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By 6:12 a.m., Ari was already tired of people not being dramatic, life is meaningless. Not loud or explosive. It was quieter than that. Heavier. Like something sitting on her chest that had learned how to breathe for her.

The phone buzzed before the alarm finished its second vibration.

Ari didn’t need to look to know who it was.

She reached blindly across the nightstand, fingers brushing past a half-empty glass of water and a notebook she hadn’t opened in weeks. The screen lit up harshly against the dim room.

Mum.

Ari answered before the third ring.  

“Hello?”

“Ari, are you awake?”

Ari pushed herself up slowly, pressing her fingers into her temple. “I am now.”

“I didn’t want to wake you, but”

“You called,” Ari said, gently but flat.

A pause then, without apology, “The landlord is asking again. I told him I’d sort it, but you know how these things are. I just need a little help this week. Just until”

“I’ll handle it,” Ari said.

The words came automatically. No hesitation. No checking her account balance. No question of whether she could. Just the reflex of someone who had trained herself to respond before thinking.

“You’re a good daughter,” her mother said, relief flooding her voice. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

Ari swallowed. Something tight pressed against her ribs, but she ignored it.

“We’ll figure it out,” she said.

They hung up. Ari stared at the screen for half a second then it buzzed again.

Tasha: Are you up? I need a favor.

Ari let out a breath that almost sounded like a laugh.

By 7:30 a.m., Ari had already agreed to:

Cover part of her mother’s rent

Review Tasha’s presentation before 10 a.m.

Pick up medication for her uncle on the way to work

She hadn’t brushed her teeth yet.

Outside, the city was already alive, horns blaring, voices rising, engines grinding into motion. It didn’t feel like the world woke up. It felt like it never stopped demanding.

Ari moved through her apartment like a visitor in someone else’s life.

The place was small.  A chair buried under clothes. A sink holding yesterday’s dishes. A calendar still turned to last month like time itself had given up trying to keep up with her.

There was a sticky note near the door.

“Call about an application.”
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