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Part I: The Noise
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Chapter 1: The Voice That Never Sat Down
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By the time Adrian woke, the voice was already there.

It had not woken with him. It had been waiting.

Before his eyes fully opened, before the room returned to its edges and angles, before he remembered the day or his own name, something in him had already taken up its seat and begun sorting. There was the faint chill in the room, the narrow blade of light cutting through the imperfect seam in the curtains, the dry sensation at the back of his throat, the heaviness in his legs, the fact that he had gone to bed too late again, the fact that he had said he would stop doing that, the fact that saying he would stop doing that and actually stopping were evidently two different categories of human activity.

You’re tired.

You need to get up now.

You shouldn’t have stayed on your phone.

Today is the meeting.

Don’t forget to send the revision before ten.

You need groceries.

You still haven’t called your mother back.

The voice did not sound like another person. It sounded like him, only faster. More certain. More continuous. It did not ask for attention because it already possessed it. It did not announce itself as thought because that would have implied a distinction between itself and the one hearing it. It simply moved in and furnished the place.

Adrian lay still, staring at the pale rectangle on the ceiling where dawn had begun to gather. He knew, in some abstract and almost ceremonial way, that he should not begin the day like this. He had read enough articles, heard enough podcasts, listened to enough wise people with tranquil voices say that the first moments after waking were delicate, formative, sacred even. Don’t reach for stimulation first thing. Don’t surrender the mind immediately to agitation. Breathe. Sit. Notice. Begin inwardly.

Instead, his hand moved with the accurate, almost devotional instinct of habit to the nightstand, found the phone, and raised it before his face.

No new messages from the one person he half hoped and half dreaded to hear from.

Three work emails.

A banking alert.

Two headlines designed to cause either outrage or urgency. He absorbed both without wanting either and felt the tiny interior contractions each of them seemed built to produce. One article implied the economy was quietly unraveling. Another implied health could be regained through the purchase of something powdered, expensive, and faintly medicinal. He scrolled past an image of someone he knew only enough to envy, standing on a stone terrace in northern Italy under a caption about slowing down and choosing presence.

He almost laughed.

Then he checked the weather, though the weather had no real authority over his day. Then the calendar, though he already knew the shape of it. Then the notes app, where he kept lists written in the tone of emergency but organized with a precision that suggested hope. Things to buy. Things to fix. People to answer. The beginnings of projects. The improved versions of himself arranged in bullet points.

He placed the phone back on the table and exhaled through his nose.

Five minutes, and I’m already behind.

He sat up.

The apartment was clean in the way a place became clean when its occupant feared diffusion. Nothing was exactly luxurious, but everything served a function and had been selected with enough care to imply a life that was under management. Dark wood shelves. A gray couch. Two framed prints. A plant in the corner that had survived mainly because it asked very little. The kitchen counters were wiped. The sink was empty. The shoes by the door were aligned with modest but unmistakable intent.

From a distance, Adrian’s life could be mistaken for calm.

He stood in the bathroom and looked at himself with the neutral disappointment of someone reviewing a recurring issue. Thirty-eight. Not old, not young. Face a little drawn. Eyes carrying that curious combination of alertness and fatigue common to people who were always mentally advancing into the next thing. He splashed water on his face and watched droplets move down his cheeks into the sink.

You need to sleep more.

You need to stop clenching your jaw.

You should start running again.

You need to get serious.

Serious about what, exactly, he could not have said.

That was one of the voice’s more effective tricks. It generated imperatives without always supplying objects. Improve. Resolve. Handle it. Stay sharp. Don’t slip. It kept him moving by maintaining the impression that something crucial was always just about to be lost.

In the kitchen he started coffee and stood waiting for it to finish, though he could have used the time to do something else. He always told himself he could use the time to do something else. Empty the dishwasher. Answer one email. Wipe the stovetop. Stretch. The minutes, he had once read, were where life was actually lived. Yet he spent them as though they were prefaces to an event that never quite arrived.

The machine hissed and dripped.

The refrigerator made its low mechanical hum.

Outside, a truck reversed somewhere in the street below, issuing that irritating sequence of beeps that made every city morning sound like an apology no one believed.

He stood at the counter with his palms flat on the cool stone and waited.

For a moment, because the coffee had not yet completed its work and the phone was no longer in his hand, the morning presented itself with embarrassing simplicity. Light on the cabinet handle. Dust briefly visible in a shaft of sun. The faint smell of yesterday’s soap from the drying dishcloth. A bird landing on the railing beyond the window. Nothing grand. Nothing instructive. No message hidden in it. Just the room before language moved fully in.

Then the coffee finished and the world resumed its proper speed.

By eight-thirty he was dressed, fed, caffeinated, and in the car.

Traffic was thick enough to demand attention but not thick enough to offer excuse. He disliked both true congestion and easy movement. One made him feel trapped; the other made him feel untested. The ideal commute, if he were honest, was one that permitted him to believe his skill and vigilance were contributing to order. He changed lanes twice in the first mile with the satisfaction of someone making small, strategic corrections against entropy.

The voice enjoyed driving because driving gave it objects. The man braking too early. The woman drifting slightly over the line. The truck that should have signaled. The pedestrian who took too long to decide whether to cross. Even the traffic lights seemed, on some days, less like systems than personal obstacles arranged as a referendum on his patience.

Come on.

Move.

What are you doing?

Of course.

Naturally.

He was not an angry man, at least not in the theatrical sense. He did not shout through windows or pound the steering wheel or give strangers the finger. His irritation was more refined. It kept house beneath the ribs. It dressed itself as competence obstructed by the incompetence of others. It maintained a moral tone. It was not rage, exactly. It was the continual assertion that reality ought to be more intelligently arranged.

At a red light he noticed his shoulders had climbed halfway to his ears. He lowered them. Two breaths later they rose again.

There was a phrase his father used when Adrian was young, whenever he watched him concentrating too hard on some small task—tying a knot, fixing a toy, aligning books by height and color on a shelf. Relax your face, son. The world is not a lock.

At the time Adrian had not understood what that meant. If the world was not a lock, why did everything in it seem to require the correct sequence, the correct pressure, the correct turn? Doors jammed when pushed wrong. People reacted badly to wrong tones. Opportunities arrived and vanished according to timing. Money behaved one way if attended to and another if ignored. Health, love, work, even mood—everything appeared to reward vigilance and punish drift.

No one who was paying attention could conclude otherwise.

He parked in the underground garage beneath the office building and sat for a moment before getting out. Not resting. Reviewing.

Nine-thirty call.

Ten o’clock draft out.

Lunch with Nathan, unless Nathan moved it again.

Ask Mira about the numbers before the afternoon meeting.

Remember to sound decisive without sounding rigid.

Don’t let Greg hijack the room.

He stepped from the car, closed the door, and straightened his jacket, an unnecessary gesture that nevertheless gave him the brief sensation of entering formation.

Adrian worked for a consultancy that specialized in brand strategy, which meant that he spent much of his life helping institutions describe themselves in language more flattering and coherent than their internal realities strictly justified. He was good at it. Better than good. He had a talent for hearing the desired future hidden inside confused speech and presenting it back to people as if it had been theirs all along. He could take a cluster of vague ambitions—clarity, trust, innovation, alignment, impact—and return them as architecture. It paid well. It rewarded calm surfaces, verbal precision, and the ability to inhabit urgency without visibly becoming urgent.

From the outside, he was considered measured.

Inside, he was a crowded stairwell.

The elevator was mirrored. Adrian disliked mirrored elevators because they left one no clear option but self-awareness. He stood beside two women from another floor, each holding coffee and speaking in low, easy voices. They seemed untroubled by being alive. He envied people whose energy did not appear to arrive pre-fragmented.

On the twelfth floor, he crossed the open office past glass rooms named after abstract nouns—North, Rise, Field, Origin—and nodded at the appropriate people with the calibrated warmth of a man who understood the modern workplace as a performance of relaxed functionality.

At his desk, he opened his laptop and the day broke into its practiced pieces.

Message from Mira: can you look at slide 14.

Message from Nathan: running twenty late.

Email marked urgent that was not urgent but wanted the status attached to it.

Notification from the calendar reminding him of a meeting he himself had accepted.

By ten-fifteen he had rewritten three paragraphs, answered seven messages, disapproved of two design choices, postponed lunch, and felt with perfect certainty that he had accomplished nothing.

This was one of the voice’s least charitable habits: it converted motion into insufficiency. Whatever had been done was instantly reclassified as baseline, while whatever remained became evidence of pressure. He could complete an entire day and still carry home the sensation of omission. Somewhere in his system there existed a tribunal for which no amount of effort was admissible as proof.

At eleven he joined the meeting.

Six people on the screen, four in the room, one mild dispute about positioning that concealed a more serious dispute about fear. Adrian listened, took notes, intervened cleanly when required. He had learned years ago that competence often consisted less in offering brilliance than in draining panic from a space without anyone noticing you had done it. When Greg began circling one of his favorite talking points for the third time, Adrian stepped in with a summary so clear and gentle that the room pivoted without resistance.

There. Nicely done.

You handled that well.

But then, almost instantly:

You should have said it sooner.

Why didn’t you prepare the data better?

You still need to send the revised language.

Don’t get comfortable.

This, more than any external event, exhausted him: the internal refusal to conclude. Every experience was prolonged by commentary. Each conversation, once finished, continued inside him in revised forms. He replayed facial expressions. He adjusted word choices after the fact. He strengthened his own position in silence long after the room had moved on. It was as though life happened once in public and then again, less mercifully, in private.

At twelve-thirty he went out for lunch alone.

He had told Nathan not to worry about rescheduling. Another time. All good. Totally understand.

He chose a small place two blocks away where the food was competent, expensive, and assembled with the kind of visual restraint that suggested everyone involved had once studied architecture. He ordered a grain bowl he did not really want because wanting had become untrustworthy in matters of food. He sat by the window and watched people move along the sidewalk under a sharp white sky.

At the table beside him, a mother was cutting a sandwich into pieces for a child who seemed not yet capable of deciding whether lunch was a joy or an insult. The child’s face moved through eight emotional climates in thirty seconds. Outrage, suspicion, delight, refusal, curiosity, grief, appetite, and some eighth thing beyond naming. The mother remained astonishingly calm.

Adrian looked away.

He had once imagined his life would contain some version of that scene. Not the exact sandwich, obviously. Not that restaurant or child or weather. But some continuation into domestic solidity. Marriage, perhaps. Or at least a person who left a book on the arm of the sofa. A second toothbrush. Shared plans extending far enough into the future to make groceries feel theological.

Instead there had been Lena.

Even now, nearly a year after the end of it, the name moved through him with the soft, damaging accuracy of an old instrument still in tune.

Their relationship had not failed dramatically. No betrayals, no broken plates, no astonishing confession. It had diminished in the way some rooms seem to lose oxygen while no one is looking. She had accused him, once, not during a fight but during one of those exhausted truce-conversations that are more dangerous than fighting, of never really being where he was.

“You’re always just slightly to the side of everything,” she had said.

He had asked what that was supposed to mean.

“It means even when you’re with me, some part of you is managing the moment. Improving it. Assessing it. Bracing for what could go wrong in it. You don’t let anything just be itself.”

He had reacted badly, which is to say defensively, which is to say predictably. He had offered evidence of care. Time spent. Things handled. Problems solved. She had listened in that flat way people do when you are proving a different point than the one under discussion.

Later, after it ended, he spent months trying to determine whether her accusation had been unfair or devastatingly precise. The voice handled the inquiry with enthusiasm, because it preferred analysis to sorrow. Analysis at least gave the appearance of movement.

At lunch, he ate half the bowl and checked his phone twice for no reason he could defend.

Across the glass, a man in a navy sweatshirt stopped on the sidewalk to tie his daughter’s shoelace. The girl stood balancing on one leg, one hand on the man’s shoulder, speaking with complete seriousness about something invisible. The man nodded as though being consulted on matters of state. When he finished the knot, the girl touched his head affectionately, almost absentmindedly, and they continued down the block.

Adrian felt a quick, strange pressure in his chest. Not exactly sadness. More like recognition of a country he had never inhabited but somehow missed.

He looked down at his phone again.

Nothing.

Back at the office, the afternoon thickened.

Work had a way of converting large portions of life into rectangles—windows, screens, decks, message boxes, calendar grids—and Adrian often suspected that the human nervous system had not consented to this arrangement at any deep level. Yet he gave himself to it daily with an obedience that would have embarrassed him had it been more visible. He moved from problem to problem, applying language, adjusting tone, tightening logic, persuading anxious clients that uncertainty could be narrated into coherence.

At three-thirty, just before another meeting, his mother called.

He stared at the phone until it stopped.

Then guilt arrived with all its furniture.

Call her back.

No, call later when you can focus.

You keep saying that.

What if something’s wrong?

If something were wrong, she’d text.

That’s not true.

Why are you like this?

The meeting began. He entered it. He functioned. He contributed.

But a part of him remained turned toward the missed call like a needle toward weather.

His mother lived alone in a small town two hours away and had mastered the art of sounding cheerful in a way that could mean anything from genuine contentment to quiet despair. Since his father’s death three years before, every call with her seemed to Adrian to contain invisible tests. Was he visiting enough? Listening enough? Noticing enough? He loved her, but love did not simplify contact. Love, in some arrangements, made every exchange carry the risk of inadequacy.

At four-twenty he stepped into an empty conference room and called her back.

She answered on the second ring.

“Hi, sweetheart.”

The word still caught him off guard, not because it was unusual, but because it reached past the professional scaffolding of the day too quickly.

“Hey, Mom. Sorry. I was in meetings.”

“Oh, don’t worry. I just wanted to hear your voice.”

He closed his eyes briefly.

They spoke for eight minutes. She asked if he was eating well. He lied slightly. She asked if work was busy. He told the truth in a controlled format. She mentioned a leak under the sink and then minimized it before he could respond. She mentioned a neighbor who had brought over soup. She mentioned the dog down the street who had somehow learned to open a gate. She did not mention loneliness, so loneliness took up its seat invisibly in each pause.

“You sound tired,” she said.

“I’m fine.”

“You always say that.”

He leaned his free hand against the cool glass wall of the conference room.

“I’m just busy.”

There was a silence in which, with frightening speed, two equal and opposite impulses rose in him: the urge to ask her whether she was all right, really all right, and the urge to end the call before it widened into something he could not manage between meetings.

“I’ll come up soon,” he said.

“That would be nice.”

Soon was a word with excellent manners and poor ethics.

After the call he remained in the conference room a moment longer, looking down at the parking garage visible through the side window between two buildings. Cars sat in their painted lanes with a dumb patience he found suddenly enviable. They were not wondering if they were disappointing anyone. They were not comparing themselves to an improved imaginary version of their own existence. They were simply waiting to be used.

At five-thirty he shut the laptop, though shutting the laptop was no longer a reliable sign that work had ended. It meant only that the machine had become portable. He carried it home in his bag like an organ he had not been authorized to leave behind.

The drive back was slower. The city had entered that hour where everyone seemed released at once into private hunger. Brake lights lengthened. People leaned forward in their cars as if effort of posture might influence flow. Adrian took a side street, then another, making small tactical decisions that saved him perhaps ninety seconds and cost him disproportionately more peace.

At a light, he noticed a man on the median selling flowers from plastic buckets.

The flowers were bright to the point of almost seeming unreasonable there in the exhaust and noise. Sunflowers, white lilies, roses dyed some impossible blue. The man held them upward toward passing cars with a dignity that made the gesture less like sale than offering. Drivers looked away with the embarrassed resolve of those protecting themselves from being asked to respond as human beings.

Adrian checked the lane beside him, then looked back.

The man had lowered the flowers and was standing very still, not defeated, merely waiting. Something about the stillness caught Adrian. Not saintly. Not symbolic. The man was probably tired, underpaid, sunburned, and thinking about dinner. Yet in the pause between solicitations he seemed more completely where he was than Adrian had been all day.

The light changed. Adrian drove on.

At home he loosened his tie, set down the bag, removed his shoes, and stood in the entryway unsure what came next. This happened often. The return home, which he had imagined throughout the day as relief, arrived not as relief but as a brief collapse of externally assigned structure. At work there were sequences. Here there was freedom, and freedom, by evening, often felt indistinguishable from a low-grade emergency.

He should exercise.

Or clean.

Or answer those last emails.

Or call someone.

Or read.

Or cook properly instead of assembling dinner from parts.

He opened the refrigerator and looked at its contents with the grave expression of a man evaluating consequences. Eggs. Greens. Half a container of rice. Mustard with the crust beginning to form around the lid. One lemon gone hard and decorative. He closed the refrigerator and ordered food from a place he would later blame for the decision.

While waiting, he opened the laptop.

Just to clear the inbox.

Just to check whether the client had replied.

Just to get ahead of tomorrow.

An hour later, he was still there.

Twilight moved into the room by increments so gentle they escaped notice until objects had changed allegiance. The shelves darkened. The window became mirror. His own reflection floated over the city beyond: a man in shirtsleeves bent toward an illuminated rectangle, face set in concentration severe enough to resemble devotion.

The food arrived. He ate at the counter without tasting much of it.

Afterward he told himself he would watch one episode of something mindless to reset. The phrase reset had become important to him over the last few years. It implied a reversible condition, a return to baseline, a system that could be restored through proper intervention. What he meant, usually, was numb out without damage.

Two episodes later, the evening had thinned into that unsponsored time in which loneliness acquires acoustics.

He turned off the television and sat in the quiet.

The quiet was not empty. It was populated immediately by the voice, which, denied objects for a few minutes, began generating them.

You wasted the night.

You should have gone to the gym.

You didn’t answer Mira’s last message.

What are you doing with your life, exactly?

That one was a favorite. Grand enough to feel important, vague enough to be unanswerable.

He stood, walked to the sink, rinsed a glass, dried a plate that was already mostly dry. Small acts of maintenance often offered him a temporary truce. The body moving through known gestures. Water running. The hand completing one plain thing at a time. But even here the commentary persisted, narrating efficiency, assigning worth, tracking deficiency like a customs officer of the soul.

He checked the lock on the front door.

Once.

Then again after brushing his teeth.

Then once more after turning off the kitchen light, because he had not been fully attentive the second time.

This too had become more common. Not ritual in any dramatic or disabling sense. Just a slight distrust of his own completion. Had he sent it? Locked it? Turned it off? Said too much? Not enough? Somewhere inside him lived a clerk who never stamped final.

He got into bed with a book he had been pretending to read for three weeks. The bookmark had advanced so little it accused him each time he opened it. He read the same paragraph four times and absorbed none of it. His
































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
THE QUIET
CURRENT

A Contemplative Parable of Presence,
Surrender, and Inner Freedom

A.E. Vale

=






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





