortable.

She spoke like her thoughts deserved to exist exactly as they were.

Unfiltered.

Unapologetic.

Marcus noticed it immediately.

He noticed everything.

“Okay,” Diana said, leaning slightly toward his screen as he walked her through the system. “So this part updates automatically, right?”

“Yeah,” Marcus replied. “As long as everything is entered correctly.”

“And if it’s not?”

“It flags it.”

She nodded, absorbing it quickly. “Good. I like systems that tell you when you’re messing up instead of letting you find out later.”

Marcus gave a small nod. “Yeah.”

There was a brief pause.

Most people would have moved on. Asked the next safe question. Followed the invisible script of workplace conversation.

Diana didn’t.

She leaned back slightly in her chair, studying the screen for a moment longer before turning her attention fully to him.

“You’re very calm,” she said.

Marcus blinked once. “I try to be.”

“No,” she said, shaking her head slightly. “Not try. You are.”

There was no accusation in her voice. No judgment. Just observation.

Still, something in Marcus tightened.

He wasn’t used to being described.

Not like that.

“It helps with the job,” he said, defaulting to something neutral.

“I’m sure it does,” she replied easily. “But I don’t think that’s why.”

He didn’t respond.

Didn’t know how to.

Diana didn’t push.

She just turned back to her computer, clicking through the system with quiet focus. But the conversation didn’t feel finished—it lingered, unfinished, like a sentence that hadn’t quite landed.

Marcus exhaled slowly, redirecting his attention to his own work.

This was what he had anticipated.

New person. New variables.

He just hadn’t expected them to take shape like this.



By mid-afternoon, Diana had already disrupted the rhythm of the office in small, almost imperceptible ways.

She asked questions other people didn’t ask.

Not about the work—that part she picked up quickly—but about everything else.

“Why does everyone eat at their desks?” she asked at one point, glancing around the room as people unwrapped sandwiches and opened containers without looking up from their screens.

Marcus shrugged. “It’s just... how it is.”

She tilted her head slightly. “Doesn’t anyone take breaks together?”

“Sometimes,” he said. “Not often.”

“Huh.”

She didn’t say anything else, but the way she said that—huh—carried more weight than it should have. Like she was quietly questioning something everyone else had accepted without thinking.

Later, she asked, “Do you like working here?”

Marcus hesitated.

Not long enough for it to be obvious.
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