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  The Noise

  
  




The day does not end when the house goes quiet. It changes shape. It stops requiring my hands and starts requiring my mind. The visible tasks are finished—the counters are clear, the lights are lowered, the children are asleep—but completion never feels like completion. It feels like a pause between obligations, a brief gap my brain immediately fills with what comes next.




I can list tomorrow without looking at a calendar. I can list the next three days. I can list the next week if I have to, because the information lives in me the way a second language lives in someone who speaks it daily. I don’t have to translate anymore. I just know. That’s the problem. Knowing becomes default. Default becomes constant. Constant becomes weight.




I tell myself this is maturity. Competence. The natural consequence of being the person things depend on. I tell myself that paying attention is what keeps life from unraveling. It’s not fear. It’s vigilance. It’s the difference between a small problem and a disaster. I’ve lived long enough to know the cost of missing details. I’ve cleaned up enough messes—literal and emotional—to know that “it’s probably fine” is how things slip.




So I stay ahead. I stay prepared. I stay mentally awake even when my body wants to stop.




Tonight should feel easy. Nothing is wrong. There hasn’t been a crisis. Nobody is sick. There isn’t a surprise bill demanding immediate triage. Dinner happened, bedtime happened, dishes happened, the day moved forward the way it was supposed to. I did what I needed to do. I handled everything. I should be allowed, now, to sit down and let my mind loosen.




My mind does not loosen because it does not trust stillness. Stillness is where the forgotten things rise. Stillness is where doubt breathes.




I sit on the couch and try to allow the moment to be simple. He is reading. Actually reading. Not half-reading while scanning his phone, not watching something on television while pretending the pages are absorbing into him by proximity. His attention is on the book. The book has him. The rest of the world can wait.




I watch him with a mix of affection and irritation because the steadiness is attractive and it is also unfair. How does he do that? How does he pick one thing and remain with it? How does he not feel the itch to check, to confirm, to make sure something isn’t slipping out of place while he sits there?




I know the answer, at least partly. He trusts that things will be fine. He trusts that if they’re not fine, we’ll handle it when it arrives. He trusts the future in a way I don’t. Not because I think life is out to get us, but because I know that being unprepared costs me more than it costs him. When something goes wrong, I feel it first. Not always because he makes it that way, but because I trained myself to catch problems early. I made myself the early warning system.




That’s what competent women do, I think. We absorb the shock before it reaches anyone else.




I don’t know when I decided that was my job. I only know that I do it.




My phone is on the table within reach. I haven’t touched it in a few minutes and that alone feels like discipline. I don’t need to check it. There is nothing urgent. I know this because I checked it recently, and yet my hand still wants to reach for it. Not because I expect disaster. Because the act of checking resets my internal alarm. It tells me nothing is currently on fire. It tells me I haven’t missed a call. It tells me I have not failed in some invisible way.




I hate that I need that reassurance. I hate that it works.




I pick it up anyway, not dramatically, not guiltily, just as if it belongs in my hand. There are no emergencies on the screen. A couple of notifications that can wait. A reminder for something I already remember. I set it back down and feel a faint sense of control, as if choosing not to respond immediately makes me steadier than I feel.




Across the room he turns a page. I look at the book again and then at him. I try to read his face the way I read everything else. Is he relaxed? Is he tired? Does he want me? Does he want to talk? Is he irritated that I’ve been absent-minded? Does he notice that I keep checking my phone?




It would be easier if he were displeased. Displeasure would give me something to fix. I could adjust my behavior and resolve the discomfort. But he isn’t displeased. He’s present. He is allowed to be present without scanning for what’s wrong.




I envy that again, and the envy irritates me again.




Tomorrow morning: lunches. The permission slip I need to sign. That email I didn’t send because I wanted to think about my tone first. The tone. Always the tone. If I say it wrong, someone will misunderstand. Someone will feel slighted. Someone will assume I don’t care. So I draft my words in my head and revise them and revise them again until even sending an email feels like a decision with consequences.




My mind does this with everything: it reviews, it tests, it prepares. There is no off-switch because my mind believes the review prevents regret.




I look at him again, hoping that the sight of him will pull me into the moment. It does, briefly. I can feel the pull of desire under the noise, like a current under a crowded surface. I do want him. I want to be close to him. I want to remember what it feels like when my mind finally stops staging tomorrow’s disasters.




But desire arrives with conditions attached. It arrives with an internal checklist. Be present. Be responsive. Be warm. Don’t drift. Don’t think about tomorrow. Don’t think about the laundry. Don’t think about the email. Don’t think about your body.




Even pleasure becomes something I must execute correctly.




The realization angers me because it shouldn’t be like that. Being with my husband should not feel like another evaluation. It should be the place I stop performing.




Somewhere along the way, I started believing I have to earn rest by finishing everything first. But everything is never finished. Life moves. The target shifts. So rest becomes something I postpone until the day I finally deserve it.




I do not know what that day would look like.




I have always been strong. People say it like praise. You’re so strong. You handle so much. I don’t know how you do it. I smile when they say it. I nod. I accept the compliment because refusing it would complicate things. But strength is not neutral. Strength becomes expectation. Expectation becomes assignment. Assignment becomes permanence.




Even I forget I am tired. I trained myself not to notice.




I look at him again and wonder if he knows. In the details. Does he understand what it feels like to carry a mind that will not quiet? Does he know how many small decisions I make in a day? Does he know how often I calculate emotional outcomes before speaking? Does he know that even when I appear calm, I am managing invisible variables?




I suspect he does. He has said things before—small observations that revealed he sees more than I assume. He has noticed when my patience thins not because I am angry, but because I am overloaded. He has noticed when I am physically present but mentally elsewhere.




He notices. That is why I trust him.




I think about what it would feel like if someone told me I was allowed to stop thinking for an hour. Not in a childish way. Not in a way that removes my autonomy. In a way that acknowledges I am always responsible and grants me reprieve.




The fantasy is not about surrendering control. It is about surrendering noise.




The recognition lands harder than I expect. I do not only want sex. I do not only want attention. I do not only want romance. I want relief deep enough to feel physical. I want the world to exit my mind. I want one clear instruction to replace the hundred small ones I give myself.




I want to follow instead of lead.




And admitting that—even silently—leaves me exposed.




I look at him again and realize he is no longer reading.




I did not notice when it happened. I only feel his attention now, and attention has gravity. His attention in particular. Not because it is harsh. Because it is deliberate.




I give him a small smile, the one I use to reassure people. Proof I am fine. Proof nothing needs to be addressed.




“Sorry,” I say. “Just thinking.”




He does not answer. He watches me the way he does when he is deciding something. Not what to say. What to do.




That awareness feels exposing and relieving at the same time. Exposing because I cannot hide it. Relieving because being seen means I might not have to carry it alone.




I meet his eyes and do not look away.




I want him. Not only physically. I want what he represents when he is like this: steadiness, decision, presence.




I want the part of him that does not ask me to manage myself. I want the relief of being led.




I do not say it. I sit there and wait.




I want the word—whatever it is—because it will replace everything else.








  
  
  The Interruption

  
  




I learned the difference between distraction and load a long time ago, and I stopped confusing them.


Distraction is careless. Load is disciplined. Load is a mind that refuses to set anything down because it has been trained, rewarded, and relied upon for catching what everyone else misses. She doesn’t drift because she doesn’t care. She drifts because she’s carrying tomorrow on her back while tonight is still happening. The phone isn’t the problem. The phone is a symptom. The apology isn’t the problem either. The apology is proof that she believes being somewhere else in her mind is a failure she needs to correct.


“Sorry. Just thinking.”


I’ve heard that sentence in different forms over the years, usually offered with a smile meant to smooth the moment so no one has to look closer. She says it the way competent people say everything: lightly, efficiently, as if naming the truth too directly would turn it into another task. She doesn’t ask for relief because asking is one more thing to manage, one more responsibility added to the stack, one more conversation she’ll rehearse afterward to make sure she said it the right way.


She doesn’t collapse. She doesn’t fall apart. She holds herself together, and that’s exactly why the load keeps growing. People see strength and assume it is endless.


I don’t.


I watch her patterns the way I watch everything that matters—the way I read
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