The Duchess - A Day Ammg’eé/

7 wake before the louse does. the silence pressing in ike an wninvited quest, heavy and
expectant. (ke darkness Oﬁgf to the %@g of the reom, and for a moment, 7 lie there, susperded
i f/{mﬁgz’/e lino betwocen steep and avwareness. “Chere is wo reason for i, an? habit—a
reletless pull that d@s me from the warmith of dreans into the cold c/m«[fi of da}. 7 remain
still long enough to recognize the cedliig abmve e, its familiar cracks like veis i marble, the
W%th of the blankets anoém‘g me to the bed, smaz%m‘g et secure, and the hew 7've chosen
net to look at et fﬁ%ﬁ Z can feel its ﬁc/«ig i 1) veis. hen 7 rise, Z do so carefully), as
z%%ﬁ the mor g ngﬁ atice ny) novement and shatter the quict llusion of peace.

gaad/aé)

"y breath mfc/wf—bam?, a sharp hitch that sonds a ripple of wnease l%f‘%/t ny chest. like a
menory) my[m‘g toe 5&1[0/«?, to0 raw. Z stead)) mﬂfejﬂ against the ée&/p&sfﬁ’gwgﬂpp{g the
woed untl the tremor fades, and then 7 dress, pu//[g on /a/ym that feel both protective and
cayfm%, cack button & deliberate act to hold mﬂmjﬂ fgez%er.

/?g%m the preparations égz‘n, 7 decide to walk, cmw’g tie selitude that an? the euideors can
offer. The path bekind the grouds (eads into the woodk, windlbug through ancient trees that
whisper secreis to the wind, and 7 prefer to start ny) da/y where l/(&f/(% is waiting for me—ne
demands, ne aps m)ﬁfoﬂ[g/uff the earth wnderfoot and the gk/y evertead. “(he air is cool, orisp
enough to bite at ny) skin. inyigorating in its sharpress. (e light behaves itself, filierivg softly



fér&gﬁ the canep) m&em‘/e shaffts that dance without mm)!w/m[g. /%/ ) feet know where fo.go
witheut instruction, muscle m@ma)%u[d(g me a/&g z%efamz’/iﬁr trail, each step a quict

@Q‘Vmaﬁan g[ contrel.

?ﬁ%fwa/y a/% the path, steam curls between the trees, m’ﬂ'g like ef/tekea@’gemﬁﬂam a
hidden seurce, mry% the faint scont of herbs and mmafﬁig earthior, more primal.
The Hattor and the +are are a/mm/ﬂ there, seated o weathered stumps, cups set out in a
haphazard arraygement that somehow feels deliberate, samef/t% stmmering zﬁw‘a‘? between
them in a battered pot that bubbles with subdued menace. 7%% dow 't look surprised to see ne.
their expressions wwﬁagig, as if ny arvival was as inevitable as the davon.
“/%amig@, " the Hattor sas. stll wm‘ohg the pot with an mz‘em’fﬂ that bevders en obsession, his
voice ﬁmm@ ) from disuse.
”/%ang, 14 mp?, ny) tore neaswed, careful vt to disrupt z%efrg/e equilihrivom.
“Che +are % his cup @/ﬂ? [n&m&ﬁg, his o5 f/[o/wg o mz’nej‘m' @ fmoﬁan gfa second
before remmig to the steam.
7 stop an? lon enag% to ac/«n&w%e them, a nod that conveys more than werds ever could. 7
don't ask what f/t@ﬂ'm ma/ﬂgvf/w arema hints at tea laced with ﬁg&#an rituals. 7%% don't
oxplain. Qe all wderstand the value of that silence, the wnspoken agreoment to let nyysteries
/[ger untouched.

Cremender the corners.)
7 pause, the werds ecéa% i ng) mind like a distant scream /%ed and insistent, pullivg at
throads of menary) Zd rather leave buried. “Yes,” 7 murnur, mere to mﬂwjﬂ than te them, ny)

Veice émﬂd;y above a whisper, laced with a brener 7 can't quite suppress. “The corners.”



7 continue dovon the path, /efﬁg the weeds close bebind me gam like & curtain dravn on a

stage. the branches mferfwm% to seal off the encounter, before turving back teward the heuse,

ny) steps quicker new, as if f/eezg an unseen shadeo.

73} the time 7 retwrn, the staff has ﬁgm to neve, z%eiiyg‘wms emeg%zﬁ&m side doors (ike
&é&fff mafem’a/izig at davon. [ ables are uncovered, clotls pecled back with reverent care to

reveal pa/if/w&/ fay[awf beneath. [ivens carvied in stacks that will need te be corvected, their

ﬁ/&& [mp&y%cf n way{

f/tagmfe gat‘rm‘ ny) sense of order. 7 take ny) place anong them without cerenony). f/ippig
into the r@fﬁm of the work as seamlessly as a cog in & well-oiled machive.
Z smooth fabiic, ny ﬁamfgﬁ’dtg over silk and cotron, amgg worinkles that speak of rg/ecﬁ A
measure gpac[g between :@fﬁgf with a practiced . emw‘ig :}mmeﬁ% that berders on
ebsession. 7 adjust what does net need a%’mﬁgv a fork ﬁ/fw{/‘mf 50, a napkin refolded for no
reason ether than the compulsion to perfect.

(it looks beautiful )
T he sensation arvives :m/den?—a pressure bekind ny vibs, sharp and insistent, like a blade
tvisting in an old waundf/&adtg me with & wave of dizziness that threatens to pull me wder
Z stop an? (o enag& to breathe f/mgﬁ it, in/m/[g de@p? witd! the edges bl and fade, then
continue, ny) mevements mechanical, a shield against the enmmcﬁ% void.
“ed stk is vouelled across the tables, its crimson hue vivid against the neutral backdvep. like
bload spilled on snovw. Q0Mkite roses are placed where 7 indicate, their petals pristine am{frg[/@,
m«mgcd in clusters that eveke both 5@@% and transience. “(he reom respondt to direction,

hrans, rmig under mﬁw‘dan&e inte g&m@fﬁig almest alive, pu/;[ga with anticipation.



By midnornig. 7 ross the maix hall to inspect the @g table agai, ny) ) footstops cchoing, in the

vast space. 7 run ny hard a/% it eﬁggm tracing the smooth wood, c/teck%gfmy%m 4

ke are not thore—splinters that might s1ag. inperfections that could mar the illision.
Crememdber the corners.)

/%/y hand stills, frozen mid-nation as the voice slices fﬂf‘%ﬁ me, eva/wgf/m/w; of shadewwed

edhes and hidder davgers, a trauma that ligers ke snoke. “Yes," 7 say quictl). the word

escaping z%mgé clenched teeth, /th with resiguation. “The corners.”

7 corvect them anyay ﬁ/&[zg and z’uc/v[g with deliberate precision, as if the act could banish
f&gﬁaﬁ:

2 the affterwoon, 7 take a éggr route f/wgé the inner corviders—the ones that stay) cool and
dim oven as the daﬂ ﬁgéfem outside, their stone walls aﬁsar&ig g‘@/tf and sovnd, oreating
peckets of eternal fwigk/{ﬁ The Twins are Here, as expecied, /mm’g where the g‘@ézy%idef c first,
their identical forms Mem/tg (nto f/tg/@&m like nrrors of mischicf.

Dou're 6“"9’ " one of then @, lis veice a p/ﬁgy’u/ (ilt that masks deeper intent.

Am 7?7 mpg, keepig ny) tone newtral, wnwilling to enguse in fﬁagame:.

72% snuile as f/i%ﬁ the answer is irvelovant, f/te(gm’ns synchronized and um@#ﬁg. Sémef/tig
small changes hands—folded cmfgfu@ wrapped too nem‘? to be accidental, a pareel that hums
with unspeken significance.

“Faper holds better this wa, " the ether ays. his eﬂeg/mng with §9 knm%a.

L' sure it dees,” 7 answer, aceeplivng the item woithout question, z‘uck[g it away as (f it were

naf/tig.



7 continue on without /&ak[g back, the corvider sfmfcﬁ% ahead like & vein into the heart of the
hewse.

(ﬂm ﬁ/mﬁﬂf liked it this waﬂ)
The reaction hits harder His tine, a vise arveund ny) chest that squeezes wnitil stars dance in ny)
vision, the words dr@ig up buried pain that floods ny) sonses, ot and unm/enﬁg. /%/y chest
gﬁfw{f, and 7 brace ny) havd gamﬂ* the wall wntil f/tefee/ig passes, the cool stone raomdtg
me as Z&mp ) for air, w[//ig the episede to subside.
évem‘g appreaches .gm‘c/e?, the sun &/ipp[g lowo and castin ﬁﬁg shadows that creep across the

f/&mfs /[/(eﬁ’gers.

7 retwn to the hall and ﬁgfrgﬁfm instructions in earnest, ny) veice mr‘r%% aw%m’fi tat
silences chattor. Chairs are a@m&d in pey%cf rews, their /gf fomp[gfm’m‘g galmf the weed.
Candles placed iv holders that catch f/tef/ickerig g]«ﬁ Veices lower when 7 speak, 6@%"&%&6

weven inte the air.

“Here?” someone asks, ﬁa/dig a mnd/e/mf M % centor, their hand ﬁmm’g wzcerfamg

(don t forget the candlles.)
Yes" sy, :mi/ig before 7 realize 7 am, the expression pu//[g at ny) lips wnexpectedl). a
rare warnih pierciug the veil “éXacfQ there.”
o a while, the metion keeps me upright, the bustle of activity a distraction that propels me
foroward, task aftor task Mum‘g inte a cary%m’g haze.
Then it deesn’t, the energy dm[mg aay like sand f/mgﬁ f[ga@, leavivg me adhift



Che warmth recedes without wam%, pu//lg back like a tide expmgy%w/ recks. (he

(nterruption mlwm—unc/mgcdﬁm[/mr, a persistent echo tat Rnows me too well—but ny

b&dﬂ reacts as ﬂwgﬁ struck éﬂ cold water, a shock that numbs and anakens in equal measwre.
(7' m gﬁf here)

7 do not answer, igrorig the plea that tugs at ny) core, turning anay ) from the veice as if it

were a strander:.

hen the g&& dirn and the reom fille w[@u&ﬂ?, Hheir murmrs rising like a :imp/tm% 7 step

back and let it become what it will be—a tableau of mm/r% and ritual. “The nusic ﬁgz‘m, netes

weavisg z%mgﬁ the air like threads. “The rg/tf neves forvward without waiﬁgfar me, relonitess

n is pre ression.

Later—nuch later, when the echoes of /ag/tfer have faded—7 allow n%feﬂ to /[g@r with the
fee/zg axpfmg its contowrs in the quict aftermath. Slower neww, deliberate. Softer, ke a cavess

twned crvel. 7 do not resist i, mrmndmg to the pull.

(smﬂ with me)

“Che sensation arvives gam, heavier this time, a wgﬁf tat seitles over me like a shreud, :ﬁfw’g

deptls 7 ’dfagaffen, traumatic in its intinacy), and 7 let it pass throued ne, emerging on the

other side hellowed but whele.

/%am[g comes gm’ef?, the first 92%1‘ seaping i z%r&gﬁ curtains like a hesitant visitor.

e hall is empfﬁ, the vemmants g‘ te Pg/(f cleared away) with ﬁciaﬂf precision. Chairs
retwned to storgge. stacked nmf?. Kwses fm&g as f/wﬂ should, petals cur/[g at He %as in



5 *.' !

1t fem‘ 7 walk its len a.% once maré gm%mn nofhg but n%mj‘ P‘“‘g ggfé&r te 1"'5 ﬁ.

fr &mgm‘r scattered ﬁﬂ the hewrs.
The intorruptions db et retwn, their absence a void tat echees /&W[er' z%an prmncﬁ
.: ‘."""-q-f db net invite Hhem, content in the silence f/te; ve left behind.

7 stand anpay. reoted in the emptiness, endm’g.




