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The alarm clock’s chime shatters the stillness at five forty-five. It is a redundant intrusion; she had been adrift in the grey silence of wakefulness long before the sound arrived. Three hours of fitful sleep, perhaps a few stolen moments more, were all the night had seen fit to grant her. Upon the chair, the stack of linens remains neatly folded, a monument to a domestic order that felt, in this half-light, momentarily purposeless. She had ironed with a rhythmic, mechanical persistence until her hands had surrendered of their own accord, heavy and trembling. It was at precisely two twenty-three in the morning when she had finally slipped beneath the sheets. She knows this with an absolute, haunting certainty, for she habitually consults the clock; a lingering reflex, perhaps, of an accountant’s mind, meticulously documenting the passage of time to avoid the burden of actually feeling it.

He stirred almost the instant she lay down. No words were exchanged in the gloom. He did not utter her name, nor did he seek her eyes. There was only the familiar, possessive weight of a hand upon her back, a pressure as practiced and hollowed by the passing years as the workings of a well-worn machine. His body, heavy and oppressive, pressed against her own until mere centimeters of air remained. She, in turn, remained motionless, her gaze fixed upon the ceiling where a faint, damp stain marred the upper left corner. She mused, with a strange detachment, that it ought to be repainted before the summer’s heat set in. Her mind drifted then to the mundane necessities of survival: the need for bicarbonate, for the supply was nearly exhausted. She thought of the blue shirt belonging to her husband, forgotten, sodden and cold, in the heart of the washing machine. When he finished, he simply turned away, surrendering to a deep sleep in less than three minutes. She remained there, eyes wide and unblinking, for another hour. The blue shirt would be hopelessly wrinkled by morning.

She rises finally without a sound, a ghost moving through a house shrouded in silence. The children, her husband, even the very walls seem burdened by the heavy sleep of the living. Alone, she glides into the kitchen, moving with the trembling caution of a trespasser in her own life. She prepares a lunch box for one, a snack for the other. She knows by heart the intricate architecture of their aversions: what must be shunned, what must be sliced into precise, clinical morsels, what must never, under any circumstance, touch another element upon the plate. She performs these tasks with a silent, desperate grace. Performance is the only language she has left.

Six-thirty arrives, and with it, the first stirrings of reality. Clara emerges from her room, her gait heavy and resentful, her silhouette already haunted by the pale, sickly glow of her phone. She offers no salutation. She snatches her box without a glance toward Mia and seats herself with a sullen abruptness, the chair clattering harshly against the tiles. Christian follows in a frantic, disorganized rush, his socks mismatched, his satchel agape and spilling papers. In silence, Mia fastens the bag, hands him his snack, and inspects his notebook.


-  What did you put in my sandwich? Clara asks, her eyes never wavering from the flickering screen. 

-  Ham and cheese. 

-  I don’t eat ham anymore.


Mia offers no rebuttal. She merely makes a mental notation, a new entry in the internal ledger: the orthodontist on Thursday at five for Clara, the renewal of Christian’s prescription, the plumber to be summoned, the groceries to be secured before four. In the car, Clara is insulated by her headphones, a silent fortress. Christian stares vacantly through the glass at a world passing by. No words are spoken. She drops Christian off first; he departs without a backward glance. Clara slams the door behind her with a force that vibrates in the steering wheel. Mia remains, for a solitary, agonizing second, in the hollow silence of the car before setting off. A single second. No more. She allows herself no further indulgence.
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She continues to iron. The heated metal plate glides over the cotton with a rhythmic, searing hiss. The steam rises in thick, white plumes, momentarily blurring the world beyond the kitchen window where nothing stirs in the pre-dawn shadows.


-  What exactly are you doing?


The voice is sudden, cold as a draft in a sealed room. She does not falter; the motion of the iron remains steady, a mechanical defense against the intrusion.


-  Are you truly pressing shirts at two in the morning for a man who remains oblivious to the very color of your eyes? Look at yourself. Observe what you have become.


The iron slows, the heat lingering a second too long on a single sleeve.


-  A machine. You rise, you act, you retreat to your bed only when the world permits it. And on the morrow, you begin anew, never once pausing to ask why. No one inquires after your well-being. No one truly sees you. But I, I see you.


The iron comes to a definitive halt. The silence of the house rushes in to fill the sudden void.


-  And what I behold disgusts me.


She sets the iron down; it clacks against the board with a finality that echoes through the empty kitchen. She stares at the half-pressed garment; her hands having turned to stone.


-  Abandon it. You know as well as I that you shall surrender eventually.


There is no outburst of anger, no release of tears to soften the moment. Simply, her hands let go, as if they had decided for themselves to cease their labor. The shirt remains there, a crumpled, defeated heap upon the board.


-  There it is. Even this, you cannot bring to completion.


She does not answer. She has no words for the shadows that inhabit her own mind.


-  You have never finished anything in your life. Others have been gathering the fragments you leave behind for as long as you have existed.


The iron begins to cool slowly, its soft, ticking sound like a dying pulse in the silence.


-  That is why she is here. To gather the pieces.


She knows of whom the voice speaks. She remains shrouded in a silence so thick it feels physical, a weight upon her shoulders.


-  Without her, you are a void. You have never been anything at all.


She seats herself upon the chair, her back rigid, her hands resting upon her knees like a passenger waiting for a tempest to subside. But the storm never truly abates; it only changes its form.
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Clara slammed the door at exactly twelve minutes past seven in the evening. It was not an extraordinary act in itself, merely the sharp, percussive climax of a dispute over dinner, a bitter word uttered in haste, and the door exploding against its wooden frame in the hollow, unyielding hallway. Yet the sheer violence of the sound seemed to pierce through something fundamental in the air of the house. Christian, startled, looked up from the pale, flickering glow of his tablet. He saw his mother standing motionless in the kitchen, her hand white-knuckled and trembling as it gripped the cold, clinical edge of the sink. He waited, his breath held in his chest, but she did not move. She seemed anchored to the floor by a weight he could not see.


-  Mom? he whispered, his voice a fragile thread in the silence.


She turned toward him with a slow, agonizing deliberation, as if her neck were a rusted mechanism. Christian studied her countenance with a growing, silent dread. It was, by all physical accounts, his mother’s face, the same weary, shadowed eyes, the same short-cropped hair, the same familiar, hardworking hands. And yet, it was no longer quite her. The spark of recognition had been replaced by a hollow, haunting void.


-  Why are we shouting? she asked.


Her voice had undergone a subtle, terrifying metamorphosis. It was smaller, thinner, stripped of its usual maternal authority, as if the words traveled from a vast, unreachable distance across a frozen landscape.


-  It’s Clara. She’s angry, Christian offered, his own voice shrinking with newfound caution.

-  Are we allowed to shout like that? she inquired, her head tilting slightly like a bird observing a predator.


Christian knew not how to respond. He was but twelve years old, and he watched his mother with the bewildered, aching eyes of one attempting to comprehend a sight for which he possessed no name. He saw the structure of her reality collapsing in real-time.


-  Do you want a hug? he finally asked, the only remedy he knew for a broken world.


She nodded, a simple, rhythmic, almost mechanical yes. She stood there like a lost child abandoned in a crowded station, waiting to be tended to by a stranger. Christian remained frozen for a heartbeat. His mother’s face continued to alter, fading like a light losing its power source. Her features seemed to come undone, her shoulders drawn inward as if to protect her heart, her jaw trembling with a slight, involuntary shudder. Her eyes searched the corners of the room for a phantom she could not find.

Then came the tears, no great sobs, no dramatic sound, merely a steady stream of water coursing down the cheeks of a forty-five-year-old woman wearing the expression of a stray, terrified infant. Her lower lip quivered with a raw, exposed vulnerability. Christian took a tentative step toward her, then hesitated. He did not know if it was his mother he was meant to console, or something else entirely, a presence that had emerged from the shadows of her mind, something he did not yet understand but instinctively feared.

She sniffled. Once, then twice. She moved toward him with her arms slightly parted and her shoulders slumped, seeking a place to rest her weary, fractured head. Christian remained still as she leaned against him. He was smaller than she, his frame still slight, yet this disparity seemed not to trouble her in the least. He raised his arms slowly and held her. He did so clumsily, his hands resting upon her back, performing the gesture like one who has never truly been taught the art of comfort but performs it nonetheless out of a desperate, primal necessity.

Clara stood in the doorframe, her arms crossed in a silent, defensive posture of granite. She watched her brother hold their mother against him, uttering no word, her face a mask of stone that betrayed nothing. Only her eyes spoke, eyes far too old, too seasoned, and too weary for her seventeen years.
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Ticket number forty-three. She fixes her gaze upon the luminous red display as it flickers, advancing slowly to thirty-nine. The waiting room is a stagnant pool of human misery, redolent of damp wool coats and the acrid, burnt scent of cold coffee. The plastic chairs are huddled together. To her left, a man coughs without covering his mouth. To her right, a woman speaks loudly into her phone, her free hand agitated in the air, a grating laugh punctuating her conversation at regular intervals.

The display advances to forty. She focuses all her being upon the small slip of paper in her hand: forty-three. The black digits are stark, clinical, and mercilessly precise against the cheap thermal paper. She concentrates upon them with a desperate, singular focus to drown out the world.

We remain seated. We wait. We say exactly what must be said, and then we depart.

The woman on the phone erupts in laughter once more. The man to her left coughs. Somewhere in the dim recesses of the back of the room, a child begins a thin, rhythmic wailing. Something begins to tighten like a cold iron band within the cage of her chest.

We do not move.

Forty-one. She places her hands perfectly flat upon her thighs and stares straight ahead at the neutral, scuffed paint of the opposite wall. Her face is a mask that betrays nothing, neither the mounting impatience nor the creeping unease that threatens to unravel her. To any casual observer, she is simply a woman waiting her turn, indistinguishable from the dozen others. Yet she knows the truth. It is not Mia who sits here, enduring the coughs and the laughter. It is Him. It is the Auditor, the one who can categorize the world into columns and rows, the one who feels nothing but the necessity of the task.

Forty-two. Only one more, and then the transaction will be complete.

Forty-three.

The bell dings with a piercing, electronic tone. She rises with a controlled, fluid grace, walks to the designated counter, and seats herself across from a woman whose weary eyes do not deign to look up from the flickering glow of her computer screen.


-  Your file? the woman asks, her voice a monotone drone.


Mia, or the presence inhabiting her, places the folder upon the desk. The documents are flawlessly organized, classified in chronological order, and stapled with surgical precision in the upper left corner.


-  Form 14-B is missing, the woman states flatly, her finger hovering over the stack.

-  I attached it to the final page, beneath the identification proofs, Mia replies. Her voice is level, devoid of the tremor that usually haunts her speech.


The woman scrolls through the sheets with a slow, deliberate lack of haste. She finds the form. She says nothing. She simply begins to type, the rhythmic clacking of the keys the only sound between them.


-  Do you have identification? 


She proffers the card. The woman turns it over, examines it, and turns it over once more. 

We say nothing. We wait.


-  Has your address changed?

-  Yes. Eight months ago. It is indicated on the form.

-  You were required to notify us within thirty days.


Something hardens somewhere. Not anger. Merely a door being double-locked.

We say nothing.


-  Can I rectify it now?


The woman sighs, tapping upon her keyboard.


-  This time. Next time, you follow the deadlines.

-  Of course.


She gathers her documents, rises, and thanks her in a flat voice. Outside, the air is cold. She pauses upon the pavement for a second, the documents clutched against her. The door is still closed. 

He checks. Yes. Closed. We move on.

The bakery smells of warm butter and sugar. She takes a ticket. Seventeen people are ahead of her. She stands against the wall, back straight, documents still tucked under her arm. She waits. The queue moves slowly. An old woman orders at length, hesitating between two tarts, asking for a taste. The man behind the counter smiles.

She, she stares at the wall. There are three people remaining when a man in a beige coat steps forward and slips ahead of her without a glance. She says nothing. He orders a baguette, croissants, he reflects, then adds pain au chocolat.

We wait.

The baker hands over the bag. The man in the beige coat turns, sees her, and looks at her as if she were a piece of furniture.


-  Were you waiting? he asks, not truly as a question.

-  Yes.


He shrugs and departs. She advances to the counter.


-  That gentleman cut in front of you, the baker says with a regretful smile. It is unacceptable.

-  It does not matter.


Her voice is flat. Her face, too. But something behind her eyes did not say it does not matter. It said something else, very softly, only for himself:

The next time.

She returns on foot. The cold stings. She walks quickly, head bowed, documents under her arm and the bag of bread against her hip. The bus passed two minutes ago. She saw it depart. Of course.

A bicycle brushes past her on the pavement without slowing. A car honks for no reason. Two adolescents in front of her walk slowly, side by side, occupying the entire width of the path. Push past. She bypasses them by the road.

FORM 14-B. Thirty days. Eight months late. The beige coat passing in front. The bus. The bicycle. The queue. The smell of sweat. The woman on the phone. The cough. THIRTY-NINE. FORTY. FORTY-ONE.

She stops at the street corner and breathes. 

Close. 

Fists in her pockets. Teeth clenched. No one sees her. No one ever sees anything. 

Close. Close. Close.

She sets off again. The bread is still warm under her arm when she arrives home. She pushes open the door. The warmth of the apartment, the voices of Clara and Christian from their rooms, the television glowing in the living room. Her husband is sprawled upon the sofa. He looks up at her.


-  What is it for tonight? 


She places the bag of bread in the entryway and removes her coat.


-  I do not know yet.

-  You are late. It is nearly seven o'clock.


She looks at him.


-  Not long. Two seconds, perhaps. I know how to count.


He straightens slightly, surprised by her tone.


-  What is your problem?

-  None.


She goes into the kitchen. Opens the fridge. Closes it. Opens it again. 

We make the meal. We make the meal and we close.

Her hands tremble slightly upon the handle of the fridge.


-  You could have warned me you were returning late, he says from the living room.


She does not answer.

Close.


-  I am talking to you.

-  I hear you.

-  Is that all you have to say?


She places both hands flat upon the countertop, her back turned to him. She fixes her gaze upon the tiles.


-  You have arms. You have a kitchen. You have children who have been eating for twelve and seventeen years. Fend for yourself, for once.


Silence.


-  I beg your pardon?


She turns around.


-  I waited two hours in an office that smelled of perspiration for a form I had already attached. I waited at the bakery. I walked in the cold because the bus departed. And you, you have been sitting there since when, since work? Since four o'clock?


Her husband says nothing.


-  The meal will be ready in twenty minutes... Or not.


She opens a cupboard and takes out pasta. Her hands are no longer trembling. He watched her from the sofa, not with anger, but with something else. Something he could not name. Her voice, it was not her voice. Not quite. Lower, sharper, without that hesitation she always had when she spoke to him.


-  Are you all right? 


She did not turn around.


-  The pasta in twenty minutes.


He remained a moment longer, watching her back in the kitchen. Then he switched off the television.
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The house is finally surrendered to the heavy, rhythmic breathing of sleep. She remains awake, a silent witness in the gloom, having heard Théo, whom she calls Rex, return from the office, his presence heralded by the rustle of documents and the weary weight of his footsteps. She has heard the Little Girl weeping, her distress muffled in Christian’s arms. She has heard the Voice scolding and sharp during the long hours of ironing, and Mia preparing the pasta with a mechanical indifference, her mind a thousand miles away.

She notes it all. Not upon paper, for ink is too permanent and too easily discovered, but within that vast, echoing silence behind the eyes where everything has accumulated since the very beginning. Clara sleeps; Christian sleeps; even he has finally surrendered to the dark.

She stares at the ceiling; her gaze fixed upon the damp stain in the left corner. She knows exactly how long it has been there, marring the plaster like a growing bruise. She knows many things that no one has ever asked her to know. She knows why sleep is a stranger before two in the morning, why the bedroom door must always remain slightly ajar, and why the knives in the kitchen are stored with their blades facing down, hidden from the light.

It is not her role to speak; her role is to keep the account, to ensure that nothing is lost completely, and that someone, somewhere in this fractured existence, remembers everything.

The house breathes in the darkness, waiting for the inevitable arrival of the morning. At ten minutes to six, she is already awake, not by the jarring intrusion of the alarm, but by the gravity of habit. She looks at her hands resting upon the sheet, hands that have performed so many tasks today without her truly remembering them. The kitchen, the groceries, the office with its missing form, the bakery, the endless pasta. She remembers it all.

That is the burden. She remembers Christian’s face as he held his mother, not understanding the fragility of what he was holding. She remembers Clara’s gaze in the doorframe, a look far too old, too accustomed to the sight of an unraveling soul. She remembers the man in the beige coat who pushed past without apology, and the monotone voice of the woman at the counter:

this time.

She organizes. Not by choice, but by absolute necessity. If she does not organize, everything overflows, and if everything overflows, no one can function. So, she files, she categorizes, she closes the internal drawers. And she waits. The alarm will chime in ten minutes. Mia will be there to answer it.

She knows why Mia cannot bear to look in the mirror after her shower. She knows the sickening sensation when a body rests upon your own without invitation, the weight, the smell, the intrusion. She knows the art of looking at the ceiling and counting the seconds, waiting for it
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