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CHAPTER 1. Gray Hair and Lipstick
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Marta woke up before the alarm.

Not because she had slept enough. Rather because her body no longer believed in the promise of sleep.

It woke up on its own, quietly and without reason—the way people wake up who have kept everything under control their whole lives: schedules, bills, documents, deadlines... and only themselves—sometimes least of all.

Beside her, on the other side of the bed, lay her husband.

He lay straight, facing the wall, as if even in his sleep he was choosing where to look.

Marta glanced at his shoulder, at the line of his neck, at the hair that already held gray, and felt a familiar emptiness.

Not anger. Not resentment. Emptiness—like when you open a cupboard and see that nothing inside has changed.

Once, they had loved each other.

Not “like neighbors,” not “out of habit,” but truly—with touch, with laughter, with patience and impatience, with those small gestures that make up a life.

Back then, she could have turned, buried her nose in him, said something sleepy and familiar, and he would have answered not with words, but with warmth.

Now he simply... didn't notice her.

Not as a human being—as a woman.

And in this, there was something particularly cruel: he wasn't hurting her on purpose. He had simply switched off. Stopped seeing. Stopped feeling.

Like a television set that people stopped turning on—it stands in its place, but no one expects light from it.

Marta got up carefully, so as not to make noise. Although she could have been careless—he wouldn't have woken up anyway.

He hadn't woken up from her footsteps for a long time.

The kitchen was cool.

The kettle stood where it always did. A mug—on the table. A spoon in the sink. No dirt, no catastrophe.

Just life without decorative covers: flat, domestic, slightly faded.

Marta turned on the kettle, looked out the window.

Outside, morning was beginning. Gray, calm, without surprises. Cars drove over wet asphalt. Somewhere far away, a bus was already moving.

The city lived its own life—and this life was simultaneously close and far away, like a stranger's conversation behind a wall.

She made herself coffee.

Not “like in a café.” Not “with foam.” Ordinary coffee that helps turn on the head and not think about the superfluous.

And this “superfluous” was the most dangerous thing at her age: thoughts that come in the evening and at night when there is nothing to do.

She took a sip, tasted the bitterness, and only then picked up her phone.

This movement wasn't hysteria. It wasn't panic. It was like the habit of checking the lock on the door: making sure the world was in place.

Instagram opened quickly.

The feed was like a showcase of other people's lives: breakfasts, smiles, children, cats, trips, bouquets. For some, everything was bright.

For some—perfect. For some—too beautiful to be true.

Marta scrolled through a couple of posts and lingered on a photograph of a woman she didn't even know personally.

She had posted a snapshot from her youth: big hair, a dress that had no age, a smile without caution.

Marta looked and felt a door opening somewhere inside, into a room she didn't like to enter.

The room of the past.

She didn't like to enter it not because it was bad there. But because there was too much hope there.

Marta set the phone aside and went to the bathroom.

The light was white and honest. It doesn't make women more beautiful. It makes them real.

The mirror showed her face.

Gray hair—it didn't paint her in a good light. It could have, of course. Now there is everything for this: dyes, masters, salons.

But she didn't want to war with age. She wanted to look dignified. And gray hair wasn't a defeat. Gray hair was a fact.

The most alive thing in her was her eyes.

She knew this. Not because someone constantly paid her compliments.

She simply felt it herself: if she wants to be a woman, she needs to hold her eyes.

She took out her makeup bag.

Pencil. Mascara. Lipstick.

Makeup wasn't for men. Not for the “hunt.” Rather so that in the morning she would see in the mirror not a tired woman, but a woman who is holding up.

She lined her eyes. Applied lipstick—calm, pink, the kind one can wear “just to work” and not look ridiculous.

A little better.

A little softer.

A little... as if life hadn't passed by completely.

She stepped out of the bathroom and looked at her husband again.

He was sleeping. Facing the wall. And Marta suddenly thought: when was the last time he looked at her attentively?

Not at dinner, not at the bills, not at her words about “we need to buy,” but at her.

The answer came too easily.

“A long time ago.”

She didn't think further. Thoughts are a luxury her nervous system no longer liked.

Marta got dressed. Neatly. Without haste. Checked her bag: keys, wallet, phone, notebook. And left the house.

The firm was small.

Not a corporation with cold floors and glass walls. An ordinary office where people work for a long time and change rarely.

Everyone knows everyone there. And simultaneously, no one knows anyone truly.

Marta had her own office.

Small. With a window. With shelves where folders stood—neat spines, signatures, numbers. This was her world. A world of order.

She loved order.

Order is control. Control is what holds a person together when there is too much emptiness in life.

She turned on the computer. Opened the spreadsheets. Started the day.

Invoices. Payments. Reconciliations. Documents. Strangers' surnames. Strangers' numbers.

In the world of numbers, everything is honest: if you are attentive—everything will balance. If you made a mistake—it can be fixed.

In the world of feelings, nothing is fixed so easily.

An hour later, Marta took a pause. Poured coffee. And picked up her phone.

Not because she was bored. Because inside, something quietly clicked: “if I don't post a photo today... it's as if I wasn't here.”

She turned on the front camera.

The photo turned out ordinary: office light always makes the face a bit paler. Sharpness sometimes “floats.” She didn't know how to adjust the camera.

Didn't know the secrets. Just looked into the screen so as to look normal.

She didn't use filters. Sometimes raised the brightness a bit—and that's all.

Her snapshots were simple. There was no gloss in them. No game.

But there was something else: within them was a woman who exists.

She published the photo without a caption.

A caption is a thought. A thought demands an answer. And Marta didn't want conversations. She needed... attention. Warm, light, without obligations.

She put the phone on the table and returned to the numbers.

But five minutes later, she opened the app again.

Likes were already there.

And comments—like a small parade of admirers walking onto the stage on schedule.

royal_dubai__touch: 😍😍😍😍😍

rose_palermo__77: Buona giornata 🌹🌹🌹

amore_sicilia__888: Buongiorno 💗🌸

ali__ben__52: Hallo

pray_goodday__mauro: Amém boa tarde

Marta read and felt it becoming a little softer inside.

The words were empty. But the sensation—was not.

She put a heart under “Palermo” because the Italian words sounded beautiful.

They made her morning a little more festive, as if she wasn't in an office among folders, but somewhere in a warm place where people greet each other not dryly, but with roses.
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