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Chapter1: Payday Left Nothing Behind
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My payday started with a number that looked like a joke.

I sat on the edge of my futon, still wrapped in the stale cold of my one-room apartment, and stared at my phone until the screen dimmed. The bank app showed my salary deposit at the top in clean, polite digits. For about three seconds, it almost looked like money.

Then I opened my notes app.

Rent.

Electricity.

Gas.

Water.

Phone.

Health insurance.

Train pass.

The little list ate through the number faster than I could blink.

I subtracted twice because I did not trust myself before coffee. Then I subtracted again because hope is stupid before seven in the morning. The result did not change. After fixed expenses, after the things that did not care whether I was tired or sick or alive, I had barely enough left to stretch across the month.

“Good morning to you too,” I muttered at the phone.

My voice came out rough. The room did not answer, unless the refrigerator counted. It gave a dry little rattle, like it was also offended by my balance.

I turned it off at the wall when I left the apartment most days, except there was nothing inside that needed saving. Half a cabbage. Two eggs. A plastic container of rice I had cooked too soft because I had fallen asleep before turning the heat down. A bottle of dressing with one stubborn spoonful clinging to the bottom.

The weather app said rain after evening.

I looked at my shoes by the door. The soles were thin enough that wet pavement felt personal.

“Fine,” I said, because arguing with weather was still free.

I washed my face with cold water. The hot water took too long to come through, and I did not want to watch the gas meter in my head. The mirror above the sink showed a twenty-nine-year-old woman with flat bangs, dark circles, and the careful expression of someone who had practiced not looking desperate.

Kurose Nanao. Contract employee. Reliable. Good with details. Fast learner. Always willing to help.

None of those words paid rent.

I packed rice into a lunch box and added the last half of a boiled egg. I stared at the cabbage for a while, then sliced a little of it and salted it. If I used too much today, tomorrow would become a problem. Tomorrow was always waiting with its hand out.

My phone buzzed while I was tying my hair.

A message from work.

Kurose-san, sorry, can you come in a little early today? The report formatting is still messy. You’re the fastest at cleaning it up.

I stared at the message.

The fastest. Not the one with a raise. Not the one getting hired permanently. Just the fastest at cleaning other people’s mess.

My thumb hovered over the keyboard.

I understand. I’ll be there early.

I sent it before I could think of anything better to say.

On the train, I stood between a man with a damp umbrella and a woman watching a cooking video with the sound leaking through her earphones. The video showed thick soup in a white bowl. Steam curled up prettily. Someone off-screen sprinkled chopped herbs over it with a hand that had never counted coins before buying scallions.

My stomach made a small, ugly sound.

I shifted my bag in front of me and pretended I had coughed.

At the office, the lights were too bright for the hour. Someone had left yesterday’s convenience store coffee cup beside the copier. The report files were exactly where I expected them to be: dumped into a shared folder with names like final_final2 and use_this_one_REAL.

I took off my coat, opened the first file, and felt the familiar click in my head. Margins wrong. Date format inconsistent. Tables pasted as images. Page numbers broken. Two graphs missing labels. Someone had used five different fonts in one document, which felt like a personal attack.

I fixed them.

Not because I loved the company. Not because I was kind. Because fixing messy things was easier than watching them collapse.

By nine, the others drifted in with warm canned coffee and damp hair.

“Morning, Kurose-san. You’re early.”

“Apparently my alarm clock is guilt,” I said.

He laughed like I had made a joke instead of a complaint.

By eleven, my inbox had six new requests.

Could you check this too?

Do you remember how we handled last month’s invoice?

Sorry, I know this isn’t your section, but you’re good at it.

You’re a lifesaver.

I wanted to invoice them for every time they called me that.

Instead, I said, “Send it over,” and swallowed the sharp part of my voice.

At lunch, I ate at my desk because the break room smelled like instant ramen and fried chicken. My rice had gone hard in the corners. The cabbage tasted mostly like salt. The half egg looked small enough to be insulting.

Across from me, Tanaka from sales dropped into his chair with a convenience store bag.

“Whoa, Kurose-san, homemade lunch? Respect.”

“It’s cheaper.”

“Still, I could never keep that up.”

I smiled with my mouth closed.

He tore open a sandwich and looked at his screen. “Oh, right. Manager was looking for you. Something about the client data cleanup.”

“I thought Saito was handling that.”

“Yeah, but he said you understand the file structure better.”

Of course he did.

I closed my lunch box. One grain of rice stuck to the lid. I picked it off with my finger and ate it before I could feel embarrassed about eating one grain of rice.

The manager called me over at two.

“Kurose-san, sorry to pile this on you, but you’re really helping us.”

There it was.

Helping.

The word that put a soft cover over unpaid work.

He tapped the edge of a printed sheet. “This part needs to be done today. The client changed the format again.”

“Today?”

“I know, I know. Terrible timing. But you’re quick.”

My jaw tightened.

“I already have the monthly report and invoice checks.”

“Yes, but those can’t be done by just anyone. I appreciate it.”

Appreciation. Another currency no landlord accepted.

“Understood,” I said.

He looked relieved immediately. Too relieved. Like my agreement had already existed before I opened my mouth.

I went back to my desk and opened another spreadsheet.

Rows. Dates. Names. Amounts. Notes in red. Notes in blue. Missing entries. Duplicate entries. Blank cells where someone should have cared.

My phone buzzed again under a stack of papers.

I glanced down, expecting another work message.

It was from the side job platform.

Notice Regarding Unit Price Revision

My chest went tight before I opened it.

Thank you for your continued work. Due to changes in client budget and project structure, the data annotation task rate will be adjusted from next month. We appreciate your understanding.

I scrolled.

The new rate was lower.

Not slightly lower. Not enough to pretend it was fine.

A third gone.

I let the phone fall face down on my thigh.

For a second, the office sounds thinned out. Keyboard taps. Copier hum. Someone laughing near the meeting room. Rain starting against the windows, tiny at first, then steady.

I had spent three weeks learning that client’s rules. I had made my own checklist, color-coded the error patterns, timed myself until I could finish faster without mistakes. I had worked after dinner, before laundry, while waiting for rice to cook.

Continued work.

Understanding.

The words sat on the screen like clean shoes stepping over mud.

“Kurose-san?”

I looked up.

A coworker held a folder with both hands. “Sorry, just one small thing.”

I almost laughed.

Small things had killed more of my life than big disasters ever had.

“What is it?” I asked.

She brightened. “Thank you. You’re always so calm.”

I took the folder.

My fingers had gone cold.

By six, my eyes burned.

By seven, the manager said, “Can you stay a little longer? We’re almost there.”

By eight, the rain outside had turned the windows black.

I stayed because leaving would make tomorrow worse. I stayed because contract renewal season was close. I stayed because saying no once could become a note in someone’s head, and notes in someone’s head had a way of becoming decisions.

At eight thirty, the manager clapped his hands softly near my desk.

“Really, thank you. We couldn’t have finished without you.”

I looked at the corrected report, the cleaned data, the neat rows that would go to a client who did not know my name.

“Will this be reflected in my evaluation?” I asked.

The question came out before I could soften it.

He blinked.

Only once, but I saw it.

“Well, of course we value your contribution,” he said.

There was no answer inside that sentence.

I nodded because my face had learned the movement.

“Thank you,” I said.

He smiled, relieved again.

Outside, the rain had teeth.

I opened my folding umbrella at the building entrance. One rib had been bent since last month’s windstorm, so the fabric sagged on one side. The streetlights spread yellow across the wet pavement. My shoes took in water before I reached the corner.

At the station, an announcement apologized for delays.

A person beside me clicked their tongue. Someone else sighed so hard it fogged the air. The platform smelled of rain, wool coats, and tired people.

I checked my phone because pain apparently needed variety.

The train delay was twenty-five minutes.

I opened my banking app again. I do not know why. Maybe I thought the number might have changed out of pity.

It had not.

A convenience store glowed below the station stairs. Warm light spilled through the windows. Inside, people moved between shelves without hurry. A worker in a cap was placing yellow discount stickers on bento boxes.

My stomach folded in on itself.

I went down the stairs.

Just looking, I told myself.

The automatic door opened with a bright chime. Warm air hit my face, carrying the smell of fried chicken, oden broth, and steamed buns. For a moment, it was almost too much. My hands ached around the umbrella handle.

There were two discounted bentos left.

One fried chicken rice bowl, thirty percent off.

One grilled mackerel set, twenty percent off.

I picked up the cheaper one, then put it down and checked the price of the other. I did the math even though the numbers were printed right there.

If I bought the rice bowl, I could still manage if I used the cabbage tomorrow and skipped coffee for the week.

If I bought the mackerel set, I would have a better dinner and a worse feeling after.

If I bought neither, I could make rice at home and put dressing on cabbage and pretend I had chosen discipline instead of being cornered.

A group of college students came in laughing. One of them reached past me for a drink, their sleeve brushing my coat.

“Sorry.”

“It’s fine.”

I stood with the bento in my hand.

The plastic lid was warm from the shelf light. Not food-warm. Not enough to heat anything. Just enough to make my palm want more.

My phone buzzed.

Another notification from the side job platform.

New tasks are currently limited. Please check back later.

I put the bento back.

The worker with the stickers glanced at me, then away. Not unkindly. That made it worse.

I bought nothing.

Outside, the rain had softened, but the cold had settled into everything. I climbed back to the platform. My socks were wet now. The water in my shoes made a faint sucking sound whenever I shifted my weight.

The train came packed and late.

I squeezed in near the door, one hand on the pole, my bag pressed to my ribs. Someone’s backpack dug into my shoulder. A child cried somewhere farther in. No one had space to turn around.

My head throbbed behind my eyes.

I tried to think about what I would eat when I got home.

Rice. Cabbage. Maybe egg if I used the last one. No, the last egg should stay for morning. Morning would come whether I prepared for it or not.

At my stop, I stepped out with the crowd and opened my umbrella again.

The walk from the station to my apartment was eleven minutes if I was healthy, nine if I was late, thirteen if the rain was bad.

That night, it stretched.

The shopping street was half closed. Metal shutters reflected the streetlights in long, broken streaks. A ramen shop still had customers inside. I could see the backs of their heads through the foggy glass. Bowls on the counter. Steam. Someone lifted noodles with chopsticks and leaned over them like the whole world had narrowed to warmth.

I looked away.

My foot slipped near the curb. I caught myself on a utility pole, palm scraping the wet metal.

“Great,” I whispered. “Very elegant.”

No one was there to hear it.

My apartment building was past the small park and two more intersections. I could picture the room. The narrow entryway. The cold sink. The rice container. The blanket folded badly because I had left in a hurry. If I got home, I could boil water. Maybe drink hot water first. Hot water was not dinner, but it could fool the body for a few minutes.

The rain slid under my collar.

I walked faster, then slower.

My chest felt tight. Not dramatic. Not sharp like in movies. Just tight, like someone had wrapped a belt around my ribs and pulled one hole too far.

I stopped under a streetlight.

Breathe in.

Breathe out.

The air came in cold and thin.

“Just go home,” I told myself. “You can fall apart after you lock the door.”

My knees did not like that plan.

I took three more steps.

The world tilted slightly.

I grabbed at the strap of my bag, as if that could hold me upright. My umbrella slipped. Rain hit my face all at once.

A car passed. Water hissed under its tires.

I laughed once. It sounded wrong.

Payday.

That was the funny part. Not even the worst day. Not a disaster day. Not a day with a hospital bill or a broken appliance or a contract ending. Just an ordinary payday.

I had done everything I was supposed to do.

I had worked. I had saved. I had cooked rice. I had kept receipts. I had learned new tasks without being asked. I had taken side jobs. I had skipped small things before they became large things. I had smiled when people handed me work they did not want to do.

My body bent forward.

The bag slid off my shoulder and hit the ground with a wet slap.

I tried to pick it up.

My fingers did not close properly.

“Oh,” I said.

That was all.

The pavement came closer than it should have. My knee struck first, then my hand. Pain sparked in my palm, bright and useless. The umbrella rolled away, its bent side catching on the curb.

Rain ran down my forehead into my eye.

I could see a vending machine across the street. Its lights were clean and bright. Hot tea. Canned coffee. Corn soup in winter. Little warm luxuries lined up behind glass.

I did not have the energy to stand.

My cheek touched the cold ground.

It smelled like rain, dust, and old oil.

Somewhere far off, a train crossed the tracks with a low metallic roar. Someone’s footsteps splashed nearby, then hurried on. Maybe they did not see me. Maybe they did. I could not lift my head to check.

My phone vibrated inside my bag.

Work, maybe.

A notification.

A bill.

Something asking for a piece of me because pieces were all I had ever been allowed to give.

I thought of my apartment.

The rice waiting in the container. The cabbage. The last egg.

I thought of the discounted bento under the convenience store light.

My throat hurt.

I was not thinking about becoming rich. I did not want a mansion or jewels or revenge. I did not even want anyone to apologize, not right then.

I wanted a warm room.

I wanted dry socks.

I wanted to eat something without calculating the rest of the month around it.

I wanted to sleep without tomorrow standing beside the bed, counting.

The rain touched the back of my neck.

My fingers twitched once against the pavement.

I wanted to be somewhere warm, and not think about tomorrow.

Just that.

Just for one night.
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Chapter2: I Woke Crying in Stranger Arms
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I woke up screaming.

Not crying neatly. Not a small, pitiful sound. Screaming, with my whole chest and throat and body, though my body was wrong.

Too light.

Too weak.

Too small.

Air scraped into me. My arms jerked, but they did not go where I wanted. My fingers opened and closed near my face, tiny and red, and the sight of them made something inside me kick against my ribs.

Those were not my hands.

I tried to sit up.

Nothing happened.

My head rolled against cloth. My legs drew up uselessly. My mouth opened again, and another wail tore out before I could stop it.

A face bent over me.

A woman’s face. Pale with exhaustion, hair stuck damply to her temples, eyes wide and wet. She said something in a language I did not know.

“Ah, ah... Rina, Rina, there now...”

The sounds meant nothing, but the voice shook.

Warm hands slid under my back and lifted me. I was pressed against a chest, against a heartbeat too fast to be calm. The smell of sweat, milk, smoke, and old linen wrapped around me.

I froze.

The last thing I remembered was rain.

Cold pavement against my cheek. A vending machine glowing across the street. My wet sock twisted under my foot. The thought of rice waiting in a plastic container.

My throat worked.

No words came out.

I had no words.

The woman held me closer. Her hand cupped the back of my head as if I might break if the air touched me wrong.

“There, little one. I know. I know.”

I did not know what she said. Not then. But I knew the rhythm. I knew the way her breath caught between sounds. I knew someone was trying to soothe me with a body that had no strength left to spare.

I cried harder.

Not because I hated her arms.

Because they were warm.

My face pressed into cloth. I could not lift my head properly. I could not wipe my eyes. My tongue was heavy and strange. My body had only a few choices, and it chose noise.

The woman rocked me. A chair creaked. Somewhere near us, wood popped softly in a stove. Rain touched the roof, not the hard city rain I knew, but a duller tapping, spread wide above the room.

A man’s voice came from the side.

Low. Worried. Close.

The woman answered him. Her voice trembled, then steadied because she forced it to.

I could see only pieces. A dark ceiling beam. A clay wall with a crack near the corner. A small window covered with oiled cloth instead of glass. Firelight moving over a shelf that held three bowls, one chipped cup, and a folded cloth with frayed edges.

Not my apartment.

Not the street.

Not the hospital.

A child’s body made a thin, furious sound in the room.

Mine.

The man came closer. His face appeared beside the woman’s shoulder. Brown hair, rough jaw, tired eyes. He looked too large from where I lay, all shadow and beard stubble and hands.

His hands were broad. Scratched. A small bandage wrapped one finger. There was dark grease under his nails, the kind that did not wash out easily.

He looked at me as if I were something impossible.

“She’s got strong lungs,” he said.

I did not understand the words yet. I heard only softness trying to hide fear.

The woman made a sound that might have been a laugh if it had more strength.

The man touched one finger to my fist.

My hand closed around it.

It was not a choice. My body simply did it.

He went still.

Then his mouth bent.

Not a big smile. Not even a sure one. Just the corner pulling up, awkward and helpless.

Something warm moved through the room that was not from the stove.

My crying hitched.

The woman lowered her face and kissed my forehead.

“Rina,” she whispered again.

That sound came again and again.

Rina.

It stuck to me before I knew it was mine.

***
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Days came in pieces.

Light. Hunger. Cloth. Arms.

The room widened and shrank depending on where I was placed. On the bed, the ceiling beam was my whole sky. In the woman’s arms, the world became her shoulder, the loose strands of hair near my face, the hollow beneath her throat where her pulse beat.

Sometimes the rain came. Sometimes wind. Sometimes morning light through the oiled cloth made the room glow yellow and weak.

I slept without deciding to sleep.

I woke without wanting to.

My old life did not leave cleanly.

It came in scraps that had no place to go.

A glowing phone in my palm.

A number on a screen that got smaller no matter how carefully I touched it.

Cold rice.

The smell of convenience store fried chicken.

A wet shoe.

A black umbrella rolling away from my hand.

Then the new room crashed over everything.

Milk.

Smoke.

The woman’s voice.

Rina.

I did not know my own age because age needed numbers, and numbers needed a mind that could stay awake for more than a few breaths. I only knew that I could not control my neck, could not roll when I wanted to, could not make my mouth shape anything but cries and small broken sounds.

It was humiliating in a way that sat deeper than thought.

Once, I tried to say “wait.”

I needed something. I did not know what. My stomach hurt, or my skin was cold, or my whole body had turned into one large complaint. I pulled air in and pushed with everything I had.

“Wa—”

It came out as a wet squeak.

The woman leaned over me at once.

“Oh, hungry again? All right, all right.”

Her fingers shook as she lifted me.

I wanted to say, I’m sorry. I wanted to say, I don’t know what I’m doing. I wanted to say, I was twenty-nine.

My mouth found milk, and my body cared about nothing else.

Shame disappeared under hunger.

That was frightening too.

The body had its own law. It dragged me under, over and over. Hungry. Cold. Sleepy. Wet. Startled. Held. Not held. It did not ask what Kurose Nanao thought about any of it.

Somewhere behind the woman’s shoulder, the man moved around the room. He tried to be quiet and failed at it.

Wood knocked against wood.

Metal clinked.

A stool scraped.

The woman clicked her tongue at him once. He froze. Then he lifted each foot too carefully, making more noise than before.

Even as small and trapped as I was, I knew that kind of man.

Someone trying.

Not smooth. Not clever with words. But trying.

He came to the bed one evening when the room smelled of thin soup and damp wool. The woman was asleep in the chair, head tilted back, mouth slightly open. Her face looked younger without the smile she wore when she lifted me.

The man crouched beside the bed.

“Don’t wake your mother,” he murmured.

I did not know the words yet, but I knew the direction of his eyes.

Mother.

The woman.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a little thing wrapped in cloth. He opened it with thick fingers.

A wooden bird sat in his palm.

Small enough for him to hide by closing his hand. Its wings were only rough cuts, uneven on one side, and its beak was too blunt. But someone had sanded the body smooth. Someone had taken time after work, with tired hands, to make a thing that did nothing useful.

He set it near my pillow.

“There. First bird.”

I stared at it.

The room blurred.

A memory rose, sharp and stupid.

A convenience store shelf. A small cake in a plastic cup. Marked down by thirty yen. I had stood there too long, wanting it for no reason except that it had a tiny red strawberry on top.

I had not bought it.

The wooden bird did not cost much. Maybe nothing but scraps and time.

It still felt extravagant.

My eyes stung. The body decided what to do with that too.

I cried.

The man panicked.

“No, no, not that. Don’t cry. It’s a bird. See? Bird.”

The woman jerked awake.

“Owen?”

The man lifted both hands as if caught stealing. “I only gave her the bird.”

“She’s a baby.”

“She looked at it.”

“She looks at the ceiling too.”

“She looked at it differently.”

The woman sighed, but there was a smile in the sound. She gathered me up, pressed me to her shoulder, and patted my back.

Owen.

That sound went to the man.

The woman, I learned through repetition and warmth and the way neighbors said it at the door, was Celia.

Celia and Owen.

Mother and father.

I held those names inside me, though my tongue could not touch them.

***
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Poverty has a sound.

In my old life, it had been the hollow click of a refrigerator door opening on almost nothing. The buzz of a phone bill notification. Coins sliding across a convenience store counter one by one. My own breath held while the cashier scanned an item I hoped had the right discount sticker.

Here, it had different sounds.

The scrape of a spoon across the bottom of a pot.

A log split thinner than it should be.

Celia humming while watering soup.

Owen saying, “It will do,” in a tone that meant it would not.

The room was warm only in patches. Near the stove, my cheeks flushed. Away from it, cold crept through the blanket. The wall beside the bed let in a thread of air that smelled of mud and horse dung and wet wood.

This was not a noble house.

No silk curtains. No servants. No golden cradle. No shining room where a blessed infant opened her eyes to a gentle second life.

I lay in a basket patched with cord, under a blanket rubbed thin at the fold.

Above me, Celia counted under her breath while sorting coins on the table.

One stack.

Then another.

Then a pause.

Owen sat across from her, rubbing the back of his neck with a hand that left a dark mark on his skin.

I watched from the basket, half awake, trapped in the soft heaviness after feeding.

Celia pushed a coin toward him. He pushed it back.

She pushed it again.

He covered her hand.

Their words were still mostly water over stone to me. I caught pieces. Tone. Repetition. Names. Numbers sometimes. Worry always.

Owen looked at the stove.

Celia looked at me.

Then they both smiled when they noticed I was awake.

Badly.

Too quickly.

Adults did that when they did not want children to smell fear.

Even babies could smell it.

Celia came over and lifted me, though her shoulders drooped. Her hand smelled of soap, ash, and something raw around the knuckles. She tucked the blanket around me, smoothing the edge twice, then once more because the first two times did not satisfy her.

“My little Rina,” she whispered.

I liked her voice. I hated how tired it was.

I lifted one useless fist and hit her collarbone.

She laughed softly.

“Oh? Are you scolding me?”

Yes, I thought, though all that came out was a small grunt.

Rest.

The word flared inside me so strongly that my throat tightened.

Rest.

I had said it to myself so many times in another life that it had become a joke with no punch line.

Rest after this shift.

Rest after payday.

Rest after the next contract.

Rest after the side job clears.

Rest after I catch up.

Celia swayed on her feet, holding me against her.

Owen noticed.

“Sit,” he said.

“I am sitting.”

“You’re standing.”

“I was about to sit.”

“That is not the same thing.”

She gave him a look. He took it with the quiet bravery of a man used to being glared at by a woman who worked too hard.

She sat.

The chair creaked under both of us.

Her breath eased a little.

I pressed my face against her.

The room was poor. The blanket was thin. The soup smelled mostly of water.

But her arms were warm.

That made everything worse and better at the same time.

***
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The first time I heard the bell, I thought it was a train.

Not because it sounded like one. It did not.

It was a deep bronze note, struck somewhere far beyond the walls. It rolled through the town and entered the room through every crack. The table trembled faintly. A hanging ladle tapped the wall once.

My body startled.

My arms flew out. My mouth opened.

Celia caught me before I cried.

“Hush, hush. It’s only the bell.”

Only.

The word was soft, but her shoulders changed.

Owen looked toward the window.

Outside, footsteps quickened. Wheels creaked. A voice shouted. Another answered, annoyed or anxious. The bell rang again, slower this time.

Owen wiped his hands on a cloth and reached for his coat.

Celia said something sharp.

He answered with a tired sound.

She said another word.

He stopped.

I did not understand the argument, but I understood its shape. He had to go. She did not want him to. Money stood between them without taking a chair.

The bell struck a third time.

Owen bent over my basket and touched my cheek with the back of one finger.

His skin was cold.

“Be good for your mother.”

Then he left.

The door opened. Cold air rushed in. For a moment, I saw the street beyond his legs: mud, lantern light, boots passing, rainwater caught in ruts. He stepped out and pulled the door shut.

Celia stood still with one hand on the latch.

The room felt larger without him.

Then she turned, smiled at me, and clapped her hands softly as if the smile had not cost her anything.

“Well then, little bird. We will manage, won’t we?”

I made a noise.

It sounded like agreement if someone was generous.

She laughed and lifted me.

The bell’s last note faded, but something in the town kept moving to its rhythm.

That sound came again on other days.

Morning. Dusk. Sometimes in rain. Sometimes when the sky outside the oiled cloth was clear and pale. Each time, people moved. Celia counted cloth. Owen reached for tools. Neighbors’ voices changed. The town tightened around it.

By the time words began to stay in my head, I knew the bell’s name from the mouths around me.

The time-contract bell.

People said it the way they said weather.

Troublesome, ordinary, impossible to argue with.

***
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Celia worked at a washing yard.

I learned that from the smell before I understood the place.

Wet cloth.

Lye.

Steam.

Skin rubbed raw.

When she came home, she brought the day in with her. Her sleeves were damp even when she smiled. Her fingers were red. In winter, the cracks around her knuckles opened and closed like small mouths.

She always washed before touching me.

Even when she could barely stand, she warmed water, rubbed her hands, dried them, and only then lifted me.

“Clean hands for Rina,” she said.

I wanted to bite someone.

Not her.

Never her.

The world, maybe.

Owen repaired carts and wheels and axles and things that came home in pieces. He worked in a lean-to space beside the house when the weather allowed, and inside when it did not. Wood shavings followed him like a second coat. Metal filings clung to his cuffs. He spoke to broken things under his breath.

“No, you’re not ruined.”

“Hold still.”

“Who fixed you last time, a goat?”

Sometimes customers came.

They stood in the doorway with impatient boots and fuller purses than ours. They praised his hands before asking for a lower price. Owen rubbed his neck, glanced at Celia, then said yes too often.

Celia never yelled in front of them.

After they left, she would press her lips together and stack bowls very carefully.

One afternoon, a man in a dark cloak came to collect a repaired wheel. He rolled it back and forth, testing it.

“Good work,” he said.

I sat on Celia’s lap near the stove, old enough to hold the wooden bird and young enough to chew its wing if no one stopped me.

Owen gave a small nod.

The man named a price.

Owen hesitated.

Even I heard the wrongness in the pause.

Celia’s hand stilled on my back.

Owen looked at the wheel. At the man’s cloak. At the floor.

“That’ll do,” he said.

Celia’s fingers tightened.

The man left pleased.

Owen came back inside with coins in his palm. Too few. I did not know the values yet, but I knew too few. People handled enough differently. They let it clink. They set it down with breath behind it. Too few coins sat quiet.

Celia looked at them.

“Owen.”

“I know.”

“You worked two nights.”

“I know.”

“Then why?”

He rubbed his thumb across a cut in his palm. “He said the last repairman charged less.”

“The last repairman’s wheel broke.”

“I know.”

The words were low. Not angry enough to warm the room.

Celia closed her eyes, opened them, and saw me watching.

Her face changed at once.

Too fast.

There it was again. The smile placed over worry like a cloth over a cracked bowl.

“Your father is too kind,” she told me, bouncing me once.

Owen snorted. “That is a polite way to say foolish.”

“It is.”

“Celia.”

“It is also true.”

I clutched the wooden bird until its blunt beak pressed into my palm.

A memory flickered.

Manager smiling.

We value your contribution.

No answer inside the sentence.

My breath caught.

Celia shifted me upright. “Oh? Hiccups?”

Not hiccups.

Recognition.

A man could be skilled and still lose. A woman could work until her hands split and still count coins at night. A room could be warm in one corner and cold in all the others.

This place was not the same.

This place had bells instead of train delays, woodsmoke instead of exhaust, soup pots instead of convenience store shelves.

But the shape of the trap knew me.

I made a small angry sound.

Owen looked over.

“What was that?”

Celia laughed. “She agrees with me.”

“I did not say anything.”

“She agrees with me anyway.”

I waved the bird.

Owen’s tired smile came back, crooked and soft.

“Smart girl,” he said.

Yes, I thought.

Then my body sneezed, and both of them acted like I had performed a miracle.
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At night, the room changed.

The stove settled into embers. Shadows climbed the walls. Outside, the town grew quieter, though never silent. Hooves sometimes passed. Someone coughed in the next house. Wind pressed at the seams.

I lay in my basket beside the bed because Celia liked me close enough to touch.

She and Owen thought I slept through their whispers.

I did not always.

“Washing yard needs extra hands before the frost,” Celia said one night.

“No.”

“Owen.”

“No.”

“We need the coin.”

“We need you standing.”

A silence.

Then Celia, gentler. “I am standing.”

“Barely.”

“You are one to talk.”

“I sit to work.”

“You crouch until your knees crack.”

“That is different.”

“It is not.”

I listened to them trade worry back and forth, wrapping it in dry little jokes because saying the raw thing would make it too sharp to hold.

Celia coughed into her sleeve.

Owen sat up.

“I’m fine,” she said before he spoke.

He did not lie back down.

The word fine scratched across my skin.

I knew fine.

Fine was what I said when my head hurt.

Fine was what I typed when my supervisor asked whether I could handle one more file.

Fine was what people said when the answer cost too much.

My fingers curled around nothing.

The basket smelled of old straw and milk. The blanket was warm where my body had made it warm, cold near my feet. I kicked until the blanket shifted, then got angry because I had made myself colder.

A tiny, helpless rage filled me.

Celia heard me rustle and leaned over.

“Rina?”

Her face appeared above me, pale in emberlight.

She should have been asleep.

I wanted to tell her to lie down. To stop getting up. To let me fuss. To let the room be imperfect for once.

Instead, my lower lip trembled.

She picked me up.

Of course she did.

Her arms wrapped around me, and I hated the relief that went through my body.

“I’m here,” she whispered.

I pressed my face into her shoulder.

Behind her, Owen got out of bed without a word and pulled the blanket around both of us.

Three people in a poor room.

One thin blanket.

One stove breathing ash.

One wooden bird lying sideways in the basket.

No money. Not enough rest. Too much work waiting at the edge of morning.

And still, when Celia’s hand moved over my back, slow and warm, something inside me unclenched.

I had wanted this at the end.

A room.

Warmth.

Someone close enough to hear me breathe.

I had it, and it was not enough, and I wanted to keep it so badly my chest hurt.

Celia sat by the stove until my crying stopped. Owen stayed on the floor beside her, his back against the bed, eyes half closed. The two of them looked ready to collapse in different directions.

The bell outside did not ring. Not yet.

The quiet felt borrowed.

Celia lowered her mouth near my hair.

I was half asleep, but her voice reached me anyway.

“Let this child have easier days,” she whispered. “Not grand ones. Not golden ones. Just... easier.”

Owen’s hand found hers in the dark.

My eyes opened.

I did not understand every word. Some slipped away. Some came only as warmth, breath, ache.

But easier stayed.

It settled against the old memory of wet pavement and an empty stomach.

My throat tightened around a sound too small to be speech.

Outside, far across the town, metal struck metal.

The time-contract bell rang once.

Celia’s hand stopped on my back.

Owen opened his eyes.

The second note followed, low and heavy, and the room held its breath.
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Chapter3: At Three, I Watched the Laundry Pile
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Mud was supposed to be interesting.

All the other children seemed to think so.

They crouched near the washing yard fence, poking sticks into puddles, patting wet dirt into lumps that collapsed as soon as they lifted them. One boy tried to make a tower. Another girl stamped on it before it became anything. They shrieked, shoved, laughed, and slapped muddy hands on each other’s sleeves.

I stood beside the fence and stared past them.

The laundry pile was wrong.

Not wrong in a dramatic way. It did not glow or move or bite anyone. It only sat there in damp heaps under the long roof, gray cloth mixed with white linen, thick horse blankets slumped on top of thin shirts, children’s stockings tangled with tablecloths. A woman grabbed whatever came nearest, shoved it into a tub, then had to stop halfway because the tub was too full of heavy fabric to stir properly.

I frowned.

A thin shirt lay crushed under two wool blankets.

That shirt would dry quickly if someone let it breathe. Under the blankets, it would stay wet and sour and have to be handled again. The blankets should have gone first, or last, or somewhere else. Not there. Not like that.

A muddy hand smacked my sleeve.

“Rina! Come!”

I looked down.

Milo, who lived two doors away, held up a lump of mud in both hands as if he had found treasure. His nose was running. He did not care.

“Cake,” he said proudly.

“That is not cake.”

“Cake!”

“It has stones.”

“Good cake.”

I stared at the lump. “Hard cake.”

He grinned and shoved it toward me.

I stepped back.

A different child laughed. “Rina scared of mud.”

“I’m not scared. I’m clean.”

That made them laugh harder for some reason.

I did not mind mud. Mud washed off. Mostly. What bothered me was everyone treating the laundry pile as if it had no opinion about order.

A woman at the tubs groaned and dragged up a soaked sheet. It came with three shirts clinging to it, sleeves twisted around the wet folds. She shook it once. Water slapped the boards.

“Whose idea was this?” she muttered.

No one answered because everyone knew the answer was nobody.

That made my fingers curl around the fence rail.

Nobody was very good at making work bigger.

The time-contract bell had rung before sunrise, and the yard had not stopped moving since. Women hauled baskets from carts, sorted marks and family knots, scrubbed collars, beat sheets, rinsed, wrung, lifted, carried, hung. Steam came from the hot tubs. Cold wind came through the open side of the roof. The two met in the air and made everything damp.

Mother stood near the far basin with her sleeves tied above her elbows.

Celia Merrill smiled when people talked to her. She laughed when someone complained. She told the younger women to switch hands before their wrists cramped. She looked bright from a distance.

From where I stood, I could see the way she leaned her hip against the tub whenever she thought no one was looking.

I squeezed the fence rail harder.

“Rina!”

Milo had given up on cake and started drawing lines in mud.

I looked once, then back to the yard. “That is not straight.”

“It’s river.”

“It still bends wrong.”

He put both muddy hands on his hips. “River bends!”

“Not into the laundry.”

His river was sliding toward a basket of clean cloth near the fence.

I grabbed the basket handle and dragged it back before the mud touched it. The basket was too heavy. It scraped over the boards with a sound that made one of the women turn.

“Ah, little Merrill,” she called. “Careful there.”

“I’m careful.”

“You’re three.”

“I can be both.”

She laughed.

Adults laughed when they did not want to answer.

I let go of the basket and wiped my hands on my skirt. Then I looked at the pile again.

Thick cloth. Thin cloth. Dark cloth. Pale cloth. Things that needed beating. Things that needed soaking. Things that only needed rinsing. Everything together, like a pot with soup, soap, and shoes.

Mother lifted a blanket from the bottom of a heap.

She should not have lifted that from the bottom. Anyone could see that.

The whole pile slumped. A wet towel slid, caught on her wrist, and pulled another bundle with it. Mother stepped back too fast. Her heel hit the tub stand.

I sucked in a breath.

She caught herself.

Barely.

The woman beside her reached out. “Celia?”

“I’m fine,” Mother said at once.

There was that word again.

Fine.

I hated that word more than mud.

Mother smiled and shook out the blanket as if nothing had happened. The blanket was thick with water. Her arms trembled once before she got control of them.

My chest felt tight in a small, hot way.

I pushed through the gate.

“Rina, don’t run in here,” someone called.

“I’m not running.”

I was walking quickly. There was a difference. My legs were short, so the difference was not large.

Mother saw me and lowered the blanket into the rinse tub. “Little bird, you’ll get soaked.”

“You’re soaked.”

“That is my work.”

“It’s bad work.”

The women nearby made sharp little sounds. Some laughed. One coughed into her shoulder.

Mother blinked down at me. “Rina.”

I pointed at the pile. “Bad pile.”

“The pile offended you?”

“Yes.”

A woman with red hands leaned on her paddle. “What did the pile do?”

“It hides shirts.”

“That is a serious crime.”

“It makes blankets bite.”

She barked a laugh, then winced and rubbed her wrist.

Mother crouched until her face came close to mine. Her cheeks were pink from steam. A strand of hair stuck to her jaw.

“Tell me softly,” she said. “What is wrong with the pile?”

Now that she asked, the words crowded my mouth and got stuck. I had many thoughts. My tongue had only small, clumsy tools.

I turned and pointed.

“Fat cloth there.” I pointed to the horse blankets. “Thin cloth there.” I pointed to the shirts and aprons. “Little things in basket. Not under. They get lost.”

One woman laughed again.

I frowned at her.

She stopped laughing, but her mouth still twitched.

Mother looked at the pile, then at me.

“Fat cloth?”

“Blankets,” I said, annoyed with my own mouth. “Big ones. Slow dry. They need sun side.”

“The sun side is full.”

“Because wrong things there.”

That made three women turn.

I marched to the long drying lines and pointed upward. Thin shirts hung near the warmest part of the roof, close to where afternoon light came through. Thick blankets hung in the shade, heavy and dripping.

I could see the waste in it. Not as numbers. Not yet. More like a knot in thread. Pull here, and everything tightened. Pull there, and maybe it loosened.

Mother stood behind me. “You noticed all that?”

“It’s wet,” I said.

“Yes, laundry tends to be.”

“No. Wet wrong.”

Someone covered a laugh with a wet cloth.

I ignored her and pointed again. “Small dry fast. Put there.” I pointed to the shadier line. “Big slow. Put sun. And don’t mix. Then no hunting.”

“Hunting?”

I spread my hands. “For socks.”

That got a real laugh from the yard.

Even Mother laughed, though hers came out tired.

A woman named Brinna, with wide shoulders and a voice like a wooden bucket dropping, walked over and looked down at me. “And who made you mistress of washing, little bean?”

“I’m not bean.”

“No? You’re small enough.”

“I’m Rina.”

“Rina, then. If we stop to sort every cloth your way, we’ll be here till night.”

“You stop anyway.”

Brinna lifted one eyebrow.

I pointed at the heap, at the woman untangling stockings from a sheet, at another woman searching for a missing mark ribbon.

“You stop there. And there. And she’s angry there.”

“I am not angry,” the third woman said.

The sleeve in her hand tore a little.

She looked at it.

“I am slightly angry.”

Mother pressed her lips together.

Brinna rubbed her chin with the back of her wrist, leaving a damp streak. “Thin with thin. Thick to the sun. Small bits in baskets.”

“And marks up,” I added.

“What?”

I grabbed the corner of a shirt from the clean pile. Mother made a small sound, but I had clean enough hands. I turned the little stitched mark toward them. “If mark hides, you look.”

Brinna leaned closer.

Mother took the shirt gently from me and turned the mark outward.

“Hm,” she said.

“Hm is not no,” I told her.

“No, it is not.” Her eyes had changed. The smile was still there, but it was not the smile she used to hide pain. It was the one she had when a stubborn knot began to loosen under her fingers.

Brinna snorted. “Fine. We’ll try the little mistress’s way for one line. If it wastes time, she can come explain herself to the soap barrel.”

“I don’t talk to barrels.”

“Wise child.”

Mother set a hand on my head. “You stand away from the tubs.”

“I can sort socks.”

“You can stand away from the tubs and sort socks.”

That was close enough.

They gave me a low basket, a pile of small things, and too many warnings.

Do not go near hot water.

Do not put anything in your mouth.

Do not climb the stool.

Do not touch the blue soap.

Do not wander under the heavy lines.

I listened to all of them because I was not stupid, only three.

The stockings were damp and unpleasant. Some belonged to children. Some belonged to men with feet that had opinions. I sorted them by size, then by color, then by the little knot marks sewn near the top. My fingers were clumsy, but they could still make piles.

The first time I matched two gray stockings with the same green thread, the woman who owned the angry sleeve stared at me.

“That pair has been missing since morning.”

“It was under brown cloth.”

“How did you know?”

“It was there.”

She looked at Mother. Mother looked at me.

I looked for more socks.

The work did not become easy. Nothing became easy just because one child had a rude opinion.

Women still scrubbed until their knuckles reddened. Steam still made the air thick. Baskets still came in faster than anyone liked. A line snapped near noon and dumped three sheets into the mud, which made Brinna say words Mother told me not to repeat.

But the thin shirts stopped hiding under blankets.

The small things stopped vanishing as often.

The sunniest line filled with thick cloth, and the blankets dripped there instead of sulking in shade.

By late afternoon, the air around the yard felt different. Not calm. A washing yard did not know calm. But less tangled.

Mother’s shoulders still sagged when she lifted the last basket.

I saw that.

I also saw her straighten before she turned toward me.

“Little bird,” she said. “Your socks saved us from a war.”

“Good.”

Brinna walked by with an empty tub. “Do not praise her too much. She’ll demand wages.”

I looked up. “Can I?”

The yard went quiet for half a breath.

Then Brinna laughed so hard she had to put the tub down.

Mother’s eyes widened. “Rina.”

“What? Socks are work.”

“They are,” Mother said, but the corners of her mouth shook.

Brinna wiped her eyes. “Pay her in a heel of bread. That’s fair for sock command.”

“Two heels,” I said.

“Listen to this merchant.”

“I’m hungry.”

“That is the first honest argument I’ve heard all day.”

Mother traded my sock sorting for one bread heel and half of another because the second had a burned side. I ate both while sitting on an overturned basket, feet not touching the ground.

The bread was hard.

It tasted better than cake made of mud.
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Mother sat down before taking off her shoes.

That was how I knew the day had bitten too deep.

Usually she came home, washed, checked the stove, touched my hair, asked Father about work, and only then sat if someone forced her. That evening, she stepped inside, set one hand on the wall, and slid down onto the bench as if the bones in her legs had turned to wet string.

Father looked up from a cracked axle piece on the table.

“Celia?”

“I’m just sitting.”

“You missed the bench the first time.”

“I found it eventually.”

His chair scraped back.

I was already moving.

My cup of watered milk wobbled on the table as I climbed down from my stool. Father reached for Mother’s sleeve. She waved him off, then smiled at me too quickly.

Too quickly meant not fine.

I stopped in front of her knees.

Her hands lay palm-up in her lap. The red cracks around her knuckles had gone pale at the edges. One thumb twitched.

My stomach tightened.

“Hands hurt?”

“A little,” she said.

A little was another bad word.

Father knelt and took one of her hands. His mouth went flat.

“You should not have stayed for the last cart.”

“And leave Brinna with it?”

“Yes.”

Mother gave him a look.

He sighed. “I know.”

“She would have stayed for me.”

“I know that too.”

I climbed onto the bench beside Mother. It took effort. The wood was high, and my skirt caught under my knee. Father put a hand behind me without making a fuss. Good. I hated fuss. I needed the hand.

Mother leaned her head back against the wall.

Her eyes closed.

I had seen people sleep on trains with that same face. Chin dropped, mouth tight, body stealing seconds because minutes were not allowed.

My chest felt too full for my ribs.

“Tomorrow,” I said.

Mother opened one eye. “Tomorrow?”

“No heavy under thin.”

She blinked.

Father looked between us.

“The laundry pile offended her,” Mother told him.

“Ah.”

“Do not say ah like that.”

“I would never.”

“He says ah when he thinks I’m strange,” I told Mother.

Father put a hand over his heart. “A cruel accusation.”

“It’s true.”

Mother laughed, but it turned into a small hiss when her hand moved.

The laugh vanished from Father’s face.

I slid off the bench and went to the corner where Mother kept scrap cord, broken pins, and bits of cloth too small for mending sleeves. I took three strips: one blue, one brown, one white. Then I dragged the low stool closer to the table.

“What are you doing?” Father asked.

“Showing.”

“On the table?”

“You use table for broken wheels.”

“That is different.”

“No.”

Mother made a weak sound that might have been
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