
    
      Chapter 1 — The Big City
    

    
      The bus arrived before sunrise.
    

    
      
        Kate woke up when Lucy shook her shoulder.
        

         “Kate. We’re here.”
      
    

    
      The city was still half asleep. Streetlights glowed weakly through dirty windows. The station smelled of coffee, gasoline, and wet concrete. People moved fast, pulling suitcases, talking into phones, looking like they already belonged.
    

    
      Kate stood up slowly, her back stiff from the long ride. She picked up her small suitcase and followed Lucy outside.
    

    
      “This is it,” Lucy said, spreading her arms like she was greeting the city. “Look at it. Huge. Beautiful.”
    

    
      Kate looked up at the buildings. They seemed too tall, too close together, like they were leaning in to watch her. Windows everywhere. Thousands of lives stacked on top of each other.
    

    
      “I thought it would be… brighter,” Kate said.
    

    
      Lucy laughed. “It’s morning. Give it time.”
    

    
      They walked down the street with their bags bumping against their legs. Cars rushed past them. A man shouted into his phone. Somewhere, music played from an open window.
    

    
      Kate felt small. Back home, she knew every street. Every face. Here, no one looked at her twice.
    

    
      They reached the subway and went down into the dark. Lucy talked the whole way.
    

    
      
        “Did you see that café?”
        

         “And that store?”
        

         “We could work anywhere.”
        

         “Can you imagine living here forever?”
      
    

    
      Kate nodded, but her stomach felt tight.
    

    
      Their apartment was on the fourth floor of an old building with a broken front door. The hallway smelled like damp walls and old food. Paint peeled from the stairs. A woman with tired eyes passed them without a word.
    

    
      “This must be it,” Lucy said, checking the number.
    

    
      The key stuck in the lock. Lucy had to twist it hard before the door opened.
    

    
      The apartment was small. One room. Two narrow beds. A table that leaned to one side. A window facing another brick wall.
    

    
      For a moment, neither of them spoke.
    

    
      “This is… cozy,” Lucy said finally.
    

    
      Kate put her suitcase down. The floor creaked under her feet.
    

    
      “There’s a bathroom,” Lucy added, opening a door. “Tiny, but it works.”
    

    
      Kate went to the window and touched the glass. Outside, laundry hung between buildings. Somewhere below, a radio played an old song.
    

    
      “So,” Lucy said, dropping onto one of the beds. “We made it.”
    

    
      Kate sat on the other bed.
    

    
      “Here,” Lucy continued, “we will become someone. Not like back there. Not invisible.”
    

    
      Kate smiled weakly. “We were not invisible.”
    

    
      Lucy waved her hand. “We were poor. And boring. And stuck.”
    

    
      Kate thought of her mother standing in the kitchen, pretending not to cry. Her father’s silence. The neighbors who came to say goodbye.
    

    
      “We’ll study,” Lucy said. “We’ll work. We’ll meet people. Rich people.”
    

    
      Kate looked at her. “You don’t need rich people.”
    

    
      Lucy’s eyes shone. “Yes, I do.”
    

    
      They unpacked in silence for a while. Two dresses. A few books. Old photos. A cracked mirror.
    

    
      Lucy pinned a magazine photo of a golden city skyline to the wall.
    

    
      “Vision,” she said proudly.
    

    
      Kate lay down on the bed and stared at the ceiling. A stain looked like a cloud.
    

    
      “I’m scared,” she said quietly.
    

    
      Lucy turned. “Of what?”
    

    
      “Of failing.”
    

    
      Lucy smiled. “Failing is staying where we were.”
    

    
      Kate closed her eyes.
    

    
      Later, they went out to buy food. A small shop on the corner sold cheap bread and instant noodles. They ate standing in the kitchen.
    

    
      “Tomorrow,” Lucy said, “we go to the university.”
    

    
      “And find jobs,” Kate added.
    

    
      “And new clothes,” Lucy said.
    

    
      Kate laughed. “With what money?”
    

    
      Lucy leaned against the table. “We’ll figure it out.”
    

    
      Night came fast. The city changed. More lights. More noise.
    

    
      From their beds, they could hear voices through the walls. Someone argued. Someone laughed. A baby cried.
    

    
      Kate turned to Lucy in the dark.
    

    
      “Do you really think we can be someone here?”
    

    
      Lucy answered without hesitation. “Here, we have a chance.”
    

    
      Kate thought of all the people outside. All the windows. All the stories happening at the same time.
    

    
      She pulled the blanket closer.
    

    
      “What if the city doesn’t want us?” she asked.
    

    
      Lucy’s voice was softer now. “Then we’ll make it want us.”
    

    
      Kate smiled into the pillow, but her chest felt heavy.
    

    
      
        She didn’t know yet that the city would give her things she had never asked for.
        

         And take things she would never get back.
      
    

    
      Kate did not yet know that this city would take more from her than it would ever give.
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      Chapter 2 — Study and Work
    

    
      The university library was bigger than Kate had imagined.
    

    
      Rows of shelves stretched into the distance. Tall windows let in pale morning light. The air smelled like dust and paper and something clean she could not name. Students moved quietly between tables, carrying heavy books, whispering, typing on laptops.
    

    
      Kate stood near the entrance with a notebook pressed to her chest.
    

    
      “This place is beautiful,” she said.
    

    
      Lucy looked around, unimpressed. “It looks like work.”
    

    
      Kate smiled. “That’s what we came for.”
    

    
      They found two empty seats near the back. Kate opened her schedule and began writing down class times. Lucy leaned back in her chair and checked her phone.
    

    
      “You really think studying will change everything?” Lucy asked.
    

    
      Kate nodded. “It has to.”
    

    
      Lucy sighed. “I didn’t move here to read books all day.”
    

    
      Kate said nothing. She knew Lucy hated quiet places. Hated rules. Hated sitting still. But Kate liked it. The order of the library calmed her. It made the city feel less wild.
    

    
      By noon, Kate had already taken notes from three books. Lucy had not opened one.
    

    
      “I’m hungry,” Lucy said. “And bored.”
    

    
      “We still need jobs,” Kate reminded her.
    

    
      Lucy stood up. “Fine. Let’s find money.”
    

    
      They walked the streets until their feet hurt. Restaurants. Cafés. Small stores. Everywhere, the answer was the same.
    

    
      
        “We’ll call you.”
        

         “We’re not hiring.”
        

         “Do you have experience?”
      
    

    
      Kate wrote addresses in her notebook. Lucy complained.
    

    
      “This is stupid,” Lucy said. “People here don’t work like this. They have connections.”
    

    
      Kate stopped walking. “We don’t have connections.”
    

    
      Lucy crossed her arms. “Not yet.”
    

    
      By late afternoon, they found a small café near the subway. The owner was a tired man with gray hair and a kind face.
    

    
      “You can wash dishes,” he said to Kate. “Morning shift.”
    

    
      “And me?” Lucy asked.
    

    
      He looked at her carefully. “You can serve tables. But you must smile.”
    

    
      Lucy smiled wide. “I can do that.”
    

    
      That night, Kate fell asleep with her notebook in her hands.
    

    

    
    
      The days began to look the same.
    

    
      Kate woke up at five. The city was still dark when she walked to the café. Her hands smelled like soap and coffee all day. She went to class after work and then to the library. At night, she studied until her eyes burned.
    

    
      Lucy slept late. She spent time on her phone, scrolling through photos of expensive clothes and tall buildings. She went to work in the evenings and came home with stories.
    

    
      
        “A man left me fifty in tips,” Lucy said one night.
        

         “A woman had a diamond ring,” she said another.
      
    

    
      Kate listened while copying notes.
    

    
      “You should talk to people,” Lucy added. “Not books.”
    

    
      Kate shook her head. “Books don’t lie.”
    

    
      Lucy laughed. “Books don’t buy dresses.”
    

    
      Sometimes Lucy didn’t come home until very late. She smelled of smoke and perfume. Kate pretended not to notice.
    

    
      In the library, Kate made no friends. She liked it that way. No one asked her questions. No one distracted her. The silence felt safe.
    

    
      But some days, she watched other students laughing together and felt something sharp inside her chest.
    

    
      At work, her hands cracked from hot water. She burned herself more than once. When she lay in bed at night, she felt every muscle.
    

    
      Lucy noticed.
    

    
      “You’re killing yourself,” she said.
    

    
      “I’m building something,” Kate answered.
    

    
      Lucy rolled her eyes. “You’re building tiredness.”
    

    

    
    
      One afternoon, Lucy came into the library and dropped into the chair beside Kate.
    

    
      “You will not believe what happened,” she whispered loudly.
    

    
      Kate looked up. “This is a library.”
    

    
      Lucy leaned closer. “I met a guy.”
    

    
      Kate closed her book slowly. “At work?”
    

    
      “At work. At life. At destiny,” Lucy said dramatically.
    

    
      Kate sighed. “What does he do?”
    

    
      “He knows people.”
    

    
      “Who?”
    

    
      “Rich people.”
    

    
      Kate went back to reading. “Be careful.”
    

    
      Lucy tapped her fingers on the table. “You’re afraid of everything.”
    

    
      “I’m afraid of mistakes.”
    

    
      Lucy smiled. “I’m afraid of missing chances.”
    

    
      They stared at each other for a moment.
    

    
      “Come out with me tonight,” Lucy said.
    

    
      “I have class.”
    

    
      “You always have class.”
    

    
      Kate shook her head. “I’m tired.”
    

    
      Lucy stood up. “One day, you’ll regret being so careful.”
    

    
      Kate watched her leave. She tried to focus on her book, but the words blurred.
    

    

    
    
      Weeks passed.
    

    
      Money was always short. They ate noodles and bread. Kate sent part of her pay home. Lucy bought lipstick.
    

    
      “You should save,” Kate said once.
    

    
      Lucy shrugged. “For what? We’re young.”
    

    
      Kate didn’t answer.
    

    
      At the café, Kate learned to move fast. She stopped dropping plates. The owner trusted her.
    

    
      “You work hard,” he said one morning. “That’s rare.”
    

    
      Kate felt proud.
    

    
      In class, she answered questions. The teacher learned her name.
    

    
      “Good work, Kate.”
    

    
      Those words stayed with her all day.
    

    
      One evening, Lucy came home wearing a new dress. It was black and too elegant for their tiny apartment.
    

    
      “Where did you get that?” Kate asked.
    

    
      Lucy smiled. “A gift.”
    

    
      “From who?”
    

    
      “A friend.”
    

    
      Kate didn’t like the way she said it.
    

    
      “What kind of friend?”
    

    
      Lucy turned to the mirror. “The kind who knows where the real city is.”
    

    
      Kate sat down on her bed. “You don’t even know him.”
    

    
      Lucy shrugged. “That’s how you get to know people.”
    

    
      Kate looked at the floor. “I don’t want you to get hurt.”
    

    
      Lucy’s voice softened. “I don’t want to stay poor.”
    

    
      Silence filled the room.
    

    

    
    
      The library became Kate’s second home. She knew which chairs didn’t squeak. Which window let in the most light. Which shelf held the books she liked.
    

    
      Sometimes, she imagined her future there. A job. An office. A life with rules and safety.
    

    
      But when she came home, Lucy talked about restaurants with gold lamps and men with expensive watches.
    

    
      “They drink wine that costs more than our rent,” Lucy said.
    

    
      Kate smiled weakly. “That’s not a dream. That’s a bill.”
    

    
      Lucy laughed. “You don’t understand.”
    

    
      “No,” Kate said quietly. “I don’t.”
    

    

    
    
      One Friday evening, Lucy didn’t go to work.
    

    
      She waited for Kate at home.
    

    
      “Where are you going?” Kate asked when she saw her dressed up.
    

    
      “With you.”
    

    
      “I have work.”
    

    
      Lucy shook her head. “Not tonight. You’re coming with me.”
    

    
      Kate frowned. “Where?”
    

    
      Lucy held up her phone.
    

    
      “I was invited to a party.”
    

    
      “What kind of party?”
    

    
      Lucy smiled slowly. “The kind you don’t get invited to twice.”
    

    
      Kate felt a strange cold feeling.
    

    
      “Who invited you?”
    

    
      Lucy hesitated. “A man I met. His name is Jack.”
    

    
      Kate stood still. “You don’t know him.”
    

    
      Lucy lifted her chin. “I know his house is bigger than our building.”
    

    
      Kate grabbed her jacket. “I’m not going.”
    

    
      Lucy crossed her arms. “You always say no.”
    

    
      Kate looked at her. “You always say yes.”
    

    
      Lucy stepped closer. “This is our chance to see how real people live.”
    

    
      Kate’s heart beat faster. “We are real people.”
    

    
      Lucy smiled. “Not there.”
    

    
      Kate thought of the café. Of the library. Of her notebook. Of her tired hands.
    

    
      “What if it’s dangerous?” she asked.
    

    
      Lucy touched her arm. “What if it’s everything?”
    

    
      Kate looked at the door.
    

    
      Outside, the city waited.
    

    

    
    
      Kate did not yet know that this invitation would change the direction of her life.
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      Chapter 3 — We Are Different
    

    
      Kate couldn’t believe what she was hearing.
    

    
      Lucy’s words spilled out like champagne. “He has a yacht. And a penthouse downtown. His friends? Famous. Rich. Beautiful. Everyone wants to be there.”
    

    
      Kate blinked. “A yacht? A penthouse?” Her voice sounded small, almost silly. “Are you serious?”
    

    
      “Of course I’m serious,” Lucy said, leaning back on the worn couch. Her eyes were shining. “Why would I lie?”
    

    
      Kate looked around their tiny apartment. The peeling paint on the walls, the cracked window, the bed that creaked under her weight. She swallowed hard.
    

    
      “I mean…” Kate started, but stopped. She didn’t want to sound ungrateful. She had left home for this city, for possibilities, for freedom. But now, sitting here, she felt something raw and cold coil inside her chest. Shame.
    

    
      Lucy laughed. “You’re thinking too much. Don’t be so serious all the time.”
    

    
      Kate shook her head. “It’s not that. I just… we don’t have that kind of life.”
    

    
      Lucy rolled her eyes. “We could have it. You just have to stop thinking small. Stop pretending we’re poor.”
    

    
      Kate’s fingers clenched around her mug. She could feel her knuckles turning white. “We 
      are
       poor,” she said quietly. Her voice cracked, and she hated herself for it.
    

    
      Lucy leaned forward, her smile sharp. “Then pretend we aren’t. Everyone pretends. Rich, poor—it’s all the same game. You want to be someone? You have to play it.”
    

    
      Kate’s stomach twisted. The city outside their window had already started to sparkle with evening lights. People walked by, laughing, carrying bags that looked heavy with money, with dreams she had never dared to buy.
    

    
      “I just… I can’t,” Kate whispered. “I can’t lie like that. I don’t want to pretend.”
    

    
      Lucy’s eyes darkened. “Pretend? Kate, honey, this isn’t pretend. This is survival. This is life. And if you can’t survive, someone else will take your place. Do you want to be invisible forever?”
    

    
      Kate’s throat tightened. She wanted to argue, to scream that money wasn’t everything. But she didn’t. Because deep down, she already felt the truth of Lucy’s words. The truth hurt, but it was real.
    

    
      Lucy noticed the change. “See? That’s what I’m talking about. You’re thinking too small. You could have more. You 
      could
      . Stop being so afraid.”
    

    
      Kate looked down at her hands. They were rough from work, from holding plates, from carrying books. Her clothes were plain, her shoes worn. She could feel every bit of it pressing on her—the poverty, the smallness, the quiet desperation she had tried to ignore.
    

    
      “I just… don’t know if I can,” she admitted, her voice almost a whisper.
    

    
      “You can,” Lucy said firmly. “You just don’t want to. You’re scared. That’s okay. But you have to try. You have to step outside your skin and see

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      Chapter 4 — The Golden Party
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      Chapter 5 — The Mistake
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      Chapter 6 — Pain
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      Chapter 7 — Lucy’s Wedding
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      Chapter 8 — The Fall
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      Chapter 10 — Pregnancy
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      
    

    
      Chapter 11 — The Point
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      Chapter 12 — Another Life
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