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    For my sisters,
for your strength, your laughter, and the quiet ways you shaped who I am.For standing beside me, even when you didn't know the full story.
This is for you, with love always.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Some people survive by becoming many things.Others survive by finally choosing to be one.
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Prologue
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She left without a goodbye, slipping quietly from the life everyone thought she would lead, carrying only a suitcase of dreams and questions she could not yet name. She left to find herself, though she didn’t know who that self was or if she could ever be whole.

Then came the names. Each one a shield, a lifeline, a doorway into a version of life she might survive. Susan. Molly. Helen. Maren. Each carried hope, fear, and the weight of secrets she could not speak aloud. Each one marked a step further from home, from the family she loved, from the child she had been.

In the beginning, it was survival. Later, it became reinvention. And through every identity, she carried the same quiet question: Who am I when all I have left are the names I borrow?

This is her story.
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Chapter 1 
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Susan learned early that there was safety in being predictable.

She sat in the back row of Lecture Hall C, third seat from the aisle, where the flickering light above rarely drew attention and the professor’s eyes skimmed past her without pause. Her notebook lay open on her lap, margins ruled neatly, her handwriting small and precise. She wrote everything down, even the things she already knew, because writing made her feel anchored, correct, prepared and unremarkable.

Unremarkable was a family tradition.

Teaching ran through her blood like an inherited language. Her mother taught English and literature, her father history. Dinner conversations had always circled lesson plans, exam boards and the quiet pride of shaping young minds. Her two older sisters had followed without hesitation, stepping neatly into classrooms of their own, chalk dust and certainty clinging to them like perfume.

‘You were born for this,’ her father had said when Susan was accepted into university. ‘It’s in you.’

It had sounded less like encouragement and more like a conclusion already reached.

Around her, the lecture hall buzzed with voices, laughter spilling too loudly, chairs scraping and bags thudding to the floor. Names were called out in greeting. Susan’s was not. She watched as friendships formed easily, as people leaned close, traded stories, imagined futures between lectures and coffee breaks. No one leaned toward her. No one asked her what she dreamed of becoming.

Perhaps because the answer was already assumed.

‘Attendance, please,’ the lecturer said, clearing his throat.

Susan straightened automatically.

‘Amelia Carter.’

‘Here.’

‘James O’Neill.’

‘Present.’

Each name landed with confidence, tethered to a face, a future and a sense of choice. Susan waited.

‘Susan Johnson.’

‘Yes,’ she answered quickly, her voice sharp with the need to be heard, if only for a moment.

The lecturer ticked the register without looking up. Susan Johnson. The moment passed, filed away like everything else in her life.

She glanced down at her notebook. At the top of the page, written neatly in blue ink, was her name: Susan Johnson. A sensible name. A teacher’s name. A name that carried expectation rather than possibility.

She had never questioned it before.

Why would I? she thought. It’s who I am. Who I’m supposed to be.

The lecture droned on, but Susan’s thoughts drifted. The professor’s words about educational theory and curriculum design blurred into background noise. Her mind traced the edges of a different question; 

What if she wasn’t Susan Johnson? 

What if she was someone else entirely?

A sharp cough nearby pulled her back. Amelia, the girl in front of her, glanced over. ‘You okay?’ she whispered.

Susan blinked, smiled faintly. ‘Yeah, just... thinking.’

Amelia nodded, her eyes curious but not pressing. That was the way Susan preferred it.

After the lecture the corridor filled with bodies and noise. Susan moved with practiced ease, avoiding collisions, slipping past conversations, unnoticed and intact. She had learned how to take up as little space as possible and how to be the good student, the reliable daughter and the sister who didn’t cause worry any more

Outside the cold air cut sharp against her skin. Leaves skittered along the pavement like they were late for somewhere else. Susan pulled her coat closer and headed toward the bus stop.

A group of students stood nearby, laughing loudly. One of them said, ‘I just don’t see myself teaching forever.’

The others laughed and nodded.

Susan slowed, her footsteps faltering.

In her family, teaching was not a phase, it was a legacy. You didn’t drift into it; you stepped into it, as her sisters had, as her parents still did. There was comfort in that continuity. Pride, too. But beneath it sat something she rarely allowed herself to name.

A quiet panic.

She caught a fragment of their conversation.

‘Maybe I’ll try something else after graduation,’ one said, tossing her hair. ‘Marketing, travel, who knows?’

Susan’s heartbeat quickened. Travel? Marketing? Those words felt foreign, like they belonged to someone else’s life.

She forced a smile, but inside, a small, stubborn part of her whispered: What if that was me?

The bus pulled up with a hiss. Susan stepped on, found her usual seat by the window. The city rolled past in familiar patterns with streets she’d known since childhood, schools she could name without thinking. She imagined them fading, the edges blurring, replaced by something unknown. Somewhere no one expected her to be anything at all.

The thought unsettled her but also thrilled her.

What would it be like, she wondered to herself, to choose differently?

Not just a different school or classroom, but a different life. One not already mapped out by family dinners and inherited certainty. One where her name did not immediately explain her future.

The bus lurched to a stop pulling her back. Susan shook her head slightly, as if to steady herself.

That kind of thinking led nowhere good.

Her flat was small, quiet and meticulously ordered. Books stacked by subject. Notes colour-coded. A life arranged for control. Her parents would approve.

On the kitchen table lay her passport, left there after she had checked its expiration date earlier that day. She hadn’t meant to keep it out.

Susan picked it up and opened it. Her photograph stared back, serious and composed; unmistakably the daughter of two teachers who had done everything right.

Susan Johnson.

The name pressed against her chest with unexpected weight.

She closed the passport slowly, her thumb lingering over the embossed letters.

Her phone buzzed on the counter. A message from her mother: ‘Don’t forget the family dinner on Friday. We’re all going to be there, please bring a dessert.’

Susan’s fingers hovered over the screen. A part of her ached to reply with something else, an excuse, a delay, a hint of rebellion.

But she typed, ‘I’ll be there.’

She didn’t know it yet, but this was the last time Susan would hold her name without imagining how it might feel to live without it.

And how dangerous that freedom could become.

Later that evening, Susan sat by her window, notebook open but untouched. The city lights flickered and she thought about the borrowed names she might take on, the lives she could live if she dared step outside the predictable.

A whisper inside her said: soon, you don’t have to be Susan Johnson.
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The evening air was crisp as Susan stepped off the bus and walked the familiar short distance to her parents’ house. The soft glow of warm light spilled from the windows, promising the comfort and routine she had always known and the expectations she silently resisted.

Inside the house smelled of pilau rice and vegetables. Her mother stood by the stove stirring a chicken soup, while her father was at the dining table, adjusting silverware with methodical care. The clinking of plates and the low hum of gospel music filled the space.

‘Susan!’ her mother greeted, her smile bright but eyes scanning for signs of fatigue or worry. ‘Just in time. Your sisters are already here.’

Susan nodded slipping off her coat. ‘Thank you for having me.’

Selina her eldest sister, looked up from her seat at the table, eyes sparkling with enthusiasm. ‘You made it! How was your week?’

‘Busy,’ Susan said, taking her place quietly at the far end of the table.

Sari the middle sister, chimed in, ‘We were just talking about the new curriculum changes at my school. The parents are so engaged this year. I had a training yesterday that lasted over two hours.’

Selina laughed. ‘That’s nothing. I had a parent complain because I wouldn’t let their son bring his phone to class. Can you believe it? Some of these kids think the classroom is a social club.’

Their mother nodded approvingly. ‘It’s good to hear you’re both so dedicated
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