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  Chapter 1

  
  




What is Unspoken




The morning light did not break so much as it leaked, a dirty grey fluid seeping through the gaps in the heavy velvet curtains. In the apartment, the air was stagnant, holding the suspended dust of a thousand trivial conversations and the faint, acidic scent of yesterday’s coffee.




Adrian lay still. He was awake, yet he refused to open his eyes, attempting to prolong that liminal mercy between the void of sleep and the brutal architecture of consciousness. To wake was to remember, and to remember was to assume the burden of continuity.




Eventually, the city forced his hand. The groan of a tram taking a curve two streets away, the metallic clatter of a delivery truck, the relentless, rhythmic ticking of the radiator—the world was demanding his participation in the great, repetitive pantomime.




He rose. His movements were mechanical, a sequence of muscle memories devoid of intent. In the bathroom, the mirror waited. It was an antique thing, its silver backing flecked with age, creating constellations of decay across his reflection. Adrian looked at the man in the glass: the sharp jawline softened by exhaustion, the eyes that seemed to be retreating deeper into the skull, seeking shelter. He touched his cheek. The skin felt foreign, like parchment stretched over someone else’s bones.




“Who are you when no one is watching?” he whispered. The sound of his own voice was startling, an intrusion upon the sacred silence of the tiles.




In the kitchen, Clara was already seated. The space between them was occupied by a small, round table, but it might as well have been an ocean. She was reading a newspaper, her fingers stained slightly with ink, her brow furrowed over political scandals that would be forgotten by Tuesday.




“Coffee?” she asked, without looking up.




“Please.”




The pour was the only sound—a dark, liquid column steaming into porcelain. This was their liturgy. The clinking of the spoon against the rim was the bell calling them to the worship of routine.




Adrian watched the steam rise and dissipate. He wanted to tell her that he had dreamt of a bird trapped in a cathedral, battering its wings against the stained glass until it fell, exhausted, onto the stone altar. He wanted to say that he felt a terrifying hollowness in his chest, a sensation that the world was merely a painted backdrop that might tear at any moment. He wanted to ask if she ever felt that their life was nothing more than a series of deferred apologies.




Instead, he said, “It looks like rain again.”




Clara glanced at the window, then back to the paper. “It’s November, Adrian. It always rains.”




What is unspoken, Adrian thought, is the only thing that is real.




The words they exchanged were merely husks, empty vessels trafficked back and forth to maintain the illusion of intimacy. The truth lay in the silence. It lay in the way she didn’t meet his eyes when she passed the sugar; it lay in the way he focused intensely on the crumbs on his plate to avoid seeing the resignation in her posture. We are all archivists of the unsaid, he mused, cataloging our grievances and our loves in a library no one will ever visit.




He left the apartment before the silence could suffocate him.




The city was a sprawling monument to human anxiety. The architecture was Baroque, heavy with stone angels and gargoyles that looked down upon the commuters with mocking indifference. Adrian walked the cobblestones, his collar turned up against the damp wind. He watched the people rushing past—men in grey coats clutching briefcases like shields, women with eyes fixed on the middle distance. They were all hurrying toward destinations that promised meaning but offered only wages.




He found refuge in Café Kothner, a place where the walls were stained with tobacco smoke and the history of intellectual failures. He took a seat by the window. The glass was cold, weeping condensation.




A waiter approached, a man with a face etched by the gravity of service. He placed a coffee down without a word. Here, the silence was different; it was professional, transactional, and therefore bearable.




Adrian observed the street through the weeping glass. A young couple stood under the awning of a bakery across the road. They were arguing. He couldn’t hear them, but he knew the choreography: the sharp gestures, the pleading hands, the turning away and the turning back. It was a silent movie of despair.




He took a notebook from his pocket, the leather soft and worn. He uncapped his pen, hovering over the blank page. He felt the urge to write something profound, to capture the texture of this existential fatigue, to pin the butterfly of absurdity to the corkboard.




But the page remained white.




Language was a net with holes too wide for the fish he was trying to catch. How could he describe the specific weight of the grey sky? How could he articulate the feeling that he was waiting for an arrival that had already passed him by?




He looked at the couple again. The woman was crying now. The man was staring at his shoes. The distance between them was absolute.




Adrian closed the notebook. There were no words for this. There was only the hum of the coffee machine, the murmur of strangers, and the vast, echoing cavern of things that would never be said, expanding infinitely under the pale, indifferent sun.
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The Noise of Possessions




The apartment was a museum of intentions.




Returning in the early evening, Adrian unlocked the door and stepped into the foyer. The silence that greeted him was not empty; it was crowded. It was a dense, suffocating thickness composed of mahogany, brass, silk, and glass. He closed the door, cutting off the murmur of the stairwell, and was immediately assaulted by the presence of things.




He walked into the living room, loosening his tie. The room was beautiful, objectively speaking. It had been featured once in a local design magazine, photographed in a way that made the light hit the Persian rug just so, turning the intricate weaves into a sea of burning red and gold. But standing there now, Adrian felt the inanimate matter pressing against his temples.




Objects do not stay silent, he realized. They demand. They scream for attention, for maintenance, for acknowledgment.




His eyes fell upon the grand bookshelf that covered the entire eastern wall. Hundreds of spines, embossed with gold leaf, stared back at him. Some he had read; most he had not. They were not books anymore; they were trophies of intellect he had hoped to possess by mere proximity. They were grave markers for the hours he had promised to set aside but sold to the office instead. Read me, they whispered. Dust me. Arrange me.




He moved to the side table, where a crystal decanter sat on a silver tray. It was heavy, cut with geometric precision to catch the light. He picked it up. The glass was cold, indifferent to his touch. He remembered buying it five years ago in a boutique in Vienna, convinced that owning such an object would imbue his evenings with a certain aristocratic grace. He had imagined himself pouring amber liquid into a tumbler, feeling a sense of arrival.




Now, he just felt the weight of it.




We spend our lives converting our life force into matter, Adrian thought, setting the decanter back down with a sharp clink. We trade the fluid, unrecoverable hours of our youth for static, decaying lumps of atoms. We build fortresses of porcelain and wool to hide the fact that we are naked against the void.




Clara was not home yet. Her absence made the tyranny of their possessions even more pronounced. On the mantelpiece sat a collection of ceramic birds she had started collecting years ago. At first, they were charming—a small blue jay, a sparrow. Now, there were dozens. A flock that could not fly, gathering dust, watching him with painted, dead eyes. They required care. They required space. They took up room that could have been filled with air, or light, or nothingness.




Adrian sat on the leather sofa. It sighed beneath him, the expensive hide creaking like the rigging of a ship.




He closed his eyes and listened.




There was a hum. The refrigerator in the kitchen, the electric clock on the wall, the faint buzz of the router blinking in the hallway, the settling of the floorboards under the weight of the furniture. It was a low-frequency drone, the collective vibration of ownership.




The noise of possessions.




It drowned out his own thoughts. How could he think clearly about his soul when the lamp in the corner was subtly reminding him that its bulb needed changing? How could he contemplate the infinite when the very chair he sat in was a testament to his finite bank account and the compromise of his labor?




He remembered a time, decades ago, when he was a student. He had owned a suitcase, a few books, and a coat. He remembered the lightness of it. He could move, he could shift, he could disappear. He had been poor, yes, but he had been porous. The world could pass through him. Now, he was calcified. He was anchored to this coordinate by the sheer mass of the things he had accumulated.




He stood up, suddenly restless, and walked to the window. Below, the streetlights were flickering on, illuminating the wet pavement. A man was pushing a shopping cart filled with plastic bags—a nomad of the city. Adrian felt a perverse, shameful spike of envy. Not for the poverty, nor the cold, but for the terrifying simplicity of having everything you own within reach of your hands.




He turned back to the room. The shadows were lengthening, stretching from the legs of the tables and chairs like dark roots seeking purchase in the floor.




He looked at a painting on the far wall—an abstract landscape of greys and blues he had paid a small fortune for, told by a gallerist that it represented “the sublime isolation of the modern man.”




“You are just canvas and oil,” Adrian said aloud.




The painting did not answer. It just hung there, absorbing the light, an expensive mirror reflecting nothing but the man who had bought it to prove he understood art.




The key turned in the lock. The front door opened and closed. The click of heels on the parquet floor.




“Adrian?” Clara’s voice called out from the foyer, weary, carrying the same weight he felt in his bones.




“I’m here,” he said, though he wasn’t sure if it was true. He was merely another object in the room, perhaps the most expensive one of all, waiting to be dusted, waiting to be justified.















