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	Sometimes a story demands to be written, even if it doesn’t fit the box you usually live in. Voices Rising is not a sci-fi tale, nor is it part of the universes I often explore. It’s something different.

	This book grew out of watching courage in real time, young people stepping into roles they never asked for, carrying the weight of war and hope on their shoulders. It’s about stepping out of the comfortable lane, about listening when your heart says, write this anyway.

	We all have our boxes. But once in a while, the world compels you to break out.

	                                                                                                   Thank You

	                                                                                                   AJ Maraine

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	      Dedication

	To the people of Ukraine,
to the children who sing in shelters,
to the families who endure in exile,
to the soldiers who stand in defense of freedom.

	Your courage is a song the world must never stop hearing.

	Slava Ukraini.

	 

	 

	 


Voices Rising

	Chapter 1: Before the Silence

	 Maks in Irpin

	Maksym Havrylenko’s drumsticks were battered smooth, their tips chewed away from years of restless energy. He sat in the cramped bedroom of his family’s flat in Irpin, headphones clamped over his ears, hammering out the rhythm to an American rock song that had been looping through his phone all week. His arms blurred as the sticks cracked against the practice pad, then snapped down on the edge of his desk. His younger sister pounded on the door, yelling for him to stop. He only grinned wider, sweat flying from his forehead.

	Music wasn’t background noise for Maks, it was survival. Every beat filled him with heat that drove out the cold memories that lurked too close: arguments overheard, the hollowed-out faces of neighbors talking about “what might be coming.” He didn’t want to think about that. He wanted to think about speed, noise, and the joy of making something so loud that it drowned the world.

	He dropped into a break, a flurry of offbeat hits that made his chest thrum. Then he kicked the side of his bed like it was a bass pedal, improvising, pretending he was on a real kit. He imagined flashing lights, a crowd roaring back, sweat soaking his shirt as he lost himself inside a storm of rhythm.

	“Maxyyyyym!” his sister shrieked again, her voice muffled through the door. “Mama says it’s dinner!”

	He rolled his eyes, tossed the sticks on the bed, and yanked off the headphones. The ringing in his ears made everything else sound duller. As he cracked open the door, the scent of fried onions and potatoes filled the hall. He followed it to the kitchen, where his mother stirred a pan with one hand while holding her phone in the other. The news was playing quietly: reports from the border, grim faces of officials, words about troop movements. Maks tuned it out.

	“You’ll break that desk if you keep using it like a drum,” his mother said without looking up.

	“It’s sturdy,” Maks said, flopping into a chair. “Besides, one day I’ll have the real thing. A full kit. You’ll see.”

	His mother smiled faintly but her eyes didn’t lift from the screen. Maks caught the shadow on her face, the same shadow he’d seen on the neighbors, the teachers at school, the shopkeeper who always gave him sunflower seeds when he had a few coins to spare. Something was coming, but nobody said it outright.

	He shoved a forkful of potatoes into his mouth, chewing noisily, trying to banish the tension. He couldn’t stand silence. He hated it.

	Later that evening, after his homework sat ignored in his backpack, Maks slipped outside with his sticks tucked into his jacket pocket. The air was sharp with winter’s bite, but the streets carried their familiar hum: children shouting as they kicked a half-flat ball, a couple arguing over groceries, the rumble of a bus coughing smoke into the air.

	He found his spot near the courtyard wall, an old iron pipe that resonated when he struck it. He tapped a rhythm, simple at first, then more complex, until it became a rolling wave of sound that echoed against the concrete. The younger kids drifted over, listening. Some clapped along. One even tried to rap a few lines over his beat.

	Maks laughed, shaking his head. “Stick to football, Oleg.”

	But the truth was, he loved this. Loved being the spark that pulled people together, if only for a moment. Music made the shadows lift, even if just briefly.

	By the time he went back upstairs, his fingers were numb, but his blood was alive with rhythm. He dropped onto his bed and let his body sink into the mattress, still twitching with afterbeats.

	That night, though, the silence returned. Maks lay awake, staring at the ceiling. He could hear his parents whispering in the other room. The tone was sharp, urgent. His mother’s voice broke once, just for a second. His father tried to soothe her, but it didn’t quite hold.

	Maks pulled the blanket over his head. He told himself he didn’t care. He told himself tomorrow would be the same: wake up, school, tapping rhythms on the desk until the teacher scolded him, coming home to play until his arms ached. He told himself nothing could change.

	But even then, in the quiet darkness, he felt it. A pressure in the air, a vibration under the floorboards, like the stillness before a drumbeat that you knew was coming. The silence wasn’t peace. It was a countdown.

	And when it broke, nothing would sound the same again.

	Katya in Mariupol

	The old upright piano in the community hall had three sticky keys and a faint smell of lemon oil. Every time Kateryna Melnyk pressed middle C the note lagged half a breath before sounding, which made her overcorrect and land on the chord with more force than she meant. She tried again, softer this time. The room answered with a warmer tone, wood and wire blending into something like a held breath.

	Outside, the wind came off the Sea of Azov with salt and diesel mixed together. Through the hall’s tall windows, Katya could see a sliver of gray water, the cranes at the port stacking containers that looked like children’s blocks. She adjusted the scarf at her neck and leaned closer to the keys, searching for a shape she’d been hearing all week, a melody that kept tugging her awake before dawn. It started where her voice lived best, low and steady, then climbed until it felt like stepping from shadow into winter sunlight.

	“Again,” said Mrs. Horokh, the choir director, from a creaky chair near the front. “But think the word ‘home’ when you reach the high note.”

	Katya nodded. The word alone was heavy. Home was a kitchen where her father whistled off key while chopping beets. Home was her mother’s hand on her shoulder as she stirred a pot. Home was warm bread on a cold table. She kept her eyes on the keys and sang the line again. The room shifted. The note carried without sharpness, without strain. It settled into the air like a lantern.

	“There you are,” the director said, her voice softer. “You do not have to push. You already have enough.”

	Katya flushed and stared at the yellowed ivory. Praise made her want to look at the floor. She preferred shadows and small rooms, the space between breaths where a song could find her before anyone else did. The other girls in the choir were loud and sure. They teased each other, traded bracelets, argued about whose voice could cut through the hall. Katya loved them and feared them in the same heartbeat. She wanted to disappear and to be heard. Both things at once, impossible to separate.

	They ran the piece twice more, then drifted into a folk song that the director knew from her grandmother. The melody turned like an old road, simple and stubborn. Katya’s voice fit inside it as if it had always belonged there. When they finally stopped, Mrs. Horokh shooed her toward the coat rack.

	“Go on,” she said. “Your parents will worry if you walk home after dark.”

	Katya buttoned her coat and tucked her music notebook under her arm. She stepped into the corridor where a radiator hissed and a poster about fire drills curled at the edges. Her phone buzzed with a message from Nastia in Kharkiv, a voice note full of laughter and street noise and some pop song she was obsessed with that week. Katya smiled, saved it for later, and started down the stairs.

	Mariupol’s streets felt ordinary in the way that makes a person trust what they should question. A woman dragged a shopping trolley unevenly over cracked pavement. A man in a bright orange vest swept grit from the bus stop. In the lot beside the hall, boys kicked a ball that kept finding puddles. At a kiosk, a radio muttered between songs, the announcer’s voice clipped and fast.

	She turned toward home, scarf pulled higher as the wind threaded through her coat. The building entrances were painted blue up to the waist as if the sea had risen and then stopped politely at that line. A grandmother in a wool hat stood on a stoop with her dog and watched the street like it might confess something if she stared long enough. Across the road, someone had taped their windows in fat X shapes. Her mother had mentioned it over dinner last night, then changed the subject to homework.

	Katya paused near the corner store and dug a pen from her pocket. She flipped open her notebook and wrote down four notes before they slipped away. She wrote a fragment of a line under them in Ukrainian, then scribbled it out and tried it in English. It felt different in her mouth when she sang under her breath. Softer. Hungrier. She liked how languages sat beside each other without arguing, how they held hands inside a melody.

	At home, the smell of garlic and dill met her at the door. The flat was small and bright, every surface kept too clean by a mother who believed polished objects made a person safer. Her father stood by the window with his shoulders squared, watching the street below as if it were laying out a puzzle just for him. He raised a hand when he saw her and forced his face into the soft smile he used when he did not want to bring the mood of the room down.

	“How was rehearsal?” he asked.

	“Good,” she said, hanging her coat. “Mrs. Horokh says I do not have to push.”

	He laughed once, a quiet sound. “You never had to.”

	They ate together. Her mother asked about the other girls, about school, about the next holiday. The television murmured with a reporter standing in front of a map that had too many arrows. At one point the reporter’s voice clipped harder and the crawl at the bottom of the screen sped up. Her mother lifted the remote and found a cooking show, then a game show, then settled on a replay of a football match where no one seemed to get hurt.

	After dishes, Katya did her algebra at the kitchen table while her parents argued in another room with the care of people trying not to wake a child. Katya heard everything anyway. The words were all familiar. Supplies. Borders. Relatives in Zaporizhzhia. Work. She solved for x, boxed the number, and drew a tiny treble clef in the margin.

	She practiced quietly while the kettle steamed, fingers working scales in a whisper, then moved to the melody that had followed her since morning. She sang it at half voice, letting vowels rest in the back of her throat, letting consonants blur. She pictured a stage without lights. She pictured a hall full of people who were not looking at her but were listening. That was always easier.

	Her father came from the other room and leaned in the doorway with a mug in his hand. He listened, eyes clearing for the first time that day. When she finished, he set the mug on the counter without looking away from her.

	“If there is ever a time when you think you cannot, you will still do it,” he said. “You understand?”

	She nodded. It was both promise and warning. He crossed the kitchen and touched her hair like she was still ten and about to go on stage for the first time. She laughed and swatted him away, then pulled him back into a hug.

	Later, when the city had settled into that strange hour between evening and midnight, Katya lay on her back and watched the shadows of tree branches move across the ceiling. The radiator ticked. Far off, a siren wound through the streets and then thinned out. She reached for her earbuds, scrolled until she found an American ballad she loved, and let the singer’s voice fill the quiet. The lyrics were about loss and choosing to sing anyway. She mouthed the words, shaping them silently in the dark.

	Sleep did not come. The melody returned, edging closer until it felt like breathing. She pictured water. She pictured standing on the pier and singing toward the black horizon, her voice laying a path that could be walked if anyone dared to try. The thought made her chest ache with something that was not sadness, exactly. It was a thing with edges she could not name yet.

	In the morning she woke to a pale sky and the sound of her mother moving fast in the kitchen. The kettle boiled. The news was on again, low but insistent. Her father had already put on his coat. He kissed the top of her head and told her to pack her small keyboard in its case before she left for school, a request so ordinary and so specific that it rang strangely in the room.

	“Just in case the community hall is closed,” he said. “You can practice at the church if you need to.”

	Katya nodded and did as he asked. She ran one scale before zipping the case. The sticky key lagged on the final note. She lifted her finger and touched it again, gentler. The note slid into place. Good enough.

	On the way to school she passed the same grandmother with the dog, the same boys with the ball, the same man in the orange vest sweeping grit that never seemed to run out. A truck rumbled by with tarps lashed tight over something that looked like boxes and might have been boxes. A bus pulled up full of people who were not talking to each other. On a balcony, someone shook a rug like they were trying to erase a stain that would not let go.

	The wind off the sea had a different taste. Sharper. She could not have explained it to anyone. She only knew that when she tried to hum the melody again, her voice wavered, and she had to steady it with an inhale that went all the way to her ribs. The city listened with her, as if the buildings and buses and cranes had all turned their faces toward the same unseen point.

	The day would carry her along, with its assignments and rehearsals and small jokes. For a few more hours the thread of ordinary life would hold. But underneath it, something had already shifted. It sat in the pauses between footsteps. It waited at the end of every hallway and at the lip of the sea. It gathered itself in silence, the way a breath gathers before a first note.

	Dima in Kyiv

	Dmytro Kovalenko kept his life in two notebooks. One was black and scuffed, filled with chord shapes, lyric fragments, and tiny squares where he tracked his practice hours like a gym rat tallying reps. The other was blue and neat, a ledger with columns for cash, card, tips, and inventory. He filled both every morning at the small kitchen table while the kettle hissed and the window fogged from the tea.

	His father sat across from him with the same steady patience he used at the shop, pencil balanced on his knuckle. He liked to say that a family ran on rhythm the way a song did. If the beat was clean, the melody could do anything it wanted. He tapped the ledger.

	“You separate what you earn,” he said. “A little for strings and picks. A little for the rainy day. A little for sweets if you must.”

	Dima grinned. “I must.”

	His mother, already in her uniform for weekend training, leaned against the counter tying her hair with practiced movements. The olive fabric made her look taller, like the lines of her body had sharpened. She kissed the top of Dima’s head and stole his mug for a sip.

	“Which corner today?” she asked.

	“Khreshchatyk near the fountain,” he said. “Sun hits the stone in the afternoon. People slow down.”

	His father nodded. “Find the place where feet pause. That is where coins live.”

	Dima shrugged into his jacket and slipped the black notebook into his guitar case. The blue one stayed at home. Numbers did not need the cold. On the way out, his father pressed a folded bill into his palm.

	“Only if the strings break,” he said. “Otherwise, make this turn into three.”

	Dima tucked it into the small zip pocket with the picks and tuner. “I will.”

	The city breathed winter through the low light, the kind that made gold domes look like they were floating. He cut down toward the Metro, shouldered past a cluster of students, and then climbed back up to the wide street. The exchange boards outside the kiosks clicked through rates. He glanced without meaning to, did the math in the back of his head, and kept walking. Hryvnia to dollars, dollars to strings, strings to hours of sound. It all translated.

	He claimed the corner by the fountain with a nod to an older sax player who had the next stretch staked out. They traded a few friendly jabs over keys and weather, then Dima tuned quick, flexed his fingers inside his gloves, and started with a soft progression to warm his hands. He liked to open with something his mother would approve of, a folk melody anyone could hum, then drift into the American riffs he had spent a week perfecting in his room.

	Traffic rolled like a slow river. Footsteps changed speed when the melody landed right. Heads lifted. A child tugged at a parent’s sleeve. Dima angled his body toward the warmth and watched the case fill one coin at a time. He felt it when the mood shifted, when casual attention turned into a circle of listening. He pulled into the part of the song that always made his chest jump and let the notes ring.

	A woman with a red scarf tossed a handful of small change and mouthed thank you. A man in a black coat dropped a folded note and kept walking. Dima kept time with his heel against the stone. He built a loop of sound the way his father taught him to build a budget. A little for the hook. A little for the ear. Hold something back for the close.

	At the break he checked the small screen propped inside the case. A friend had set up a QR code for him that linked to a clip on a streaming site. Views were up. Comments were scattered in two languages, some full of heart emojis, some with advice about tone and gear. He smiled, closed the clip, and went back to playing. Views were only a promise. The guitar was the cash in hand.

	Near noon, a boy his sister’s age stopped two meters away, enthralled by the movement of Dima’s fingers. The boy’s mother hovered back, wary, then relaxed when Dima slid into a gentler tune. He shifted closer so the boy could see the shape of the chords, the small lift of the third finger, the way his wrist stayed loose.

	“You practice slow,” Dima said between phrases without stopping. “Then fast comes later.”

	The boy nodded as if sworn into a secret. The mother put a coin in the case. Dima watched them go and felt something steady inside his chest. Music and numbers were the same kind of tool. Both could make a life easier if a person treated them well.

	By midafternoon, a wind found its way down the street. He packed up and walked three blocks to the pawn shop that smelled faintly of oil and dust. The owner lifted his eyebrows when Dima came in and pulled the worn effects pedal from behind the counter. The sticker price made Dima whistle. He did the math out loud, just enough charm to keep it light, then laid the day’s earnings on the glass one neat stack at a time.

	“The footswitch sticks,” Dima said, pressing it to prove the point. “And the power jack is loose.”

	The owner made a show of looking offended, then laughed and gave up a little on the price. Dima peeled off notes slowly, left enough for strings, left enough for the bus home, left a sliver for chocolate because his sister loved the kind with hazelnuts. He walked out with the pedal in a paper bag and the feeling that he had turned his father’s folded bill into something permanent.

	He cut through a small park where the snow had given up in patches. A group of men argued over politics near a bench as if they could force certainty through volume. A woman scrolled the news on her phone, eyes colorless with tiredness. The wind lifted newspaper pages against the fence. Somewhere, a siren rose and faded. Dima stopped without meaning to and scanned the sky as if the answer might be there.

	At home, his sister barreled into him with a shout and tried to steal the bag. He held it high and made a game of it until their mother snapped a warning from the kitchen. He handed over the chocolate. She ran to hide it in her room as if Dima might change his mind. Their father came in not long after, cheeks flushed from the cold, and the kitchen grew full with the ordinary sounds that held the day together. Oil in the pan. Plates on the table. The scrape of a chair as someone leaned back.

	They ate borscht and black bread, shoulders almost touching in the small space. Dima told the story of the red scarf and the boy who wanted to see his hands. His father told a story about a supplier who tried to slip a change into a contract and how it paid to read every line with a clear head. His mother listened and smiled and checked her phone twice, then put it face down as if that might quiet the world on the other side of the screen.

	After dinner, Dima took the pedal to his room, opened the back with a screwdriver, and cleaned the contacts like the owner had never learned to care for his own things. He wired it into his small amp and let a note bloom into something larger, a sound with a halo. He laughed softly, found the riff he had been chasing all week, and the walls of the room seemed to lean closer.

	He pressed record. Sixteen bars. A turn. Sixteen more. He added a phrase of lyric and deleted it. Tried again. Deleted that. The words would come when they were ready. For now the shape was enough.

	In the doorway, his father watched with an expression that looked like pride and worry braided together. He knocked his knuckles gently against the doorframe the way he did when he did not want to step on a moment.

	“You know your mother will be gone for longer drills next month,” he said.

	“I know,” Dima answered.

	“You keep up with school and watch your sister in the afternoons. And if anything feels wrong on the street, you come home.”

	“I will.”

	His father came closer and touched the headstock, a rare permission. “Keep the ledger clean. The world respects a person who can show their numbers.”

	Dima smiled. “I like my numbers.”

	“I know you do.” His father turned to go, then hesitated. “One more thing. When you play outside, pick songs that remind people who they are.”

	“I try.”

	When the apartment fell quiet, Dima set the guitar in the stand and opened the black notebook. He wrote the date, the corner he had played, an arrow showing the time when the crowd turned, and a guess about why. He wrote the names of two songs that did better than he expected. He drew a small box next to a phrase that felt like the start of something and left it empty. The song was not ready yet.

	He flipped to the blue ledger and totaled the day in tidy figures. Enough for strings. Enough to start saving for a better amp by spring. He wrote the number and sat back in the chair. The radiator ticked. Traffic moved like a steady bass line under the window.

	Far off, a siren rose again and held at a pitch that made the hairs on his arms lift. He breathed through it until it thinned. The silence that followed did not feel like rest. It felt like the space before a downbeat, the count in a conductor makes with two fingers and a look.

	When the note arrived, he wanted to believe he would hear it in time. He closed the notebooks, turned out the light, and lay awake with the melody looping in his chest, a promise he could almost name and could not hold.

	Bohdi in Bucha

	Bohdan Shevchenko preferred the bass because it didn’t shout. The guitarists always grabbed the spotlight, the drummers threw fire like they were trying to split the sky, but the bass was different. It was the spine. It was the quiet thing that let everything else stand.

	He sat on the edge of his bed in Bucha, the four-string laid across his lap, thumb dragging gently over the low E. The note rumbled through the floorboards, a slow heartbeat. He plucked again, softer this time, watching the vibration travel into his chest. It felt like a secret no one else in the house could hear.

	The walls were thin. From the kitchen came the clink of a spoon in a mug, his mother stirring tea she probably wouldn’t drink. From the street came the bark of dogs, then the crunch of boots. People had been walking faster these days, eyes a little lower, voices dropping when they thought no one was listening. Bohdi tuned by ear, nudging each string until the hum slid into place.

	On the shelf above his bed sat the only photograph he hadn’t hidden away: his father on a camping trip three summers back, holding a fish half his own size, grinning like it was a trophy. Bohdi remembered the smell of smoke on his jacket, the sound of jokes around the fire. That trip had felt permanent, like the world would always be that simple. He stared at the photo until the strings went blurry. Then he plucked again.

	The bass was heavy in his hands. That was the point. It made him work. When he pressed the frets, it left ridges in his fingers that lasted even after he set it down. He liked the proof it gave. Pain meant something had been real.

	“Bohdan!” his mother called, her voice sharp but tired. “Eat before it goes cold.”

	He rested the bass against the wall, careful with it, and moved to the kitchen. The table was small, covered with a plastic cloth patterned with sunflowers that had begun to peel at the edges. His mother pushed a plate toward him without meeting his eyes. Potatoes again, with dill. She was always finding ways to stretch the little they had left.

	“You have schoolwork,” she said.

	“I did it.”

	“All of it?”

	“Yes.”

	She didn’t press. Instead she lowered herself into the chair opposite, shoulders slumping as if the act of sitting cost her. He wanted to ask what she knew, what she feared, but the words tangled in his throat. Silence sat between them like another person. He ate quickly, tasting nothing, and when he stood she didn’t stop him.

	Outside, the streets were pale with slush. He walked with his hood up, guitar strap over his shoulder, bass tucked in its soft case. He always carried it, even if he wasn’t headed anywhere special. Without it he felt unfinished.

	The park near the church was almost empty. A few kids chased each other between the trees, boots skidding on ice. Bohdi sat on a low wall and unzipped the case. He didn’t plug in, he never did outside, but the sound was enough. He played a line he’d been working on, low and steady, letting the vibration mix with the crunch of boots and the distant engine noise of trucks on the highway.

	One of the kids stopped to listen. A boy with a knit cap pulled too low. “What song is that?” he asked.

	“Nothing yet,” Bohdi said. “Just playing.”

	“It sounds sad.”

	Bohdi shrugged. “Some things are.”

	The boy frowned, then ran off to join the others. Bohdi kept playing. He slid into a minor run that tugged at his chest, then doubled back and built something heavier, angrier. The notes turned sharp enough that he almost flinched at his own hands. But he didn’t stop. The air around him seemed to shift, the world tilting with the sound.

	By the time his fingers ached, the sun was leaning west. He packed up and started home. The streets looked the same but felt thinner, stretched tight. He passed a wall where someone had painted the word freedom in blue. Someone else had tried to scratch it out. The paint still showed through.

	At home, his mother had the radio on low. The announcer spoke fast, stumbling over words like checkpoints, convoys, escalation. Bohdi froze in the doorway. His mother reached for the dial and spun it off.

	“Homework,” she said again, though her voice cracked this time.

	He went to his room, shut the door, and pulled the bass free. He sat on the floor with it across his lap, head bent low. His hands moved without thought, coaxing the deep hum out of the strings until the sound filled every corner. He wasn’t making a song, not really. He was building a wall.

	Later, lying in bed, he kept his hand on the neck of the instrument like a child holding onto a stuffed toy. The radiator popped in the dark. Outside, a dog barked once, then fell silent.

	Bohdi stared at the ceiling and thought of the word the boy had said, sad. Maybe. But sadness was only the surface. Beneath it was something heavier, a weight that pressed down until only the bass could lift it even a little. He closed his eyes, plucked one last note in the dark, and let it fade.

	He didn’t know it yet, but this would be one of the last nights he could play without fear of being heard.

	Nastia in Kharkiv

	The bakery woke before the sun. Heat bloomed from the old stone oven, breathing out the smell of yeast and sugar that slid under the front door and onto the street. Anastasia Horbunova tied her hair with a ribbon the color of raspberries and used a wooden spoon as a microphone, singing into the steam that rose from trays of pampushky. Her grandmother swatted the air without looking up.

	“Save the concert for the customers, solnyshko,” Babusya said. “And stop eating the decorations.”

	“I am quality control,” Nastia said, popping a sugared almond into her mouth. “Five stars.”

	They worked in a rhythm that had the same shape every morning. Babusya pulled the loaves. Nastia brushed butter over the tops until they shone. Babusya counted coins into the till. Nastia wrote a chalkboard special with flour on her fingers and a treble clef at the edges. The glass cases fogged and cleared with each opening. Outside, the sky went from slate to pale blue, and the first tram rattled by with a spark that made Nastia flinch, then grin at herself.

	When the latch clicked on the front door, she spun the sign to Open and recorded a voice note for Katya before the first customer crossed the threshold. She held her phone up so the clink of trays and the hiss of the oven would sneak into the background.

	“Good morning from the land of butter,” she said in a stage whisper. “I am alive. I have sugar. I am listening to that ballad you sent me, but the bridge needs to be darker. I will prove it with science. Also, I wrote a synth line that will make you cry and dance at the same time. You are welcome.”

	She added a snatch of melody, then giggled when Babusya called her name with the tone that meant work first, art later. She sent the note and slid the phone into her apron.

	Customers came in waves. A pair of electricians in bright vests who always argued about football. A teacher with a stack of papers under her arm. A grandmother who paid with exact change and a candy for the tip jar. Nastia gave everyone a joke with their coffee. People smiled when she did that. It felt like turning a knob and letting more light into the room.

	The radio on the back shelf muttered the news. Rates. Statements. A map with arrows that no one could see but everyone could picture. When a reporter’s voice tightened, Babusya turned the volume down and asked Nastia to bring more napkins to the front. Nastia did, and then she leaned on the counter and told the teacher her scarf looked like a sunrise. The teacher looked down at the wool like she had never seen it before and smiled.

	Between customers, Nastia pulled a napkin toward her and wrote four notes. She tapped the rhythm with her finger on the glass and hissed through her teeth to check the shape. She wanted bass that rolled like a freight car, then a lift that felt like windows opening. She could hear it in her head as if a band was already playing somewhere behind the oven, and if she turned quickly enough, she would catch them in the flour dust.

	The flour delivery was late. Babusya pretended it was fine, but the way she cleaned the same spot on the counter twice gave her away. When the driver finally pushed through the door with his clipboard and his apology, she signed and checked the bags like a jeweler counting stones.

	“You worry too much,” Nastia told her gently.

	“And you worry too little,” Babusya answered, then softened. “Keep singing while I count.”

	She did. A woman in a red coat asked if they had the apple bread that tasted like childhood. Nastia brought a loaf warm from the back and wrapped it in brown paper. The woman tipped the jar with a conspiratorial wink and said the city felt kinder inside this shop. Nastia glowed for a full minute on that line alone.

	School started late for her that day. She wiped down the tables, stuffed a cheese roll into her bag, and jogged the four blocks to the old music building, dodging puddles and scooters and a boy who tried to balance two cups of coffee and a phone at the same time. The hallway smelled like varnish and brass. She slipped into the keyboard room and flicked on the power to the school’s battered synth. The green light stuttered, then held.

	She built the bass line in small steps, fingers walking down the keys until the vibration within the flimsy speakers turned round and warm. She layered a higher melody that made the bass feel like it had a reason to be there. Her mouth found a vowel that fit. She sang nonsense syllables and wrote a phrase when the syllables turned into words by accident. A couple of first years drifted in and stood in the doorway, lured by sound. Nastia lifted her eyebrows at them.

	“Come in if you clap on two and four,” she said.

	They came in and clapped on the wrong beats. She laughed and taught them anyway. Her voice filled the little room. It was not a perfect room. The ceiling tiles were stained. One of the keys stuck in the C row. The monitor hummed. She made it feel like a club after midnight, full of smoke that did not hurt anyone and lights that made every face look like a friend’s.

	When the bell rang, she gathered her bag and pressed the save button. The synth blinked in a way she did not trust. She patted the top like it was a tired animal and took a photo of the settings to be safe.

	On her way back to the bakery, she cut through the underground crossing and bought two hair clips from a vendor who had arranged her wares like candies. She chose glitter, the kind that would leave a trail on everything she touched. She walked up the steps into the daylight and almost collided with a couple who had taped X shapes on their window with clear packing tape. The man caught her elbow, steadying her, then apologized in a voice that tried to be casual and landed in the middle of worry. She laughed and thanked him and kept moving.

	At the corner, a police car idled with lights on but no siren. Two officers spoke in low voices and kept looking toward the sky. Nastia looked up because they did. Nothing there. Only a plane at high altitude and a gull that believed the city was also a sea. She wanted to wave at the officers and tell a joke that would pull the crease from their foreheads. She also wanted to hurry back inside her bright, warm shop where the air tasted like sugar. She compromised and walked quickly while practicing a joke in her head about gulls who think they are inspectors.

	Afternoon ran on rails. Trays in, trays out. Students with backpacks. A man who tried to haggle over the price of a pie and left laughing anyway. She set her phone beside the till and played the recording she had made at school under the noise of cups and the line of the radio. The bass made the walls feel steady. When the oven clicked off, the quiet felt like a thought you are trying to remember.

	Her father came in before closing, hair pushed back by the wind, hands dusted with flour from the back room where he had been wrestling with an old mixer. He kissed Babusya’s cheek and sniffed the air like an expert.

	“Perfect,” he said, then to Nastia, “Did you finish your math?”

	“I tamed it,” she said. “It cried, then it slept.”

	He laughed and shook his head. “You will charm the wolves one day and ask them to carry your bags.”

	“I will sing them to sleep,” she said. “Quicker.”

	They did the closing ritual together. Count the till. Wrap the last loaves for tomorrow. Mop. Flip the sign. Nastia walked the length of the shop with a dish towel tossed over her shoulder like a stage prop. She hummed a line under her breath that would not leave her alone, the one with the lift that felt like windows.

	Night came early. The tram threw sparks in the dark again, and this time she did not grin. She watched the arc of light and felt a pull in her stomach that she could not explain. At home she climbed the stairs two at a time and ducked into her room. The keyboard on her desk had one key that stuck and tape on the cord where it had split. She turned it on and set her phone beside it. Katya had replied to the morning voice note with a quiet line that made Nastia sit down without meaning to.

	She played along until her hands knew where to land, then hit record and sang harmony in a voice that sounded older than she felt. She sent it before she could think and texted Dima a ridiculous sticker about guitarists that would make him roll his eyes. Her jokes were always louder when she did not want to hear her thoughts.

	Dinner was soup and a story from her father about a customer who left a poem folded into a pastry box. She recited it dramatically and added a drum beat with her spoon until her mother told her to behave with a smile she could not hide. They cleared the table together. The news still lived on the other side of the wall, quiet but present. When the power flickered once, the three of them froze and listened. The light steadied. They breathed again and did not talk about why they had stopped.

	In bed, Nastia lay on her side with earbuds in and let a synth line from an American band pulse through her ribs. She counted her breaths to four. She pictured the keyboard room and the two first years clapping wrong. She pictured Katya at a piano and Dima counting coins. She had never met them in person. It still felt like she knew them, as if a song could introduce people before words did.

	Somewhere far away, a sound rolled across the city and thinned until only the idea of it remained. She held her breath and then let it go. She hummed the lift in her melody and felt the room turn with it, as if someone had opened a window even though the glass had not moved.

	Tomorrow she would bring the glitter clips to the bakery and pin one in Babusya’s hair. She would make the electricians clap on two and four and pretend to be angry when they missed. She would steal a napkin to
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