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Chapter 1: The Curse of Poverty
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In the cold winter, the cold wind cut through the town like a knife. Condensed water drops dripped from the dilapidated eaves, making a crisp "tick-tick" sound. Inside the house, Lin Qing huddled in a corner, hugged her knees, staring blankly at the blackened wooden board on the roof due to water leakage. Her fingers were already red from the cold, but her face was not warm at all. Her mother was lying on the bed beside her, her face as pale as paper, and she coughed weakly from time to time.

Lin Qing's home was bare, with almost no decent furniture. A tattered wooden bed, a square table with a missing corner, and two worn-out stools made up the entirety of the home. The stove had long since cooled down, and a few frozen firewoods were piled in the corner, feebly decorating this cold winter.

"Lin Qing, give this medicine to your mother..." The voice of the neighbor's aunt came from outside the door. She held a bag of cheap herbs in her hand and carefully placed it on the table. "Let's boil it for a while, maybe it will help." Before she finished speaking, she left in a hurry, as if she was afraid that she would be swallowed by the cold wind if she stayed for another minute.

Lin Qing walked to the bedside, looking at her mother's body shaking due to the violent coughing, her eyes full of heartache. Her mother tried her best to open her eyes and squeezed out a sentence with difficulty: "Qing'er... Don't worry about mom, go see if there is any food left..." Lin Qing shook her head and choked up: "Mom, I'm not hungry, you get better first, let's go to the street to sell some handicrafts and make some money."

She knew clearly that this was self-deception. Her mother's illness had dragged on for several years, and even the barefoot doctor in the village no longer came to see her. But she was unwilling to admit this reality. After all, this was her only relative and the only warmth she could rely on.

The sky gradually darkened. The cold wind became stronger and stronger, making the tiles on the roof rustle. At this time, a quick knock on the door broke the silence. Lin Qing ran to open the door, but saw three men in tattered clothes but with fierce faces standing at the door. The leading man was holding a cigarette and said fiercely: "Your family has owed debts for three months. You must give an explanation today! Otherwise, don't blame us for being rude."

Before Lin Qing could speak, her mother sat up from the bed tremblingly, leaned against the door frame and said, "I will pay you back, please give me some more time..." Before she finished her words, the leading man threw his cigarette butt on the ground and cursed, "Grace? Do you think we run a charity? You old woman have no money to treat your illness and you still have the nerve to owe debts. It's really shameful!"

Hearing these words, Lin Qing clenched her fists tightly, her nails almost digging into her palms. She wanted to refute, but she didn't know what to say. Her body was shaking, not because of the cold, but because of anger and humiliation.

"Mom, we won't beg them anymore." Lin Qing suddenly spoke, with a determined light in her eyes. She stepped forward, stood in front of her mother, and looked at the group of people coldly: "We will pay back the money, but don't insult my mother again!"

The leading man was startled by her eyes, but quickly regained his fierce expression: "You have backbone? Then pay the money back soon, otherwise next time it won't be as simple as knocking on the door!" After that, he left with his men.

Lin Qing helped her mother back to the bedside and comforted her softly, "Mom, don't be afraid, I will find a way." But she herself didn't know how to solve the debt that was suffocating them.

Late at night, Lin Qing lay in her tattered quilt, staring at the dim oil lamplight, but her heart was swallowed by darkness. The world seemed to be laughing at her: the dignity of the poor is never worth a penny.

But even so, she still gritted her teeth and said silently in her heart: "As long as my mother is still here, there is hope."
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Chapter 2: Farewell to Dropping Out of School
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At dawn, the streets were filled with the laughter of children carrying their schoolbags and running to school. Lin Qing stood at the gate of her shabby courtyard, watching the children in blue and white school uniforms running past her, their faces filled with carefree smiles. She could only hold the shabby textbook in her palm, her fingertips slightly white from the force.

This was the last time she stood at the door of her house and looked at her peers. Her mother's illness was getting worse and worse. Not only did the family owe a large amount of debt, but even basic living expenses were difficult to sustain. Yesterday, her mother said to her in a hoarse voice: "Qing'er, don't go to school. Mom can't afford to take care of you anymore." Those words were like a sharp knife piercing her heart.
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