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Chapter 1

	Three Minutes

	The kitchen existed in shades of gray. Morning light filtered through the single window above the sink, weak and colorless, illuminating particles of dust that hung suspended in the air like tiny witnesses. Catherine stood at the stove, her fingers wrapped around the eggtimer with the kind of careful reverence one might hold a live grenade.

	The glass was cool against her palm, worn smooth by years of daily handling. She could feel the slight irregularities in its surface, a tiny bubble near the top, a hairline scratch along one side that caught her thumbnail. The wooden frame had darkened with age and the oil from countless anxious hands. Her hands. Only her hands.

	She turned it over.

	The sand began to fall.

	Catherine's breath came shallow and measured, timed to the descent of those pale grains. Three minutes. No more, no less. The rule was absolute, carved into her existence as deeply as the grooves worry had etched around her mouth, though she was only twenty-six.

	The water in the pot roiled and churned, sending up clouds of steam that condensed on the window and ran down in rivulets. The smell of it, hot and mineral, with the faint metallic tang of old pipes filled her nostrils. She watched the eggs bump gently against each other in their violent bath, their shells a pristine white against the battered aluminum of the pot.

	Two eggs. Every morning. Precisely three minutes from the moment the water returned to a rolling boil after she'd lowered them in with the slotted spoon.

	Her eyes tracked the sand. A third had fallen. Perhaps slightly more. The timer sat on the counter beside the stove, positioned at the exact angle where she could see it without turning her head, without taking her attention from the pot. She'd learned that. Had learned so many small, vital things.

	The kitchen was spotless. She'd risen at five-thirty, as always, to ensure it. The counters gleamed dully in the gray light, scrubbed with bleach until her hands cracked and bled at the knuckles. The floor bore the crisscross pattern of recent mopping, the linoleum still faintly damp in the corners. Every surface held its breath.

	The only sound was the water's steady boil and the soft whisper of sand through glass.

	Catherine shifted her weight from foot to foot, a small movement, almost imperceptible. She wore a housedress that had once been blue but had faded through countless washings to something closer to the color of old dishwater. Her hair, brown and lifeless, was pulled back in a tight bun that made her temples ache. No strand could be out of place. Nothing could be out of place.

	Halfway. The sand had reached the halfway point.

	Her heart rate increased, though her breathing remained controlled. This was the dangerous middle ground, where time seemed to slow and speed simultaneously, where seconds stretched like taffy and yet could slip away like water through cupped hands. She'd lost track once, years ago. Only once.

	The memory lived in her body, in the way her right shoulder never quite sat level anymore, in the phantom ache that woke her on cold mornings, in the scar tissue that pulled when she reached for high shelves.

	She pushed the thought away. Thoughts were dangerous during the timing. Thoughts meant distraction, and distraction meant error, and error meant

	The sand continued its relentless descent.

	Catherine's fingers tightened imperceptibly on the timer. She could feel her pulse in her fingertips, pressed against the glass. The eggs tumbled in their pot, spinning slowly in the churning water. She watched the way the light caught the bubbles, the way the steam rose in thick columns toward the ceiling where it disappeared into the shadows that never quite left the corners of this room.

	Seventy-five percent gone.

	Her breathing quickened despite her efforts. This was always the worst part, the final countdown, when everything could still go wrong. A moment's inattention. A miscalculation. The timer could slip from her grip, could shatter on the floor, and then how would she know? How would she ever know when three minutes had passed?

	The eggs needed to be perfect. Whites firm but not rubbery. Yolks set but still slightly soft at the center, giving just slightly when pressed with a fork. He would know. He always knew.

	The table was already set. One place, at the head. The plate centered precisely on the placemat. Knife and fork aligned, a finger's width from the edge. Salt and pepper in their shakers, positioned just so. The cup for tea, the saucer, the small bowl for the shells she would peel away while he watched, while he judged.

	Ninety percent.

	Catherine's jaw ached. She'd been clenching it without realizing. She forced herself to relax, to breathe, to focus only on the sand. Everything else, the fear, the dread, the tiny flickering thing that might once have been hope, all of it had to be pushed down, locked away, ignored.

	There was only the sand. Only the three minutes. Only survival.

	The last grains gathered at the narrow waist of the timer, clinging together before dropping one by one into the bottom chamber. She counted them silently, unconsciously. A habit born of desperation, of the need to know, to control something in a life where control had been stripped away like skin from bone.

	The final grain fell.

	Catherine moved with practiced efficiency, killing the flame under the pot, lifting it from the burner in one smooth motion. The slotted spoon was already in her other hand, when had she picked it up? and she transferred the eggs to the waiting bowl of cold water, stopping the cooking process at the precise moment of completion.

	Perfect. They would be perfect.

	She set the timer down on the counter, her hands trembling now that the moment had passed. The trembling was permitted now. For these few seconds, while she peeled the eggs, while she sliced them and arranged them on his plate with the toast she'd made earlier, left warming in the low oven. For these few seconds, she could shake.

	Then she heard it.

	The sound that ended each morning's reprieve and began the true test.

	Heavy footsteps on the stairs. Slow, deliberate. The third step creaked under his weight, it always did. Then the seventh. Then the landing, where he would pause, where she imagined him standing in his robe, running his hand along the banister, preparing himself for the day.

	Preparing himself for her.

	Catherine's hands stilled. The trembling stopped. Her face smoothed into careful blankness, the mask she wore more often than her own skin.

	The footsteps resumed, moving down the hall toward the kitchen.

	Toward her.

	She placed the eggs on his plate with gentle precision, the knife cutting through the white to reveal the yolk beneath. Perfect. Three minutes. No more, no less.

	The footsteps grew louder.

	Catherine stood beside the table, hands folded in front of her, eyes down, breathing measured.

	Waiting.

	 


Chapter 2

	The Stick

	Catherine had been seventeen when she learned about the stick.

	Before that morning, it had simply been part of the furniture, a dark length of wood propped against the side of her father's armchair in the living room, unremarkable as the poker by the fireplace or the umbrella stand in the hall. She'd dusted around it weekly, her cloth moving carefully past its smooth surface without thought, without question.

	She hadn't known its purpose.

	The morning it happened had started like any other. She'd been making breakfast for nearly a year by then, since her mother had gone away. That's what her father called it. Gone away. As if her mother had simply decided one day to leave, to walk out the door and never return, instead of

	But Catherine didn't think about that. Couldn't think about that.

	She'd been tired that morning. The kind of bone-deep exhaustion that comes from grief that has nowhere to go, that must be swallowed and suppressed and hidden behind careful compliance. She'd been awake most of the night, lying in her narrow bed, listening to the house settle and creak, imagining she heard her mother's footsteps in the hall.

	The eggtimer had been new then. Her father had brought it home the week before, placed it on the kitchen counter with a deliberate care that made Catherine's stomach tighten.

	"Three minutes," he'd said, his voice flat and calm in the way that meant danger. "Your mother never could get it right. Too soft, too hard. Always something wrong." His eyes had fixed on Catherine with an intensity that made her want to disappear. "But you'll learn. Won't you, Catherine?"

	She'd nodded, mute with fear she didn't yet fully understand.

	That morning, she'd turned the timer. Had watched the sand fall. But her eyes had been dry and burning from lack of sleep, and her mind had wandered to the photograph on the mantle, her mother's face frozen in a moment of genuine happiness, a moment from before, from when the house had held something other than silence and dread.

	She'd looked away from the timer for just a moment.

	Perhaps ten seconds. Perhaps fifteen.

	When her attention snapped back, the sand was gone, settled completely in the bottom chamber, and she didn't know how long ago it had finished. Panic had seized her chest like a fist. Five seconds over? Ten? Twenty?

	Her hands had shaken as she'd killed the flame, transferred the eggs, peeled them with fumbling fingers that suddenly felt too large and clumsy. When she'd cut into them, her worst fear had been confirmed.

	The yolks were firm. Completely set. Overcooked.

	She'd stood frozen, staring at the eggs, her mind racing through impossible scenarios. Could she make new ones? Tell him she'd dropped them? But he'd hear the water boiling again. He'd know. And lying would be worse. Lying was always worse.

	So she'd served them.

	Her father had descended the stairs at exactly seven o'clock, as always. Had settled himself at the table, unfolded his napkin, lifted his fork. Catherine had stood by the counter, her hands gripping the edge until her knuckles went white, watching.

	He'd cut into the first egg.

	The silence that followed was absolute. No clock ticked. No bird sang outside. The entire universe seemed to hold its breath as her father stared down at his plate, at the ruined yolk, firm and crumbling under his fork.

	When he'd looked up at her, his face had been empty of expression. That was somehow more terrifying than anger would have been. Anger she could understand, could brace for. But this blank neutrality, this absence of any human feeling, it made him seem like something other than a man.

	"How long?" he'd asked, his voice quiet.

	"Three minutes, Father. I, I watched the timer, I "

	"How. Long."

	The repetition cut through her stammering. Catherine's throat had closed. She couldn't speak, couldn't breathe.

	He'd stood slowly, his chair scraping against the floor with a sound like a scream. Had walked past her without a word, into the living room. She'd heard him moving, and heard something being lifted.

	When he'd returned, he'd been carrying the stick.

	It was perhaps three feet long, made of some dark hardwood, oak maybe, or walnut. The surface was worn smooth, not from use as a weapon but from simple age, from years of being gripped and held. Later, Catherine would learn it had been his father's, and his father's before that. A family heirloom of sorts, passed down through generations of men who'd believed in certain principles about order and discipline and the proper running of a household.

	"I hadn't wanted to do this so soon," he'd said, turning the stick slowly in his hands, examining it as if seeing it for the first time. "Your mother required correction frequently, especially at the beginning. But I'd hoped you'd be different, Catherine. I'd hoped you'd learn from her mistakes."

	"I'm sorry," Catherine had whispered, her voice breaking. "I'm sorry, Father, I'll do better, I promise "

	"Promises." He'd said the word like a curse. "Your mother made promises. Every time. And every time, she failed." He'd looked at the photograph on the mantle then, and something had flickered across his face, grief perhaps or rage, or some twisted combination of both. "She disappointed me greatly."

	The stick had tapped against his palm, a soft rhythmic sound that made Catherine's skin crawl.

	"Three minutes," he'd continued, his voice taking on a lecturing quality, as if he were explaining something simple to a slow child. "It's not a difficult task. It requires only attention. Dedication. Respect." The tapping had stopped. "You disrespected me this morning, Catherine. You disrespected my time, my expectations, my simple request for properly prepared food."

	"It was an accident," she'd breathed, knowing even as she said it that it was the wrong thing.

	His hand had moved so fast she hadn't seen it coming. The stick had caught her across the shoulders, a blow that sent her stumbling forward into the counter. Pain had exploded through her body, white-hot and shocking. She'd gasped, more from surprise than hurt, the real hurt would come later, she'd learn, when the bruises bloomed and her muscles seized.

	"Accidents," her father had said, his voice still perfectly calm, "are the result of carelessness. And carelessness cannot be tolerated."

	The second blow had caught her ribs. The third, her hip when she'd tried to turn away. She'd lost count after that, had curled against the cabinet with her arms over her head, making sounds she didn't recognize as her own, whimpers and gasps and choked-off sobs.

	He hadn't spoken while he worked. Had simply delivered each blow with methodical precision, never striking her face or hands, never hitting the same spot twice in succession. Someone watching might have almost called it professional. Controlled. He wasn't angry, he wasn't out of control. This was simply a task that needed to be done, like washing dishes or taking out trash.

	When he'd finished, he'd returned the stick to its place by his chair, leaning it carefully against the worn leather. Had come back to the kitchen, stepped over Catherine's crumpled form, and poured himself a cup of tea from the pot she'd prepared earlier.

	"Clean yourself up," he'd said, carrying his tea into the living room. "And remake breakfast. Properly this time. Three minutes, Catherine. It's not difficult."

	She'd lain there on the cold linoleum for several minutes after he'd left, pain radiating through her body in waves. Above her, through the doorway, she could see the mantle. Could see her mother's photograph, her mother's smiling face forever frozen in that moment of happiness.

	And Catherine had understood, finally and completely, why her mother had gone away.

	Why she'd had no choice but to go away.

	The photograph showed a woman with Catherine's same brown hair, same narrow frame, same careful smile. But her mother's eyes in that picture held something Catherine's no longer did, a spark of defiance, a flicker of self that hadn't yet been beaten out. The picture had been taken early in the marriage, Catherine realized. Before her father had finished his work.

	She'd pulled herself up eventually, had washed her face in the sink with trembling hands. Had started new water boiling. Had placed fresh eggs in the pot. Had turned the timer and watched the sand fall with eyes that never wavered, never blinked, never looked away for even a second.

	Three minutes. No more, no less.

	The eggs had been perfect.

	And from that day forward, they always were.

	That had been nine years ago. The stick still leaned against her father's chair, though he rarely needed to use it anymore. Sometimes Catherine caught him running his hand along its length absently while he read his paper or listened to the radio, the gesture almost affectionate. A reminder. A promise. A threat made solid and real, turned into an object that could be touched and felt and feared.

	She'd learned to be perfect. Had learned to time everything, not just the eggs but the sweep of the broom, the folding of the laundry, the words she spoke and the words she swallowed. Had learned to make herself small and quiet and invisible except when visibility was required.

	Had learned to survive.

	The photograph still sat on the mantle. Catherine dusted it every Tuesday, her cloth moving gently across the glass, across her mother's face. She never looked at it directly anymore. Couldn't bear to see what she was becoming, what she'd already become.

	What her mother had been, before she'd gone away.

	

	 


Chapter 3

	The House of Silence

	The house had its own language, and Catherine had learned to speak it fluently.

	At 7:15, after her father had consumed his perfect eggs and retired to his study, the grandfather clock in the hall chimed the quarter hour. The sound echoed through the empty rooms, a deep brass voice that seemed to come from the walls themselves. In the kitchen, the smaller clock above the stove ticked in response, a staccato counterpoint that measured out her life in seconds.

	Tick. Wash the breakfast dishes.

	Tick. Dry them with the thin towel that hung by the sink.

	Tick. Place them in the cabinet, each piece in its designated spot.

	The water ran silently. Catherine had learned long ago to adjust the tap to just the right pressure, enough to clean, not enough to create the rushing sound that might disturb her father's morning routine. Her hands moved through the soapy water without splashing, lifting each plate and cup and fork with the care of someone handling archaeological artifacts.

	She made no sound at all.

	The kitchen window looked out onto the back garden, or what had once been a garden. Now it was merely a square of grass, kept trimmed to precisely three inches by the man who came every other Thursday. Catherine watched him sometimes from this window, watched the way he moved freely, the way he whistled while he worked, the way he got into his truck and drove away when he was finished.

	She never spoke to him. Her father's instructions had been clear, no unnecessary interactions. A nod if the man acknowledged her. Nothing more.

	The dishes completed, Catherine moved into the dining room. Her footsteps were whisper-soft on the hardwood floors. She'd learned to walk on the balls of her feet, to distribute her weight in a way that prevented creaking. The house was old, and old houses spoke, groaned and settled and complained. But Catherine had memorized every loose board, every place where the floor might betray her presence.

	The dining table required polishing. She retrieved the tin of furniture wax from the cupboard, along with a soft cloth worn thin from use. The smell of the wax was sharp and lemony, one of the few scents in the house that wasn't tinged with decay or dust or the faint medicinal odor that seemed to emanate from her father's study.

	She worked in small circles, her hand moving clockwise, always clockwise. Her father had specified this once, years ago, and she'd never deviated. The wood gleamed under her ministrations, reflecting the weak light that filtered through the heavy curtains. Those curtains were always drawn. Her father preferred it that way. Said the sunlight faded the furniture, damaged the upholstery. Catherine suspected he simply preferred the dimness, the way it made the house feel separate from the world, suspended in its own pocket of time.

	The clock in the hall marked 8:00 with eight sonorous chimes.

	From the study came the rustle of newspaper pages turning. Her father's morning ritual, breakfast, then the paper, read cover to cover in the same order every day. Business first, then national news, then the editorials he would grunt at disapprovingly, then finally the obituaries, which he read with something approaching pleasure.

	Catherine finished the table and moved to dust the living room. The feather duster had belonged to her mother, one of the few objects that remained from that earlier life. Its handle was worn smooth, the feathers sparse and tired. Catherine held it gently, as if it might remember her mother's touch, might somehow carry an echo of those vanished hands.

	She dusted the mantle first, as always. The photograph came last. Her mother's face smiled out from behind the glass, frozen in that moment of innocence. Catherine's cloth hovered over it, then moved across the frame in quick, efficient strokes. She didn't look at the eyes. Never the eyes.

	The stick leaned against her father's chair, and she dusted around it carefully, her cloth never quite touching the wood. Some objects required distance. Respect through avoidance.

	The room held other artifacts of a life she barely remembered, a bookshelf filled with volumes no one read, their spines faded and uniform. A radio in dark walnut, its dial yellowed with age, used only for her father's evening news program. The armchair itself, leather cracked and worn, molded to the shape of a single body over decades of use. Her father's throne.

	And everywhere, the clocks. The grandfather clock in the hall. The mantle clock here in the living room, its pendulum swinging behind a glass face. The kitchen clock. The clock in her father's study, she could hear it ticking even now, through the heavy door. The clock in the upstairs hallway. They were never synchronized, these timekeepers. Each ran at its own pace, some fast, some slow, creating a symphony of discordant ticking that filled every silence.

	Her father liked it that way. Liked the reminder that time was passing, always passing, that every second was measured and accountable.

	9:30. The clock in the hall announced the half hour with a single chime.

	Catherine climbed the stairs to begin the upstairs cleaning. Each step was placed with care, avoiding the third and seventh, which creaked. Up to the landing, then the turn, then the final five steps to the second floor. The hallway stretched before her, doors closed on either side. Her father's bedroom at the end. Her own small room to the left. The bathroom they shared. The other bedroom, the one that had been her mother's sewing room, now locked and unused, holding whatever memories her father couldn't bear to sort through or couldn't bear to release.

	She started with the bathroom. Scrubbed the sink until the porcelain gleamed white against the rust stains that nothing could remove. Cleaned the mirror, her own face appearing in sections as she wiped, hollow eyes, sharp cheekbones, lips pressed thin. She looked away. Scrubbed the toilet, the floor, the small

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	



