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Chapter 1: The Parking Lot
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Roberta doesn’t cry at funerals.

She stands at the back, arms crossed, shoulders squared like she’s holding up a wall. She wears a black blazer bought that morning from a thrift store with flickering lights and a bell that jingled too long after she entered. It smells faintly of mothballs and someone else’s perfume—jasmine, maybe, or lilac. She doesn’t know the difference.

The minister says her mother was “a light.” Roberta thinks of the bare bulb in the laundromat’s back room, the one that flickers when the dryers kick on. That kind of light. Useful. Temporary.

Afterward, people drift toward their cars, murmuring condolences like they’re returning borrowed sugar. No one approaches Roberta. They know better. Or maybe they just forget she’s there—another shadow in a day full of them.

She walks to her Honda, parked crookedly in the far corner, near the storm drain clogged with wet leaves. The car’s passenger-side door is dented from a collision three winters ago. She never fixed it. “It still runs,” she told the mechanic. He shrugged.

Her keys are in her hand before she realizes she’s moved. Cold metal against her palm. She doesn’t unlock the door. Just stands there, breathing air that smells like damp earth and cut grass.

Then she notices the cup.

Paper, medium size, lid askew. Balanced on her hood like an offering. Steam long gone, but the coffee inside is still warm. Black. No sugar. Exactly how she drinks it.

She didn’t order it. Didn’t see anyone place it. But she knows who did. Her cousin Lena—always trying to fix what isn’t broken, always mistaking silence for starvation.

Roberta picks up the cup. The cardboard softens under her grip. She doesn’t drink. Just holds it, feeling the heat seep into her fingers like a secret.

A crow lands on a nearby gravestone. Watches her. She watches back.

She thinks of the last time she saw her mother: propped in a hospital bed, skin papery, eyes bright with morphine and something else—relief, maybe. “You don’t have to stay,” her mother had whispered. Roberta stayed anyway. Sat in the chair until the heart monitor flatlined. Didn’t cry then, either. Just folded the blanket at the foot of the bed, smooth as a hospital corner.

Now, in the parking lot, her throat tightens. Not tears. Something heavier. Like her ribs are shrinking around her lungs.

She sets the coffee cup on the roof. Unbuttons the blazer. The wind slips in, sharp and damp.

For twelve seconds—she counts them—she lets herself want something. Not forgiveness. Not answers. Just to hear her mother say her name one more time, the way she used to when Roberta was small and hiding in the closet during thunderstorms. Not scolding. Just calling: Roberta? You in there?

The crow flies off.

She buttons the blazer. Picks up the cup. Walks to the nearest trash can—a green metal bin with a dent shaped like a fist—and drops it in.

Then she gets in the car. Starts the engine. Drives toward Route 9, where her shift at the laundromat begins in three hours.

She doesn’t look in the rearview mirror.

But halfway there, at a red light, she rolls down the window. Lets the cold air rush in. And for the first time in years, she whispers her own name—just to hear it out loud.

Roberta.

The light turns green. She drives on.
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Chapter 2: Shift Starts at Eleven
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The laundromat smells like rain that never fell.

Roberta unlocks the side door at 10:47 p.m., forty-three minutes before her shift officially begins. She does it every night—not because she’s early, but because the place feels less like a workplace when it’s empty. Just drums, tiles, and the low hum of machines dreaming of spin cycles.

She flips the sign from CLOSED to OPEN. The fluorescent lights stutter awake.

By 11:03, the first customer arrives: Mrs. Chen, who washes her late husband’s shirts every Tuesday, even though he’s been gone six years. She never folds them. Just stacks them neatly in a grocery bag and leaves. Roberta always irons one sleeve before bagging it back—just the left one, where his watch used to sit. Mrs. Chen never says thank you. But she always leaves a single lychee candy on the counter.

Tonight, Roberta finds a child’s dinosaur pajamas in Machine 4. Green, with tiny Velcro claws. No parent in sight—just the clothes, spinning alone. She waits twenty minutes. No one comes.

She dries them on low heat. Folds them with the care of someone who once owned something precious and lost it. Places them on the lost-and-found shelf, labeled “DINO – SMALL” in her blocky print.

At 1:17 a.m., the note-man arrives.

He’s in his seventies, wears suspenders over a flannel shirt, and always brings two loads: one dark, one whites. He never speaks unless spoken to. But every third visit, Roberta finds a folded slip of paper in the pocket of his jeans.
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