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Traffic at that hour wasn’t traffic at all—it was a dense mass of stalled cars stretching as far as the eye could see. A metallic serpent lurching forward, breathing heat and fumes. Some drivers, resigned, let music fill the car; others spoke on their phones with theatrical gestures; others, impatient, accelerated and braked for no reason, as if that could move the world a few meters ahead. An absurd choreography, repeated every morning, of hundreds of people trying to enter the city at the same time.

My dashboard read 8:12. Ten missed calls, three urgent messages, a meeting with my team at ten and another with marketing at twelve. I thought about calling my assistant to delay everything, to try to stop the avalanche rushing toward me... but the simple act of reaching for my phone felt useless. Irrelevant. Like trying to stop a landslide with the palm of your hand.

I struck the steering wheel with my freshly manicured nails, that impeccable red that had always been my little secret ritual. That red was more than a color—it was a promise. As long as my hands were perfect—no chipped edges, no crooked lines—while each nail shone like a freshly polished shield... I could sustain the fiction that everything was under control. Ridiculous, yes. But real. My nails were my order. My pride. My talisman. They were the illusion—thin, fragile, stubborn—that life would obey if I polished it enough.

When the traffic finally loosened, I accelerated with almost anxious urgency. The building appeared beneath the gray sky, upright and solemn as always. Twelve floors of dark glass—imposing, cold, perfect. I knew it so well I could have drawn it from memory, line by line. For years it had been my home, my refuge, my stage. My professional history turned into architecture. And, as every morning when I saw it, I felt that small warm pride in my chest: the childlike—almost naïve—sense of belonging to something important.

I pulled up to the garage entrance and pressed the intercom, clearing my throat so my voice would sound as it should.

“Good morning, Adela. Let me in,” I said, trying to sound natural, firm, impeccably professional.

“Good morning,” the guard replied in a voice so automatic it might as well have come from a machine.

The metal door began to rise with a sharp screech that ran down my spine like a warning. A mechanical, impersonal sound, but that morning it felt different—almost like a crack opening beneath the ground I had been standing on for years.

The garage was nearly empty. Fluorescent lights flickered with a weak, tired buzz, as if they too had been illuminating too much for too long. My heels echoed against the concrete with a firm, aggressive rhythm, too loud for that silent vastness.

I walked toward the elevators with an unsettling sensation, as if the air had changed density. When the doors opened, the interior mirror made me stop. Not because I looked different... but because, for the first time in years, I truly looked at myself. There I was: a woman who had just turned fifty. I knew how to dress. I knew how to choose the exact outfit for any circumstance. I knew how to retouch my makeup in five timed minutes, even after sleepless nights.

Yes, I was still elegant. Yes, I was attractive... but in that sober, professional way that doesn’t unsettle, doesn’t threaten, doesn’t apologize but doesn’t try to dazzle either. That elegance so many praised with the most detestable compliment of all: “You look amazing... for your age.” For. Your. Age. As if beauty had decades attached to it. As if at twenty carelessness were forgiven, at forty perfection were required, and at seventy it were almost a miracle simply to still be breathing. I had always found it false, condescending, full of hidden intentions. A compliment disguised to sound kind... but designed to wound.

I wore a gray pinstripe dress, pressed the night before for what I had imagined would be a demanding day. My hair loose, black, softly waved at the ends. Everything in place: discreet makeup, minimal jewelry, upright posture, that firm expression that had been my armor for years.

I took a deep breath as I stepped out of the elevator, like someone about to dive into deep water. I had never been on the eighth floor. Internal training sessions were held on the tenth—bright, noisy, full of nervous employees clutching folders like life preservers. Important meetings took place on the first floor. Promotions, delicate agreements, key signatures... everything happened in visible spaces, with glass walls where smiles were rehearsed and silences interpreted.

The eighth floor, by contrast, belonged to another category. It wasn’t just another floor. It was an in-between territory. A nameless border. A waiting room between worlds.

The place where things happened that didn’t need to be seen. Or discussed. Or remembered.

And there he was. José Antonio, head of Human Resources, waiting for me right in front of the elevator doors, as if he had calculated my arrival down to the second. His rigid posture, his back pressed against the wall, the way he smoothed his tie without quite touching it... everything about him looked rehearsed.

“Good morning, Adela,” he said, extending his hand.

Inside me, a perfect alarm went off. Not a vague premonition. Not that faint knot you learn to ignore for survival. No. A complete alarm, round and loud, with lights and sirens. We had crossed paths hundreds of times in hallways, elevators, and committees. José Antonio always greeted me with two kisses, that awkwardly familiar gesture some people use to seem approachable. But that day he offered his hand. Formal. Cold. Final. The protocol of bad news.

“Good morning, José Antonio,” I replied, accepting the handshake. His hand was warm but rigid. Tense. As if he too wanted to escape himself.

“Follow me,” he said with a neutrality so polite it was frightening.

We walked. The glass doors opened with a whisper, and the corridor that received us held a silence that was not natural. It was the kind of silence that doesn’t arise—it is manufactured.

Our footsteps echoed exaggeratedly. My heels didn’t sound like mine; they belonged to another woman, more fragile, more exposed, walking half a step behind as if afraid to reach the sentence before it was spoken.

“This way,” he said, turning the corner.

We passed a row of sealed offices. Doors closed, lights off. No voices. No movement. Not even the usual hum of a printer.

The eighth floor was a deserted planet. A territory suspended in time. Corporate limbo, where things happened that no one was meant to see.

“That’s my office,” he indicated a dark door without stopping. “But we’ll be better off in the conference room.”

He swiped a magnetic card and opened a double door. What I saw on the other side stopped me for a moment—just long enough for my lungs to forget how to function.

A gigantic conference room. Disproportionate. Almost obscene. The table dominated the center like a lake of dark polished wood, reflecting the light. Fifty chairs aligned with military precision. All identical. All empty. Not a single paper. Not a bottle of water. Not a stray pen. A space built for a crowd that seemed designed for a single act: mine.

“Wow,” slipped out before I could stop it. Not even meetings with shareholders had looked so imposing... or so hostile.

José Antonio nodded without a smile, without a human gesture, almost without presence.

“We’ll be undisturbed here,” he said in a neutral tone that irritated me. Calm was exactly what I did not want.

I sat down. The cold of the chair pierced through the fabric of my dress immediately: a dry, abrasive cold, inappropriate, as if the chair had been waiting for me for years. For me. For this exact moment.

I placed my laptop briefcase on the chair beside me, next to my handbag, aligning them with an automatic, almost childish care, as if that small gesture of order might protect me from something—contain whatever was about to spill over.

José Antonio settled across from me. His laptop open. His documents stacked with the precision that had always characterized him and that, that day, sent an inexplicable chill down my spine.

“I have to give you some news,” he said, interlacing his fingers. “It can be good or bad, depending on how you look at it.”

The sentence fell between us like a knife—no visible blade, yet heavy enough to split the air.

“What news?” I asked. But my voice was no longer mine: it sounded distant, as if spoken through fogged glass; as if my body were in the room while my consciousness watched from an adjacent corridor.

A dull pulse hammered at my temple, slow and insistent. José Antonio held my gaze a second longer than necessary. That second, in his expression, said everything before his words did. His eyes—small, evasive—seemed to shrink even further, as if responsibility were squeezing them from within. That suspended moment revealed what his mouth had not yet spoken.

Then my phone vibrated. A brief, persistent buzz, almost desperate.

My assistant. My schedule. My life trying to continue its course like a train that doesn’t know the tracks are cut a few meters ahead. Absurdly, I thought of the pending calls, the afternoon report, the ten-o’clock meeting, how I would justify my absence. I thought of everything I still believed I controlled.

“I have to take this,” I murmured, already holding the phone. “I’ve called a meeting at ten and—”

“Turn it off,” he interrupted.

It wasn’t a suggestion. It wasn’t courtesy. It was an order wrapped in velvet. A red line.

“I won’t be long... just a second...”

“Turn it off, Adela,” he repeated. This time without softness. Without margin. Without return.

The phone vibrated once more before going dark. That brief, timid sound felt like a tiny farewell. The last heartbeat of a life that was no longer mine. And I knew it. Without anyone saying it. Without any documents yet on the table. That would be the last notification I would ever receive as “Director.”

A strange tingling climbed up my forearms, as if the blood were retreating, leaving my hands inert, empty. I had to press them against the table to hide the tremor; even so, my fingers seemed to belong to someone else—a version of myself just struck by something she still didn’t understand.

José Antonio slid a document toward me with a slowness so deliberate it unnerved me more than any sentence could have. I was surprised his fingers didn’t tremble. Messengers of bad news usually do. But he didn’t. He seemed... accustomed. Trained, even. As if procedural cruelty were already part of his daily routine.

“Here you are,” he said in a voice I had never heard from him. “You need to sign on the dotted line.”

A thick, heavy, sealed envelope. My name printed in an industrial typeface—impeccable, soulless. Not a single human stroke. The machinery of dismissal had more presence than I did.

“Inside you’ll find the severance.”

The word landed between us with a dull thud. Severance. It tasted like final inventory. Forced closure. Administrative death.

“Are you serious?” I asked. I recognized my voice by its sound, not its proximity. Hollow, distant, as if spoken from behind a closed door.

“Completely,” he replied. “It wasn’t my decision. The board created a list based on dates of birth. Regardless of position, trajectory, or results. Everyone above the designated range is leaving.”

Something inside me gave way without warning. Not a loud break, but a subtle, devastating internal collapse—like a sheet of ice sinking into the depths of a lake without ever reaching the surface. A sudden, sharp void swept through my chest like an icy tide.

I tried to control my breathing. Failed. Tried to move my fingers. Failed again. My body became a rigid structure, foreign to me, a frame that would not obey. My vision blurred at the edges, as if the world were dissolving from the outside inward. Silence. Thick, liquid silence. As if I were trapped underwater, watching the surface from below without being able to reach it. There was not enough air. The invisible weight of water crushed my sternum. My heart pounded with a clumsy, frantic rhythm, like a beast trapped in a cage.

“Leave the computer, the office keys... and your phone as well.”

That too was the final pressure on a crack that had been forming for some time. Not an explosion, not a tremor—an internal slide, silent, the kind that makes no sound yet completely reshapes the landscape. A boundary drawn without my consent: before and after, light and shadow, belonging and expulsion.

I looked at him, incredulous, disoriented.

“You want me to leave them? Just like that? Without anything else?”

My voice wasn’t mine. It was a hollow version of myself, speaking from the end of a long corridor—an echo arriving late to its own body.

“They’re company property,” he said in that administrative tone that aims to sound neutral and only manages to sound inhuman.

Property. A
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Losing everything was just the beginning.
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