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THE ALGORITHM KNOWS YOUR SECRETS
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The notification lit up her phone screen just as Zoe entered the school bathroom. Two hundred and thirty-seven new comments. Her heart did a flip—the kind of flip she never knew whether it was excitement or panic—and she locked the stall door with the rusty latch that squeaked like every morning since September.

She sat on the toilet lid, knees pulled tight against her chest, phone trembling in her hands. This was how all her mornings had started for the past six months: hiding in the second-floor girls' bathroom, where the wifi reached weak but sufficient, checking the numbers that made up her other life.

@ZoeWanders had posted a review of Almudena Grandes' latest book last night. Overhead shot, warm lighting, the fork at the edge of a plate of Spanish tortilla. It had taken her twenty-seven minutes to get the perfect photo.

The comments were what she expected: praise, questions about the dinnerware, and publishing houses looking for collaborations. A follower from Mexico had written that her account was "an oasis of culture in the desert of posturing." Zoe smiled, remembering the lamplight creating a golden circle over her desk as she read it.

Now, in the bathroom that smelled of pine disinfectant, Zoe was responding to comments. She was the Zoe who existed in pixels and carefully chosen words, the one who knew exactly when to use an emoji and when not to.

The recess bell startled her. She tucked her phone into the pocket of her oversized gray hoodie. She stepped out into the crowded hallway, which echoed with too-loud laughter.

Zoe walked close to the wall, eyes on the gray tiled floor, counting the cracks. Sixteen to the coffee machine. Twenty-two to her locker. She knew every inch by survival.

"Look, there goes the ghost."

Carla's voice cut through the air, sharp and precise. Zoe didn't look up.

"Hey, ghost." The footsteps behind her quickened. "Don't you have anything to say? Of course not. Mute bitch."

Three of Carla's friends laughed. Twenty-eight cracks. Twenty-nine. Thirty.

"My cousin told me you have Instagram." Carla stepped in front of her, blocking her way. She smelled of that expensive perfume that celebrities wore. "How do you have Instagram if you never talk to anyone?"

Zoe felt her stomach clench.

"What do you post? Photos of your cat?" Sara raised her voice, with that fake curiosity that made her sound like a little girl imitating an older one.

"She doesn't have a cat. She's too weird even to have a cat," Nuria added, in a more lazy, almost bored tone.

Zoe tried to go around them, but Carla extended her arm against the wall.

"You know what?" Carla leaned in, her face inches from Zoe's. "I think you should just stay home. You're not needed here."

The lump in her throat was physical. Zoe blinked three times—her technique for not crying—and when Carla finally moved her arm, she walked quickly toward the library.

She didn't run. Running was admitting defeat.

The library was empty. Zoe dropped into her usual chair, the corner by the window, and pulled out her notebook. She wrote the first line of the latest BTS song she'd been listening to:

I'm the one I should love in this world.

She had translated it. Those seven words contained something she didn't know how to express with her own.

Zoe had been hooked on K-pop for three months and five days.

Her fascination had started with a simple training video. It wasn't just the music, with that addictive mix of pop and hip-hop. It was the effort, the dedication, the synchronization, the beauty of something rehearsed to exhaustion.

One night, in a documentary, she saw the harsh toll:

A trainee idol, no older than her, crouched on the floor of an antiseptic dormitory, the bags under her eyes dark as bruises. She took a sip of water and stood back up, her body trembling slightly. A sign on the wall said: Persistence.

The narrator explained that she'd been dropped from two groups.

Zoe felt a chill. It wasn't just the catchy songs; it was the hard work behind them. And, in some twisted way, it made her feel less alone. In that world, being quiet and focused wasn't a flaw; it was the path to success.

And that's why she'd started singing. In her room, with headphones. Her voice was uneven, but there was something there.

Her phone vibrated. Another comment. Zoe ignored it and kept tracing the Korean letters she was learning: ㅎㅏㄴㄱㅜㄱ. Hangul.

"What are you writing?"

Zoe jumped and closed the notebook. It was Lucas, the boy who sat two rows behind her in Language Arts.

"Nothing," she murmured.

"Okay." Lucas stood there. "Hey, I saw what happened earlier. In the hallway. With Carla."

Zoe felt her cheeks flush.

"They're assholes," Lucas said matter-of-factly. "I don't know why they pick on you."

"It doesn't matter," she said instead.

"It does matter." Lucas sat in the chair across from her. "They've been giving you shit all year."

"I have Instagram too," Lucas said. "Well, Twitter actually. I post album reviews. Alternative music, progressive rock, that kind of thing. I guess everyone has their thing."

Zoe looked at him properly for the first time.

"What's your Instagram about?" he asked.

"Books. Food. Movies."

"Cool. You have a lot of followers?"

"Fourteen thousand."

Lucas let out a low whistle.

"Damn. That's... amazing. I have two hundred and half are bots."

For the first time all day, Zoe felt the hint of a smile.

"Can I follow you?" Lucas asked.

"If you want."

"What's your handle?"

"ZoeWanders."

"Dude, what a cool name." Lucas typed quickly. "Done. I followed you from my music account. LucasListensToMusic. Yeah, I know it's a shitty name."

Zoe actually smiled then. A small smile, but real.

The bell marked the end of recess. Lucas stood up.

"See you in Language Arts," he said, and left.

Zoe sat for a moment longer. She had a new notification. Maybe high school wasn't just Carla and her friends.

That night, after dinner, Zoe went up to her room. First Instagram, then YouTube.

Tonight was a documentary night. The screen showed a monthly evaluation at an agency. A panel of executives in suits silently observed a group of ten girls dancing a hip-hop choreography.

One of them missed a step; you could tell by the way her eyes briefly flicked to the floor.

The camera zoomed in on the impassive face of one of the female executives.

"You can't hesitate," she said in Korean. The subtitles translated: Your hesitation is our loss.

The scene changed to the same girl, alone, practicing the missed step a hundred times in a mirrored room. Zero doubts, Zoe thought. Zero mistakes. That was the currency.

An hour and forty minutes later, Zoe opened a new document. She typed a date: March 15, 2024. Title: "Plan."

And below, with trembling fingers, she wrote:

I'm going to South Korea. I'm going to audition. I'm going to train. I'm going to become an idol.

She read it three times. It sounded ridiculous. Her, who hid in bathrooms.

But she'd seen foreigners who had learned Korean, who had turned determination into professional talent. If they could do it, why couldn't she?

Zoe closed the document without saving it. She shut down the computer.

It was a fantasy. But that night, for the first time in months, Zoe dreamed of something more than surviving high school. She dreamed of a bright stage and thousands of people chanting her name.
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Spring arrived in Madrid with characteristic violence: from rain to sun in a matter of hours, from jackets to t-shirts with no transition. Zoe turned eighteen on a Tuesday in April, surrounded by her family in the living room at home, with a chocolate cake.

"Diego!" Her mother had given him an affectionate slap. "Those were your sister's."

"Whatever." Zoe had forced a smile. "I wasn't going to ask for anything anyway."

Lie. She was going to ask for the same thing she'd been asking for six weeks: the courage to say out loud what she'd been secretly planning.

The document she hadn't saved that March night now filled seventeen pages. Zoe had titled it "Project Korea" and kept it in a hidden folder on her computer, password-protected. Inside were timelines, links to K-pop agency pages, and above all, numbers.

Right now, in mid-May, Zoe was in the library, furiously typing on her laptop. Lucas was beside her, wearing headphones. Zoe was wrestling with an Excel spreadsheet. In one column, the three thousand two hundred euros of her savings. In the next, "First Month Expenses (Seoul)": Accommodation, Korean language academy, flights. The subtraction yielded an alarming number.

Zoe bit her lip and switched windows. She opened a page from South Korea's Ministry of Foreign Affairs. She looked up the D-4 Visa (Student). The visa was mandatory if she enrolled in the academy for more than ninety days.

That was the key: the application required proof of financial solvency. They needed to see she had at least eight thousand euros.

The gap between what she had and what she needed was tangible.

Zoe hit the escape key and slid down in her chair, exhausted. Lucas removed one earbud.

"Everything okay? Looks like you're fighting a final boss."

Zoe minimized the screen, leaving only Instagram.

"Prices. And bureaucracy. It's a pain."

"Ah, the toughest enemies," Lucas said, returning to his review.

Zoe's plan was still feasible when she wrote it, but insane when she thought about the thousands of euros she was missing.

She was in her room, at night, checking flight prices for the umpteenth time, when her mother knocked on the door.

"Zoe? Are you awake?"

Zoe minimized the browser.

"Yeah, come in."

Her mother came in with two cups of tea, sitting on the edge of the bed.

"Have you thought about university? You have to submit your application before June."

"Yeah, I've thought about it."

"And?"

Zoe took a sip of tea.

"I don't know if I want to go to university."

Her mother set the cup down on the nightstand harder than necessary.

"Zoe, we've talked about this. Education is important. You can study whatever you want."

"Then what do you want?"

Zoe took a deep breath.

"I want to travel. To South Korea."

The silence was thick.

"South Korea?" her mother repeated. "Why?"

"I want to... learn the language. The culture. It's different."

"Zoe, honey, it's on the other side of the world. I don't understand. Does this have to do with that music you listen to?"

"It's called K-pop. And yes, it has to do with it."

"Zoe, that's fine as a hobby, but you can't base important decisions on..."

"It's not just a hobby."

The words came out hard.

"What do you mean?"

"I want to be a singer. I want to train in Korea. I want to try to get into an agency."

Her mother let out a short, incredulous laugh.

"A singer? Zoe, you don't even sing."

"I do sing. Just not in front of you."

"Honey, that's not a real profession. It's a fantasy."

"This isn't Korea!" Her mother stood up. "You're Spanish. You can't throw it all away for... for..."

"For a dream?"

"For something impossible."

The word hurt.

"You don't know if it's impossible," Zoe said, her voice firmer than she felt. "You can't know without trying."

"Zoe, be realistic. The industry is brutal. And in a foreign country, without connections, without..."

"I'm going anyway."

Her mother turned, surprised.

"Excuse me?"

"I said I'm going. I've been saving. I have a plan."

"I won't allow it."

"I turn eighteen in two weeks. I don't need your permission."

"I have my own money."

"From the bookstore? Zoe, that won't last you two months in Korea."

"I'll work more. I'll save more. And I'm going."

Her mother shook her head, with that mix of anger and fear.

"I'm going to talk to your father."

"Talk to whoever you want. I'm not changing my mind."

Her mother left without saying anything else. The cup of tea sat steaming on the nightstand.

Zoe felt absolutely terrified, but she'd planted her flag.

Dinner was an exercise in silent tension.

It was her father who finally spoke.

"Your mother told me about your... plan. Is it true? You want to go to Korea to audition for music agencies?"

"Yes."

Her father put down his utensils.

"Zoe, that's crazy. I understand you have dreams. But you have to be practical. Korea is thousands of miles away. You don't know the language. How are you going to survive?"

"I'll learn the language. I'll find work."

"Researching on the internet isn't the same as reality."

"I know."

"Then why do you insist?"

Zoe looked up.

"Because if I don't try, I'll regret it my whole life."

Her father sighed.

"And if you fail?"

"Then I fail. But at least I'll have tried."

"That sounds nice in theory. In practice, failure hurts."

"It's my money."

"Three thousand euros won't get you very far."

Zoe froze. She looked at her mother.

"I talked to Maricarmen," her mother said, her voice tight. "I asked her how many hours you'd worked."

"It's not spying. It's caring. You're our daughter."

"Adult life doesn't work the way you think. It's not just wanting something hard enough."

"I know."

"Do you really? Do you know how tough the music industry is? The odds you have?"

"The odds are zero if I stay here."

"Here you have a life!" Her mother almost shouted. "You have a family, a secure future..."

"Here I have a high school where they ignore me at best. I have a room where I hide. I have a life that doesn't look anything like what I want."

The silence after those words was absolute.

"We didn't know that..." her mother began.

"No, you don't know." Zoe felt something break. "You don't know that I've been planning this for months because it's the only thing that makes me feel my life has meaning. You don't know anything because you've never really asked."

"Zoe..." Her father reached out his hand, but Zoe was already standing up.

"I'm going to Korea. With your support or without it. But I'm going."

She climbed the stairs, closed her bedroom door, and let herself fall against it. She'd exposed her vulnerability, her pain, her desperation.

Her phone vibrated. A message from Lucas.

Dude, are you okay? You haven't answered for two days.

Zoe typed:

I just told my parents I'm going to Korea to be a K-pop singer. I think they think I've lost my mind.

Immediate response:

Seriously? Damn, Zoe. I didn't know you sang.

Nobody knows.

Are you good?

I don't know. But I want to find out.

Lucas typing.

Well, I hope you make it. And if not, you can always come back and start a rock band with me. I suck at guitar, so we'd be a good fit.

Zoe smiled despite everything.

Deal.
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June arrived with final exams and the feeling that time was simultaneously speeding up and slowing down. Zoe passed everything with decent grades, and on the last day of school, she walked out knowing she wouldn't be back. Just the green metal door closing behind her as she walked to the bus stop for the last time.

Lucas had said goodbye with an awkward hug and a "write me when you're there, okay?" Carla hadn't even looked at her.

The family truce had been fragile. Her parents hadn't mentioned Korea again, but the tension floated in every meal, every polite conversation. Diego, with children's ability to detect storms, stayed quiet.

Zoe had gotten two jobs for the summer: the bookstore and a café near Gran Vía called "El Ritmo." It smelled permanently of freshly brewed coffee. Zoe learned to handle the espresso machine in two days, to smile at customers even when her feet hurt, and to memorize complicated orders.

She also learned that physical exhaustion helped quiet anxiety.

She worked from nine in the morning to six in the evening Monday through Friday, and full Saturdays at the bookstore. She came home exhausted, ate quickly, and then opened her savings Excel.

July: 4,200 euros. August: 5,800 euros.

Every euro was a concrete promise.

In the early mornings, when she couldn't sleep, Zoe studied Korean: 안녕하세요, 감사합니다. She practiced singing quietly. Her voice was no longer just that shaky, insecure thing. She'd found something resembling control.

It was an August afternoon, with the heat melting Madrid's asphalt and the café half-empty, when Zoe bought the plane ticket.

She was in the back storage room, phone in hand. She'd chosen: September 15th. Madrid-Seoul, with a layover in Paris. One way.

The cursor blinked over the "Confirm purchase" button. Zoe looked at the number in her account: 6,100 euros. A very small margin of error.

She pressed "Confirm."

The screen loaded for three eternal seconds. Then it appeared: "Purchase successfully completed."

Zoe stared at the message, breath caught. She'd done it. It was absolutely, irrevocably real.

"Zoe?" Patricio stuck his head in. "Break's over. You've got customers."

Zoe put away her phone and returned to the counter with shaky legs. In four weeks, her life would change completely.

That night, during dinner, Zoe set down her utensils and took a deep breath.

"I have to tell you something."

Her mother looked up.

"I bought a plane ticket to Korea. For September fifteenth."

"It's done?" her father finally asked.

"It's done."

Her mother closed her eyes.

"There's nothing we can say to change your mind?"

"No."

"And if you fail? And if you spend all your money and have to come back in two months?"

"Then I'll come back. But at least I'll have tried."

Her father rubbed his face.

"Do you have somewhere to stay?"

"Yes. I found a room in a shared dorm with other foreign girls."

"Is it safe?"

"It seems legitimate."

"And the language?"

"I'm studying. And I'm going to enroll in an academy when I get there."

For the first time, her father's tone wasn't just disapproval.

Zoe explained the auditions, the agencies, the preparation.

"I'm going to give myself six months," Zoe said. "If after six months I haven't gotten into any serious academy, I'll come back and enroll in university. I promise."

Her mother shook her head, but there was acceptance in the gesture.

"You're as stubborn as your grandmother."

"Because she was eighty years old and had lived enough to afford it." Her mother stood up. "You're eighteen and you know nothing about the world."

"That's why I'm going. To learn it."

Her father cleared his throat.

"If you're going to go, do it right. No stupid risks. Call every week. Send your location. Always have emergency money."

Zoe nodded, feeling something loosen in her chest.

"I will."

"And if things get bad, if you need to come back, don't have pride. Call. You'll always have a home here."

Zoe's eyes filled with tears. She stood up, walked around the table, hugged her father tightly. He hugged her back, and Zoe smelled that familiar scent of cheap cologne and detergent that she associated with safety.

"Thanks, Dad."

Her mother joined the hug, and then Diego, who muttered "this is super weird" but didn't pull away. Zoe allowed herself to stay there, surrounded by her family, knowing that in four weeks she'd be seven thousand miles away.

The last days passed in a haze of preparations. Maricarmen gave her a leather journal. Patricio gave her two hundred euros in cash. Lucas sent her a black t-shirt with the letters "Zoe World Tour 2024" printed on it. Zoe cried with each of those gestures.

The night before the flight, Zoe couldn't sleep. She stayed awake until four in the morning, staring at her bedroom ceiling. It wasn't her room she was memorizing, but the echo of her safety; the muffled sound of the TV in the living room, the smell of her father's cheap cologne that always seeped under the door. It was the last day the world felt safe by default.

At five she got up, showered, got dressed. She looked at herself in the mirror. The girl looking back seemed older, with dark circles, but with something different in her eyes. Determination, maybe. Or madness.

Probably both.

Her family accompanied her to the airport. The car ride was silent.

At Terminal 4, with her bag checked and boarding pass in hand, came the moment of goodbye.

"Eat well," her mother said. "Don't skip meals."

"I won't."

"And call. Even if it's just a message. So I know you're okay."

"I'll call, Mom. I promise."

Her mother hugged her so tight Zoe could barely breathe. Then she pulled back, wiped her eyes.

"Go. Before I change my mind and force you to stay."

Her father hugged her too.

"Good luck, sweetheart. And remember: no nonsense."

"No nonsense," Zoe repeated.

Diego gave her an affectionate punch on the arm.

"You're going to be famous and I'll be able to say I'm your brother. That's going to be cool."

Zoe ruffled his hair.

"Take care of them, okay?"

"I'm the one who needs taking care of."

"All the more reason."

Zoe shouldered her backpack, gave the three of them one last look, burned the image into her memory.

Then she turned and walked toward security without looking back, because she knew if she did, she wouldn't be able to keep going.

The flight lasted fourteen hours with the layover.

When the plane began its descent over Seoul, Zoe looked out the window. The city spread out below like a living organism: millions of lights, buildings to infinity. It was immense, overwhelming, absolutely foreign.

And it was her new home.

The plane landed with a jolt. Zoe unbuckled her seatbelt with trembling hands.

She'd arrived in Seoul.

Now came the hard part.
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Incheon Airport was a city within a city. Zoe emerged from the jetway and found herself in a space so large, so bright, so full of people moving with purpose, that she stood paralyzed in the middle of the flow of passengers.

Everything was in Korean. There were English translations, but her eyes instinctively sought words she could read and only found 한글—hangul—that she could decipher slowly, with effort, while people dodged around her like she was a rock in a river.

She followed the signs toward immigration, standing in line for forty minutes with her passport clutched in her hand. The officer asked her three questions in heavily accented English:

"Purpose of visit?" "Study." Zoe showed the acceptance letter from the academy. "Duration?" "Three months. Student visa."

The officer stamped the seal. "Welcome to Korea."

Zoe collected her luggage—a blue Samsonite inherited from her mother—and exited to the arrivals area. The air conditioning was so strong she immediately put on her hoodie.

She'd researched how to get there: express train to Seoul Station, then subway line 2 to Hongdae. An hour and a half journey.

She found the ticket vending machines. She struggled with the English touch interface, inserted her credit card, and it was rejected three times. The icon blinked: Cash or T-money card only.

Her Spanish SIM had no data, and the airport's free Wi-Fi cut out every two minutes. She had to drag her suitcase to a distant ATM to withdraw won, then to a convenience store to buy the T-money, feeling hot frustration rising up her neck. The simple act of getting the ticket took twenty minutes.

The train was clean, silent, futuristic. Zoe sat by the window and watched Seoul gradually materialize. It was September, and the heat was humid, sticky.

On the subway, Zoe got lost twice. Line 2 was circular. She got on in the wrong direction first and had to get off. She tried asking a young girl: "어디로 가야 해요? (Where do I need to go?)" The girl looked at her, confused, let out a quick sorry in English, and walked away. Zoe gave up and consulted the map on the wall. When she finally got off at Hongik University station, it was eleven in the morning local time, and Zoe had been awake for more than thirty hours.

Hongdae was a sensory explosion. K-pop music at full volume, skyscrapers, traffic, and young people. The noise was constant.

Zoe pulled out her phone, opened Google Maps. She dragged her suitcase through streets that went up and down, dodging people, the sun burning the back of her neck.

The building was a narrow apartment block, no elevator. Zoe found the intercom, dialed number 304.

"안녕하세요 (Hello)?" a female voice answered in Korean.

"Uh... hello? I'm Zoe. From Spain. I have a reservation."

"Ah, yes, yes! Come up, come up. Third floor."

Zoe dragged her suitcase up the stairs and arrived at the third floor sweating. The door to 304 opened. Minji, the owner, smiled at her.

The apartment was tiny. A narrow hallway led to four doors. Everything was organized with mathematical efficiency.

"Your room." Minji opened a door.

The room measured maybe three meters by two. There were two bunk beds, a bookshelf, a window looking out onto an alley. On the lower bunk on the left was a sleeping girl.

"That's Yuki, from Japan," Minji explained quietly, pointing to the lower bunk. When Zoe dropped her suitcase against the wall, it made a dull thud. Yuki moved abruptly under the blanket and let out a low, clear grunt. A withering look emerged from between the fabric before sinking back down. Minji didn't seem to notice. "Your bed is there. The other girl, Anna, from Germany, is in class now."

Zoe nodded, processing that she was going to share space with three strangers.

"The bathroom schedule is on the wall. No noise after eleven. Rent is due the first of the month. Questions?"

"No, that's fine. Thanks."

"Rest now. You look very tired." Minji left.

Zoe climbed up to her bunk, lay down on the thin mattress that smelled of industrial detergent. She was seven thousand miles from home, in a room with three strangers, in a city of ten million where she knew no one.

Zoe closed her eyes and, for the first time in days, slept deeply.

She woke up eight hours later, disoriented. She climbed down carefully, went to the bathroom, washed her face. She returned to the room. Yuki was still sleeping. Anna's bunk was now empty.

Zoe went out to the living room-kitchen. A blonde girl was sitting at the small table, eating ramen from a plastic bowl while looking at her phone.

"Hi! You must be the new one. I'm Anna."

"Zoe." They shook hands.

"From Spain, right? Minji told me." Anna returned to her noodles, slurping the broth with a loud, prolonged noise. Zoe winced internally but hid it. "Want some? I made too much."

"I'm good, thanks."

"Suit yourself. How long have you been here?"

"I arrived this morning."

"First time in Korea?"

"Yes."

"Me too, two months ago now. Still feels weird. But it's cool. You'll like Hongdae."

"What are you studying?" Zoe asked.

"Korean, like you. But I also work as a model." Anna pointed to herself. "It pays my rent."

"That's great."

"And you? Just language or...?"

Zoe hesitated. It was the first time she was going to say it out loud to a stranger.

"I want to audition. For K-pop agencies."

Anna stopped eating, eyes wide.

"Seriously? Like to be an idol? Damn, girl. That's intense." Anna leaned back in her chair. "I mean, respect. But you know how hard that is, right?"

"I know."

"And you're what, eighteen? Most trainees start at twelve or thirteen."

"I know," Zoe repeated, more firmly.

Anna looked at her, then nodded.

"Well. If you're serious about it, there's a dance academy nearby. A lot of idol hopefuls go there. I can show you around if you
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