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CHAPTER 1 — Where the Work Begins
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The bell over the schoolhouse door clanged like it always did at 3:15, and the children poured out in a river of sound—laughing, shoving, shouting about stickball games and marbles and who was bringing what to the next neighborhood bonfire. Sally Perth walked among them, but not with them. Her steps were measured, unhurried, as though her young body had already lived too many long days to rush anywhere.

Her brown satchel bumped lightly against her hip. Inside were spelling books and arithmetic sheets that she always finished early because there was never time to work on homework later in the evening. She cut through the crowd without so much as a glance toward the playground where the other girls were already swapping jump ropes and chalk. Someone called out, “Bye, Sweet Sally!” as she passed, and she turned just enough to offer a quick, bright smile. Being friendly cost nothing, Mama always said.

Bobby was waiting under the big oak tree, kneeling in the leaf piles and poking something with a stick. His shirt wasn’t buttoned properly—three buttons off, as usual. His hair stuck up in six directions and his shoelace dragged across the sidewalk like a lazy tail.

“What are you doing?” Sally asked, though her voice held more curiosity than scolding.

He grinned up at her. “There’s a beetle and I’m trying to see if it’ll climb the stick. You think it will?”

“Maybe. But we have to go or we’ll be late.”

Bobby sighed and stood, brushing leaves off his knees. “Do you think Mama’s tired today?”

“She’s always tired,” Sally answered instinctively, then softened it. “But she’s always glad to see us.”

The walk to the building where Vivian cleaned was a straight thirty minutes if Sally kept up a good pace; forty-five if Bobby stopped to inspect every interesting rock, worm, or lost button. The November wind had teeth today, blowing from the direction of the train yard. The sky was the gray of dirty cotton, and a thin crust of frost clung to the edges of every patch of grass. Winter wasn’t here yet, but she was knocking.

Sally wrapped her wool coat tighter around herself. It was faded and a little short at the sleeves, but it was warm. Bobby, though, shivered in his thinner one.

“You should wear the scarf I knitted you,” she said.

“It’s scratchy.”

“It’s supposed to be scratchy. It’s wool.”

Bobby gave a dramatic groan, the kind only eight-year-old boys could manage, but he didn’t argue further. Sally reached over and retied his dragging shoelace before he tripped, her fingers moving quickly, practiced from doing it a hundred times before.

As they neared the office building, the smell of polished floors and disinfectant already drifted toward them. The glass doors stood like tall, shiny giants, reflecting the street. Some kids walked past it with their mothers or nannies without ever looking twice. For Sally, though, it felt like arriving at another kind of home.

Vivian stood just inside, tying her head scarf in place. Her uniform dress—navy cotton, faded almost gray—clung to her arms as though it remembered every motion she repeated day after day. When she caught sight of the children through the glass, something lit inside her face—small, but unmistakable.

“There you are,” she said as they pushed the door open. “My helpers.”

She crouched to hug them both, one arm for each child. Bobby leaned into her with the weight of a boy who missed his mother. Sally noticed how her mother winced slightly when she rose—her back stiff, her joints protesting—but Vivian shook it off with her usual gentle smile.

“Let’s get started,” Vivian said. “The fifth floor was a mess this morning. Someone spilled coffee down the hallway, and the office kitchen’s worse than usual.”

She reached inside the supply cart and pulled out two paper bags. Inside each was a small snack—one apple, one roll, and a hard candy.

“I saved these for you,” she said. “Don’t tell Mr. Harris. If he knew how much food goes missing on long days, he might lock up the pantry.”

Sally laughed, though she knew her mother rarely ate these little extras herself. She always gave them to the children.

They rode the elevator to the fifth floor, the cables humming like a distant lullaby. The hallway smelled of printer ink and burnt coffee. There was a time when Sally had thought office buildings were glamorous—the shiny floors, the neat rows of desks—but once you saw them at closing time, you realized how fast things got dirty when no one was looking.

Vivian loaded damp rags into Sally’s hands. “Start with the windowsills. Take your time, sweet girl.”

Sally nodded, because she took pride in doing exactly what she was told. She wiped each sill carefully, working from corner to corner, even getting the dust that settled behind the radiator where no one else bothered. She didn’t do it because someone told her to. She did it because it mattered.

While she worked, she watched Bobby in the breakroom through the open door. He sat at a table with his arithmetic workbook spread out, swinging his legs. Every now and then, he glanced over to make sure Sally was still there. Anytime he couldn’t see her, he looked uneasy. She understood—Mama was working, and Daddy was gone to the war, and the only thing that felt truly safe sometimes was knowing who was in the room.

After thirty minutes, Bobby appeared at her side.

“I’m done with my homework,” he announced proudly.

“Did you check it twice?”

“Yes.”

She glanced at the paper. Numbers a little crooked, sums correct. “Looks good.”

His smile widened—bright as sunshine on a cold day.

“Can I help now?”

Sally hesitated. Bobby was enthusiastic but... unpredictable. Put a broom in his hands and he might clean the floor—or knock over a wastebasket filled with liquid printer ink.

“Well...” she started.

But Vivian overheard and turned toward them, hands in a sink of soapy water.

“Let him help,” she said gently. “Nothing teaches like doing.”

Sally swallowed her caution. Bobby wasn’t lazy. He just... rushed. When you were eight, everything felt like a race. But she nodded and handed him a small broom.

“Start in the hallway; do short strokes so the dirt piles up.”

He saluted her, exaggerated and silly, and marched into the hallway.

Vivian leaned close to Sally. “He’ll learn. Just be patient.”

“I’m trying,” Sally whispered.

“I know.” Vivian’s eyes softened. “And that’s what makes you special.”

There it was again—that feeling, warm and tight inside Sally’s chest. The sense that helping wasn’t just something she did. It was who she was.

For the next hour they worked: dusting, sweeping, wiping. Bobby returned occasionally to ask if he was “doing it right.” He wanted approval; he wanted to be part of things too. Sally worried he would get tired and fuss, but he didn’t. In fact, he seemed to be trying harder than usual. Maybe because each time he passed her, she said, “Good job, Bobby,” without thinking. Maybe because it was the first time she treated him like another helper, instead of a responsibility.

Near six o’clock, the sun slid low, burning fiery orange through the windows before disappearing behind the skyline. The building, once filled with the noise of typewriters and telephones, fell quiet except for the echo of their work. There was something peaceful about it—about being the last ones awake in a place built for busy people.

When they reached the final hallway, Vivian sat briefly on the bench near the elevator. Her hands trembled after holding the mop for so long. Sally sat beside her, small body close, shoulder pressed gently to her mother’s. The building’s hum—air vents and machinery—filled their silence.

Bobby flopped down on the floor in front of them, tired but smiling, cheeks flushed from effort. “I’m good at sweeping,” he declared, chest puffing.

“You are,” Vivian said. “You helped a lot today.”

He grew two inches taller in that moment.

Sally glanced at her mother, waiting for that moment when she always asked: Did I do well too? Did I help? But the need to say it faded before it reached her lips. She already knew. She could see it in her mother’s eyes—the tiredness, yes, but also pride. Pride as thick and solid as the winter air outside.

It was quiet for a long moment. Then Sally spoke without thinking, the words rising from somewhere deep and sure.

“Mama, when I grow up, I want to be just like you.”

Vivian turned to her, startled. “Why’s that, sweet girl?”

Sally paused—because the words were big and important, the kind you had to say exactly right.

“Because you make everything shine. Even when it’s dirty or tired or sad. You make it better. And I want to help people too.”

The elevator lights buzzed softly. A car honked on the street below. Somewhere, a typewriter clacked even though no one was there—keys stuck from heavy use.
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