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This is a slice of life novel that values everyday moments and slow revelation rather than fast thriller pacing.
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A Note To The Reader
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This is the Original GR Edition. It favors fidelity over localization, preserving much of the author's original narrative voice and storytelling rhythm. Some expressions intentionally retain the author's distinctive literary style, allowing English readers to experience the novel in a form that remains closer to the author's artistic vision.

This story is, above all, a slice-of-life journey.

While it contains moments of mystery, danger, and uncertainty, those elements are not the destination. They are part of the road the characters travel as their lives intersect, grow, and change.

The story unfolds at a deliberate pace, giving everyday moments the same care as extraordinary ones. Shared meals, quiet conversations, long walks, and silent reflections are as important as the mysteries themselves, for they reveal the bonds that hold these people together.

Told through the perspectives of different characters, each chapter offers another view of the same journey. No single person sees the whole picture, and each perspective reveals something the others cannot. Some paths lead to answers, while others simply become part of the journey.

If you enjoy character-driven stories that value relationships, atmosphere, and the quiet beauty of everyday life, I hope you'll enjoy the journey ahead.
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Gwoyeu Romatzyh Tonal Spelling
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The people and places names in these books using Gwoyeu Romatzyh spelling instead of Hanyu Pinyin. The main reason is to make this works unique and stand out.

Gwoyeu Romatzyh (GR) is a rare gem born in the 1920s, a romanization system that dances with the tones of Mandarin Chinese by weaving them directly into the very fabric of its words. Unlike other systems that merely mark tones with numbers or accents, GR breathes life into each syllable by changing its spelling to sing the melody of the four tones. The simple sound "ma" transforms, shifting its shape with each tone, ensuring that the music of Mandarin is never lost or forgotten in the written form.

This elegant intertwining of tone and spelling offers a special charm, especially for those who craft stories and paint worlds with words. In fiction, where every name and phrase carries meaning and emotion, GR’s seamless tone encoding becomes a silent guide, whispering the true sound beneath the letters. It invites readers to hear the language as it was meant to be spoken, without interruption or distraction from tone marks. Each word becomes a miniature poem, its spelling a reflection of the voice that breathes it into life.

Beyond its poetic grace, GR offers a practical beauty: it frees writers from the burden of cumbersome tone marks, allowing the flow of words to remain unbroken and pure. With nothing more than a simple keyboard, one can capture the full essence of Mandarin’s tonal dance, making it a faithful companion for those who wish to preserve the language’s subtle music on the page.

Gwoyeu Romatzyh was crafted by the visionary linguist Yuen Ren Chao and embraced by the Republic of China in 1928 as a beacon of linguistic unity and clarity. It was a bold attempt to simplify and illuminate the Chinese language, to give voice to its tones in a way that was both natural and profound. Yet, like many beautiful things born in turbulent times, GR faced challenges, its intricate spelling a mountain to climb for many, and political storms that scattered its influence.

In Taiwan, GR lingered in scholarly halls and linguistic tomes before yielding to newer systems, while in mainland China it was soon replaced by the more widely adopted Hanyu Pinyin, whose tone marks became the global standard. Today, Gwoyeu Romatzyh lives on as a poetic whisper from the past, a testament to the artistry possible in language.

For those who seek a romanization that sings with the soul of Mandarin, that captures tone not as an afterthought but as an inseparable thread, Gwoyeu Romatzyh remains a rare and beautiful choice, a system where every letter carries a song, and every word tells a story both written and heard
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Prologue
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Not many people know what would happen in their life. Even people who had thoughtfully arranged everything sometimes encountered surprises that colored their lives. 

Muhrong Menqder also did not escape those surprises. 

He was not a person who likes to plan everything, so he was ready with all the risks he has to face. But even so, the things happening in his life right now were far from what he had expected.

"Sir! Is there any schedule change?"

Muhrong Menqder gasped. The question interrupted his thoughts. He turned to the person who asked the question. He saw a young man who looked very nervous. Beads of sweat trickled down the young man's forehead.

"Tomorrow, we will leave at the exact time we have planned. Until now, there has been no order to advance or postpone our plans!"

The young man nodded. Muhrong Menqder realized that the youth's nod did not mean that the answer he gave had calmed the young man down. The young man was probably hoping that their leader would issue an order canceling the mission they were about to carry out.

"Sir! Aren't you worried?" The youth seemed reluctant to leave Muhrong Menqder's side.

"Of course I'm worried. But that won't change things. Let's just do the best we can!"

"I've never killed anyone before, Sir!"

Muhrong Menqder led the young man to sit on a chair in the room they were now in. Then he sat down in the chair next to the chair.

"We're not going to kill anyone. Unless circumstances force us to do so." Menqder said softly but still with a firm tone.

The young man took a deep breath. Muhrong Menqder realized that whatever he said would not change the ingrained things inside the young man's mind.

"I understand, Sir! Don't worry. I'll do my best. I'm also sorry if you think I'm so stupid."

"There's nothing for me to forgive. And you are not stupid. What you're feeling right now is normal."

"The others don't seem to have the same problem as me, Sir!"

"Who said that? Most of them feel how you feel right now. But they choose not to show it."

"Is that so, Sir?"

"I can't read minds. But from my experience, I can guarantee that what I'm saying is true. So please don't think that you're the only one who doesn't believe you can do the things we're about to do."

"Have you ever felt like this before?"

"Let alone before, until now, every time I go on a dangerous mission, I always feel nervous, and sometimes I doubt my abilities."

"Then what do you do when you feel like that?"

"It's simple. I try to stay calm and don't think about it too much. When the time comes, I just do what's written in the pre-arranged plan. Don't improvise unless the circumstances require."

"Thank you, Sir!" The young man seemed a little more relieved.

"Is there anything else you'd like to ask?"

"No, Sir."

Even though the young man said that, Muhrong Menqder heard the doubt in the young man's voice.

"Is that right?"

"Look, Sir. Earlier in my room, I found something under the bed."

"Something like what?"

"A book, Sir."

"A book? Then? Have you read it?"

"I only skimmed through it, Sir. It appears to be a novel."

"A novel? Ah! Maybe it belongs to the person who used to occupy that room. Not strange at all, right?"

"That's not unusual, Sir. But there are some things in the book that I think, coincidentally, are a bit like some of the things we're about to do."

"Eh? Where's the book? I want to see."

"All right, Sir."

The young man took the folder that he had put on a table in the room when he just entered the room. After opening the folder, he took out a novel that was not that thick. He gave the novel to Muhrong Menqder.

"Oh! This is volume 2! Did you find the previous volumes, too?"

"No, Sir. Just this book."

"Okay, thank you."

Muhrong Menqder opened the first page of the novel. He did not recognize the author's name. But it meant nothing. Muhrong Menqder was not one of those who likes to read novels. So maybe the author was actually quite famous, but Muhrong Menqder didn't know.

"What do you think, Sir?"

"I'm going to read this novel to see how similar the plot is to what we're supposed to do next."

"Alright, Sir!"

"Now, you go back to your place. Wait for further orders!"

"Yes, Sir!"

The young man then stood up. He saluted Muhrong Menqder. After that, he walked straight out of the room. 

After the young man disappeared behind the door, Muhrong Menqder continued reading the book.

About an hour and a half later Muhrong Menqder was stunned when he finished the novel. Just as the young man had said, there were indeed some things in the novel that were somewhat similar to the things they had to do on their secret mission.

After thinking for a while, Muhrong Menqder finally decided that it was just a coincidence. But he would still report it to his superior. Just as he was about to make a phone call to discuss the matter, he heard a knock on the door.

"Please, come in."

The door opened. A young man stepped into the room. He entered carrying a fairly thick folder. He saluted Muhrong Menqder.

"Everything is ready, Sir!"

In contrast to the young man who had come before, the young man who had just arrived seemed seemed very sure of himself. With a perfect attitude, he put the folder he brought on the table in the room.

"Everything is written here. Please check first!" His voice was so firm. There was not the slightest sound of doubt.

"Are you sure everything is really ready?" Menqder looked at the face of the young man who looked so confident. He admired the young man. But at the same time there was a sliver of doubt in his mind. Overconfidence wasn't always a good thing.

"That's right, Sir! I've checked everything!"

"The things that are written in these documents are they all in order?"

"Yes, Sir! I've seen it all myself!"

"What about all the weaponry?"

"Everything is complete, Sir!"

"Now please go back to your place! You have to recheck everything! After that, come back to report here."

The young man was silent for a moment. Muhrong Menqder stared intently into the youth's eyes.

"Yes, Sir!" The youth saluted Muhrong Menqder. Then out of the room with firm steps.

Muhrong Menqder sighed. Right now, he was trying to calm himself down. If there was a slight mistake, what they would soon do would change the whole course of their lives. 

He realized that unlike himself, those young people still had many choices in their lives. Once they did, they could not return to their daily lives. Everything would change. Their lives would never be the same as before.

Meanwhile, about eight kilometers away, a man in his fifties flipped through a piece of paper in his hand. He tried to digest what was written on the paper.

"Are you serious?" Even after reading it a few times, the man was still confused. The words written on the piece of paper were not the instructions he had hoped he would receive. He understood the contents, but he hesitated to do those instructions. 

"Just do what it says." 

A man wearing a dark brown shirt sat right in front of the man. The man was in his late forties. 

"Okay! After this, my debt is paid off, right?"

"It's not only your debt that's paid off. But you'll also get a pretty decent wage."

"I don't want to get too involved in your business. As before, I almost died doing what you told me to do."

"This time, it's different! You only have to do one thing. After that, it's all over. I'll send the money to your account."

"Is it really just like this? Nothing else?"

"Of course, it's true. Tell you what. I'll give you a down payment first. Twenty percent of the wages you'll receive."

The man in his fifties hesitated for a moment. The person who offered this to him had a terrible background. Everything he provided must be related to things that were not good. Most of those things this man used to do violated applicable laws. But right now, he needed money. Plus, he still had a debt to the man who sat in front of him.

"Can you give me half of the wages first?"

"Gongsuen Tzyyyang!" snapped the man in the dark brown shirt. "I can only give twenty percent. I haven't received the money myself either. So that twenty percent comes from my pocket!"

The man called "Gongsuen Tzyyyang" looked at the man sitting in front of him.

"Okay! But don't be late sending the money. Now, where's the twenty percent?"

"Wait, a minute! I have to make sure you understand all the instructions written on the paper."

"I see. Go ahead if you want to test me."

"I will not test you. I just want you to explain to me every step that's written on this paper."

Gongsuen Tzyyyang looked at the man in the brown shirt with a slightly annoyed expression.

"First, I have to go to the traditional medicine shop at this address." Gongsuen Tzyyyang pointed to a line on the paper.

The man in the dark brown shirt nodded.

"Second, I have to speak to the man in the light green shirt. I have to tell him I am looking for diarrhea medicine for diabetics. I have to say the person who needs this medicine is a seventy-eight year old man. After that, the shopkeeper in the light green shirt will ask me if the patient has a history of kidney disease. I must answer that he has never had a serious problem with his kidneys. After that, the person will ask again if I want a pill or powder form. After that, I had to answer that I wanted a pill form. Then that person would ask me to wait in a special room. There he would give me a package."

"Good! You know what to do and say at the drugstore!"

"Third, early tomorrow morning, before sunrise, I have to be at my work. I should be there early because security will be super tight after seven in the morning. I can't freely bring in the parcel if the security is already there. Then, I have to open the package. Inside is a mini-cassette. I must put the mini-cassette in my trouser pocket."

"So far, everything is correct," said the man in the dark brown shirt.

"Fourthly, I have to wait until the person who will receive this mini-cassette arrives. That person is a young woman. There is no mention of the woman's name or characteristics here. But that woman will come along with a person named "Ouyang Yawchyuan." The man's name will be written on the name tag above the left pocket of the shirt he is wearing. After that, I have to find a way to give the mini-cassette to the woman."

"Do you have any questions you'd like to ask?" asked the man wearing a dark brown shirt.

"What does this last paragraph mean?"

"No matter how perfect a plan is, sometimes unexpected things happen. If that happens then you have to do the things in the last paragraph.

"It's not dangerous right?"

"Of course not. Don't overdo it. It's not the first time we've done something like this.

"I see. I'll try my best."

Gongsuen Tzyyyang let out a long sigh.

"Fine, this is the money." The man in the dark brown shirt handed Gongsuen Tzyyyang a thick envelope. Gongsuen Tzyyyang right away opened the envelope and counted its contents.

"Thank you! When should I go to the drugstore?"

"The person in the light green shirt will only appear there two hours from now. So you just wait here until the time comes. I hope you don't fall asleep here. Don't be late getting there."

"What time does the drugstore usually close?"

"That place will be open until midnight. But that doesn't mean you can show up just before midnight. The guy in the light green shirt won't be waiting for you until the shop closes."

"Okay!"

"I will go now."

"See you later!"

"Wait a minute! You can't take the paper with you. You've memorized it all, right?"

Gongsuen Tzyyyang nodded. He instantly gave the paper to the man in the brown shirt. After taking out a lighter from his pocket, he then burned the paper.

"Is there anything else?"

The man in the brown shirt shook his head. But a moment later, he seemed to remember something. He took out a book from the small bag he carried.

"What's that?" Gongsuen Tzyyyang stared at that thing. "Some kind of manual for doing certain things?"

"No. This is a novel. I will give it to you."

"For what? You know I don't enjoy reading novels."

"I know. I want you to read this novel while waiting here. This is a way for you not to fall asleep from boredom waiting."

Gongsuen Tzyyyang shook his head. "Okay! I will try to read this book."

"I will go now!"

Gongsuen Tzyyyang nodded.

The man in the brown shirt stood up. He immediately got up and left the place.

Gongsuen Tzyyyang started to flip through the first page of the book.

Not long later, Gongsuen Tzyyyang had read the book all the way through. The book he had just read was not thick at all. It only took him about ninety minutes to finish it all.

"Such a strange story," muttered Gongsuen Tzyyyang.

It's not superfluous. This book was the second volume of a very long story. Reading a story not from the beginning was certainly very confusing.

Gongsuen Tzyyyang looked at the clock hanging not far away. He stood up and, at once, got up to start doing his job.
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Withered Roots Still Trust the Rain

枯 根 信 雨

<< -—Beeihae Shinnshiow -—>>

百叩重門盡掩塵

殘篇密劃斷迷津

飢腸獨步觀浮態

傘下閒談暖暮春

遽客驚投空紙匣

群徒四顧惑盲巡

開箱默視無逃影

槁木猶期雨潤身
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Heavy doors shut against a hundred knocks, sealed in dust.

Worn pages bear dense strokes, cutting off lost fords.

Hunger walks alone, observing the floating world's ways.

Beneath the umbrella, idle chatter warms the twilight spring.

Sudden panic drives a guest into an empty paper box.

Pursuing crowds look around, deceived by the blind patrol.

Opening the silent box reveals no fleeing shadow.

Withered wood still hopes for rain to nourish the body.

The smile that rose on the receptionist's face looked sincere enough, though it carried a discomfort she couldn't quite hide. Shinnshiow had barely finished giving his name and was about to explain why he had come when the woman raised both hands slightly, as if asking for his understanding before he could go on.

"I'm terribly sorry. I believe I already know why you've come."

Shinnshiow stopped himself before he could speak. His gaze remained calm.

"The position we posted last week was already filled as of this morning. We just haven't had the chance to take down the notice yet."

There was real regret in her voice, nothing performed about it. She looked genuinely sorry that someone had come all this way chasing a hope that no longer existed.

Shinnshiow nodded slowly. "I understand."

"A lot of people have come in today asking about the same thing. I'm sorry for wasting your time."

"It's all right. Thank you for telling me."

The woman returned his smile, visibly relieved. "I hope you find something even better soon."

"Thank you."

That was all there was to it. No complaints, no forced questions. Shinnshiow understood there was no use begging for a chance that had already closed. Everyone in that small office was simply doing their job.

Still smiling, Shinnshiow turned and walked out of the office. The glass door swung open slowly, letting the noise of traffic from the main road rush in before it faded again as the door closed behind him.

The midday air greeted him with a wave of warmth. Sunlight glinted off the shopfront windows lined neatly along the street. People passed by without a glance in his direction. Some walked briskly with phones in hand, others laughed alongside coworkers, and a few hurried along, chasing what was left of their shrinking lunch break.

Shinnshiow stopped at the edge of the sidewalk and pulled out the small notebook he had carefully put together the night before. Every page held addresses gathered from all kinds of sources, newspaper ads, bulletin boards, even tips from people he barely knew.

With a pen that was running low on ink, he drew a thin line through the address he had just visited.

One more.

The list kept getting shorter, but none of it had led anywhere yet. He looked for a moment at the street names still left on the page. Not many, but enough to keep him walking.

His stomach had started sending its quiet, persistent complaints. He'd had breakfast, of course. After that he had also eaten a piece of bread he bought at the station, mostly because he felt bad for the vendor. The smell of cooking from a restaurant across the street drifted over on the breeze now and then, a reminder that lunchtime had long passed. Even so, he closed the notebook again.

Food can wait. I'm not starving.

As long as there were still places he could visit before evening, he would rather make use of the time. There were things far more important. Like what he was doing right now, looking for work and a place to live. Until those two things were settled, a proper lunch didn't feel like something he had any right to think about.

Shinnshiow drew a slow breath and started walking again. There was no reason to stop over a single rejection. After all, he had faced plenty of them these past few weeks.

On his way to the next address, Shinnshiow's pace stayed steady. Every so often he slowed down at the sight of a flyer taped to a shop window or a small notice board in front of a building. Some advertised boarding rooms. Others offered part time work. He stopped whenever he found something that might be useful, reading every listed condition carefully. Most of the rents made him sigh inwardly. The amounts asked for went far beyond what he had. Elsewhere, the rooms available were reserved for one or two specific tenants only.

A few notices said every room was already full and prospective tenants would have to join a waiting list. Some even demanded several months of rent up front before a tenant could move in. Every time he ran into terms like that, Shinnshiow simply opened his notebook, made a small mark, and closed it again.

There's no need to be this disappointed. All of this is normal.

As if all of it had been expected from the very start. One failure after another that day slowly became something ordinary. He didn't treat each rejection as an ending. Instead, every crossed out address only meant one thing. There was still another address to try. As long as the list wasn't empty, hope wasn't either, not entirely. That simple thought kept his steps light even as his body began to tire.

But little by little, thirst started to outweigh his hunger. His eyes caught sight of a convenience store on the corner of the intersection, and he went in without thinking twice. The gentle rush of cool air from inside eased some of the heat that had built up in his body.

He walked along the drink shelves, comparing prices one by one before finally picking up a bottle of tea with the cheapest label. After paying, he didn't leave right away. He stood near the large window facing the street and twisted open the cap. Sip by sip, it went down slowly, easing the dryness in his throat.

Beyond the glass, the life of the city kept moving without pause. Office workers came and went from buildings, their clothes still neat even as their faces began to show fatigue. A mother carried two grocery bags that nearly filled both her hands. A small child tugged at his father's sleeve, pointing again and again toward a bakery across the street. The child's eyes shone with hope at the sight of bread fresh out of the oven.

Not far away, an elderly couple crossed the street with slow steps. The husband held his wife's hand carefully, making sure they reached the other side before the light changed. The simple sight kept Shinnshiow's eyes on the window. Everyone seemed to have somewhere to be. No one truly stood still.

And yet, strangely, a city this size didn't feel rushed. Bustle and calm moved side by side in a rhythm hard to put into words.

He began imagining the lives of the people passing in front of him. Maybe the man in the suit was thinking of the family waiting for him at home. Maybe the mother with her groceries was already planning dinner for her kids. Maybe the little boy would remember this day only because he finally got the bread he wanted.

Every face held a story. Every step carried some hope. Every smile might be hiding a sadness never shown to anyone. In a city this size, thousands of stories moved side by side without ever knowing one another. Each person was the main character of their own life. And he was just one among so many others, trying to find a place to begin the next chapter.

Shinnshiow finished the last drop of his tea. He dropped the empty bottle into a recycling bin near the exit, then opened his little notebook again. A few addresses were still left unvisited. The sun had already begun drifting west, but it still wasn't evening yet. At least, that was how Shinnshiow saw it.

There's still time.

He closed the notebook, tucked it back into his bag, and walked out of the convenience store with the same calm he'd had at the start of the day.

At an intersection thick with traffic, Shinnshiow came to a stop. The crossing light was still red for pedestrians, giving the people waiting a moment to rest before continuing on their way.

He pulled the small notebook out of his bag again. Its cover had already started to wear from being opened and closed so often these past few days. Tucked between its pages was a sheet of paper folded over many times, the one he had put together the night before with such patience.

He unfolded it slowly. A row of addresses ran down the page in neat handwriting. Beside each one was a small note he had made after hours spent digging up information. Some were marked for having the cheapest rent. Others were marked for being close to the station. A few offered shared housing that would cut the monthly cost considerably. Some addresses even had a small circle around them, because the owner would only take inquiries until a certain date.

Last night, that list had felt like a map toward every possibility. Now, after nearly a full day spent crossing the city, most of those notes had lost their meaning.

An apartment that had supposedly still been taking tenants turned out to have been full for days already. A boarding house had raised its rent to nearly double. There was even a building that, according to what he had found on newspaper, was still standing, but when he had gone there that morning, all that remained was a tall sheet metal fence around a construction site. A space that had once been someone's home was now nothing but a pile of steel and concrete.

Shinnshiow let out a short breath. A faint smile touched the corner of his mouth, not one born of happiness, but the kind that comes from realizing that reality rarely goes as planned.

Slowly, he folded the paper again. Each crease had grown sharper, as if marking how many times the list had been checked throughout the day. He tucked it back into the notebook. There was no point staring any longer at addresses that could no longer be visited. A city this size never stopped moving.

What's true today might not still be true tomorrow morning.

He accepted that the way someone accepts rain that can't be stopped. All he could do was adjust his steps.

The light still hadn't changed. His gaze drifted to the row of buildings across the street. Some looked freshly renovated. Others had signs announcing they'd open soon. Tucked between the taller buildings stood a small shop that might have been there for decades. The sight sent his mind wandering. How fast this city changed. Every day, someone new arrived carrying a new dream. Some managed to hold on. Some chose to go back to where they came from. Some opened a business full of enthusiasm, only to put up a closing sign a few months later. Some small shops slowly grew into towering buildings. Changes like that never stopped.

A building that looked sturdy today could vanish within a few months. An empty lot overrun with weeds today might turn into a shopping center by next year. The city seemed to know no word for finished. Something was always being built. Something was always being left behind. Maybe that was exactly what drew so many people here in the first place.

Beneath all that uncertainty, new possibility always waited. No one really knew what they'd find down the next street. Hope had a way of showing up in places nobody had planned for.

His thoughts broke off when the crossing signal turned green. A short chime sounded again and again, signaling that pedestrians could cross. In an instant, the crowd began to move. Shinnshiow stepped forward along with them.

To his left walked an office worker still clutching a thick folder. Ahead, two students in bright colored uniforms chatted, laughing quietly. A courier pushed his bicycle carefully, mindful not to bump into anyone. Not far off, a father held his daughter's hand while she stared, fascinated, at a passing truck. An elderly couple trailed at the back, walking slowly, waiting for each other without a single word. None of them knew one another. But for a few seconds, they shared the same road.

Once they reached the far sidewalk, the stream of people scattered at once. The office worker turned toward a tall building. The students disappeared into a narrow alley. The courier climbed back onto his bicycle and pedaled off. The father and his daughter vanished among the row of shops. Everyone went back to their own destination. Shinnshiow watched the scene for a moment. Life really was like an intersection. People could walk side by side for a moment, then part ways and never meet again. Each one carrying a story only they themselves understood.

He started walking again. Step after step, carried forward by the thousands of hopes he still had left. That kind of routine had become part of who Shinnshiow was these past several days.

A few minutes later, the row of modern buildings began giving way to structures that looked older. Among them, a modest apartment building caught his eye. It wasn't very tall. The paint on its outer walls had faded from years of weather. Fine cracks showed in a few corners, marking that the building was no longer young. Vines crept along part of the wall, giving the impression that the place had stood there a long time without much changing. Somehow, its worn look felt more welcoming than the shining new buildings nearby.

Shinnshiow slowed his pace. His eyes caught a piece of paper taped near the entrance. The handwriting on it was simple, the letters not especially neat, but still easy to read.

Vacant unit available. Affordable monthly rent. Please ask the manager.

Shinnshiow's heart beat a little faster.

He quickly opened his notebook and ran through the budget they could manage once more. He'd checked those numbers over and over throughout the day. But this time the result was different. For the first time, the price written on the notice fell within what they could actually afford. The hope that had been slowly fading since morning flared back to life.

For a moment, a flicker of doubt rose from somewhere deep inside Shinnshiow. There was something fundamental working against him when it came to getting an apartment. It wasn't certain that he would fail again this time, but the odds leaned that way. Still, whatever the outcome, he had to try. At the very least, this chance felt far more real than every place he had been to before. Once more, he studied the apartment's entrance for a few seconds. There was no reason to let even the smallest opportunity slip by.

Shinnshiow wiped his shoes on the mat laid out in front of the door. The motion was simple, but done carefully, a small gesture of respect for the place he was about to enter. He let out a slow breath. His hand reached for the door handle. With a flicker of hope growing again in his chest, he stepped into the old apartment building, hoping this next step would finally bring him closer to somewhere he could call home.

The apartment's glass door swung shut slowly behind Shinnshiow, muffling the street noise into a distant hum. The atmosphere inside the building felt different from the bustle of the city he had just left. Not entirely silent, but quiet enough that his footsteps on the tile floor sounded clear. A faint scent of detergent hung in the air. The lobby floor looked like it had been mopped not long ago. The tile surface reflected the light cleanly, while potted plants placed in a few corners added a bit of color to the plain room.

Rows of metal mailboxes lined the wall, dulled with age. Some were covered in small stickers, a few labeled with residents' names, others decorated with simple drawings made by children. Some boxes looked stuffed with mail and flyers, while others sat empty. The sight gave the impression that this building had long been home to plenty of people. Not a luxury apartment with impressive amenities, but a place that was genuinely lived in, a place where people came home after work, cooked dinner, argued, made up, and repeated the same life again the next day. Shinnshiow liked that impression.

Behind the front desk sat an elderly woman wearing reading glasses. Her white hair was pinned up neatly, and a crossword puzzle book lay open in front of her. At the sound of approaching footsteps, she set down her pencil and looked up with a friendly smile. "Good afternoon. How can I help you?"

"Good afternoon." Shinnshiow returned the greeting with a small bow. "I saw the notice out front. Is the vacant unit still available?"

The old woman nodded slowly. "There are a few left. Are you looking for a place just for yourself?"

Shinnshiow shook his head. "Not exactly." He paused for a moment, searching for the right words. "I'm looking for a place for a few people."

"How many people?"

"Five." He took a short breath before continuing. "Maybe six, if a friend of ours finally decides to join."

The old woman's eyebrows lifted slightly. "Five or six people?"

"That's right."

A few seconds passed in silence. The old woman seemed to be thinking it over, glancing every so often at the resident list beside her desk. At last, she let out a slow breath.

Shinnshiow could already guess what was coming.

"With that many people, I'm afraid it might be difficult." Her voice stayed gentle. "The building owner usually doesn't allow too many residents in one unit. Even for large families, there's often a limit."

Shinnshiow nodded, a faint smile on his face. His instinct hadn't been wrong. "I figured that might be the answer." Still smiling faintly, he went on, "but I still felt I should ask. I understand. It's the right call."

The old woman smiled back. "If you don't ask, you never know."

"Exactly." Shinnshiow didn't feel disappointed. From the moment he had first seen the size of the building, he had already guessed the odds of rejection were higher than the odds of acceptance. But a guess should never stand in for certainty. Until he heard the answer directly, there was always a chance reality would turn out differently. Today, reality simply hadn't been on his side. That still wasn't a reason to stop.

He was just about to say thank you and take his leave when the old woman opened her desk drawer again.

Huh? What now?

"Hold on a moment." She pulled out a cream colored business card, its corners slightly curled from handling. "My younger brother manages a few properties over in the next district." She held the card out to Shinnshiow. "It might suit what you need better."

Shinnshiow accepted the card with both hands. "Thank you so much."

"I can't promise there's still a vacancy."

"That's all right." To Shinnshiow, even a small lead was worth far more than going home empty handed. "Help like this already means a lot."

The old woman smiled warmly. "When I was your age, finding a place to live wasn't nearly this complicated."

Shinnshiow looked at her, giving her his full attention.

"Back then people worried more about a leaking roof or a cracked wall." She chuckled softly. "These days it's the rent that gives everyone a headache."

Shinnshiow smiled along with her. "Seems like that's true."

"The world changes."

"It does."

"Every era has its own troubles."

Shinnshiow nodded in agreement. "Maybe people in the future will say the same thing about our time."

The old woman laughed softly. "Could be."

A brief silence settled over them, but it didn't feel awkward. A kind of understanding had formed between them without needing much explanation. They came from different generations, lived different lives, yet both understood that every era brings its own challenges, ones nobody gets to choose.

Before Shinnshiow could actually take his leave, the old woman spoke, her voice gentle. "I hope you find a suitable place soon."

"Thank you."

"I'll say a prayer that everything goes smoothly for you."

Shinnshiow bowed respectfully once more. "That prayer means a great deal to me."

He left the front desk with a heart that felt a little lighter. He hadn't found a place to live, true. But he had gained something no less valuable. The kindness of a stranger. In a city this size, kindness often arrived in the simplest forms. A single prayer. A smile. Or a business card handed over with nothing expected in return.

Once outside the building, the evening breeze greeted him, cooler now than before. He stopped for a moment beneath the entrance canopy and looked over the card again. The name, phone number, and address were printed simply, without excessive decoration. He didn't just drop it into his pocket. Instead, he opened his small notebook, tucked the card between the pages holding his list of addresses, and closed it carefully so it wouldn't get bent. To him, a visit that didn't succeed didn't mean the trip had been wasted. Sometimes a closed door was exactly what pointed someone toward another path they'd never thought of before.

He tilted his face upward. The sky had begun filling with thin clouds drifting slowly by. The sun still shone fairly bright, but its light felt softer now than it had a few hours earlier. Shinnshiow drew a long breath.

A few addresses on his list still hadn't been crossed off. His day wasn't over yet. He adjusted the strap on his shoulder, making sure the weight sat comfortably, then started walking again along the sidewalk. The next location was actually quite far. If he took the subway, the trip would only take one stop. But he chose to walk anyway.

For nearly a year now, walking long distances had become part of his life. His legs had grown used to covering ground that would exhaust most people. Walking gave him time to think. It gave him the chance to observe the city. And sometimes, it brought him face to face with things he never could have planned for. As long as his body was still able to move, he felt there was no reason to take the easier route. Every step carried some new possibility. Maybe not on this street. Maybe not at the next address. But as long as he kept moving, hope would always have somewhere to wait at the end of a journey that wasn't finished yet.

Shinnshiow kept walking along the sidewalk that stretched between rows of shops and office buildings. The sun still hung high, though its light was starting to be dimmed a little by thin clouds slowly gathering from the west.

The street wasn't as crowded as it had been that morning, but it couldn't be called quiet either. Traffic kept flowing without a break, while the sidewalk filled with people headed in every direction. A few retirees strolled along, chatting about things that sounded simple and unhurried. Some paused now and then to look at a bookstore window, while others sat on a small park bench along the road, enjoying a cup of coffee.

Elsewhere, a few tourists were busy photographing an old building standing side by side with a towering glass tower. They pointed here and there with obvious curiosity, as if every corner of the city held something worth remembering.

People with more relaxed schedules were beginning to fill the area too. A young woman sat reading a novel outside a cafe. Two college students appeared deep in discussion in front of a stationery shop. A middle aged man walked a small dog that trotted along cheerfully, stopping now and then to sniff the potted plants lined up along the sidewalk.

Small cafes were filling up with easy conversation. Laughter, the clink of cups, and the smell of freshly brewed coffee blended together, part of the pulse of the city.

In front of several shops, owners were busy setting their merchandise back out after having brought it inside that morning. Some hung clothes on outdoor racks, some arranged flower pots, and others wiped down their window glass until it gleamed in the light.

Not far away, the sound of a saxophone drifted through the air. The first note came out fairly confident. The next one slipped off key. Then a few notes after that seemed to be fighting each other for direction. Shinnshiow turned to look. Near the entrance of a small park, a young man stood with a saxophone that looked fairly old. Beside him lay an open bag and a few sheets of music that stirred now and then in the breeze. It was clear he was practicing. His enthusiasm far outran his skill. Some notes screeched too high. Others came out flat. Every so often he stopped, sighed, and repeated the same passage with a determination that never seemed to fade.

Instead of being bothered, the passersby actually seemed to smile. One small child even stopped for a moment, clapping every time the song made it through a few bars without a mistake. The young man returned the applause with a bashful smile before lifting the saxophone back to his lips. Without quite realizing it, a faint smile crossed Shinnshiow's face too. The music might not have counted as beautiful by professional standards. But there was a sincerity running through every note. Sometimes sincerity reaches the heart far more easily than perfection does.

He continued on his way. In the middle of all the difficulty he was facing, this city still made room for small things that could warm the heart. Someone learning to play an instrument. A child laughing at a note that sounded funny.

Light conversation drifting from cafe tables. All of it happening without anyone knowing that one young man nearby was struggling to find work and a place to live. The city really never did stop for any one person. But that was precisely why life kept moving forward. And somewhere within that endless motion, there was always some small moment worth being grateful for.

A few minutes later, Shinnshiow reached a pedestrian crossing. The light was still red. He stopped along with several other people also waiting for their turn to cross. Beside him stood an elderly man, his hair nearly all gone white. In his hand he carried a cloth shopping bag that looked fairly heavy.

The man tilted his face up to the sky. "Hm." He murmured under his breath. "Looks like it's going to rain again."

Shinnshiow glanced up too. The thin clouds really were gathering more thickly now. "Maybe later this evening."

The old man nodded. "My wife's going to scold me again, for sure."

Shinnshiow looked at him, a little puzzled. "Because you forgot your umbrella, Sir?"

The old man gave a small laugh. "Exactly right." He lifted both shoulders in a shrug. "Every morning she tells me, don't forget your umbrella. And almost every morning, I manage to forget it anyway."

Shinnshiow smiled along with him. "My mother used to be the same way."

"Is that so?"

"Yes." Shinnshiow laughed softly, remembering. "If she just reminded me, I'd usually forget anyway."

"So how did she get you to remember?"

"The only thing that ever worked was her putting the umbrella straight into my hand before I walked out the door."

The old man burst into a louder laugh. "That's exactly the same." His laughter came out free and easy.

"Same with me. If the umbrella's just hanging by the door, I'll forget it for sure."

"We always think we'll remember."

"And then we're a few steps out the door and it's already gone."

They laughed together. The simple conversation just seemed to flow on its own. There was nothing important to discuss. No big topic that needed debating. Just two strangers who happened to be standing side by side, waiting for the light to change. But for some reason, that brief exchange left Shinnshiow's heart feeling a little warmer. Memories of his mother surfaced out of nowhere. He could still picture her standing in the doorway, calling his name as he was about to leave. He hadn't heard that voice in a long time. But in his memory, it still sounded perfectly clear.

The crossing light finally turned green. People began moving. Shinnshiow and the old man stepped forward together.

The old man walked at an unhurried pace. "Young people walk so fast these days."

Shinnshiow smiled. "Maybe because they always feel like time is chasing them."

"Could be."

The old man glanced over at him. "Lucky for me, you're still walking slow."

"I'm just not in any hurry right now."

"That's good."

A few steps later, the old man spoke again. "Besides, you've still got a young face."

Shinnshiow gave a small laugh. "I don't think I'm as young as you think, Sir."

"To me, anyone who can still walk this far without complaining counts as young."

The answer left Shinnshiow without a reply. He only nodded and smiled. Maybe there wasn't a better response to a compliment given so sincerely anyway.

Once they reached the far sidewalk, the old man pointed toward a street that curved to the left. "I need to head to the bus stop."

"Still a ways off?"

"Just a few blocks." He glanced up at the sky again. "Hopefully the rain holds off until I get home."

"I hope so too." Shinnshiow smiled warmly.

"So do I." The old man gave a nod. "Take good care of yourself."

"You too, Sir."

They bowed politely to each other before continuing on in different directions. Shinnshiow watched the old man's back for a moment until it disappeared into the crowd. Their meeting had probably lasted only a few minutes. There was a good chance they'd never cross paths again. But that brief conversation had left behind a warmth that was hard to put into words.

He continued walking along the sidewalk. The weight on his shoulders hadn't lightened. He still hadn't found work. His housing situation was still unsettled. And yet his steps felt just a little lighter. Maybe that was just how life's journey worked. Sometimes it wasn't the destination that kept a person moving forward, but the small kindnesses found along the way.

After one last nod to each other, Shinnshiow and the old man went their separate ways. There had been no handshake. No exchange of names either. They hadn't even gotten around to asking where the other was from. The meeting had simply happened, like two lines crossing briefly before returning to their own predetermined paths.

Shinnshiow glanced back once. The old man was still visible a few steps away, walking slowly, swinging the cloth shopping bag in his hand. But before long, a crowd of pedestrians filled the sidewalk. A mother pushing a stroller passed by, followed by a few office workers just leaving a building. By the time his eyes searched for the old man again, the figure had vanished into the sea of people. As if their meeting had truly been destined to last exactly that briefly and no longer.

Shinnshiow turned to face forward again. In a few weeks, he probably wouldn't remember the old man's face clearly anymore. Maybe the same would be true in reverse. The old man might go home, tell his wife about a young man who reminded him of himself, then slowly forget the conversation as the days passed. That was how most encounters in a big city went. They arrived unplanned. Then they left without any visible trace. But that didn't mean none of it mattered.

Shinnshiow realized that ever since parting ways with the man from before, his steps felt lighter. The weight that had filled his thoughts since morning hadn't really disappeared, but it no longer pressed down on him the way it had before. He had heard plenty of people say that big cities made people grow apart. Everyone too busy. Too rushed. Too consumed by their own affairs to care about anyone around them.

Maybe that wasn't entirely wrong. But this city also showed a different side now and then. Sometimes someone was willing to share a smile. Sometimes a stranger would strike up a conversation for no particular reason. Sometimes just a few simple words were enough to remind him that people still needed other people. The thought brought the corners of his mouth back up.

He adjusted the notebook tucked under his arm, then continued on toward his next address. He hadn't been walking five minutes when an energetic voice called out from across the sidewalk.

"Young man."

Shinnshiow turned.

The voice called out again. "Hey, over here."

In front of a small vegetable shop stood an elderly couple, waving with bright faces.

At first Shinnshiow just looked at them, confused. They both seemed thrilled to see him, as if welcoming a relative they hadn't seen in years. He studied them for a moment. Then the memory slowly came back to him.

About a week ago. At a fairly busy intersection. A motor cart that had suddenly broken down right in the middle of the road. And an elderly couple looking flustered because their vehicle was blocking traffic. He had just happened to be passing by at the time. Without thinking much of it, he had helped push the cart to the nearest repair shop. Once he had made sure they were being looked after by the mechanic, he had said his goodbyes and gone on with his own business. He had never imagined he would see them again.

"So it really is you." The old woman broke into a wide smile. "I recognized you right away."

Shinnshiow smiled back. "I just remembered too."

"I told my husband it had to be you."

Her husband nodded, chuckling. "Lucky my wife's eyes are still sharper than mine."

"Don't say lucky." The old woman gave his arm a gentle nudge. "They just are sharper."

They all laughed together.

The old man shook his head, smiling helplessly. "If you hadn't come along that day, we might still be standing in the middle of that intersection."

"Ah, it wasn't that bad." Shinnshiow waved a hand. "The repair shop wasn't that far off either."

"He always downplays everything." The old woman cut back in. "The cars were backed up for a good while that day."

"That was just a little traffic."

"A little, he says." She let out a small huff. "People were honking horns from every direction."

"Well, things got moving again eventually."

"Honestly, you." The old woman shook her head, laughing.

Watching them tease each other so easily, Shinnshiow couldn't help smiling too. A bond forged over decades apparently had a language all its own. They contradicted each other, but never in a way that stung. Every line was filled with the kind of closeness that only came from living through so many days together.

"How's your vehicle running now?" Shinnshiow asked.

"Just fine." The old man nodded right away. "The mechanic said it was just a loose wire connection."

"Didn't cost much either." His wife added.

"That's a relief." Shinnshiow genuinely felt relieved hearing it.

"If we'd had to replace the engine, we might have gone home in tears." The old man cracked another joke.

"You'd be the one crying."

"My wife would scold me before I even got the chance."

"Because you're the one who forgot to get the car checked."

They laughed again.

The atmosphere in front of the little vegetable shop felt so warm that several passing customers smiled just from watching their conversation.

As the laughter died down, the old woman's attention shifted to the notebook still in Shinnshiow's hand.

"You're still carrying that book around."

Shinnshiow glanced down at his small notebook. "Yes."

"One of my grandchildren used to do the same." She said, recalling something with a smile. "Carried a little notebook everywhere, full of addresses and notes."

Shinnshiow began to sense where the conversation was headed.

"He was job hunting back then." Her eyes met his again. "Are you job hunting too?"

Shinnshiow nodded honestly. "That's right."

"Found anything yet?"

"Not yet." The answer came out calm. "A lot of places are already full up."

"Oh dear." The old woman let out a soft sigh. "Finding work these days really isn't easy."

"But I'm still going to keep trying."

The old man broke into a wide smile. "Now that's the spirit."

"Don't give up." The old woman nodded firmly. "Opportunity sometimes comes right when you're about to stop looking."

"I won't give up." Shinnshiow's voice stayed gentle, but full of conviction. "I just need to keep walking until I find the right place."

The elderly couple exchanged a glance, then nodded, satisfied. Shinnshiow realized they didn't know him beyond two brief encounters. And yet somehow, they seemed to believe in the resolve that came through in the way he spoke.

Beyond that, Shinnshiow found himself realizing something else too.

Hope isn't the belief that everything will go smoothly. Hope is the willingness to keep moving forward even without knowing where the road would end. 

As long as he could hold on to that belief, every rejection he faced today was just one small piece of the long road that would, someday, lead him to the opportunity he had been searching for all along.

The old man looked at Shinnshiow for a moment, as if recalling something he had experienced years ago. "Being tired really isn't pleasant," he said slowly. "But strangely enough, opportunity often shows up right when we start feeling worn out from searching for it."

Shinnshiow didn't answer right away. He just listened.

The old man continued, a faint smile on his face. "Years ago I spent months looking for work myself. It felt like every door I knocked on stayed shut. Just as I started thinking maybe I should try a different path, someone came along and introduced me to the place where I ended up working for almost thirty years."

The old woman beside him gave a slow nod. "Life does love to make people wait." She smiled, smoothing down the edge of the apron she was wearing. "Sometimes we feel like we've done everything right, and the answer still hasn't come. That doesn't mean our effort was wasted. Maybe it just isn't the right time yet."

"If everything worked out right away," the old man added, "people probably wouldn't learn how to be patient."

Shinnshiow bowed his head slightly, a small gesture of respect. "I'll remember that."

No long speech followed. He didn't feel the need to add anything more. The elderly couple's words had been born from decades of hard won experience. They didn't sound like advice memorized on purpose or arranged just to sound wise.

It was precisely because they were so simple that the words felt sincere. He imagined how many failures they must have gone through before they could finally say something like that so calmly. Perhaps every wrinkle on their faces held a story that had never been told to anyone.

Silence settled over the three of them. None of them felt awkward about it. They stood in front of the modest vegetable shop, accompanied by the steady flow of pedestrians moving along the sidewalk. The sound of traffic from the main road drifted faintly, mixed with the occasional rustle of plastic bags stirred by the wind. Every so often the shop owner could be heard offering his goods to a newly arrived customer. But among the three of them, no one felt the need to rush and fill the silence.

Shinnshiow nodded to himself. Silence, too, could be its own kind of conversation. Especially when shared with someone who made the moment feel comfortable.

A moment later the old man's attention shifted to the row of vegetable baskets neatly arranged in front of the shop. He picked up a bunch of mustard greens, checked the price, then shook his head slowly.

Shinnshiow followed his gaze.

"Wow." The old man's voice came out dramatic. "Even vegetables cost this much now."

The old woman glanced at her husband briefly. "What about it?"

"Back when I was young, this much money could get you a whole basket to take home."

"Really?" Shinnshiow smiled politely.

"Well... maybe not a full basket." He chuckled. "But definitely more than you'd get now."

The old woman shook her head right away, smiling in amusement. "Honestly, you."

"What?"

"Who's the one doing the shopping every week?"

"You."

"Who's the one managing the grocery money?"

"Yeah, you too."

"Then how can you be so sure you remember vegetable prices from decades ago?"

The old man opened his mouth to answer, but couldn't quite come up with a convincing response. "Well..."

The old woman crossed her arms over her chest. "Go on, answer that."

"I do... come along shopping every once in a while."

"Once in a while." The old woman nodded repeatedly, holding back laughter. "If we added up all those once in a whiles over fifty years, it probably still wouldn't add up to as much shopping as I do in one month."

Shinnshiow instinctively ducked his head, trying to hide the smile that was starting to spread across his face.

The old man looked at his wife with an expression made to look deeply wounded. "You're exposing all my secrets in front of people."

"Secrets?" The old woman laughed. "That's not a secret. Everyone around here already knows."

"Well, there goes my reputation as a hardworking husband."

"That reputation never existed in the first place."

This time Shinnshiow couldn't hold back his laughter. A small laugh slipped out on its own.

The old man laughed along with him, raising both hands in surrender. "All right, all right."

"Now that's more like it."

Watching the two of them trade jabs without a hint of being offended left Shinnshiow's heart feeling warm. Their bickering wasn't really arguing. If anything, every retort sounded like a form of care that time had polished into something gentle. A relationship that had lasted decades apparently had its own unique way of showing affection. Not through words that were always sweet, but through a habit of teasing each other that only the two of them truly understood.

A few customers coming and going from the shop even smiled watching the elderly couple talk. As if their warmth was contagious enough to reach anyone standing nearby.

Once the laughter died down, the old man turned back to Shinnshiow. "By the way." He pointed toward some of the groceries on display. "Do you like cooking more, or eating?"

The question made Shinnshiow smile. "I like both."

"Both of them?"

"That's right, Sir." Shinnshiow nodded firmly. "Cooking is fun because you get to make something with your own hands."

"And eating it?"

"That's fun too." Shinnshiow laughed softly. "It feels different. But both make me happy."

The old man nodded right away, full of enthusiasm. "That's a good answer, very honest." "I always say homemade cooking is
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