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Sarah

I have called him forty-one times.

That is what I do when I am afraid: I count. Steps, windows, people walking along the sidewalk without looking up, the minutes between two calls, the calls themselves. My architect’s mind searches for order even when the world is beginning to fall apart, as though the right sum or a carefully arranged symmetry could prevent reality from slipping into a place from which no one returns.

Forty-one times.

Two and a half days.

Sixty Hours.

I get up from the edge of the bed and walk to the window. Harlow sleeps beneath a white-gray sky, a sky that promises snow in the morning and delivers nothing all day. Main Street is empty at this hour—a police car is parked outside Denny’s, its engine probably running so it will not freeze; an old man walks past with a small, hurried dog, without lifting his gaze from the sidewalk; a garbage truck squeals painfully at the corner and disappears. Seven twelve in the morning.

I have been awake all night with the phone in my hand, while the screen lit up the ceiling again and again whenever I pressed the green button and listened to the ringing tone go unanswered.

Harlow, Illinois. Eighteen thousand people waking up now, making coffee, sending their children to school, and arguing with their spouses about small, meaningless things. Eighteen thousand people who do not know that Daniel West has not called in two and a half days.

I know it. And I cannot stay in this apartment for one minute longer.

Daniel and I grew up in the house on Elmwood Street, at the wooded edge of town, in a house with a cracked porch and an oak tree out front that was so old no one could remember what the front yard had looked like without it. Our mother died when Daniel was eleven and I was seventeen, and from then on I was the mother, I was the father, I was the older sister who checked whether he had done his homework, eaten something other than cornflakes, and put on gloves when he went outside in winter. Our father was physically present—he came home, slept, left again—but after our mother’s death, something in him had gone with her and never fully returned.

So I raised my brother. That means I know him in a way no one else in the world knows him.

I know his rhythms, I know his silences, I know the way he disappears into his projects and forgets that there are clocks, calendars, and people who love him. And that is precisely why I know—with that physical certainty seated deep inside, the kind that requires no evidence—that something is wrong.

Daniel always sends something. A short message, a photo, a poorly chosen emoji. Even when he is in the middle of a project that completely consumes him, even when he spends three days photographing an abandoned factory in the middle of nowhere, there is always some sign of life. A sign that he exists somewhere on this planet and has not forgotten that I own a phone too.

The last photo arrived Wednesday evening at 7:20 p.m. The Aldrich Glass Factory, photographed from somewhere high above—probably from the roof of a neighboring warehouse or perhaps from the large tree by the eastern fence that I had seen in his earlier photos. The factory looked impressive in the moonlight, the broken windows gleaming like crooked teeth in an enormous mouth, the smokestacks cutting through the sky like black fingers pointing upward. It was a good photo—Daniel always took good photos; he had that eye that found the perfect angle in every ruin.

Under the photo, he had written: “This place is perfect. I’m staying here to capture the dawn. I’ll send you something you’ve never seen before.”

He sent nothing.

I waited until Thursday morning and told myself that he was sleeping, that his battery was dead, that he was completely absorbed in editing the photos. I waited until Friday, while somewhere beneath my breastbone a small, silent knot settled into place. I waited until Saturday morning, when the knot had grown so large that I could no longer ignore it, and I started calling.

Forty-one times. The Care of a Coma Patient.

My car starts reluctantly in the November cold—the engine coughs, protests, and finally gives in like a person who knows there is no other choice. Harlow slowly wakes around me as I drive downtown, the shutters of the shops rising one after another, steam rising from the chimneys of the old houses along Main Street. For a small town in Illinois, Harlow has a beauty all its own—redbrick buildings, a central park with statues no one looks at, a church with recently restored stained-glass windows that catch the morning light and cast it onto the sidewalk in colored fragments.

I know I should call first. I know Marcus Cole will look at me with that tired patience he reserves for people who bother him early in the morning with problems that are not officially problems yet. “Daniel is an adult,” he will say. “Daniel travels a lot. Wait a few more days.” Maybe he will add, “It’s not the first time.” Which is both true and completely meaningless.

I go anyway.

The Harlow police station is on Main Street, between a pharmacy and a sporting goods store that closed down two years ago and has stood there ever since with its empty display window like a missing tooth. Inside, it smells of bad coffee, old paper, and central heating turned up too high—the typical smell of places where people spend a great deal of time waiting for things they do not want.

The officer at the front desk is young, her hair pulled far too tightly into a bun that makes her look stricter than she probably is. She looks at me with a professional smile that does not reach her eyes.

“I’d like to speak with Detective Cole.”

“He’s busy at the moment. Is there perhaps something I can help you with?”

“No. Thank you.”

I walk over to the orange plastic benches in the waiting area and sit down. Apart from me, there are only an elderly man sleeping with his chin on his chest and a woman filling out a form with complete concentration, as though it were the most important thing in her life at that moment. I take out my phone and call again. Forty-two times. Voicemail—Daniel’s voice, cheerful and brief, with that note of amused irresponsibility that characterizes him: “Leave a message, maybe I’ll call you back.” Maybe. Even on his voicemail, he is entirely himself—a vague, well-intentioned promise with no guarantee.

I end the call and look through the narrow window at the street outside. A child rides past on a bicycle far too large for him, pedaling with all the seriousness in the world. A woman carrying a shopping bag stops to look at the pharmacy window. Harlow in the morning, normal and indifferent.

Marcus Cole appears after twenty-three minutes.

I counted those too.

He is a tall man whose shoulders lean slightly forward, as though he has spent too many years bending down to hear what shorter people are telling him. His graying hair is cut short, and his face has seen enough to no longer be surprised by anything. He is wearing the same wrinkled beige coat he has worn for as long as I have known him—since I was in high school, when he was the new detective brought in from Chicago and everyone said Harlow finally had someone who knew what he was doing. He stayed. People who come to Harlow from Chicago either leave again after six months or stay forever. Cole had stayed.

He sees me from the end of the hallway, and something flickers across his face—not surprise, but recognition. The kind of recognition that means he had expected to see me there eventually.

“Sarah.”

He stops in front of me and puts his hands in his coat pockets.

“How long have you been here?”

“Twenty-three minutes. Daniel hasn’t responded in two and a half days.”

He slowly inhales through his nose and looks down for a second at the linoleum floor between us.

“Come in.”

His office is small and messy in that particular way found in people who know exactly where every single object is in their clutter and become angry when someone else tries to impose order. Files, newspapers, three coffee cups in different stages of emptiness, a framed photograph with the picture facing the wall. He gestures toward the chair in front of his desk—plastic, more comfortable than the chairs in the waiting area, but not significantly—and sinks into the chair behind his desk, which creaks familiarly beneath his weight.

He pours himself coffee from a thermos without asking whether I want any. He knows I do not drink coffee—I have known him since I was sixteen and he investigated a theft from a car parked on Elmwood Street. I told him I had seen who had done it, he offered me coffee, and I said, “No, thank you.” He has not forgotten. I do not understand why he remembered, but he did.

“Tell me.”

I tell him everything. About the photo of the Aldrich factory, about the message, and about the forty-two unanswered calls. I show him the phone—the chat history with Daniel, the last messages, the photos. He listens without interrupting me and, for now, without writing anything down, his elbows on the desk, his fingers interlaced. Many people listen in order to respond. Cole listens in order to understand—the difference is immediately perceptible.

When I finish, he is silent for several seconds.

“Has Daniel ever disappeared before?”

“Not for two and a half days without any sign of life. Even when he’s in the middle of a project, he sends something. He has always sent something.”

“Has he ever photographed around the Aldrich factory before?”

“I don’t know for certain. He photographs every abandoned building within a hundred-mile radius. But his message says he wanted to stay there to capture the dawn—which means he spent the night near the factory. And since then, nothing.”

Cole finally picks up a pen and writes something on a sheet of paper. His handwriting is small, upright, and easy to read if you know how to decipher it upside down—over the years, I have learned to read it.

“I’ll check a few things,” he says. “Hospitals, emergency rooms. I’ll call a few people too.”

“I want to officially file a missing-person report.”

He looks up from the paper and studies me for a second.

“Sarah.”

“Two and a half days, Marcus. Sixty hours. His last message is a photo of an abandoned factory from Wednesday evening. I want to officially file a missing-person report.”

A brief silence during which I can see him weighing things—protocol against instinct, rules against what he already knows to be true.

“All right.”

I fill out the form at his desk, using his pen, which keeps skipping and which I have to press harder than usual. Daniel’s full name. Date of birth. Height, weight, eye color—blue like our mother’s, like mine. The date of our last contact. The place from which he sent the last photo. When I am finished and slide the sheet across the desk, Cole studies it silently before placing it inside a new orange file folder with Daniel’s name written on it in capital letters.

“I’ll call you as soon as I know something.”

“I’ll call more often.”

“I know.”

I stand up to leave. At the office door, I stop—an instinct, something unfinished that will not let me leave.

“Marcus. Do you think he’s okay?”

He does not answer immediately. He looks at the orange file folder on his desk, then at me, and in that second of silence he gives me more information than any words could have.

“Go home, Sarah. Get a few hours of sleep.”

I step outside into the November cold while his non-answer clings to my skin. He did not say Daniel was okay. He did not say he was not okay. He said, “Go home,” and that is all.

In the car, before I start the engine, I take out my phone and open Daniel’s Instagram profile. His last post—the same photo of the Aldrich factory, posted Wednesday evening, with the caption: “Some places breathe even when they shouldn’t.”

Fifteen likes. Four comments. The last one had also been posted Wednesday evening and came from an account with a white profile picture: “Nice shot. Have you ever photographed there before?”

The account is called @AHale_Restoration.

I tap it. A public profile—photos of the restoration of old buildings, architectural details, stained-glass windows, hand-worked wood. A polished, precise aesthetic with an unmistakable eye for the beauty of old things. The bio reads: “Adrian Hale. Art Restoration. Harlow, IL.”

Harlow.

I save the profile without knowing exactly why. Instinct, perhaps. Or desperation. Or because after sixty hours of silence, you learn to cling to every thread, no matter how thin or insignificant it may seem.

I start the car and drive home through Harlow as it wakes, a town that knows nothing, feels nothing, and is as unwavering and indifferent as ever.

I know it.

I have known it for two and a half days, and I cannot get anyone else to see it too.

For now.
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Adrian

I descend seventeen concrete steps, the coffee in my left hand and the medical case in my right.

Seventeen—I counted them when I poured them, checked with a spirit level to make sure they were exactly level, and covered the concrete with black, non-slip industrial rubber. They are exactly the same height, down to the millimeter. The rubber covering on the ninth step squeaks softly when you step on its right edge—a small flaw I have tolerated for years so that it reminds me that perfection requires constant vigilance. You blink for a second, and there it is: the ninth step.

At the foot of the stairs, I stop and listen.

Warm darkness. Eight synchronized breaths—a shared, steady sound like the waves of a small, quiet ocean. Their bodies have found the same rhythm without choosing to, without my having deliberately orchestrated it. It happens naturally when people live day after day in the same room, in the same controlled air, at the same constant temperature.

The first time I heard that sound—two years ago, on the morning after Sandra became the first in the collection—I immediately thought of the hospital room at Northwestern. Of the ventilator working steadily beside my mother’s bed, of the heart monitor with its steady green line, of the air conditioning that kept the temperature at twenty-one degrees, of the smell of disinfectant and warm plastic. On the first morning after the ambulance had brought her there, I had stood in the doorway of the hospital room, listened to those sounds, and felt something for which I had no name at the time.

Now I know. It was home.

I turn on the light.

The room measures twelve by eight meters, and I designed every last detail of it myself. During construction, no one saw the complete picture—the workers came one after another, each with his own task and without knowing how it connected to the rest. One insulated the walls with high-performance insulation, another installed the ventilation system with filters and electronic humidity control, another laid the electrical and data lines for the future infusion stations, and yet another laid the fired-clay floor slabs according to a pattern I had drawn for him, inspired by the floors of Benedictine monasteries in southern France.

Twenty-two degrees. Forty-five percent humidity. Warm, orange light, calculated to protect their eyes, which no longer see daylight. Music—Satie this morning; the speakers recessed into the stone walls distribute the sound evenly throughout the room.

Eight white figures along the walls, at even intervals of ninety centimeters. Eight pedestals made of polished oak, built by me, sanded by me, inspected by me. Eight uncovered faces—always uncovered, the faces are never covered. The faces are the part that lives, the part that shows me that they are present, that they belong to me, that everything I have built works.

Eight pairs of eyes turn toward me.

I stand in the doorway for several seconds and look at them. And in that moment, as I do every morning, I remember my mother—how I would enter her hospital room at Northwestern and she would lie there, in the bed with the metal rails, her face turned slightly toward the window or the ceiling. Sometimes her eyes would move when she heard the door, a small, fragile reflex that told me that she was there, that she heard me, that my presence meant something, even if she could not confirm it to me in any other way.

I was eighteen when my mother fell into a coma. A car accident on Interstate 90, in January, on an icy road. My father had called me from the hospital, with that flat, empty voice of people who have already received the news and exhausted all their emotions on it before passing it on. Severe brain injury. Uncertain prognosis. I drove to the hospital and entered her room. The first time I saw her in that bed, something changed inside me in that moment—in a way I could not explain to anyone and never tried to explain.

My mother had been a restless person all her life—quick movements, a loud voice, thoughts that overlapped and pushed their way out of her in disorder, a nervous energy that filled every room and left no space for silence. I had not criticized her for it. She was what she was.

But in that hospital bed, she was someone else. She was my mother in distilled form—reduced to her pure essence, freed from everything in her that had been loud, restless, and superficial. Her face was peaceful in a way I had never seen while she was awake. Her hands lay crossed over her chest, still and straight. Her breathing was steady and measured, without the fluctuations and interruptions that her chronic anxiety had caused in her normal life.

She was beautiful. For the first time in my life, my mother was truly beautiful.

For seven years, I visited her every week. Seven years of Friday afternoons in her room at Northwestern, when I told her about everything I was experiencing—my studies, my first restoration projects, my travels through Europe, the books I read. She did not answer. Sometimes her eyes moved without any discernible direction, and I interpreted every movement as an answer, as confirmation that she was there, that she heard me, and that my presence meant something.

And throughout all that time, I came to understand something without ever becoming explicitly aware of it.

People are most beautiful when they can no longer hide.

I set the coffee on the shelf beside the entrance.

I open the medical case. Latex gloves, size eight. The stethoscope. The portable blood pressure monitor. The small light for checking pupillary reflexes. The syringes containing the muscle relaxant—one for each of them, sterile, the dose for each individual precisely calculated according to body weight and individual metabolism. The black-bound logbook. The ballpoint pen with black ink.

Everything in order. Everything in its place.

I begin my rounds.

Sandra is first. Always first—the order of the rounds is fixed and is never changed, because changing the order would mean that the order does not matter, and if the order does not matter, nothing matters.

Sandra Meyers. Forty-two years old. High school teacher from Rockford. Two years in the collection—the longest of them all, the most stable, the best adapted. The police have closed her case. Her husband reported her missing, put up posters, and appeared three times on local television with her photograph, and then his life moved on, because people’s lives always move on—except for the lives of those who remain with me.

“Good morning, Sandra.”

Her eyes move toward me—slowly, in a wide arc, calmly. At first, Sandra’s eyes had moved chaotically, with a speed that betrayed complete panic, desperation, and refusal. Now they move differently. Sparingly. With a wisdom that was painfully acquired, but acquired nonetheless.

She is the one who has adapted best to the collection, and sometimes, when I look at her in the morning, she reminds me of my mother in her final years—the same calm in her gaze, the same absence of any useless resistance, the same pure, unfiltered presence.

I administer her dose of muscle relaxant through the silicone valve of the central venous catheter below her right collarbone—a precise, controlled movement; the syringe connects to the valve without resistance. Sandra’s dose is the lowest in the entire collection—in two years, her metabolism has adapted to the substance, and she now requires less of it to achieve the same effect. I note it in the logbook. I wait thirty seconds for the substance to enter her circulation and then check her—the voluntary muscles completely blocked, intelligible speech impossible. Eyes and eyelids still freely movable, pupils reactive.

I check her pulse—seventy-two beats per minute, the rhythm that has remained unchanged for two years. Blood pressure—120 over 75. Pupillary reflexes—symmetrical and rapid. I check the infusion bag containing complete parenteral nutrition solution—it will last another thirty-six hours; I note the replacement for tomorrow morning. I examine the wax—shoulders, neck, wrists. Perfect. Not a single flaw, no trace of deterioration.

Sandra is doing well. Sandra is perfect.

“Have a nice day, Sandra.”

Her eyes remain on me for several seconds after I turn away. I can feel it without turning around—over time, I have developed a sense for being watched that I did not know I possessed. A sense I first developed in my mother’s hospital room at Northwestern, when every Friday afternoon I could feel her eyes following me to the door as I left.

I move on.

Thomas Baird. Thirty-six years old. Engineer from Peoria. Fourteen months in the collection. Thomas differs from Sandra in almost every respect—while Sandra has adapted, Thomas resists. His black, piercing eyes follow me with an intensity I can physically feel on my skin. I did not choose Thomas for his docility. I chose him for his resistance. There is a particular beauty in the eyes of a person who has not given up—a density of expression, a concentration of presence through which every single glance becomes an event.

My mother had possessed something similar in her early years—a resistance in her gaze, a presence that refused to disappear entirely despite her complete immobility. The doctors told my father there was no consciousness left, that the reactions of her eyes were automatic reflexes without any cognitive basis. I knew they were lying. Or that they were not looking closely enough to understand what they were seeing.

I administer Thomas’s dose of muscle relaxant—higher than Sandra’s dose, because his metabolism processes the substance more quickly. I check his readings. Everything in order. When I look up, I see that he is watching me with his characteristic, calculating intensity—as though, through sheer concentration alone, he could find a weakness in my routine that he could exploit.

There are no weaknesses. I have checked countless times.

“You’re doing well, Thomas. As always.”

Pete Halverson. Twenty-four years old. Amateur photographer from Harlow. Eight months in the collection. Pete looks up and to the left—a habit from his former life that persists with a consistency I find almost comical. In eight months, he has not looked directly at me once.

Sometimes I wonder what Pete sees in that corner of the ceiling. My mother, too, would occasionally look into a corner of her hospital room at Northwestern with a concentration that fascinated me—as though she could see something there that I could not perceive. I never asked her about it. She could not have answered me. Perhaps that was precisely where the beauty of the question lay—in the fact that it remained unanswered, that it existed in the pure space of the unknown.

I administer Pete’s dose, check his readings, and examine the wax—perfect, without flaws. His young skin responds well, without irritation.

“Good morning, Pete.”

His gaze remains directed up and to the left.

I move on.

Amber Collins. Fifty-eight years old. Accountant from Springfield. Ten months in the collection.

Amber is the same age my mother was when she fell into a coma. Fifty-eight years—that struck me on the very first day, when I read her identification and stood for several seconds with the document in my hand while I processed the coincidence. I did not choose her because of her age. I chose her because of her large brown eyes and because of the way she had looked at the window display of an antique shop in downtown Springfield, with a concentration and tenderness that told me she was a person who loved beautiful things without even knowing that she loved them.

But age matters. Age is a detail I cannot ignore.

I administer her dose of muscle relaxant. I check pulse, blood pressure, and reflexes—everything perfect. I examine the wax on her shoulders and pause.

The right shoulder.

A fine crack in the white wax—two millimeters, perhaps three, a thin line that had not been there during yesterday evening’s inspection. Last night, I checked every centimeter of the wax on Amber, and it was perfect. Now it is no longer perfect. A barely perceptible muscle contraction during the night, a minor spasm in a muscle fighting against the muscle relaxant during the hours when the dose drops to the minimum effective level—that was all it took for the crack to appear.

I touch it with the tip of my gloved finger. Superficial. I know it is only superficial, I know it poses no medical risk, and I know I can repair it completely within thirty minutes and that afterward no one will be able to tell that it ever existed.

Nevertheless, I feel that particular tension caused by a detail that has slipped beyond my control. Something that happened in my absence, in the darkness I cannot fully monitor, during those hours when I sleep and the collection exists without me.

My mother sometimes had slight spasms at night—I noticed them on those Saturday mornings when I arrived earlier than usual and found the night nurse entering something in the patient chart. Involuntary movements, the nurse had explained to me, reflexes of a nervous system that was only partially functioning. “It doesn’t mean anything,” she had added when she saw the expression on my face.

“It means she’s there,” I had replied. “It means she’s alive.”

The nurse had looked at me with that smile medical professionals reserve for relatives who assign human meaning to the reactions of coma patients—a condescending, weary smile that I hated with an intensity I could control only with great effort.

“I’m sorry,” I say to Amber. “That should not have happened.”

When she hears my voice, her eyes open fully—in the morning, Amber needs the stimulus of a voice to become fully awake. She looks at me with her large brown eyes, and in them I recognize something that could be an accusation.

“I’ll repair it immediately after the morning rounds. I promise.”

I move on, but the crack remains in my thoughts—with a persistence that disturbs me to a degree entirely out of proportion to its actual size.

Robert Kane. Forty-four years old. Real estate agent from Decatur. Seven months in the collection. Powerfully built, with broad shoulders and the large hands of a man accustomed to physical labor, even though he had an office job. I chose him precisely because of that contrast—because of his obvious physical strength and his complete immobility.

The immobility of a strong man possesses a particular expressive power. It says more about the nature of control than any theoretical argument.

My father had been a strong man. Broad shoulders, large hands, a physical presence that filled every room. And yet after my mother’s accident, he had become smaller—not physically, but in that other way people become smaller when they lose something that had formed the center of their being. During the first months, he had come to the hospital, sat beside my mother’s bed with his large hands folded in his lap, and silently watched the heart monitor. In all seven years, he had never spoken to her once. He had not understood that she was there. He had not understood what I experienced in that room every Friday afternoon.

Robert never looks directly at me. His gaze remains directed down and to the right, toward the fired-clay floor. I respect that. I never force eye contact.

His readings are excellent. After Sandra, he has the most stable metabolism in the entire collection. I note it.

Jennifer Park. Thirty years old. Doctoral student in biochemistry from Champaign. Four months in the collection. Jennifer is restless—her eyes move quickly and frequently, her breathing is sometimes irregular, her blood pressure fluctuates. I adjust her dose of muscle relaxant slightly—by five percent, precisely calculated. Too high a dose endangers her breathing; too low a dose allows too much voluntary movement.

Michael Torres. Fifty-one years old. Auto mechanic from Bloomington. Five months in the collection. Michael has fallen into a melancholic lethargy—his eyes move rarely and slowly, like the eyes of a man looking through deep water. It is a phase. I have seen it in others. It always passes.

I examine them both with the same attention and the same care. I note everything. Then I move on.

The final pedestal.

I stop in front of it and remain completely still for several seconds.

The newest. Part of the collection for just under three days. The most recent addition, the one who has adapted the least, the one who is the most alive in the sense that immobility has not yet absorbed him into the shared rhythm of the room. There is still a residual energy of freedom within him—a tension beneath the skin, a resistance in every fiber of a body that refuses to accept that it can no longer choose.

He is young. Tall and slender, with a face that has something childlike about it at rest—a certain roundness to his features that contrasts with the remarkable intensity of his blue eyes. Those eyes made me stop the moment I first saw him photographing the factory on Wednesday evening—for eight minutes, he stood motionless in the cold, the camera held to his eye, waiting for the right light, with a patience few people are willing to devote to things that offer them no immediate advantage.

I administer his dose of muscle relaxant—the highest in the entire collection, because his young, active metabolism processes the substance quickly. On the first night, I precisely calculated the dose based on the physiological readings observed during the first few hours and adjusted it over the following days according to his response. Now it is correctly calibrated—complete paralysis of the voluntary muscles, unimpaired consciousness, normal breathing through the nose, eyes freely movable.

I check the infusion line—correctly positioned, no occlusion. I check the infusion bag. I examine the wax—a slight redness on the neck, where the layer is thinner. I note it—during the evening inspection, I will apply a layer of lanolin.

I look up.

His blue eyes look at me with an intensity that has not diminished in the slightest over the past nearly three days. His blood pressure is higher than yesterday—140 over 92. A stress response. Completely normal during the first week.

And in that moment, as I look into those intense blue eyes, I remember my mother with a clarity I do not usually feel in the mornings.

My mother had blue eyes—a deep, almost primordial blue, the kind found in people who have spent more time looking at their inner world of thought than at the world outside. During her coma, those eyes would sometimes open and look at the ceiling, the window, or into nothingness. I sat beside her and looked in the same direction, as though I could see what she saw, as though we were connected through the same invisible channel.

Seven years of Friday afternoons. Seven years during which, layer by layer, visit by visit, I came to understand that what I experienced in that room was not merely a son’s love, nor merely the suffering of a son confronted with his sick mother. It was something deeper, something difficult to put into words—a peace I found nowhere else. A pure presence of a kind the world outside could never offer me, because the world outside was loud, restless, and full of people who pretended, evaded, and hid behind their gestures and words.

My mother could no longer hide. My mother was what she was, in her most concentrated and purest form, without filters, without a mask, and without any possibility of being anything other than exactly what she was in that moment.

And I loved her more than I had ever loved her when she could still move and speak freely and had been that restless, loud Margaret Hale I had known throughout my childhood.

When she died—on a Thursday morning, seven years after the accident, without ever regaining consciousness—I did not lose only my mother. I lost the room. I lost the Friday afternoons. I lost that particular, unrepeatable silence that only a motionless yet present human being can give to those who know how to receive it.

It took me three years to understand that I could reconstruct it.

It took me another two years to build this room.

I look at the blue eyes of the man before me and feel, as I do every morning when I reach the final pedestal, that everything I have built has a purpose. Not a purpose the world would understand or approve of—I need neither the world’s understanding nor its approval. I need precisely the silence I feel in this moment, in my room, with my collection, with eight pairs of eyes that exist, that are present, and that belong to me.

“You have the most expressive eyes in the entire gallery,” I say to him.

It is not a compliment. It is an exact, objective, and verifiable statement. I always say what is true.

His eyes move—to the left, to the right, upward, downward, in a brief, desperate frenzy like a scream translated into the only language he has left. I watch him with the attention I give to everything worth looking at.

“I know it’s difficult,” I say. “Eventually, they all adapt.”

His eyes move upward—refusal, protest, rejection. I do not hold it against him. Protest is a form of presence, and presence is what matters. Empty eyes do not interest me. Eyes that are full—full of something, of anger, fear, or refusal—interest me.

“You are safe,” I add. “I will not hurt you. Never.”

It is true. It is the only absolute truth I can offer him.

I close the medical case. I take the fine restoration brush and the container of melted wax from the electric hot plate. I return to Amber and repair the crack—small, precise, overlapping movements, one thin layer, cooling time, another thin layer. Four minutes and twenty seconds. I examine the spot from three different angles. Perfect. No trace. Exactly as it should have been from the beginning.

“Done,” I say to Amber. “I’m sorry it took so long.”

I return the brush and the container to their places.

I remove the gloves. I pour away the coffee, which has gone cold—it has cooled completely during the rounds and is no longer usable. I turn toward them once more—all eight along the walls, in the orange light, in their quiet, synchronized rhythm.

Satisfaction.

Not pride—satisfaction runs deeper and is quieter. It is the feeling of a person who has created something good and knows that it is good without needing confirmation from outside. I had the same feeling every Friday afternoon when I left my mother’s room. I knew that I would return the following week, that she would be there, that the silence would be there, and that nothing had changed and nothing would change.

My mother is no longer there.

But the silence is.

“Have a nice day,” I say.

I turn off half the lights and walk toward the metal door. At the threshold, I pause once more and look one last time toward the final pedestal.

The blue eyes look at me from within the orange light.

The most expressive in the entire gallery. The newest.

The most alive.

For now.

I climb the stairs. The rubber covering on the ninth step squeaks softly and familiarly beneath my right foot.

Behind me, eight breaths continue in the same calm, synchronized rhythm—like the ventilator at Northwestern that worked steadily every Friday afternoon for seven years of my life.

The collection is complete.

Amber’s crack is repaired.

It is a good morning.
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