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         One hour left.

         With that single thought in my head, I hurriedly searched for the keys in my purse. My hands were shaking – I don't know if it was more from the rush and stress when I couldn't find the familiar shape in my purse or from excitement. At last, I found them. I pulled them out, put them in the lock and turned it. I crossed the threshold of the apartment, and when I closed the door, I was enveloped in the twilight of the December evening. I didn't turn on the light. I waited a moment for my eyes to adjust to the darkness. The weak, warm glow of streetlamps was enough for me, giving the room a suspenseful atmosphere, and the harsh shadows cast by the furniture kept me uncertain whether it was the same familiar apartment or some dark, unknown land. But my thoughts were now too busy to worry about anything else.

         It was starting to snow. The distant hum of cars on the busy street a few floors below combined with the clatter of train wheels from a nearby station.

         Besides that, the apartment was quiet. As I kicked my high heels off, even my quick steps were muffled by the hall carpet. I put down my coat and purse and tiptoed into the kitchen. I felt strangely guilty, as if I was hiding from something – or from someone. In the fridge, I found a bottle of my favourite wine that I always kept just for this occasion. I opened it and poured myself a glass. Even though my stomach was tight with nerves, I instinctively drained my glass in an instant and immediately poured a new one. The thick liquid had a ghastly, cool colour in the artificial light of the refrigerator. Fighting the urge to drink the whole glass again, I pressed its cold surface to my hot forehead, trying to calm down a bit, and sat on the tiled floor, leaning my back against the refrigerator door.

         An outsider might think that I was scared to death. The truth was quite different.

         The chilled wine warmed and cooled me at the same time as I tried to organise my thoughts. I closed my eyes, forced myself to focus, and took a few deep breaths. My heartbeat started slowing down, but its pace was still well above normal. I knew my heart would not slow down now, or until late at night. Possibly even until the morning.

         Fifty-five more minutes. I needed to regain my composure.

         Slowly, controlling my movement, I got up from the floor and, holding the glass in my hand, pretended to walk calmly through the apartment, heading for the bathroom. I had plenty of time, I knew so, it wasn’t the first time. Nor the second. Not even the tenth. Even if someone woke me up in the middle of the night, I could easily divide this last hour into individual minutes. I had the routine memorised, it was as if it was tattooed in my head and in my heart. Bath first. Wine. Makeup. Hair. And then… then just waiting.

         In the bathroom, I put my glass down and lit the candles, placing them around the tub. I turned on the tap and water began to pour into the tub with a humming sound. I turned to the mirror and looked at myself. The woman in the reflection looked at me with a thousand questions in her eyes. For a moment, I saw myself the way other people probably perceived me – grown up, yet with so much of a child in her. She thinks that she will fool someone with a strict look, makeup, nails straight from the beautician. Standing straight, but bending so easily under pressure. Critical gaze, yet large, frightened eyes. A broad, professional smile, although insincere. Does everyone really see that it's all just a mask?
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