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        Many paths promise ease,

        but the journeys that matter most

        are rarely easy to find.
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      The road stretched before us like a grey ribbon unfurling toward a horizon that never seemed to arrive, its surface polished to a dull sheen by the footsteps of millions who had passed this way before. For what felt like an eternity, I had been part of this endless procession. One soul among countless thousands, moving in collective rhythm across the smooth, well-worn asphalt.

      None among us seemed certain of our ultimate destination, yet we pressed forward with the steady momentum of a river flowing toward the sea. Each person followed the one ahead in an unspoken covenant of conformity, a silent agreement that movement itself was purpose enough. The crowd moved along, swaying gently from side to side, occasionally quickening its pace when some unseen force urged greater urgency, then slowing again to the comfortable rhythm of collective mediocrity.

      In this city, people walked everywhere. Offices, cafes, shops, and apartments blurred together across miles of pavement. Most of us preferred it that way.

      As I moved about, I observed the faces around me: some animated with the enthusiasm of those who still believed in the promise of what lay ahead, others wearing the glazed expression of those who had long since ceased to question the journey’s purpose.

      There were people from every background, their faces buried in devices glowing with the false light of endless notifications. Thumbs moved in constant scrolling motions, fingers dancing across glass in a hypnotic ritual that replaced genuine connection. I could see families walking together, children skipping beside their parents with the boundless energy of youth. Teenagers moved along in clusters, while others walked alone with earbuds in, sealing themselves off from the world.

      Elderly couples held hands as they walked slowly together, their fingers intertwined with the practised ease of decades. Their eyes carried a quiet acceptance; they had spent lifetimes following paths others had laid out for them, never quite reaching the destinations they had once imagined.

      The landscape on either side of the road was curiously uniform: rolling hills with gentle slopes dotted with identical houses arranged in neat rows.

      I conducted myself precisely as I observed others doing, a master of mimicry who had perfected the art of blending in. When fashion changed, I changed with it. When new technologies emerged, I adopted them without question. When society shifted its values, I adjusted mine accordingly, like a chameleon adapting to whatever surface it touched.

      The message was crystal clear to us all: acquiring more of everything promised happiness and success. Perhaps if I earned more money, bought a bigger house, or landed a better-paying job, then I would finally be happy. The formula seemed so simple, so foolproof. Yet the goalposts kept moving, always just beyond reach.

      The messages changed with the seasons — new products, new dreams, new definitions of success — but their essence remained constant: follow the crowd, buy the product, be like everyone else.

      I had become a willing participant in this elaborate performance, dancing to rhythms I had never chosen, wearing masks that increasingly felt more real than my own face.

      The irony was not lost on me. In my desperate attempt to fit in, I had slowly lost track of who I was beneath all the borrowed opinions and purchased identities. I was everyone and no one, perfectly camouflaged in plain sight.

      Yet by all external measures, I was thriving. My bank account reflected society’s approval, and my possessions bore the correct labels, including the sort of car people admired. It sat polished in the underground garage beneath my building, sleek and expensive, a quiet symbol of everything I had worked to achieve and of the excess I had accumulated.

      My social media presence projected the appropriate image of success, carefully curated to show only what I wanted seen, collecting followers and likes that suggested influence and popularity. Most days, however, my human interaction rarely extended beyond polite exchanges with colleagues and acquaintances.

      I had climbed the ladders that others had placed before me, achieved the goals that others had set for me, and received the recognition that others had taught me to value.

      Perhaps my circumstances even inspired envy amongst some observers, those who saw only the surface glitter and not the hollow core beneath.

      Sarah, my project manager, was one of them. Sharp, driven, and harder than anyone I knew. She once told me I was the only person in the building who wanted it as badly as she did. I took it as a compliment. We both did.

      Life unfolded in its predictable rhythms of triumph and disappointment, though most of the time I inhabited that comfortable middle ground of mediocrity. I celebrated victories that somehow felt hollow, endured defeats that seemed strangely familiar, and settled into the grey space between ecstasy and despair where much of humanity appeared to dwell.

      My days were filled with activity but devoid of purpose, and my achievements, impressive as they seemed, felt increasingly meaningless.

      I remember the afternoon they made me Regional Director, the youngest in the company’s history, they said. There were handshakes, a bottle of something expensive, and a photograph someone took that I never looked at again.

      On my way out that evening, the janitor who cleaned our floor held the door open for me. He said congratulations; someone must have told him. I nodded without breaking stride, without looking up, without registering the name badge on his chest.

      I sat in the car park afterwards for forty minutes, unable to start the car, waiting to feel something. Nothing came. I drove home, ordered food I did not taste, and watched television I could not recall the next morning.

      My assistant, James, had stopped asking how I was. Not because I gave difficult answers; I never did. I always said fine, or busy, or can’t complain. He stopped asking because we both knew, without ever saying so, that those words had nothing to do with the truth.

      Beneath this carefully maintained veneer of contentment, an inexplicable yearning gnawed at my consciousness like a persistent ache. It was a hunger no amount of food could satisfy, a thirst no liquid could quench and a loneliness no company could dispel. I was searching for something I could neither name nor define, pursuing a destination I could not describe to anyone, least of all myself.

      At night, when the distractions of the day fell away and I lay alone with my thoughts, the emptiness expanded like a black hole, threatening to consume me entirely.

      The questions came in waves: Was this truly all there was? Perhaps I would be happier if I had more money. My possessions surrounded me like trophies of a hollow victory. The expensive furniture, the latest gadgets, the designer clothes; all of it felt like props in a play I no longer wanted to star in. I had everything I was supposed to want, yet I felt more impoverished than ever.

      Then, unbidden, my mother’s name would appear on my phone screen. I had not called her back in three months. I told myself I was busy. We both knew better.
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David didn’t mean to leave his life behind; but
something h.appened on that road. Something he
cannot fully explain or forget. When everything begins
to unravel, he finds himself drawn somewhere he
never intended to go, into a reality he cannot deny.
There, he is confronted with a question he cannot
escape: What if the life you are living isn’f nfﬂl?
Now, everything he once trus.ted feels uncertain, and
everything he once overlooked feels ahve, because pnce
youhave seen Eeyond the ordinary, you cannot unseeit.
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The Other Side of Ordinary is a thought-provoking
journey into what lies just beyond what we think is real.
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