
        
            
                
            
        

    




	Copyright

	 

	Between Us: The Silence We Hold

	© 2025 Maya B.

	 

	All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without prior written permission from the author, except in the case of brief quotations in reviews or articles.

	 

	This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

	 

	Cover design by Maya B.

	 

	Author logo © Maya B.

	 

	First Edition

	 

	Printed in the United States of America

	 

	For permissions and inquiries:

	 

	mayab.author@gmail.com

	 

	



	




	 

	For anyone still searching for themselves in the silence.

	You are not alone.
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	Chapter One

	 

	I sat cross-legged on the floor, my suitcase open in front of me. Clothes spilled across the carpet, some neatly folded, others half-crumpled. I picked up a soft sweater and pressed it to my face, breathing in its familiar scent. Packing had always been simple, but this time every item felt heavier, as if it carried more than just fabric.

	“One week left to get ready,” I murmured, turning an empty calendar over in my mind. “One week… but where exactly am I going?”

	The truth was, I didn’t know. I only knew I needed change. Somewhere quiet enough to hear myself think. Somewhere far enough to heal in silence.

	My hand trembled slightly as I reached into the corner of the closet and pulled out a small box I’d nearly forgotten about. Inside were old notebooks, journals, scraps of paper filled with half-finished thoughts and travel lists. I opened one and traced the Korean phrases I’d once tried to learn. The neat characters stared back at me, a reminder of dreams I had left unfinished.

	“This is it,” I whispered, closing the notebook. “South Korea. Not Seoul, not a tourist trap. Somewhere small. Somewhere quiet. Just me.”

	I kept packing, adding clothes and toiletries to the bag. I left my laptop and charger out; I’d still need them before leaving. My eyes landed on my small, heart-shaped keychain engraved with the initials K & T. There was no way I could leave it behind. I clipped it onto my backpack. 

	“Mom! Do you need help with the suitcase?” Keith’s voice called from the living room.

	I smiled. “I think I’ve got it, Keith. But maybe you can help me decide which jackets to bring?”

	He bounded into the room with Thea right behind him. She leaned over the pile of clothes, eyes wide.

	“Mom, are you nervous about… wherever you’re going?”

	I hesitated, then nodded. “Maybe a little. But it’s about trying something new, something for me.”

	Keith grinned. “If you say so. Don’t worry about us, we’ll be fine here with Grandma and Grandpa.”

	“You two be good for them,” I said softly, ruffling their hair. “Take care of each other, and don’t worry about me. I just need a little time to recharge.”

	They nodded, understanding in their own way, and I felt a flicker of relief. I zipped my suitcase shut. It felt heavier than I expected, not just with clothes, but with anticipation, nerves, and a fragile kind of hope.

	 

	****

	 

	Then it hit me, my laptop.

	I jumped up, opened it, and typed a quick message to someone I knew could help. One of my coworkers lived in South Korea. Maybe he could suggest a place to stay.

	 

	Hey U-Jin, I’m thinking of coming to Korea for a couple of months. Do you know somewhere quiet and not crowded? Somewhere near the sea would be perfect.

	I pressed send before I could second-guess myself. To my surprise, he replied within minutes.

	Of course! I know a small guesthouse tucked away on a beach. Perfect for springtime. Very quiet, not touristy at all. I’ll send you the details. And when you arrive, we should meet for coffee, my treat. You can tell me all about your plans.

	I clicked open the pictures he sent: soft sand, gentle waves, a simple but welcoming guesthouse overlooking the water. It was exactly what I had been looking for.

	This is perfect. Thank you so much! Coffee sounds great. I’ll definitely take you up on that, I typed back quickly.

	Leaning back in my chair, I let out a small laugh. “Finally,” I whispered. “A place I can just… be. No noise. No rules. No distractions.”

	My mind began to race, refreshing my memory of Korean phrases, sorting out work logistics, deciding what to pack. It was overwhelming, but exhilarating.

	 

	And for the first time in a long time, I felt it again, that spark. The quiet thrill of stepping into the unknown. The fragile hope that maybe, just maybe, this trip could change everything.
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	Chapter Two

	 

	The morning air was crisp as I wheeled my suitcase down the quiet street. My parents’ house was still asleep, but excitement bubbled quietly under my skin. The next couple of months would be mine, time to breathe, to think, to exist without the constant pull of schedules, expectations, and responsibilities.

	I paused at the curb, glancing at my suitcase one last time. Two months. Two months to figure things out. Two months to just be.

	“Mom! Wait up!” Keith’s voice cut through my thoughts. He jogged to catch up, still in his pajamas. “Are you sure about this? You’re really going alone?”

	I smiled up at him. “Yes, sweetie. I’ll be fine. Your grandparents will take great care of you and Thea. I’m going alone now, but next time, we’ll go together, I promise.”

	Thea came down the steps behind him, frowning slightly. “I’m going to miss our movie nights.”

	“You’ll survive,” I teased, ruffling her hair. “And think of all the extra baking you can do with Grandma.”

	Keith rolled his eyes. “I’ll survive too… but only if you bring me something cool back.”

	“You’ll see,” I laughed softly, though my chest tightened.

	Keith’s smile faltered. “Just… don’t forget us while you’re gone, okay?”

	“Never,” I promised, my throat tightening. “I could never forget you two.”

	I hoisted my suitcase, took a deep breath, and stepped toward the taxi waiting at the curb. Each step felt heavier than the last, but also freer in a way I hadn’t felt in years. I glanced back at my kids waving from the porch and lifted my hand in return.

	The taxi pulled away. The streets I’d known all my life slipped past the window, smaller somehow, less intimidating. Yet ahead lay a weight of unknowns.

	 

	****

	 

	South Korea, a world away. New sights, new sounds, and maybe new beginnings.

	My backpack rested on my lap, the small heart-shaped keychain with the initials K & T dangling from the zipper, a reminder of what I was carrying with me and what I would always hold close.

	It was still dark when I reached the airport. The terminal hummed with the sounds of travelers, rolling suitcases, and distant announcements. I moved through the crowd, suitcase in one hand, backpack snug against my shoulders. Every step felt heavier with anticipation, yet lighter with the promise of something new.

	I checked my suitcase, made it through security, and found my gate. Boarding was called. The narrow jet bridge stretched endlessly ahead, each step marking the start of this long-awaited journey.

	Settling into my window seat, I placed my backpack above me and let out a long, slow breath. Outside, the plane waited in a sea of darkness, pierced by guiding lights. When the engines roared to life and the plane lifted off, it felt like my soul rose with 

	it.

	 

	****

	 

	I’ve lived in a city where rules barely exist, where walls have ears, and where everyone thinks they know everything. Turn any corner, and you’ll hear the same political debates, the same voices repeating the news. Men prove themselves by late nights and drinks, while women are expected to do it all, work, study, clean, raise kids, without complaint, without pause.

	I was tired of it all. But how could a single mom of two, a teenage boy and a ten-year-old girl, ever truly get away? And I’m only thirty-four.

	Life wasn’t bad. I had love, two amazing kids, a partner I trusted... until everything shifted. When problems came, I learned to push through, to act like nothing happened. People called me strong, a fighter. Others thought I was cold. The truth? I just learned to hide my feelings to survive.

	Society shaped me that way. I went from someone who cried over the smallest things to someone who could turn away and keep going. I became the perfect actress while my heart quietly emptied.

	Now that he’s gone, my love belongs to my kids, but sometimes I wonder what my heart still feels. Because sometimes it feels… frozen.

	Am I a monster? An irresponsible parent? Or just not the perfect woman the world expected me to be?

	When I was married, I rarely cared for myself. Responsibilities were heavy but sweet. Even with his support, all I did was work, care for the kids, repeat, for fifteen years.

	I married young, had my son at twenty, but I wouldn’t change a thing. We built a life, a family. It was hard, but it was ours. Then things began to finally smooth out, and he was gone.

	The first year was the hardest. I lived with his parents for a while, out of respect, but I grew quieter, more closed off. Nearly a year later, I took the kids and started over, alone, with no home of my own.

	Financially, I was okay. My career was steady. I started saving for a bigger apartment. I tried to teach my kids responsibility; my son took a part-time job, and both were learning independence. When the second year came, people started telling me to date again. I smiled, changed the subject. No. Not yet.

	This is my time now. My kids are growing, becoming their own people. And I need to become mine.

	My parents surprised me with their support. On days I wanted to be alone, they took the kids without complaint. At first, I wondered if I was a bad mom for wanting space. But that doubt faded.

	I realized taking care of myself wasn’t selfish. I’m the one I need to work on now. By caring for myself, I can be better for them. I can finally dress for me, enjoy simple things, explore pieces of myself I never had time for.

	Now, sitting here on this plane, watching the city shrink beneath me, I feel a strange weight lift. I’m leaving behind the noise, the expectations, the constant pull of everything I’ve ever been responsible for.

	Ahead lies two months of uncertainty, but also possibility.

	



	




	 

	After so long, it’s just me.

	Just Kiara.

	And somehow, that feels right.

	



	




	Chapter Three

	 

	The flight was smooth enough. I even managed a few hours of sleep and half a movie, but nothing quieted the nerves buzzing in my chest. For months I’d dreamed of this trip, yet my body refused to follow along. My heart thudded. My palms were damp.

	So, I did what I always did, I shut down.

	I turned everything off before it could drown me.

	It used to be harder, but lately there wasn’t much left to silence. Just fear, anxiety, and the constant question of whether I’d made the right choice.

	Still, somewhere beneath all that noise, something small flickered. Fragile, almost invisible.

	A spark.

	Not peace, not yet, but the faint thrill of possibility.

	I didn’t notice it then, buried as it was under layers of worry. But that spark… would change everything.

	Each step off the plane felt heavy, like I was walking with weights around my ankles. Yet every step forward was also a victory. I paused in the terminal, closed my eyes, and drew in a deep breath. The air smelled strange, a mix of jet fuel and something faintly sweet I couldn’t name. I wanted to remember it, this moment, this sound, this beginning.

	 

	****

	 

	By the time I collected my luggage and made it to the exit, it was close to 2 a.m. The glass doors slid open, and I rushed outside, straight into a wall of rain.

	“When did this even start?” I muttered, tugging my hood tighter. “Oh no… of course. No umbrella.”

	The hoodie was no match for the downpour. My bangs were soaked in seconds, water dripping into my eyes. I blinked through it, gripping my suitcase handle tighter. I just needed a taxi, fast.

	There’ll be other days to explore, I told myself. First, survive tonight.

	Then I saw one, headlights glowing through the rain. Empty, I thought. I hurried over, yanked the door open, and froze.

	A man was inside, about to step out. Our faces stopped inches apart. For a heartbeat, time folded in on itself. Neither of us moved. Neither of us breathed.

	My heart stumbled.

	Heat rushed to my cheeks. I stumbled back, bowing awkwardly. “Oh, I’m so sorry, sir, I thought, I didn’t know it was taken.”

	He stepped out just as I backed away. He was tall, his shoulders broad under a dark coat, his clothes sharp even in the rain. Short hair, now wet and falling into his eyes. His face was striking, calm, defined, the kind that could draw attention anywhere. But all I could think about was how close we’d been.

	Embarrassment flared through me. My chest fluttered, but not from attraction, from panic. I bowed again, muttering another apology, and darted toward the street, searching for another taxi.
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	“Hey! Wait, please!” his voice called in English through the rain. “Lady, stop!”

	But I didn’t. I’d already thrown my suitcase into the trunk of another cab and climbed inside, slamming the door. My hands were trembling.

	Through the window, I caught one last glimpse of him, standing there, soaked to the bone, watching as my taxi disappeared into the night.

	“Sam!”

	U-Jin’s voice carried through the rain. “Come on! We’re late, your flight’s in an hour!”

	“It’s fine, Ko U-Jin,” I said, grabbing my bag from the trunk of the taxi. My voice was calmer than I felt.

	In my hand, I was holding something small, a keychain. It glistened under the dim streetlight.

	A heart-shaped pendant, the initials K & T pressed into the metal.

	“She dropped this,” I said quietly.

	U-Jin glanced at it, eyebrows raised. “Looks personal. Probably important.”

	I nodded, slipping it into my coat pocket. The metal felt cold against my fingers, grounding somehow. As we walked toward the airport doors, rain dripping from my sleeves, my mind kept wandering back to her startled face, her wide eyes, the sudden blush that hadn’t left my thoughts since. Something about her stayed with me, like a thought I wasn’t ready to let go of.

	 

	****

	 

	I leaned my head against the cool taxi window, cheeks still warm, heart still unsettled.

	 

	“Why does this always happen to me?” I muttered. “First day, and I already make a fool of myself.”

	Maybe it was because I’d spent so long avoiding people. Maybe I’d forgotten how to exist around them. Or maybe I was just too good at overthinking.

	 

	Outside, the rain blurred everything into soft streaks of light, neon signs, passing cars, reflections smearing across the glass.

	By the time we reached the bus station, exhaustion had replaced embarrassment. I bought a ticket, climbed aboard the half-empty bus, and sank into a seat near the window.

	The hum of the engine, the rhythmic sway, it all began to lull me. My eyes grew heavy.

	As the city lights faded behind me, the storm softened into a whisper against the glass. And somewhere between one breath and the next, I drifted off, carried quietly into the unknown.
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	Chapter Four

	 

	It was already six in the morning when the bus stopped. I was awake, staring out the window at the pale light of dawn. Time to leave last night’s awkward encounter behind.

	I took a deep breath, grabbed my things, and turned on my phone to check directions.

	“Only ten minutes on foot,” I whispered. “Fresh air will wake me up.”

	The streets were quiet, still half-asleep. I followed the path downhill, past small houses with fog gathering around their fences. A few doors opened and shut, people beginning their day.

	I passed a couple of markets, their owners unloading boxes of fruit and vegetables. It felt unexpectedly familiar, almost like home, the sound of chatter, the smell of bread and morning air. For the first time in a long while, my steps felt easy.

	After a few minutes, I heard it, the sea.

	The rhythmic crash of waves in the distance quickened my pace.

	When I finally looked up from my phone, I saw it: the small guesthouse from the photo my coworker had sent. It wasn’t fancy, just a two-story building with a restaurant on the ground floor and two apartments above. But it looked perfect.

	I stepped inside the restaurant, the scent of sizzling garlic and fresh herbs wrapping around me instantly. My stomach growled. The place was spotless, simple, about twenty tables, but it radiated warmth, the kind that made you want to stay.

	“Hello!” I said a little too loudly.

	No answer.

	I tried again, softer this time. “Hello?”

	A moment later, an older woman pushed through the kitchen door, balancing a tray of steaming chicken. She jumped slightly when she saw me.

	“Oh—I’m so sorry,” I said quickly, bowing. “I didn’t mean to startle you. Do you speak English?”

	Her startled look melted into a smile. “Hello. Yes, a little. How may I help you, dear?”

	“I booked the upstairs apartment for two months,” I said.

	Her face brightened. “Ah, yes! I remember. Come, come, I’ll get your keys. But first, you eat! Sit down. First meal free for all guests.”

	Her kindness took me off guard. “Thank you, that’s very generous. Can I drop off my luggage first?”

	“No, no need! Leave it with me.” She waved her hands and whisked the bags behind the counter, then brought over a menu. “Choose anything you like.”

	I found a small table by the window, the brightest spot in the room, with a clear view of the sea. I sank into the chair, soft and comfortable, the sound of the ocean faint through the glass.

	The menu was full of Korean dishes, most of which I didn’t recognize, but one caught my eye, a Korean rice omelet. I’d tried cooking it once before. I smiled and ordered that, with a soda and a coffee.

	While waiting, I listened to the quiet rhythm of the restaurant: the clink of dishes, the soft murmur from the kitchen, the sea breeze slipping through a cracked window. Sunlight stretched across the floorboards, turning everything gold. For the first time in months, I felt present.

	When the food arrived, it smelled heavenly, fried rice wrapped in a perfect golden egg, glossy with sauce. The first bite was pure comfort, warm and balanced, grounding me in this new place.

	The coffee was strong, the soda sweet and cold. Every sip reminded me that I was allowed to enjoy small things again, without guilt, without rush.

	After eating, the woman showed me upstairs. My apartment was simple but lovely, a small kitchen, a cozy sitting area, a soft queen bed, and a spotless bathroom. A slip of paper on the table had the Wi-Fi password scribbled in neat handwriting.

	I messaged the kids to tell them I’d arrived safely, my heart softening as their replies came through, short, full of love.

	I was tired but not ready to sleep. While unpacking, I opened my backpack to take out my things, and froze.

	My keychain.

	“Where is it?” I whispered, searching every pocket, every corner.

	It was gone. Maybe the clip loosened in the rain, or I hadn’t fastened it properly before the flight.

	It had been a gift from Keith and Thea for my thirtieth birthday, a little heart with their initials engraved. I could still remember their proud faces when they’d given it to me. Keith had said it would always keep us connected, no matter where I went. Thea had hugged me so tightly I thought my ribs might crack.

	That small keychain had followed me through every decision, every late night, every little triumph. It wasn’t just a keepsake, it was home. It was them.

	My chest ached, but I refused to let sadness win. I’d search again later. For now, I needed to settle in, to let this place start to feel like mine.

	 

	****

	 

	I showered, letting the warm water wash over me until my thoughts quieted. Then, wrapped in a towel, I decided to walk along the beach before the day fully began.

	The air outside was crisp, the breeze carrying the smell of salt and morning dew. The sound of waves folding against the shore was gentle, hypnotic. My footsteps left small prints that the tide erased almost instantly.

	I breathed deeply, filling my lungs with the sharp scent of sea air, and felt something I hadn’t in a long time, peace.

	The sky was gray-blue, seagulls looping overhead, their cries echoing softly. Pebbles and shells glittered in the damp sand. Every sound, every texture seemed clearer than it should have been, like the world was giving me permission to slow down.

	When the wind picked up, I tied my hair in a loose bun and headed back. I stopped at the restaurant, grabbed my laptop, ordered coffee and a small snack, and sat near the window.

	I opened my work documents, but my thoughts wandered.

	I still couldn’t believe it, I was really here.

	Half a world away, yet somehow, it already felt right.

	My heart was still tethered to the kids, but for the first time, I felt like I was starting to come back to myself, piece by piece.

	I thought about the man at the airport. The one from last night.

	Why did that moment stay with me?

	The way he’d looked at me, not confused, not angry, just… searching. His eyes were sharp yet tired, full of something I couldn’t name.

	Even now, the thought of it made my pulse quicken.

	I shook it off with a quiet laugh. Enough overthinking.

	 

	****

	 

	The guesthouse was old, but it felt alive, cared for. The restaurant downstairs was cozy, the owners kind in that rare, genuine way. It was the kind of place that made you feel safe just by being there.

	Tomorrow, I'll start work. I’d sit by the window, take in the sea, and maybe, slowly, find my rhythm again. Work would keep me focused until my two-week break began, a small taste of freedom before real rest.

	It was time to open the door, just a little, to life again.

	But for tonight, I’d keep things simple: a warm dinner, a quiet room, and the soft hum of the waves outside.

	 

	



	




	Chapter Five

	 

	Two days slipped by faster than I expected. My time off was almost here, yet the hours blurred together in a gentle rhythm of work and quiet evenings. The exhaustion still lingered, but it wasn’t the same kind I used to carry back home. This one felt different, softer somehow. It came with a calm that asked for nothing, only silence and rest.

	These few days, I met some of the people who worked at the restaurant. Hyun, the young server, had a laugh that came easily, and Taeyang, the chef, always found a reason to tease her. They both made it hard to stay invisible. At first, I only answered when spoken to, keeping my smile polite and brief. But they never let the silence linger too long.

	Last night, after closing, they convinced me to stay for a while. “Just for one drink,” Hyun said, her eyes bright with sincerity. I almost said no out of habit, but something in me softened.

	We stayed longer than I expected. The kitchen lights were dim, the smell of grilled food still hanging in the air, and we sat by the counter, eating leftovers, laughing about the day. I didn’t realize how much I had missed this, a simple conversation, unforced laughter, the feeling of belonging somewhere, even just for a night.

	 

	****

	 

	For so long, I had forgotten what it was like to talk without calculating every word, to laugh without guilt, to be seen without feeling exposed. It was strange… I wasn’t just surviving that night, I was living it.

	By the time we said goodnight, something inside me had shifted, small, fragile, but real. A quiet reminder that maybe I wasn’t as broken as I thought. Maybe the part of me that could still feel, still connect, hadn’t vanished after all. It had only been sleeping, waiting for the right moment to wake.

	The next morning, as I sat by my usual spot near the window, I noticed the owners, the sweet older couple, whispering softly while glancing my way.

	“She works nonstop,” Mrs. Hae murmured, worry creasing her brow. “She’ll make herself sick like this.”

	“She hasn’t even taken a proper break,” Mr. Hae said, nodding. “Let’s make her some tea.”

	A few moments later, their server appeared with a steaming cup. “Ms. Kiara, this is on the house. Please, rest a little.”

	I looked up from my laptop and smiled warmly. “Thank you very much, Miss Gwan.”

	Closing my laptop, I exhaled slowly and lifted the cup, letting the rising steam brush against my face. The scent was gentle, floral, a little sweet, and strangely comforting. I stirred the tea, watching the color deepen as light rippled across the surface. Outside, the sun was slipping lower, turning the world into soft gold. I locked the screen before getting up, a small habit of safety.

	Each sip felt like quiet medicine. The warmth moved through me, steadying something inside that had been restless all day. For the first time in a long while, I wasn’t rushing anywhere. I was just here, breathing, feeling, being. By the time I reached the last drop, the noise in my head had softened, replaced by a calm I hadn’t realized I’d been craving.

	Evening came gently. The sky faded from gold to blue, the air cooling as the restaurant slowly emptied. I reopened my laptop, typing in the quiet rhythm of half-finished thoughts and dim light. Only one couple remained now, their soft conversation blending with the distant hum of waves.

	Then, the sharp sound of a car door slamming outside cut through the calm. I jumped, the echo lingering in the night air.

	I turned instinctively toward the noise. A sleek black car sat at the curb. A man stepped out, tall and confident, his figure half-shadowed by the streetlight. He moved toward the entrance, and before I could look away, he walked in.

	I ducked my head, pretending to type, my hair falling forward like a curtain. I wasn’t in the mood for new introductions. But I could hear his voice, low and warm, greeting the owners in Korean.

	“How have you been, Mr. and Mrs. Hae?” he said, bowing slightly. “It’s been a long time.”

	His tone was familiar, comfortable, but I couldn’t place it. I heard the cheerful responses of the owners and the staff.

	“Sam! We didn’t think we’d see you again! It’s been, what, a year?”

	“I think so, yes,” he replied, his voice carrying the trace of a smile. “But I’m here now.”
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	“Would you like us to prepare your apartment?” Mrs. Hae asked quickly.

	He laughed softly. “Sorry for not calling ahead. I can help clean it up myself.”

	“Oh no, sir,” she said, waving her hand dismissively. “You look tired. Sit down and rest. We’ll take care of it.”

	She pushed him gently toward a chair, still smiling, and motioned for the others to go upstairs and get his place ready.

	I tried to focus on my work, but curiosity got the better of me. Everyone seemed excited about this man’s arrival. Who could he be? I caught glimpses of him from the corner of my eye but didn’t dare look directly.

	When I finally called out for my check, my voice sounded louder than I intended. “Excuse me, Mr. Hae, may I have the check, please?”

	The whole room went quiet for a second. I felt heat rise to my face. The man began to turn, clearly surprised to hear English. I reacted fast, turning my head toward the window, pretending to admire the fading sky.

	From the corner of my vision, I saw him watching me. My hair had fallen slightly, the light brown tint catching in the warm light. I could feel his gaze before I saw it. My pulse quickened, and I told myself to breathe, to stay calm.

	When I finally turned back, the man was gone. My check was already on the table. I blinked in confusion, wondering how long I had been staring out the window.

	“Not long,” a voice said quietly.

	I froze. I hadn’t realized I’d spoken my thoughts out loud. Slowly, I looked up, and there he was.

	His smile was calm but magnetic, his eyes sharp yet kind, filled with a spark I couldn’t look away from. He stood with confidence, his shirt still slightly damp from the rain outside.

	“Would you like to pay in cash or with a card?” he asked gently, his eyes never leaving mine.

	My heart gave a sharp, nervous flutter. “Cash, please,” I said quickly.

	I handed him the money, bowed slightly, and whispered, “Thank you. Have a good night.”

	Before he could answer, I grabbed my things and practically escaped into the night air.

	Back in my apartment, I showered and changed into something soft and loose. The water should have washed away the tension, but instead, it felt like it carried the memory of his voice closer to me.

	I turned off the lights and lay in bed, listening to rain outside. The room was quiet, yet my thoughts refused to rest. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw his face again, his calm expression, that gentle smile, the way his eyes seemed to hold both warmth and something unreadable.

	I pressed a hand against my chest, feeling the steady, nervous beat beneath my palm. That feeling, it wasn’t fear. It was something else. Something I didn’t want to name.

	I turned on my side, staring at the faint reflection of the moonlight on the wall. My mind tried to reason, to explain away the pull I felt. Maybe it was just recognition, a trick of the mind, a face that reminded me of someone I once knew.

	But the longer I lay there, the more that quiet, persistent voice whispered in the back of my mind.

	Then it hit me, like a wave I hadn’t seen coming. My breath caught. I sat up suddenly, heart racing. “No,” I whispered into the dark. “It can’t be. It can’t be him.”

	Silence answered me, heavy and still. I sank back onto the pillow, my chest rising and falling with shallow breaths. Yet beneath the doubt, beneath the reason, that quiet voice refused to fade.

	What if he was?

	 

	



	




	Chapter Six

	 

	I woke before dawn, the room still wrapped in gray silence. My body felt heavy, my mind restless. I pulled on my sportswear and tied my hair into a high ponytail, studying my reflection in the mirror.

	“I can’t even remember when I fell asleep,” I whispered. “Thinking about that man all night was ridiculous.”

	I let out a long breath and shook my head. “Enough, Kiara. Just focus.”

	Outside, the air was crisp, carrying that faint scent of salt and early spring. The chill made my skin prickle, but it was comforting in a strange way. “The weather’s getting warmer,” I said quietly. “Maybe soon I’ll finally go for a swim.”

	“Good morning, Miss. Going for a run?”

	The voice made me stop in my tracks. I turned, and there he was. Sam.

	The morning light hit his face, soft and golden. His calm smile, the warmth in his eyes made me forget how to breathe for a moment.

	“Hey,” I managed. “Yeah, it’d be a shame not to. The weather’s perfect.”

	He smiled wider. “Yeah. Spring is my favorite season.” Then he offered his hand. “I’m Sam Mun-Hee. You can call me Sam. I spent a lot of time abroad, and people found ‘Sam’ easier to say, and it just stuck.”

	I took his hand, my pulse quickening. “Kiara,” I said simply.

	His hand was warm, firm, grounding. When I let go, the air felt colder somehow.

	“I should start before I lose motivation,” I said with a half-laugh, trying to shake off the nerves.

	“Mind if I join you?”

	My mind scrambled. If I say no, I’ll sound rude. If I say yes, it might get awkward.

	He seemed to sense my hesitation. “I’m sorry for intruding. It’s okay if you—”

	“Sure,” I interrupted, taking a breath and nodding. “Why not? It’d be nice not to run alone.”

	We started walking down the quiet street together before picking up the pace along the beach. Neither of us spoke at first. The sound of the waves filled the silence between our footsteps, steady and rhythmic, almost like a conversation on its own.

	I wanted to sneak a glance at him, but I didn’t want to get caught doing it. Still, curiosity won. When I finally looked over, I caught him looking at me, too. His eyes widened slightly before he turned away, pretending to study the horizon.

	A small, nervous laugh escaped me. So he was watching me too.

	The morning sun reflected off the water, making everything shimmer. We ran like that for a while, quiet, almost synchronized. But every time I thought about saying something, my throat tightened. Still, I could feel his gaze flicker toward me now and then, as if he was trying to figure out who I really was.

	When I tilted my face toward the sunlight, closing my eyes for a second, I felt it again, that pull. Like someone’s eyes tracing the edges of a story they couldn’t quite read. I didn’t have to look to know he was watching me. And strangely, it didn’t make me uncomfortable.

	For the first time in years, I felt… seen.

	All my life, I had hidden the cracks well. I’d learned how to smile through exhaustion, how to look composed while falling apart inside. Everyone always thought I had it together, a good husband, kids, a stable life. But no one ever looked closely enough to notice what that smile was really covering.

	Except him.

	Somehow, in that short run, Sam looked past the surface. I could feel it in the way his energy shifted. He wasn’t fooled by the mask; he noticed the quiet sadness that even I sometimes forgot was there.

	And maybe that’s what caught his attention. Maybe that’s why, in that brief sunlight, he couldn’t look away.

	I turned toward him and smiled softly. “Mr. Sam… thank you for the company.”

	He looked slightly surprised, as if I’d interrupted a thought. “Actually, I should be the one thanking you,” he said with a small laugh. “How do you like it here? Is this your first time in Korea?”

	“I love it so far,” I admitted. “I haven’t explored much yet. My vacation starts tomorrow, so I’ll finally have time to plan. And yes, this is my first time here.”

	He nodded thoughtfully. “This town is small. You’ll see everything in less than a day.”
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	“I like small towns,” I said quickly, smiling. “Big cities make me anxious. Everything moves too fast there.”

	“I understand completely,” he said. “I’ve lived in big cities most of my life. When it gets overwhelming, I come down here to breathe. Sometimes for days, sometimes weeks.”

	“The city I come from isn’t huge,” I said, “but it’s overcrowded. I’m hoping I can recharge before I go back.”

	We both slowed down near the restaurant, our breathing uneven but steady. My legs ached, but I didn’t want the moment to end. There was something fragile about it, something I didn’t want to break by speaking too soon.

	“Thank you, Ms. Kiara,” he said gently. “It was really nice meeting you.”

	“Same,” I replied with a smile. “See you next time.”

	We climbed the stairs toward our apartments. The quiet stretched between us again, but it wasn’t the same as before. It carried something heavier now, an awareness, a pulse neither of us wanted to name.

	Just as I reached the top step, his voice cut through the air, sharp and sudden.

	“Wait!”

	I froze, startled. My hand tightened around the railing as I turned. “Yes?” I asked softly. “Is something wrong?”

	He stood a few steps below, slightly out of breath. For a moment, he didn’t speak. He just stared at me, his expression unreadable, like he was piecing something together that didn’t quite make sense yet.

	The look in his eyes made my stomach twist. It wasn’t curiosity. It was recognition.

	But before I could say anything, he blinked, forcing a faint smile. “Sorry,” he said quickly, shaking his head. “It’s nothing. I thought… never mind.”

	And then, without another word, he brushed past me, his shoulder barely missing mine as he crossed the hall to his door.

	I stood there, frozen in place, still gripping the railing as the echo of his footsteps faded.

	For a few seconds, I couldn’t move. My heart was racing, not from the run anymore, but from something deeper.

	“That was… strange,” I whispered to myself, exhaling shakily.

	But deep down, I knew it wasn’t nothing. The way he had looked at me, it wasn’t casual, or polite, or fleeting. It was the look of someone who had seen me before.

	And that thought lingered, even after I closed my door, even as I tried to push it away.

	Because what if… he really had?

	 

	



	

	Chapter Seven

	 

	The second the word left my mouth, I wished I could pull it back.

	“Wait!”

	It came out sharper than I intended, and Kiara turned on the stairwell, eyes wide, one hand tightening on the railing. Something in her face made my chest tighten. Recognition struck like a flash, and for a heartbeat I was sure. Then doubt rushed in and tangled everything.

	I forced a smile that did not belong on me. “Sorry,” I said, shaking my head. “Nothing. I thought… never mind.”

	I moved past her quickly, took the last steps two at a time, and slipped into my apartment. The door clicked shut. I stood with my back pressed to it, the room still and dim because I had never opened the curtains. Across the hall I heard another door close. Kiara. Of course she thinks I am out of my mind.

	My suitcase was still in the middle of the floor, yawning open, clothes draped like a storm had blown through. I dropped to my knees and started digging. Shirt, pants, belt, nothing. I needed the coat from that night. The rain-soaked one. The one that should have held the only proof she was real.

	No coat. I checked the wardrobe, the chair, the bathroom hook. Nothing.

	The thought landed hard. The car.

	I jogged downstairs, cut across the lot, and opened the back door. A crumpled shirt, a pair of shoes, an old receipt. No coat.

	I sank into the driver’s seat and closed my eyes. I could see her again in the taxi doorway, rain in her hair, cheeks blooming with heat, the apology catching on her lips. People remember faces. I remember moments. That one was carved into me.

	I should have stepped out first and given it back right then. The keychain was small, but the weight of it felt like a promise. K & T. Someone had given it to her with love. I could see that in the way she touched the zipper later, almost without thinking, the way people touch what they cannot lose.

	Enough. Find the coat.

	I called U-Jin. It rang once, twice. My patience frayed on the third. He picked up on the fourth.

	“Hello.”

	“Where is my coat that I wore at the airport?”

	“Oh. I took it to the dry cleaners. It was soaked, so I thought it needed a proper wash.”

	My stomach dropped. “Did the keychain stay in the pocket?”

	A beat of silence. “What keychain?”

	“The one that fell from the girl at the airport.”

	“Oh. Then it must be with the coat. The cleaners should have it.”

	“Call them. Now. Bring it to me as soon as you have it.”

	“Understood.”

	I let go of a breath I didn’t know I was holding, then remembered the other storm waiting just beyond this quiet town.

	“Any word from the court?”

	“Not yet,” he said. “The lawyer thinks the delay might be a good sign. If it were simple, it would have been stamped already. You might get something back.”

	“I don’t need everything. I only need enough to start over.”

	“You still have savings. Use those.”

	“Those were locked too. He found them.” I swallowed. The word tasted bitter, but it came anyway. “My father.”

	“You still call him that?”

	“What else should I call the man who raised me? I won’t lower myself to his level. He took enough. He won’t take my dignity.”

	There was a pause on the line, the kind of silence only a friend allows.

	“What about his daughter?” he asked carefully.

	“Nothing,” I said. “I haven’t seen her since. I don’t want to talk about her.”

	“If you need more money, I can transfer—”

	“You already have. That’s why I came here. No one knows this place, and I can work in peace. I’ll earn what I can. I like it here.”

	He knew I wouldn’t bend. He never pushed for long.

	“Did you manage to get the house ready?” I asked.

	“Yes. Everything is ready. Tell me when you plan to go, and I’ll have the cleaner do a final check.”

	“I’ll let you know.” I exhaled, steadier now. “And call me the second you find the keychain.”

	“Of course.”

	The line went dead. I stared at my reflection in the dark window until it blurred. I should have gone after it myself. I hated asking others to do what I
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