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The Window Keeps Count
Elena Marquet
At dusk in her aunt’s house, Mina Holt brings her tools to a window that knocks with the weather and the frame’s own bad habits. Tea cools on the table, a child counts the taps, and the room keeps shifting under the weight of small repairs, old rules, and a cat that still wants the crack left open.
ProseHub


    
The Sill at Dusk
Three taps in the sash. One of them came wrong.
Mina set the tea tin on June's table and took off her gloves before anyone asked. The room had the after-supper smell of starch, tea, and wet wool, and the window at the far end kept giving that thin metal knock as if a nail inside the frame wanted out.
Her left thumb bent at the second joint when she pressed the latch. She had dropped a glass cover on it at fifteen, and the finger still took its own time with hard work. Mina turned the latch once, twice, then a third time, because the screw in the catch always lied at first. The brass was nicked on the edge, bright where June's rag had worn it. On the sill, the painted wood had a pale streak where a plant pot had sat for years and moved at last. Mina set her tea tin square beside the cup ring on the table, then nudged it a finger-width to the left and left it there.
June stood at the stove with the enamel kettle on the back ring. The kettle had a blue chip at the spout and a hairline crack in the lid knob, and it gave a small tick each time the water rolled under it. Otis was not in the room yet. Good. Fewer questions before the work began.
Mina unrolled her tool cloth. Two screwdrivers, a stub of beeswax, the bent brass shim, a fold of oiled paper. The shim lay under the screws like a spare tooth, bent at one corner from some other job. She touched every piece in order, a habit that made the room quieter in her hands, then looked back at the sash. The sound came again, three taps, one late. The late one always left the room off by a tooth.
Mina put her coat on the peg, straightened the peg itself after that, and folded her gloves over the chair back with the fingers lined up. Nobody had asked. That was the point. If a thing sat crooked, it asked for more crookedness. If the latch sat loose, it asked for a whole night of asking. Mina pressed the cup ring once with her thumb, then stopped.
June did not hurry her.
'Leave it a crack,' she said.
Mina took a strip of brown paper from the tea tin, tucked it under the lower sash, and shut the window a hair's width. The rattle went silent. Otis, who had been leaning on the hall frame, came to the doorway with one sock twisted on his foot and his hair flattened on one side. He gave the room the full, square stare he used for puzzles and spilled syrup. Mina kept her thumb on the latch. The paper held for two counts. Then the frame cooled, the latch gave one hard knock, and the sound came back with a smaller edge.
'Again,' Otis said.
'Again is not a plan,' Mina said.
'It is if it works.'
The line would have pleased her, if it had come from anyone else. Otis crossed to the table and set a paper boat beside the sugar bowl. The boat had one damp fold from the sink. Mina lifted the boat, set it dry on the napkin, and pushed the napkin flat under her palm before Otis could wrinkle it further. Her hand did that without a word. It always had.
June turned the kettle and poured. The water struck the tea leaves with a dry brown smell. Mina turned back to the sash, set the paper aside, and tried the lower hinge instead. Her screwdriver slipped once on old paint, then found the slot. The screw moved a breath. No more. Not yet. The sash gave one soft knock, almost polite, and Otis counted it with one finger.
'Two,' he said. 'Then one.'
He had made the taps into numbers. That was good for him. Bad for the room, perhaps. Bad for Mina too, because now every tap had a place and she had to admit the place might stay where it was until she opened the frame properly and did the job that would make the house complain.
June put the kettle back on its ring. The lid ticked once, then settled. Mina kept her face on the wood and her hands busy. She did not want the window to become one of those things that lived on bad manners all evening.
June set the kettle down with both hands.
'Your uncle fixed that window three times,' she said. 'Made it worse each time.'
'Then I will do it once,' Mina said.
'That is what he said too.'
The words landed and stayed there. Mina turned the screwdriver in her palm, then set it on the cloth. The screw head had a good slot. The wood around it did not. Old paint had bunched around the catch like dried skin. She picked at it with the point of a nail file until the slot opened a little more. Tiny curls came free, pale and dry, and the window stopped talking long enough for the room to show itself in pieces: Otis at the doorway, one sock twisted; June's left knee making its small stair-step crack when she shifted; the kettle lid ticking on the stove; the paper boat on the table with its damp fold pressed flat.
Mina moved the paper strip from one side of the sash to the other. One side made the noise worse. The other side gave it a trapped sound, as if the window had bitten its own tongue. Better. Worse too. The catch had a notch inside, worn smooth on one side and sharp on the other. She ran the pad of her thumb over it and stopped there. That was the whole thing, plain as a missing tooth.
A thin brass shim waited in the roll. Mina unfolded the cloth just enough to show it, bent at one corner from some other repair, bright along one edge where her tools had rubbed it bare. A proper fix wanted that piece. She folded the cloth back over it and left it there.
Otis said, 'Does it have a number?'
'The window?'
'The tap.'
Mina looked at him. Number was the shape he gave things when he wanted them to stay in order. She had no better shape to offer. 'Three,' she said, and then because the late tap still sat in the wood, 'and one late.'
'Then it is four,' he said.
No. Not quite. But the room accepted the answer for the length of a kettle tick, and Mina let it stand.
Otis came back with the paper boat and a pencil stub.
'Can I test it?' he asked.
'No.'
'Why?'
'Because you test things by breaking them.'
That made June make a sound in her throat, half cough, half laugh. Mina turned the lower sash a finger's width and let Otis tap the frame once. The window answered with the same flat note. Not broken. Not fixed. Still itself.
The room took on its small bedtime jobs. June put sugar in the cups, two spoonfuls for Otis, one for Mina, none for herself until she had poured the last drop from the kettle. Mina lined the teaspoons with their handles touching because one handle hanging over the edge made her eye jump. She moved the cup so the ring sat exactly under the base. She moved it again when the handle of the spoon made the line unclean.
Otis looked at the cups, then at her hands. His right ear folded a little under his hair, the top edge turned in from old pressure. He had his own uneven pieces. He did not mind theirs.
'Count with me,' he said.
Mina did. One tap from the frame. One from the kettle lid. One from the spoon against the saucer when June set it down. The house was full of little hard sounds now, and none of them were bad on their own. That was a strange thing to admit to the room, so she kept it in her mouth and let it sit there.
The tea steamed up in thin lines. Mina touched the rim of her cup and put it back down before the heat could call for more of her time. Otis kept his eyes on the window rather than on the cup, waiting for the next note as if it might arrive with a different face.
Mina set the tool cloth under the chair and smoothed the corner that hung loose. The cloth did not need smoothing. The chair did. Everything did, if she gave it a minute.
June took the spoon from Otis and set it in the saucer.
'Leave the crack,' she said again.
'It rattles.'
'Yes.'
The answer sat plain and bare between them. Mina put her hand back on the sash. The wood was cooler now, and the paint lifted at the edge where her nails had scraped it. Her tongue tasted of metal again, the same taste that came when a hinge slipped or a nut rolled under a cupboard and made her crawl after it. She pressed the heel of her hand against the sill, hard enough to stop the next knock if pressure alone could teach the frame better manners.
That only made the catch answer once, sharp as a tin lid.
Otis tipped his head. 'Again,' he said, not impatient, just exact.
Mina let go. Exact was not the same as easy. She looked at the window, then at the kettle, then at June's sugar bowl, which sat a little crooked because Otis had nudged it. The crooked bowl did not fall. It did not ask for correction. It just sat there with a brown ring under it and held the spoon.
June watched the room from the stove. 'A house is allowed one small complaint,' she said.
Mina gave no answer. The line landed somewhere below her ribs and stayed.
She moved the sugar bowl only a little, enough to line its shadow with the table grain. Then she stopped before the next nudge. The room had its own small habits, and each one asked for a different amount of handling. Mina was good with amounts. Better than most. She was less good with the part that left a thing unfinished on purpose.
The window gave a soft knock, then another. Otis counted them on his fingers. Mina counted too, and the count did not help as much as she wanted it to.
By the time June poured the last of the water, the room had gone colder in the corners. Mina fitted a folded tea card under the lower sash and tried the catch again. Better. For a minute. The window gave one small knock, then another, and the second one landed flat against the frame like a coin on a table.
'Again,' Otis said.
'Again,' Mina said.
Exact was not the same as easy. She set the tea card aside and turned to the sill. There was a streak of old candle wax tucked in the corner from winter, yellowed and hard. She scraped it free with her thumbnail, rolled it into a little rope, and rubbed it over the metal edge. The wax gave the brass a dull shine and left her nail sticky. The next tap came softer, then softer still, as if the latch had moved its throat a little.
The kettle had begun its small ticking on the stove. Mina matched the rhythm with the screw, one turn, then half, then a stop. The catch moved a breath. Not enough. The frame did not answer. Then the room cooled again and the rattle came back, smaller, as if the wood had learned a quieter complaint. Mina looked down at the bent brass shim in her roll. It lay under the screws like a spare tooth, bright on one edge where another job had rubbed it bare.
A proper fix would take ten minutes and a dropped window weight and a sharp tone she did not want in June's house. Ten minutes was too much to borrow from bedtime. So she folded the cloth shut again and reached for the tea card. Once more. Not yet.
Otis slid a finger along the table edge, then lifted it away before the sugar bowl could catch his sleeve. June kept the kettle off the boil and let the room settle around the three of them. The latch still had a little play in it. Mina had not given it enough, and the sash had not given up enough, and that was the shape of the evening for now.
June set a cloth under the kettle and turned the handle toward the wall.
'Your uncle used to press the latch with a spoon handle,' she said. 'Made a worse racket than the window.'
Mina gave a short snort she did not mean to make. June's mouth moved once at the corner. The room kept its own face on, all wood grain and pale paint and one blue kettle. Otis bent over the paper boat and folded its nose into a point. Mina set the tea card aside and took the lid off the kettle with two fingers. Hot bite from the mouth. She wiped the steam from the spoon on the towel.
There was a correct way to do almost everything in this room. Fold the towel once. Push the chair in. Put the cup on the ring. Leave the crack. Do not leave the crack. Mina stood with her hands apart from the table and waited for the window to choose which rule it liked.
It chose none of them.
Three taps again.
Otis counted with the pads of his fingers on his knee. June did not move. Mina did not move either, though the urge to straighten the sugar bowl and slide the kettle half an inch to the left had its own pull. She let the bowl stay where Otis had left it, a little crooked and perfectly able to serve. The taps came twice more, then stopped. The silence after them was small and unearned. Mina stayed inside it anyway.
'It does that,' June said.
'Does what?'
'Asks twice.'
Mina rested her hand on the sill. The brass was warm now where the kettle heat reached it. Warm metal was easier. Warm metal lied less.
She let the sugar bowl stay crooked. That was a new sort of work. Small, but new.
Mina asked Otis to hold the lower sash with both hands.
He put his palms flat against the wood and braced himself against the floorboards. The window gave one hard knock and then stayed still long enough for Mina to slide the paper card deeper under the corner. She worked from the outside edge, the place where the old paint had peeled back to bare grain. The grain caught her nail. The frame stood firm under Otis's weight, but the latch still had play. A finger's width. Less. She turned the screwdriver and tightened the screw until the head settled, then stopped before the paint split.
'There,' she said.
No answer came from the wood. A bad sign. Or a good one. The room had gone too quiet. Otis lifted his hands away from the sash and the window gave one flat knock, like a spoon dropped onto a plate.
'There is always one more,' he said.
Mina looked at him. The line of his mouth had the same shape as the paper boat on the table, folded and exact, nothing wasted. She wanted to say that one more was the sort of thing that never went away if left alone. Instead she took the boat, unfolded the nose, and folded it back with a new crease. Otis accepted the change without a word. That was the worst of it. He accepted almost anything if it came with counting.
June lifted the kettle off the ring and set it on a trivet. The metal gave one last tick. Mina watched the tiny circle of steam leave the spout and fade against the wall. The room was not fixed. It was less unfixed. That was all the day had offered so far.
She set the boat back beside the sugar bowl, then moved it a little farther from the edge. Otis let her. The window stayed still long enough for the room to remember the shape of still.
Mina shut the tool cloth and tucked it under the chair, then pulled it back out again because the edge hung over the rung. Too much edge. She made it square and left it. Otis put his paper boat beside the sugar bowl. June moved it to the windowsill, then moved it back because the sill already held a jar of blackened matches and a dented saucer. The room kept collecting small objects and asking each of them to stay put.
The window gave another tap. Mina did not reach for the screwdriver at once. She let the sound happen, counted it with Otis, and did nothing for the space after. Nothing. The space lasted long enough for the kettle to cool and for the latch to settle against her thumb without moving.
'That's different,' Otis said.
'Yes.'
He turned the word over in his mouth like a plum stone. Mina left the paper card under the sash and left the screw where it was. Not fixed. Not loose either, for now. The frame had found a way to stay inside its own skin for half a breath at a time, and the room had not fallen apart because of it.
June set three cups on the table, one for each of them, then a fourth for herself because she had already poured the last of the tea and did not mean to make a rule of it. The cups made a short line. Mina put hers back in the ring, then left it there without moving it a finger's width to the left. The gesture cost more than the screw.
Otis slid from the chair and carried his cup to the hall shelf with both hands. He climbed into the narrow bed without a word about the blanket, which sat folded too tight at the foot. June pulled the sheet up to his chest and smoothed it once. Mina left it alone. That was new enough to have its own sound.
The sash gave one more knock as the room settled. Mina put her thumb on the latch and kept it there. The brass was warm under the pad of her thumb, then cooler, then warm again as the kettle on the stove gave its last little tick. Otis counted on his fingers, each number smaller than the one before it. June lowered the lamp until the wick made a dim point in the glass. The room held tea, wood, wool, and the thin line of candle smoke from the hall. The window still had a voice. It was smaller now. Less rude. Still there.
Mina left the paper card where it was and did not reach for the brass shim in the roll. Not yet. Maybe not tonight. The latch gave a final knock, tiny as the click of a spoon against enamel.
What was a window doing, asking for one more turn?

    
A Room of Small Sounds
Soft jobs bent first.
Mina set the tea tin on June's table and took off her gloves before anyone asked. The room smelled of starch, tea, and damp wool, and the window at the far end kept giving that thin metal knock as if a nail inside the frame wanted out. Her left thumb bent at the second joint when she pressed the latch. She had dropped a glass cover on it at fifteen, and the finger still took its own time with hard work.
She turned the latch once, twice, then a third time, because the screw in the catch always gave a false turn at first. The brass was nicked on the edge, bright where June's rag had worn it. On the sill, a jar of cedar chips sat with its lid half stuck and a pale crust around the rim, pretending it had a use. Mina left it where it was and set her tea tin square beside the cup ring on the table, then nudged it a finger's width to the left and left it there.
June stood at the stove with the enamel kettle on the back ring. The kettle had a blue chip at the spout and a hairline crack in the lid knob, and it gave a small tick each time the water rolled under it. Otis was not in the room yet. Good. Fewer questions before the work began.
Mina unrolled her tool cloth. Two screwdrivers, a stub of beeswax, a fold of oiled paper, the bent brass shim from the last box repair, kept flat like a spare tooth. She touched every piece in order, a habit that made the room quieter in her hands, then looked back at the sash. The sound came again, three taps, one late. The late one always left the room off by a tooth.
Mina hung her coat on the peg, straightened the peg itself after that, and folded her gloves over the chair back with the fingers lined up. Nobody had asked. That was the point. If a thing sat crooked, it asked for more crookedness. If the latch sat loose, it asked for a whole night of asking. Mina pressed the cup ring once with her thumb, then stopped. Not enough.
June did not hurry her.
'Leave it a crack,' she said.
Mina took a strip of brown paper from the tea tin, tucked it under the lower sash, and shut the window a hair's width. The rattle went silent. Otis, who had been leaning on the hall frame, came to the doorway with one sock twisted on his foot and his hair flattened on one side. He gave the room the full, square stare he used for puzzles and spilled syrup. Mina kept her thumb on the latch. The paper held for two counts. Then the frame cooled, the latch gave one hard knock, and the sound came back with a smaller edge.
'Again,' Otis said.
'Again is not a plan,' Mina said.
'It is if it works.'
The line would have fit better coming from anyone else. Otis crossed to the table and set a paper boat beside the sugar bowl. The boat had one damp fold from the sink. Mina lifted it, set it dry on the napkin, and pushed the napkin flat under her palm before Otis could wrinkle it further. Her hand did that without a word. It always had.
June turned the kettle and poured. The water struck the tea leaves with a dry brown smell. Mina turned back to the sash, set the paper aside, and tried the lower hinge instead. The screw moved a breath. No more. Not yet. The sash gave one soft knock, almost polite, and Otis counted it with one finger.
'Two,' he said. 'Then one.'
He had made the taps into numbers. That was good for him. Bad for the room, perhaps. Bad for Mina too, because now every tap had a place and she had to admit the place might stay where it was until she opened the frame properly and did the job that would make the house complain.
June set the kettle back on its ring. The lid ticked once, then settled. Mina kept her face on the wood and her hands busy. She did not want the window to become one of those things that lived on bad manners all evening.
'Your uncle left it,' June said, 'because the latch had a way of jumping when the room got cold. And because the cat liked the crack. He said a window that shut clean was wrong after dark.'
Mina did not answer. That made the room smaller.
Mina set the tea card under the sash and took the plate off the catch.
The screw heads had a skin of paint over them, thin and stubborn. She scraped one clean with the point of the file until the brass showed through, yellow under the grey. The catch itself was worn on one side and bright on the other, the bright edge polished by years of the same rough turn. A latch was just a small bent piece of metal, but it had its own moods. This one had been forced too far by somebody with a bigger hand than the frame liked, then left to do the work of a proper stop on its own.
On the sill, the jar of cedar chips sat with its lid half stuck. Mina moved it an inch to reach the lower screw, then moved it back without opening it. The smell stayed trapped in the glass, dry and sharp, and did nothing useful. The window gave a tiny knock when the jar touched the sill. Mina froze, then pressed the frame with the heel of her palm. The knock came again, farther up, a higher note. Not the jar. The upper sash. That was the part.
There it was. The house had been telling her with one hand while she kept staring at the other.
She slipped the screwdriver into the upper stop and turned it a quarter. The wood gave with a little cough of old paint. A skin of dust came loose from the seam and settled on the back of her wrist. The room smelled of wood, tea, and the iron taste that came from old screws when they had not been moved in years. Mina worked her thumb under the edge of the stop, lifted it enough to look into the channel, and found the sash cord running behind it, pale and frayed at one spot where the pulley had rubbed.
Clockwork had its own way of saying this. A wheel did not shout when it bound. It gave a drag, then another, then a little skip that made the whole thing wrong. This was the same. The frame was not only loose. It was binding, and the binding changed with temperature, with weight, with how much the latch had been forced to pretend it was still square.
'That's the bit,' Mina said.
'Is it?' June asked.
'Yes.'
'Good. Then stop punishing it.'
The kettle lid made a single dry click as the water cooled.
Mina did not stop punishing it at once.
She closed the sash to test the catch, turned the screw a touch too far, and let the frame meet the stop with a flat wooden knock that made Otis blink. The sound stayed in the room longer than the rattle had. The window had gone too neat, too shut, the kind of shut that made the air dry at the back of the throat and put a thin scrape in every swallow. Otis pulled the paper boat under his palm and began counting the small gap after the knock, one, two, three, the numbers laid out on the table as if he could pin them there.
'Leave it,' June said.
Mina kept the screwdriver in the slot. The screw was not yet where it wanted to sit, and that gave her a spiteful little urge to chase it another quarter-turn. Her tongue pressed flat against her teeth. One more turn. Then the room would be right. Then the latch would stop complaining. Then Otis could lie down without that thin note at the edge of the bed, and the whole house could go still for once.
That was the snag of it. The whole room pushed back.
The kettle lid ticked once. Otis set his fingers against his knee and counted the space between them instead of the window. June wiped the side of the cup with the towel, a slow side-to-side pass, and did not look at Mina's hand on the tool.
The frame answered to the pressure with a sharp ping from somewhere inside the wood, and Mina lifted her hand at last. The rattle had been the easier sound. This new quiet was hard-edged, a clean shut that made every other small noise stand out like a pin in a sock.
'Again,' Otis said.
He did not like the silence. He was counting it now, and that made it heavier.
Mina took the screwdriver away and set it on the cloth with both hands.
The room was smaller with the latch shut tight. Too small. Otis had moved to the doorway and stood there with one shoulder against the trim, counting the pause after each tick from the kettle lid as if the kettle had become his clock. June put a saucer under the drips from the spout and slid it half an inch so the ring did not sit over the paint chip. The cat gave a scratch from the hall side, a short raking note that made the door shiver once on its hinges.
'He uses that crack,' June said.
'He can use the hall,' Mina said.
June lifted one eyebrow. That was all. The house had plenty of doors. The cat used this one because it had always used this one. The frame by the window had a nick at the latch from years of claws and one old screw hole that had been filled and filled again. Mina went to the sill and touched the cedar jar with one finger. It was still there. Still useless. Still pretending.
'Good enough,' June said.
The words sat in the room without any weight on them, which was not the same as easy. Mina looked at the window, then at Otis, who had begun folding the corner of the paper boat and unfolding it, folding and unfolding until the damp fold gave way. The room was full of small motions that would not settle themselves if she kept tightening and tightening and calling that care.
She took the paper card from under the sash and left the screw where it was. Not all the way closed. Not loose. Enough to hold the note of the frame without pinning it flat. The kettle lid clicked once as the stove gave up another degree of heat.
'Count it,' Otis said.
Mina did.
Mina loosened the stop again and worked the upper sash by a finger's width.
The wood moved with a dry scrape, the kind of scrape that said the frame had been painted over too many times and then asked to fit itself into the same opening every year as if the house had no seasons. She slipped the tip of the file into the channel, lifted a ridge of paint that had built up behind the stop, and found an old bruise in the wood where the screw had sat proud and rubbed the cord raw. The braid inside the wall was frayed there, pale fibres showing like a cut in a sleeve. That was the real complaint. Not the latch. Not the sill. The pulley had a rough spot, and every cooling hour pulled the sash a little crooked through it.
Mina set the brass shim from the tool roll beside the screw and did not lift it. Not yet. She only used the file, the beeswax, and the flat of her thumb to smooth the rough edge in the channel until the cord slid without the same snag. The motion had the same feel as opening a clock case and finding one gear with a nick in the tooth. You could force it. You could pretend it was fine. Or you could clean the burr off and let the thing keep time with less fight in it.
The cedar jar sat on the sill with the lid half stuck and the glass clouded at the base where old chips had rubbed dust into the seam. Mina moved it again, then moved it back. Still no use. The smell stayed bottled and dry, a bit like a closet that had never been opened for anything living. The jar did not belong to the fix. It belonged to the kind of evening where somebody had once tried every small trick and then given up without leaving a note.
June said, 'Your uncle would have used the shim.'
Mina kept her thumb on the cord guide. 'He also would have cut the cord wrong and called it done.'
That made June give a short sound through her nose. The kettle lid on the stove gave one clean click, then another smaller one as the metal cooled, and Mina matched the rhythm with the file, one scrape, then one lighter scrape, until the rough spot gave way.
No more.
The cat came to the hall door with its nails set soft against the bottom panel. It did not scratch for long. One short rake, then a pause, then one more as if it had counted the room and found the count wrong. June went to the door and set her hand against it, not opening, not closing. Otis slid down the wall and sat on the floorboards, his knees up, his chin resting on them. Mina kept the sash half lifted. The opening was no wider than two fingers, enough for air and not enough for a cat that had decided it owned the whole house.
'Leave it,' June said.
Mina did. The words were doing more work tonight than the tools were. She put the file down and pressed her thumb against the rough spot in the cord channel, then took it away before she could make the bruise worse. The catch had stopped snapping because the frame no longer fought every movement. It still had a voice. Smaller now. A complaint, not a shout.
Otis held up his fingers. 'Count it.'
'How many?'
'Four. Then one.'
Mina almost gave him the cleaner answer, the kind that made neat rows and shut the door on argument. Four and one late. The old habit rose in her hand before it reached her mouth, the urge to line the room up and call that kindness. Instead she let the numbers stay where he had set them. They fit better than she liked.
June moved the kettle off the ring. The lid made a last single click. The sound landed in the room the way a spoon lands in a cup, small and finished and not asking for applause.
There was the crack, the cat, the kettle, and the window keeping its one rough note. Mina let the note stay.
After a while, June sat at the table and drew a line through a ring of tea with a thumb.
'He left it because the room pinched,' she said. 'The third year here, the latch caught so hard it split the paint. He took a spoon handle to it and left the window a finger open. Said a shut room makes its own trouble.'
Mina did not answer. The house had been telling on itself the whole time, and she had been trying to win an argument with it by force. That was not a thing the house would grant. The frame moved a little each time the stove cooled. The cat needed the crack. Otis needed a count he could keep. The latch needed less hand than she wanted to give it.
She picked up the file again and ran it across the bruise in the wood one more time, then stopped before the burr came back. One step too many and the fix became a fight. One step too few and the room kept knocking.
'Good enough,' June said again.
Mina turned the words over once and set them down whole. She left the brass shim in the cloth. Not tonight. The thin metal could wait for a cleaner hour. What the latch wanted now was a smaller promise: one quarter turn out, a little wax, and no more hunting for silence as if silence were the same thing as rest.
Otis lifted his hand from his knee and counted the beat between the kettle lid and the window. He went slower on purpose. Mina did not correct him.
Mina went back to the window with the beeswax on her thumb.
The frame did not need another hard turn. It needed less friction, less hurry, less of her hand on the wrong part. She rubbed the wax along the metal edge until it dulled, then set the catch where the screw would hold without biting. The lower sash stayed open by a hair. Not enough for a draft to turn the tea cold, enough for the cat if it chose to test the crack, enough for the frame to move without striking the stop each time the stove went quiet. The kettle lid answered with one dry click from the kitchen, then another softer one as the metal settled, and Mina matched that with a final half-turn on the screw.
'There,' she said.
Otis came closer but did not touch. He stood by the chair and counted the space between the latch and the stop with one finger, then another, as if the room had become a kind of abacus and he was learning the beads by name. The window made one small knock. Mina left it alone. Another came, smaller. Still there. Still not rude.
The house had room for that much. Maybe more. Mina rested her thumb on the brass and took it off again. The old urge to square every line rose and sat back down without being asked. June set the empty cups in a row by the sink and did not move them after. That might have been the oddest part of the whole evening, the cups left where they landed.
Otis said, 'Count it.'
'What number?'
'Four. Then one.'
Mina nodded once and kept the count as he gave it to her. The window did not stop talking. It only learned a smaller voice.
June took Otis to the narrow bed in the hall and pulled the sheet to his chest. He kept one hand on the blanket edge, thumb and forefinger pinched around nothing in particular, until the count in his head ran out. Mina stood by the window while June turned the lamp low. The glass kept one soft note each time the frame cooled, a small knock with no sharp edge now, and the kettle lid in the kitchen answered with a last single click before it went still.
Mina put the screwdriver back in the cloth. She did not reach for the brass shim. Not tonight. The cedar jar stayed on the sill, lid crooked, unused and harmless. The paper card stayed where the sash pinched it. Otis called from the hall bed, 'Count it.'
'All right,' Mina said.
The window gave one last small knock as the room settled. Mina left it.

    
One Narrow Opening
Three taps. One late.
Mina had the screwdriver in her right hand and the bent brass shim pinned under two fingers when the sash ticked again, a dry metal note from the upper corner where the paint had built itself up in old layers and made the frame sit wrong. Otis stayed in the hall with his back against the wall, counting the scratches on the door panel with one finger. June stood by the stove with the enamel kettle on its ring. The lid gave its tiny clicks as the water lost heat.
The cedar jar still sat on the sill, lid half-stuck, waiting to be useful. Mina moved it aside with one knuckle and left it there. The smell stayed trapped in the glass, dry and sharp, and did nothing for the window. She kept the sash open a finger's width, just enough for the frame to stop arguing with itself, and slid the file under the upper stop. The stop came away in flakes. Paint dust settled on the back of her wrist.
The wood behind it had a bruise where the screw had sat proud for years. Mina worked the file across the raised edge, small strokes, then longer ones, until the rough part thinned and the sash cord lay straighter in its channel. The room stayed full of small sounds. Kettle. Paper. Cat nails on the hall door. The window kept one rude note at the edge of them all.
'Leave a crack,' June said.
Mina did not answer. She set the cedar jar back where it had been and took the stop in her palm. The brass was warm from the stove heat and from her own hand, and the warmth made it easier to sit still for a moment before the next turn.
The stop had teeth in the paint.
Not real teeth. The kind a thing gets after too many winters, when the same edge is forced into the same slot and the slot starts to bite back. Mina lifted the upper sash a finger's width and checked the cord path, then another finger, then stopped before the frame rose far enough to jar the whole wall. The cord was frayed where the pulley rubbed, pale fibres showing like the inside of a cuff. That was the complaint. Not the latch, not the sill, just one rough place and the habit of meeting it the same way every evening.
Otis came to the doorway and gave the room that square stare of his, the one he used for spilled syrup and number games. One sock had turned around on his foot. Mina had the odd wish to fix that too, and left the wish where it was. Her tongue had a copper taste now, the same taste that came when a gear tooth bent and the file had to go slow.
She took the brass shim from the tool cloth and fitted it behind the stop. It slid in with a little complaint, then settled. The file moved in short arcs. Beeswax left a dull line on the metal. June set a spoon into the saucer and did not move it back when it landed off-centre.
'Again,' Otis said.
'Not yet,' Mina said.
Again had become the house's favourite word tonight. Mina heard that in the shape of the frame as much as in the child. The window still had to be coaxed, not forced. Fine. She had the hour for coaxing, and the hands for it, if she did not hurry the wrong part and make the old bruise worse.
Too tight. Too clean.
Mina turned the lower screw another quarter and the sash answered with a flat wooden knock that made Otis blink once and step back from the door. The room went smaller by a notch. The air at the back of her throat grew dry, and every little thing sharpened too much: the blue chip on the kettle spout, the dent in the saucer, the thin line of wax on her thumb, the cat's nails testing the panel again from the hall side. She had the neatest part of the job in her hands and the familiar pull to finish it all the way, to shut every gap, to make the frame sit as if no hand had ever upset it.
That was the snag. The room did not reward that kind of work.
June moved the kettle off the ring and set it on a trivet. The lid gave one click, then another as the metal cooled. Mina kept the screwdriver in the slot and stopped before the last turn. One more twist would pin the sash flat and leave the frame dry and hard, the sort of hard that made a child count too fast and a cat scratch harder. She took the pressure off the tool and let the screw sit half a hair loose.
'Leave it,' June said.
Mina did. The words had enough weight by themselves. She set the screwdriver down with both hands, then picked it up again only to tuck it into the cloth where it belonged.
The room answered with a smaller knock from the upper stop. Better. Not gone. Better. The difference sat in the wood like a bruise turning yellow. Otis had his fingers spread on his knee and was counting the spaces between them instead of the window. That was his way of settling things. Mina did not correct that either.
The cat used the crack.
It came in from the hall without ceremony, a grey blur under the door, then a striped back, then the tail disappearing past the stove as if the whole evening had been arranged for that one route. June let it pass and did not lift a foot. Mina kept her hand on the sash and let the frame stay open by a finger's width, because the cat had always gone that way and the room had somehow managed to remain a room.
The old spoon-handle repair came back to her in pieces. Not the spoon itself, only the shape of it against the latch, the way the brass had been nudged out of true and left there because the door needed the gap more than it needed respectability. That changed the light on the window too. The uncle had not been making a mess. He had been leaving room for the house to move.
Mina slid the shim a touch deeper, then stopped. The brass seated with a small dry click. The sound was cleaner now, less like argument and more like a tool finding its place. She ran beeswax along the catch and wiped the excess on the cloth. One blade of wax stayed on her thumb nail.
Otis watched the cat disappear under the stove and made a low count under his breath, too low for anyone to answer. Mina tightened the lower screw only until the latch held, then backed off a fraction. Not fixed shut. Not loose either. The frame met the stop without the hard ping.
'Four and one,' Otis said.
'Count it how you like,' Mina said.
The choice landed in the room and stayed there. The cedar jar remained on the sill, lid crooked, still pretending to matter. Mina let it keep pretending.
Fifteen minutes later, the cord slid.
Not all at once. A little at a time, after the file had scraped the raised paint away and the pulley had room to turn without that rough drag that set the sash off by a tooth each time the stove cooled. Mina worked the upper stop back into place with the brass shim behind it, then tapped the screw home until it held and stopped before the wood split. The window no longer struck the frame with the same hard note. It still spoke. Just smaller.
There was a strange little grace in that. The room kept its own noises and did not turn into a box. The kettle lid ticked. The cat gave one scratch from under the stove and settled. Otis set his paper boat on the napkin and folded one corner back over itself, then left it crooked on purpose. Mina had to turn her face toward the sash to keep from reaching over and straightening it.
No. Leave it.
The brassy catch sat warm under her thumb. The habit in her hand wanted the final turn, the tidy line, the clean shut that would end the matter and make the night behave. Mina let the hand stay where it was and only rubbed the wax once more over the edge of the plate. The movement was small enough to miss if a person blinked.
June said, 'Good enough.'
The words reached the table and sat down without ceremony. Mina did not answer. She moved the tea tin back where it had been, then left it there when it sat slightly off-square beside the cup ring. It did not need rescuing. The window did not need rescue either. It needed less force than she liked giving it, and more room than she had been leaving.
One extra tap came from the casing.
Mina stopped with her thumb on the brass plate and let the sound stay where it was. Not the latch. Not the cord. Something farther left, inside the wall or under the sill, small as a nail dropped into a tin. It came once, then none. Otis turned his head toward the sound and kept his fingers spread on his knee. June did not move from the stove. The cat opened one eye from under the stove, then shut it again.
Mina did not chase the tap. The frame had enough of her attention already. She slid the cloth under the screwdriver, wiped the wax from her thumb, and set the brass shim flat in the roll where it would not catch on anything. The red herring jar of cedar chips stayed on the sill, lid still half-stuck, still doing nothing. Fine. It could keep pretending for as long as it liked.
The upper sash stayed where she left it, a finger open. Air moved through that narrow space and lost its edge on the curtain hem. The room kept the small sound of the window and the smaller sound of the kettle cooling. Mina did not turn the screw another breath tighter. That would have been the easy habit. She left the plate alone.
'Count it,' Otis said.
'All right.'
Mina counted the taps as they came, and did not make them into a fight. The house gave her the sound it had, and she gave back a little room.
The room changed by inches.
Not by magic. By screws, wax, and one thin strip of brass that sat behind the stop and kept the sash from biting the frame each time the temperature fell. Mina checked the upper corner once more, then stopped checking. That was new work too. The latch held without being pinned flat. The lower screw stayed where it was. The cord moved with less drag through the pulley, and the window answered with a soft knock that Otis could count without raising his voice.
He counted anyway. One finger at a time. Then both hands. Mina kept her own hands on the table edge and left the sugar bowl where June had placed it, a shade crooked under the lamp. Her first urge was to square it. Her second was worse. She let both pass and watched the brown ring on the saucer dry in place.
June poured the last of the tea and set the cups in a row. Mina did not slide hers to the mark. The cup stayed half a finger from the ring. The table survived. The room survived. There it was, plain enough.
The cat pushed through the crack and crossed the floor toward the hall bed, tail low and satisfied with itself. Otis moved one hand off his knee and made room for it without being asked. That small motion landed harder than the screw turns. Mina did not correct that either.
The window kept its little note. Not much. Enough.
When June asked whether to bring another blanket, Mina said yes at once. Then she lifted the blanket from the chair, folded it once instead of twice, and left the fold uneven when she handed it over.
June lowered the lamp.
The wick made the glass darker by a shade, and the room gave up its edges one after another: the bowl, the spoon, the tea tin, the bent brass shim in its cloth, the cat already curled in the hall bed with one paw over its face. Otis lay under the sheet with his hands out on top of it. He kept counting the small taps from the window until the numbers slipped thin and he let them go. Mina stood by the sash and put one finger on the brass plate, then took it off again. The catch sat cool now, with a clean little click when the frame moved and a softer answer when the stove dropped another degree.
The cedar jar stayed on the sill, lid crooked, useless and harmless. Mina did not touch it. She did not straighten the tea tin. She left the paper boat where Otis had folded it wrong on purpose. The room had enough room.
There came one last tap, close to the latch and then a little farther away, as if the wall had shifted its weight. Mina left that too. The window did not need the final word. The cat breathed in the hall bed. June set the kettle aside. Otis kept one hand on the sheet edge and another on the count he had made for himself.
Mina moved the lower sash a finger's width and kept it there.
The brass catch clicked once and held.
Mina left the sash open by that one narrow line, enough for the frame to move when the house cooled, enough for the cat if it chose the crack again, enough for the room to keep its own small noises without turning them into trouble. Otis turned onto his side and tucked one hand under the sheet. June set the cups in the sink and left them there. The kettle lid gave one last thin tick against the cooling metal, then went still.
Mina picked up the tool cloth, folded it once, and did not square the corners. The bent brass shim stayed inside. The cedar jar stayed on the sill. The paper boat stayed wrong on the table. None of it asked for more than it had.
The window gave one small knock from the upper corner, clean this time, then none.
Held.
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