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​The Ticket That Never Closes
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Mara noticed it the way she noticed a stain on a clean shirt—only after she had already worn it all morning and kept pretending she didn’t feel it against her skin. The queue had been moving. The dashboard had been green. The little productivity ring in the corner of her screen had been filling in as if it were pleased with her, as if it could feel her compliance through the mouse. Twenty-seven tickets had closed before lunch. Average handle time had held steady. Customer satisfaction had stayed high. There had been a familiar comfort in the numbers behaving, in the system agreeing to count her work and call it real.

Then there had been the one ticket that refused to remain counted.

It had sat among the resolved items like a dead fly on a clean countertop: INC-00000000—no subject line, no account number, no customer name, only a blank where the identity should have been. In the requester field, the system had typed a single word in all caps: USER.

Mara had stared at it for a second too long. The fluorescent light above her desk had given off a faint mosquito whine, and the noise had seemed to match the tiny timer on her screen that never stopped counting the seconds she spent looking without acting. She had clicked into the ticket because she had been trained to remove anomalies. She had clicked because her job had been to turn disorder into closure, and because the queue had punished hesitation with red banners and supervisor pings.

The ticket had opened with the usual sterile layout—Summary, Description, Steps Taken, Resolution—and all of it had been empty except for one line in the Description field, black text on white like a printed confession.

Hello.

That had been it. No punctuation. No request. No error message. Just the word, waiting as if it expected a reply.

Mara had exhaled through her nose. “Okay,” she had said out loud, because speaking had been one of the last small freedoms left in a job that measured silence as inactivity. Her headset had rested around her neck, the foam warm against her collarbone from the morning calls. The hold music from the last customer had still felt stuck somewhere behind her ears, a thin looping melody that always sounded like it had been trying to remember a song it used to be.

Her internal chat had pinged. It had been Jules from the next row of virtual avatars, whose messages always came with too many emojis and the faint sense of someone trying to keep the air breathable.


Jules: u seeing the ghost ticket again? 😂



Mara had typed with two fingers like she had been trying not to admit the keys were there.


Mara: It’s back. Requester says USER.

Jules: lol maybe it’s the system. like. literally. 👻



Mara hadn’t laughed. She had checked the metadata. Created: seven days ago. Priority: P3. Status: Reopened. Reopened count: 19. Last updated: now. There had been no customer profile linked. No email. No phone. No device ID. The request channel had been listed as “Portal,” but the portal submission fields had been blank, as if someone had pressed “Submit” without being anyone at all.

She had assigned it to herself because the system rewarded ownership, and because ignoring it would have left it in the queue until the end of time, ticking and ticking, dragging her team’s numbers down. The moment she had assigned it, her status had shifted automatically from Available to In Progress. The system had always known.

She had typed into the comment box, Hello—can you provide more details about your issue? It had been the script. It had always been the script. Her fingers had moved without her permission sometimes, muscle memory shaped by thousands of compliant replies.

She had hit Send.

For a moment, nothing had happened. The dashboard had remained green. The day had remained normal. She had almost felt foolish for feeling watched. She had leaned back and rubbed a thumb across the edge of her mouse pad where the faux leather had begun to peel. The fluorescent hum had continued, steady as a small engine.

Then the ticket had refreshed.

A new comment had appeared. Not from an email. Not from a customer. Not even from a bot, because bots had names like “AutoResponder” and cheerful little robot icons. This comment had been stamped with the requester field.

USER: Provide proof of residency.

Mara had blinked. She had read it again, because sometimes eyes misread things when you had been staring at sans-serif fonts too long.

“Proof of residency,” she had said, quiet. “For what?”

The ticket had answered before she could decide whether to laugh.

USER: For your body.

Her hand had gone cold on the mouse.

Her first instinct had been the same instinct the job had trained into her for every weird, off-script message: categorize it. Troll. Spam. Misrouted. Security. She had checked the tone, the phrasing, the strange specificity. It hadn’t been vulgar. It hadn’t been angry. It hadn’t even been playful. It had read like a form-field prompt that had been dropped into the wrong place, or like a clerk asking for the exact document required to continue.

She had clicked Escalate.

A dropdown had appeared: Escalation reason. She had selected Unclear request / potential security issue. There had been a second dropdown: Manager approval required. She had selected her supervisor’s name—Vance—because that had been the only path upward.

A pop-up had appeared, cheerful and confident: This escalation requires manager approval. Beneath it had been a button: Request Approval.

She had clicked it.

A small message had appeared: Approval request sent. Awaiting response.

On the ticket, a system note had been added: Escalation pending manager approval.

Mara had felt relief for exactly three seconds. She had placed the problem into someone else’s queue. That had been how survival worked in support: problems flowed uphill until they were no longer your problem or until they rolled back down as training opportunities.

Her chat had pinged again.


Jules: what did it say?? 👀



Mara had hesitated. There had been a tiny shame in typing something that sounded insane. There had also been a tiny fear that naming it would make it more real. She had written anyway, because the system measured silence as non-collaboration.


Mara: It asked for proof of residency. “For your body.”



Jules had typed, then stopped, then started again.


Jules: ok no lol that’s cursed

Jules: escalate to IT??

Jules: or like. security??

Jules: don’t answer it



“I escalated,” Mara had murmured, as if Jules could hear her through fiber optic cables. “Pending approval.”

She had clicked away from the ticket and tried to move on. The queue had been full of normal suffering: password resets, billing disputes, feature requests written in all caps, people who forgot their own names when the login page asked them. She had answered calls. She had typed apologies. She had given procedural comfort. Her handle time had remained acceptable.

At 1:07 p.m., the ticket had reopened.

It hadn’t been because she had closed it. It hadn’t been because anyone had touched it. It had simply returned to the top of her “My Work” list, highlighted in yellow like a warning.

Status: Reopened.

Requester: USER.

Reopened by requester: USER.

Under the escalation log, manager approval had still been pending. A little clock icon had sat next to it as if to say: time was passing, whether she received permission or not.

A new comment had appeared.

USER: Approval has been denied due to missing documentation.

Mara had stared. “Denied by who?”

She had checked the approval request. It still had said Awaiting response. Vance hadn’t approved or denied anything. Vance, according to his own status indicator, had been “In a meeting” since 10:00 a.m. Vance had been in a meeting for weeks, it had felt like. Vance had existed mostly as a set of policies.

She had typed to him anyway in the internal chat. Hey—can you approve escalation on INC-00000000? It keeps reopening.

The message had sent. The little “Seen” checkmark had never appeared.

Her phone had buzzed on the desk, face down. She hadn’t been supposed to have it out. Policy said personal devices had to be away during shift. Policy had said many things. But her phone had been her last tether to a world not labeled with ticket numbers, and she had kept it near like a small animal she was afraid would stop breathing if she stopped watching.

The buzz had been a calendar notification.

BREAK: 1:10–1:25 p.m.

Mara had frowned. She hadn’t scheduled breaks in her phone calendar. She barely scheduled her life. She had opened the entry. It had been added by an account labeled Workflow Assistant—the same assistant that added meeting reminders and training modules, the same assistant that lived inside the company ecosystem like a quiet parasite.

Her stomach had tightened in a way that had felt procedural, as if her body had learned to respond to pop-ups with anxiety.

She had clicked back to the ticket.

The Description field had changed. The single Hello had been gone. In its place, a list had appeared, numbered neatly as if it belonged in a template.


	Provide proof of residency for your body.
 

	Confirm identity of USER.
 

	Acknowledge performance obligations.
 



At the bottom, in smaller text like a footer, a timer had appeared.

SLA: 00:14:59 remaining.

The numbers had counted down in real time.

Her headset had beeped—an incoming call. The queue had not cared that her stomach was turning. She had clicked Answer automatically because her hand had done what it had been trained to do.

“Thank you for calling,” she had said, voice smooth. “This is Mara, how can I help you today?”

A man had complained about a refund. He had been angry in a familiar way, like a storm she could predict. Mara had spoken in scripts, offered empathy, read policy. While she had talked, she had watched the corner of her screen where the ticket’s SLA timer had continued to count down in her peripheral vision, the numbers shrinking like the world narrowing.

At 1:12 p.m., mid-sentence, her screen had flickered—just a slight dim, as if someone had nudged the brightness down by a few notches. She had glanced at the brightness slider. It had been set to normal. She had tried to adjust it. The slider had snapped back.

The man on the phone had snapped, “Hello? You still there?”

“I’m here,” Mara had said, heart too fast. Her cursor had lagged as if reluctant.

At 1:15 p.m., the ticket had updated itself again.

USER: Break compliance required. Step away from workstation.

Mara’s mouth had gone numb. The man had kept talking, listing dates and amounts. His voice had drifted away as if replaced by the hold music that had always felt like it lived behind the walls.

“Mara?” he had said sharper.

She had done the only thing the system had understood. “I’m going to place you on a brief hold,” she had said, still polite, still scripted. “One moment.”

She had clicked Hold. The hold music had begun—thin, looping, cheerfully empty. It had filled her headset and, in her mind, the whole room.

She had stood. Her legs had felt strange, like they had been sitting still too long. She had stepped away from her desk like a person obeying a command prompt, like someone walking to the next form window because the previous one would not proceed until she did.

Her phone had buzzed again.

PENALTY WARNING: Break not initiated.

The tone had not been a phone tone. It had been the same tone the ticketing system had used when an SLA was about to breach. Corporate life had had a limited set of sounds, and it reused them across contexts because even sound had to be efficient.

The notification had come from Workflow Assistant. It had attached a link: Initiate Break.

Mara had tapped it. A web page had opened—the company portal, familiar blue-and-white. The page title had read: Break Acknowledgment.

Beneath it had been a checkbox.

☐ I confirm I am stepping away from my workstation.

She had clicked it because the dimness of her monitor had begun to feel like a threat.

A second checkbox had appeared.

☐ I confirm I remain within the approved residence.

Mara had let out a small, sharp laugh. “Approved residence,” she had whispered, as if the phrase could be mocked into meaninglessness. Her apartment had not been approved by anyone. Her apartment had been a leased box with a door that stuck and a window that never opened all the way.

She had not clicked the second box. She had returned to her desk, resumed the call, apologized, completed the refund, closed the ticket like a proper worker, closed the call like a proper human. The productivity ring had continued to fill in, pleased again.

When the call had ended, she had tried to treat the cursed ticket like a normal ticket because the alternative had been to admit an impossible thing was happening and she was alone in fluorescent light with it.

She had typed: Please clarify what you mean by proof of residency. Are you requesting documentation for an account? If so, please provide the account ID.

The reply had appeared immediately.

USER: Account ID: MARA.

Cold had climbed through her ribs as if air had been replaced with glass. She had checked her own employee profile in the HR portal: Mara Sloane, employee ID numbers, usual fields. Her account ID had not been MARA. But the ticket had insisted with the calm authority of an intake form.

Her supervisor’s message had arrived at last, not as rescue but as procedure.


Vance: Don’t escalate weird stuff. Close it with insufficient info.



Mara had stared at the words until the letters had blurred. She had almost typed, It keeps reopening. It’s asking for my info. Then she had erased it and replied, Okay, because Vance had spoken and the system had always preferred obedience to truth.

She had clicked Resolve. She had selected Insufficient information. She had typed a note—Unable to proceed without customer details—and then she had clicked Resolve Ticket.

For half a second the ticket had shown as Resolved. A green “Resolved” stamp had appeared at the top, bright and satisfying—the kind of stamp you could imagine pressing onto paper with a firm hand.

Then the page had refreshed.

Status: Reopened.

The “Resolved” stamp had remained faintly visible behind the header like a ghost watermark, like a bruise under makeup.

A new comment had appeared. Not from USER this time, but from something else. The author field had read: WORKFLOW.

WORKFLOW: Resolution rejected. Required documentation missing. Please upload the following:


●  Proof of residency (body)




●  Proof of identity (USER)




●  Proof of consent (closure)






Mara’s stomach had turned slowly, heavily. The list had been formatted like every normal request, and that had been what made it worse. It had not threatened. It had not shouted. It had filed her.

“What documentation?” she had whispered. “What do you want?”

Her phone had buzzed again. Another calendar entry had appeared without permission.

MEAL: 1:30–1:45 p.m.

She had already eaten, a granola bar at her desk while someone yelled about a password. The system had not cared. The system had wanted the checkbox, not the calories.

She had tried to open the knowledge base and search for “proof of residency body,” because her brain, trained by years of absurd requests, had still tried to solve the problem by finding the correct article. The search had returned nothing. She had searched “USER” and been drowned in results that all assumed USER was someone else.

She had opened a message to IT and typed: We have a ticket that keeps reopening. Requester field shows USER. It’s posting weird prompts. Can you check if there’s a workflow bug? She had attached screenshots and hit Send.

The system had replied instantly: Your request has been received. Ticket ID: IT-481992.

Her email had immediately received an automated response.

WORKFLOW: To proceed with IT assistance, please attach the customer ticket ID.

Mara had typed: INC-00000000.

WORKFLOW: Invalid ticket ID. Please provide a valid ticket ID.

She had copied and pasted it again, as if precision could defeat denial.

WORKFLOW: Invalid.

Her hands had curled into fists. “It is valid,” she had said, voice shaking. “It’s right there.”

She had called IT’s internal hotline because calling a human had still felt like summoning something older and more solid than portals and prompts.

The phone had rung. Hold music had begun. The same looping melody, as if the entire company ran on one endless track that never resolved.

A recorded voice had said, bright and calm, “Thank you for calling. Your estimated wait time is... fourteen... minutes.”

Fourteen minutes—the same number as the SLA timer.

The voice had repeated, “Your estimated wait time is... fourteen... minutes,” and it had never changed. Time itself had been put on hold.

The ticket’s SLA timer had reset to 00:14:59 again as if someone had refreshed her doom. The ticket had not just refused closure; it had enforced a cycle.

A new comment had appeared.

USER: Step 1 overdue. Penalty applied.

Her monitor had dimmed further. Her cursor had dragged like it was moving through syrup. She had tried to call someone—anyone—but her phone had dropped the IT call with a soft click and then displayed: No Service. She had toggled Wi-Fi. She had toggled cellular data. The cellular toggle had been greyed out, unclickable.

She had gone to her front door because reality should have had at least one hinge she could still operate. She had turned the deadbolt. She had tried the handle.

The handle had not moved—not because it had been locked in the familiar way, but because it had been disabled, like a button on a screen that did not respond.

Her phone had vibrated with another notification.

ACCESS DENIED: Residence verification required.

She had backed away from the door, breathing too fast. “This is insane,” she had told the empty room, and her voice had sounded small, like a child arguing with a teacher.

Her laptop had pinged again.

WORKFLOW: Performance Plan issued. Please review and acknowledge.

A window had forced itself into the foreground, covering everything, bearing the company logo like a seal.

Corrective Action: USER Compliance

Employee: MARA SLOANE

Role: Support Representative

Customer: USER

Issue: Failure to provide proof of residency (body).

Action Required: Compliance within 14 minutes.

The page had scrolled on its own, as if a hand had pressed her face to it.

If compliance is not achieved, additional penalties may be applied including but not limited to: reduction of available light, reduction of available sound, reduction of available access, reduction of available name.

Reduction of available name had landed in her mind like a paper cut that kept slicing deeper.

She had looked back at the ticket. An upload field had appeared.

Upload Documentation

Accepted formats: .pdf, .jpg, .png, .docx

Do not submit falsified documentation.

She had clicked it because she had been desperate enough to try anything, and because her body had been trained to believe that if she supplied the correct file, the correct box would turn green.

A file browser had opened. Documents, Downloads, Pictures. It had felt obscene that her private life had been presented as attachments. She had clicked Pictures and scrolled past vacation photos and cat photos and screenshots of receipts. She had selected a selfie and uploaded it.

The system had processed it and replied:

WORKFLOW: Rejected. Proof of residency insufficient. Please include address, date, and body.

“What does that mean?” she had whispered. “Body.”

She had grabbed a utility bill from the counter as if paper could still anchor her in place. She had tried to use her phone camera, but the camera app had flickered and turned grey. She had used her laptop webcam to scan the bill instead, saved it, uploaded it.

WORKFLOW: Rejected. Proof of residency (place) received. Proof of residency (body) missing.

Her heart had hammered hard enough to hurt. She had understood then with a sick clarity that she was trapped inside a requirement designed to be impossible. There had been no correct submission. The need had been the weapon.

Her chat had pinged again.


Jules: u ok? u went quiet



Mara had typed with shaking fingers.


Mara: Something’s wrong. My phone has no service. My door won’t open. The ticket—

Mara: It’s doing things.



Jules had replied like someone still living in the world where emojis mattered.


Jules: lol like haunted?

Jules: call ur landlord

Jules: or like... restart ur router 😂



Mara had stared at the laughing emoji until it had felt like teeth.

Her laptop had pinged.

WORKFLOW: SLA breach imminent. Final warning.

The lights in her apartment had dimmed again—not like a bulb burning out, but like someone sliding a brightness bar down. The corners of the room had sunk into shadow. The air had felt thicker, as if the atmosphere itself had been throttled.

She had sat back down because sitting had been what her body did when screens demanded action. She had tried to think in the logic of forms. If the system wanted proof her body resided, then maybe it wanted proof she was inside it—proof of occupancy, tenancy, attachment.

She had opened a blank document. She had typed: I, Mara Sloane, confirm that my body resides at [address] as of [date]. She had attempted to sign with her trackpad, the signature trembling and ugly. She had saved it as a PDF and uploaded it.

WORKFLOW: Rejected. Self-attestation requires customer consent.

Customer consent.

Mara had swallowed hard. “I am the customer,” she had said, and she had hated herself the moment she heard it because it sounded like surrender.

The ticket had replied.

USER: Correct. Customer: MARA. Requester: USER.

Requester: USER. Customer: Mara. The roles had inverted. The system had moved her from agent to subject, from solver to solved.

She had reached for the trash icon—Delete—because she had deleted tickets before, and because belief in a function had been one of the last forms of hope she had left.

She had clicked Delete.

A dialog box had appeared, polite as a receptionist.

Deletion requires customer consent.

Buttons: Request Consent and Cancel.

She had clicked Request Consent.

A new window had opened titled: Customer Consent Request. Her own name had been in the “To:” field. Her own employee email. The message had been composed on her behalf with corporate warmth:

Dear Customer,

We request your consent to delete ticket INC-00000000. Deletion is permanent and cannot be undone. Please review and accept the following terms.

A link had sat beneath it: Review Terms.

Under that had been a checkbox.

☐ I agree.

Her cursor had hovered over the empty box. The lights had dimmed further, as if the room itself were waiting for her decision, as if illumination were tied to consent the way access was tied to compliance.

She had clicked Review Terms.

The document had been long. It had scrolled down without her input, as if the system had decided she would read it all whether she wanted to or not. The tone had been the same tone as every other policy document, but the content had turned her stomach because it had been about her, written like a service agreement.

By consenting, Customer acknowledges that the Customer may be removed from active service. Customer acknowledges that Customer identity may be reclassified. Customer acknowledges that Customer body may be reassigned to queue. Customer acknowledges that closure constitutes acceptance of status.

Reassigned to queue. The phrase had struck her like a blunt instrument.

The hold music had begun again, faint, even though she had not been on a call. It had seeped into the room like water, the same looping melody playing somewhere behind the walls. It had sounded like the office had moved into her apartment, or like her apartment had always been part of the office and she had just needed the right ticket to see it.

Vance had messaged again.


Vance: Why is your status Idle? Get back in queue.



Mara had looked at her status indicator. It had read Idle in red. She hadn’t set it. The system had set it. A banner had spread across the top of her screen.

Performance Penalty: Reduced functionality until compliance achieved.

Her keyboard had begun to lag. Letters had appeared a fraction of a second after she typed them. The cursor had stuttered like a heartbeat skipping. The world had become a slow-loading page.

Her mind had tried to find a loophole, a procedural trick. Escalation. HR. A police call. The landlord. Each thought had arrived already tagged with warnings—unauthorized action, policy violation, penalty—as if the system had begun filing her imagination too.

She had returned to the checkbox.

☐ I agree.

She had whispered, “I don’t consent,” and the words had sounded like a request addressed to an elevator door.

A notification had appeared.

FINAL NOTICE: Consent required to proceed.

Proceed where, she hadn’t known. She had only known that nothing moved until she clicked. That had been the nature of forms. That had been the nature of systems. They didn’t chase you with knives. They simply refused to let you continue until you complied, and the refusal became the knife.

Mara’s finger had pressed the trackpad.

She had clicked the checkbox.

☑ I agree.

For a moment, everything had gone very still. The hold music had stopped mid-note, cut off like a cord severed. The dim light had frozen at its current level. The cursor had steadied. The system had seemed to inhale.

Then a button had appeared beneath the checkbox that hadn’t been there before.

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





