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Jun and the Missing Crank
Elvira Skarn
A comic urban tale about Jun, a resourceful courier and maker in Gullshore, who recovers a stolen crank that keeps a parade's mechanized crickets singing. With a patchwork of friends, a citrus-scented preservationist, and a robot dog, she balances preservation and release.
ProseHub


    
A Day That Smelled Like Lemon and Possibility
Jun woke to the sound of gulls arguing about rent. The apartment above hers had a leaky kettle and a man who practiced the trombone at odd hours, which meant the roof had opinions and the city had personality. She propped one elbow against the windowsill and inhaled the morning of Gullshore: salt, frying batter, and that thin citrus perfume that the baker on the corner insisted was 'essential oil of optimism'. Jun's studio smelled different—old wire, glue, lemon wax from a half-finished sculpture she kept meaning to finish when deadlines allowed—and she liked that too. It meant she was still making things out of other people's broken promises.
Her foot found Button before her eyes did. Button was nothing like a dog and yet everything about how it wagged—an exposed coil in its rear—screamed 'friend'. Jun had built Button from parts that had outlived their first lives: a discarded scooter hub, a handful of spring clips, and the kind of optimism that comes with not moving things to the thrift store. Button blinked with a lamp as she rolled over and nudged Jun's knee. She had taught Button to fetch small, useful things like screws and the occasional coin someone dropped and pretended not to notice.
'Morning,' Jun said, rubbing the sleep from her eyes. She put on an apron patched with paint flecks the color of people's childhood clothes. Today was the Morning Parade of Small Triumphs. Once a year Gullshore celebrated tiny victories—first teeth, finishing a book, managing to call your landlord and sound calm—and the city asked one person to make the centerpiece: a parade cake with six tiers, frosting like ocean foam, and, most importantly, a chorus of wind-up crickets that chirped the city awake at precisely nine. The crickets were charm more than contraption. The small brass crank that wound their mechanism sat snug in a velvet pocket inside Jun's messenger bag. It had been a favor to Marta at 'Crackle & Crumb'. Marta trusted Jun with delicate things because Jun could balance gravity and whimsy without letting gravity feel insulted.
Jun ate toast she didn't think about, tying her hair with a strip of canvas, and walked out onto a street where everyone seemed to be in costume without trying. A child in a bathrobe rode a scooter like it was a flying machine. A woman in a suit clipped a sugared biscuit between pages of a thesis. Somewhere down the block, the bell in the clocktower chimed a half-note and then apologized. Gullshore loved apologies.
She was halfway to the bakery when Button stopped, headlamp tilting, and made a sound that was almost a bark and almost a warning. The messenger bag felt different. Lighter. Jun's stomach did that small, useful flip it did when a crucial part of a plan misaligned. She opened the flap and found velvet where the crank should have sat and a single brass tooth on the canvas, like a promise left at the bottom of a river. The parade rules were clear; no music, no crickets, no chorus. Without the crank the crickets could not sing. Without the crickets the parade would go on in silence. Without the parade, Mrs. Halvorsen's forty-two jars of 'joy preserves'—her contribution, the city's eccentric stake in eternal optimism—would be unblessed and possibly spilled into someone else's salad. Jun's fingers closed around the brass tooth and for a second it felt like the city held its breath.
The bakery door slid open with a whine like someone who'd spent too much of their life pleasing strangers. Marta stood at the counter dusting her hands on an apron splattered with frosting and dreams. Her hair was a mass of braids pinned with expired safety pins and a look that said she had made worse things out of worse mornings. 'You're late,' she said, but it was the kind of accusation that meant 'I'm relieved you're here.' The cake sat in the center of the room like a sleepy animal, tiers layered with candied sea-spray and sugared starfish. Jun's throat loosened.
'The crank,' Jun said without asking, offering the tooth like a small, accusatory confession. Marta took it, fingertips steady, and held it up to the light. 'This is one of the winding teeth, not the crank itself,' she said. 'Who would take a winding tooth and leave the rest of the key? Who does that and why do they lobotomize a cake?'
'Maybe it was an accident,' Jun offered. 'Maybe it fell out. Buttons lose teeth in their sleep.' Button blinked in agreement. 'Maybe someone thought it was a souvenir.'
Marta smiled in a way that sharpened her face. 'The crank was in the velvet pocket because I don't trust velvet pockets. I asked you because I trust your hands. This isn't about the cake, Jun. You know how the city gets when its small things stop working.'
Jun thought of the clocktower's half-note apology. She thought of the child on the scooter and how he would stop mid-ride if the crickets failed to begin. She thought of her rent, overdue, and how people with overdue rent make deals they don't intend to keep. 'I'll find it,' she said. It wasn't anyone sending her. No one said 'Go.' She decided. That had weight.
Marta moved to the pastry table and fetched a thin box from under a tarp. Inside lay a carefully wrapped bundle of clockwork spare parts and, next to it, a small scrap of paper with a name scribbled: 'Gullshore Archive of Almost-Important Things.' Marta handed Jun a paper bag with two almond cookies. 'For sustenance or bribery,' she said. 'You won't get far without sugar and a willingness to look ridiculous.'
Jun took the cookies and Button took a wheel. The street had assembled itself into small societies of people who believed in routine. Jun pulled her jacket tight and felt the city settle behind her like a friendly, slightly disorganized animal. There was a list of possible culprits running through her head: mischievous children on errands, someone with a personal vendetta against chirpiness, an overly zealous collector of moods. Mostly she hoped it was none of them. Then she remembered the brass tooth in her palm and the feeling of everything being just a half-turn away from falling out of joint. She tucked the tooth in her pocket and walked toward the archive, which looked like a building that had fallen asleep wearing its grandfather's suit.
The Gullshore Archive of Almost-Important Things occupied a crooked building between the laundromat that sang and the laundromat that did not. Its windows were made from old postage stamps and fog. A sign in the window said 'ARCHIVE: PLEASE CHECK EVERYTHING TWICE', and beneath it, someone had taped a child's drawing of a clock that had too many hands. Jun pushed the door, which protested in a voice like an overworked filing clerk, and stepped into a place where lost umbrellas learned to play dominos and orphaned postcard stamps practiced the trumpet. The air smelled like forgotten keys and stale tea. A small man with shoes that never matched looked up from a desk stacked with forms.
'Can I help you?' he asked in a tone that implied he both could and could not.
'Yes. I'm looking for a winding crank. It might be listed as 'ornamental mechanism' or 'tuning device' or 'thing that makes crickets sing,' depending on how honest the last person who cataloged it was.' Jun kept Button close; people sometimes confused curiosity with theft.
The man rifled through a drawer marked 'OPTIONAL CONFESSIONS' and produced a slip of paper. 'We have a holding titled 7B: 'Things That Wanted to Stay.' It arrived yesterday in a crate labeled 'PRESERVATION INSTRUCTIONS: DO NOT LOSE, DO NOT FORGET.' The crate is currently in Quarantine, third corridor down.'
'Quarantine?' Jun repeated. The world always seemed to use quarantine when it wanted to hide paperwork from you. 'Isn't quarantine for the sick?'
'Also for sentimental items that demand too much atmosphere,' the man said. 'You may be required to fill out form 23-C in triplicate to access 7B. Or you could petition the curator.' He leaned forward. 'But the curator doesn't accept visitors without an appointment, and she hates noise, especially of the small chirpy variety.'
Jun imagined a woman who worn silence like a shawl, keeping it warm. She pictured a room full of neatly labeled boxes that never allowed things to move. 'Where do I find her?' Jun asked.
'Top floor, left of the index of sorrows,' the man said. 'If you bring her something to show, she may be persuaded.' He handed Jun a clipboard with a single question marked in bold: 'WHY IS THIS THING IMPORTANT?'
Jun looked at Button, then at the brass tooth in her pocket. Her answer would have to be believable. It couldn't be 'because freedom makes good music', even if that was true. She had a better plan: persistence, cookies, and the kind of modest insult that promises a bribe instead of a fight. She signed the form in an ink that smelled faintly like peppermint, as all heroic signatures should. Then she pushed off through aisles of almost-important things, Button clicking at her heel, and felt the city watch her as one might watch someone carrying a heavy cake down a narrow staircase.
On the stairs she passed a display that read 'UNTIL FURTHER NOTICE: ANIMATED OBJECTS NEED PERMITS.' A wind-up mouse gave her a sorrowful look and attempted a bow that was just shy of collapse. Jun smiled at it like an apology; the mouse winked and then played a to-the-point tune. The stairwell smelled of old paper and lemon peel from a forgotten can of polish. Somewhere above her the building hummed like a throat clearing itself for a tale.
At the top floor there was a door with a brass plaque: 'GWENDOLYN LEDGERLY, CURATOR.' The name sounded like it belonged to someone who had a lined coat pocket for regrets and kept a ledger for good measure. Jun knocked. A voice that sounded like winter said 'Yes?'
Jun took a breath. 'My name is Jun Kale. I'm here about a winding crank.'
The door opened a crack and a small face peered out, wearing glasses that perched on the end of an nose that liked to make notes. The face belonged to a woman with hair the color of old paper and a cardigan that smelled faintly of cedar. 'We are closed to the public,' she said.
Jun held up the almond cookies as if they were a peace offering or evidence to be considered in a court of taste. 'For consideration,' she said. 'Also, a winding tooth. It might be related.'
The woman blinked, then studied the brass tooth held between Jun's fingers. Her expression rearranged itself—curiosity, suspicion, then something like nostalgia. 'I suppose,' she murmured, 'if something is fed to the archive, you might at least know where it went.' She opened the door and the smell of chapters spilled out: wood polish and the way summer feels in a library. 'But you must be quiet. The boxes sleep during the day.'
Jun stepped inside a room that looked as though it had been built around a very particular kind of silence. Shelves leaned in conspiratorially and labelled drawers clung like secrets to their handles. Gwendolyn led Jun to a table where a single lamp sat like a sentinel. 'Tell me why you want it,' Gwendolyn said as if she had not yet decided whether she was an ally or an adversary.
Jun sat, the city pressing through the window behind her—the clocktower's deferential half-note, the bakery's faded sign. 'The city needs the crickets to sing the parade awake,' she said. 'Without them a lot of small things won't get their chance. Also, Mrs. Halvorsen will cry into her preserves and I can't promise anyone comes back after that.'
Gwendolyn smiled thinly but did not hand the crank over. She walked to a shelf and produced a little brass card engraved with '7B: DO NOT DISTURB.' She held it between two fingers like a verdict. 'The crate is in Quarantine,' she said. 'If you enter, you mustn’t take anything else. Quarantined items are sensitive. They remember being lost.'
Jun's heart performed a clumsy little pirouette. She had expected stone-faced bureaucracy; she had not expected the boxes to be sentimentalists. 'I won't take anything else,' she said. 'I'll come back with the crank and a story. Maybe a small apology from the city in the form of a parade hat.'
Gwendolyn looked at Jun as if considering whether Jun's face would be more useful as a bookmark or as a bridge. Then she reached into a drawer and handed Jun a ticket stamped with the word 'ACCESS' and the time '09:17'. 'You have seventeen minutes between the gate exceptions,' she said. 'Go quickly. Be quiet. And don't be tempted to argue with the things. They are good at remembering insults.'
Jun tucked the ticket into her jacket, felt Button's coil hum against her calf like a small engine of hope, and realized that seventeen minutes was not a lot of time. It was, however, enough to begin.

    
The Donor and the Forms
Jun moved through the archive with the same careful arrogance she used when carrying a cake down a narrow flight of stairs: slow enough to avoid catastrophe, confident enough that catastrophe wouldn't begin on her watch. The corridor smelled of dust and old apologies. Boxes lined the walls, each labeled in delicate script. 'ONE: HALF A PROMISE,' read one. 'TWO: SEASONAL HUMOR, UNUSED,' read another. The archive preferred names like 'Almost' and 'Possibly' and kept misfiled feelings under glass.
Button's headlamp made polite shadows. The robot dog padded at Jun's side with the dignity of a creature brought up to believe in discretion. They reached Quarantine, a room with a single gate and a sign that demanded 'CAUTION: SENTIMENTAL CONTENT.' A bored clerk sat behind a desk that had the power to make any request seem more in need of a stamp. He wore a lanyard that read 'I PROCESS, THEREFORE I AM.'
'Name?' he asked.
'Jun Kale. Artist, courier, part-time restorer of misplaced things. I have access until 09:17.'
He stamped the clipboard with a sound like a gavel and peered at Button as if a judgment might be passed. 'Form 23-C in triplicate, please.'
Jun handed him the clipboard Gwendolyn had given her. He frowned. 'This one is outdated.' He reached for a stack of forms and produced a set that smelled faintly of lavender and indecision. 'Also you'll need to sign an acknowledgment that you accept responsibility for anything the items choose to remember about you.'
'That's remarkably specific,' Jun said. 'Do they only remember things about me, or do they also remember the state of my sock drawer?'
'Both,' the clerk said helpfully. 'But we generally advise against handing over sock drawers. They cause traffic.'
Jun signed forms with the solemnity of someone who'd signed too many receipts in her life. The clerk attached three stamps and handed her a pair of gloves labeled 'HANDLE WITH CONVERSATION.' Jun smirked and put them on. The gloves were slightly too large and made her fingers feel like doorhandles. She felt ridiculous, and that was a good omen.
At her nod the clerk raised the gate. Quarantine smelled like sea-spray soaked into old letters. The room beyond was full of crates taped in exacting patterns. Each crate had a label: 'FORGET-ME-NOT', 'LOST TOMORROWS', 'SMILES LEFT AT BUS STOPS.' Jun walked between them as if navigating a forest made of cardboard and nostalgia. Button sniffed at the seams and tilted his head.
They found crate 7B near the back, marked with a sticker: 'THINGS THAT WANTED TO STAY.' Jun set her palms on the wood and whispered an apology. The lid came off with the small theatrical sigh things make when they are opened after a long nap. Inside, amidst velvet and paper, sat a small brass crank with a winding keyhead shaped like a moon. Around it sat other objects: a child's forgotten harmonica, a single ballet slipper, and a packet of postcards that had never left their envelope.
Jun reached for the crank but Button made a little chime and nudged her hand away. At the bottom of the crate was a note in a hand that looped like someone who had time for flourishes: 'TAKEN BY REQUEST. PRESERVE NOW, RETURN LATER. - P.' Jun's stomach did the small flip again. Someone had purposely placed the crank in quarantine with a note from someone who wanted the world to keep some things safe. Jun felt the crate's expectation like static against her skin.
She wrapped the crank in a scrap of muslin and tucked it into her jacket. For a delicious moment she thought she was done. Then the crate expelled a tiny squeal that sounded like a mouse being offended. A voice, all clipped edges and proper disapproval, said, 'You must complete the oversight inventory.'
Jun looked down. A small mechanical ledger hopped out from under the muslin, its pages flipping like a nervous librarian. 'We require one more form,' it said in a voice that might have been produced by a tired harmonica. 'Before you can leave, please answer: why does this matter?'
Jun stared at the device and then at Button. 'Because people bring things to parades to be brave,' she said. 'Because the city deserves its little prayers in the form of chirps and frosting. Because someone mailed a crank to us in parts and that makes me want to fix other people's mistakes.'
The ledger blinked. It seemed to accept the answer, or at least to be grudgingly persuaded. It stamped a tiny seal on her glove and hopped back into the crate. Jun breathed out and felt seventeen minutes become seventeen and a half. She was not sure if time had grown or if she had become better at convincing machines. Either way, the gate opened.
The path back to the stairs looped through an exhibit called 'REHOMED HUMOR' where joke books lived in standard-issue shelving and a puppet theatre offered interpretive dance versions of puns. Jun had never seen so many jokes pretending to be artifacts. Someone had labeled them with small, earnest placards: 'JOKE: DAD,' 'JOKE: SLIGHTLY ANNOYING AT PARTIES.' A mime in a glass case commiserated without sound.
As Jun stepped out of the archive into the daylight, the city seemed to take a deep breath and slide into its shoes. But before she could reach the bakery, a hand fell on her shoulder. It was warm and smelled faintly of oil and peppermint, which meant only one person in her social rotation: Hattie.
Hattie was seventy-two if she was a year, and possibly older if she was a mood. She wore a cardigan with pockets, each of which contained either a button or a secret. Hattie ran the corner stall 'Hattie's Heirlooms' where she sold things people had forgotten they needed and gave advice in small, usable sentences.
'You look like someone who has just made a deal with an institution that prefers to keep its feelings tidy,' Hattie said. She was not wrong. Hattie squinted at the muslin bundle at Jun's waist. 'Ooh. Is that—?'
Jun opened the bundle enough to show the crank. Hattie's eyes turned the color of a cupboard light. 'Ah. Gently done.'
'How did you—' Jun began.
Hattie winked. 'I have friends. Also you are not as quiet as you think in a place like that. Boxed things leave footprints.' She stepped closer and, without ceremony, produced from her pocket a small brass contraption that looked for all the world like a pepper shaker with a question mark. 'This is a scent-socket,' she said. 'It amplifies a scent for a minute. Useful in pursuits and for catching tails.' She pressed a button. The device hummed and emitted a tiny bell tone.
Jun laughed despite herself. 'Where do you even get these?'
'Having lived long enough means you collect tools for life's strange errands,' Hattie said. 'And the holder of such a tool tends to have fewer regrets. Also it makes for a good way to distract guards when you flick it and they become inexplicably nostalgic.'
Jun imagined guards standing in front of a crate, suddenly remembering the first time they'd eaten jam, and then forgetting to scan a ticket. It seemed plausible. 'Thank you,' she said. 'Really. For everything.'
'Do the thing you were going to do,' Hattie said softly, as if she were issuing a civic mandate wrapped in a compliment. 'Be obnoxious with your kindness. It suits you.'
Jun tucked the scent-socket into her pocket alongside the muslin and the ticket. With Button at her heel and Hattie's blessing in her ears, she felt like someone armed with small tools and a reckless optimism. She hurried to the bakery, thinking of the parade and the thin, fragile things that make a city lovable. If anything could go wrong now, she thought, it would be small and ridiculous, and she was very good at fixing small ridiculous things.
Jun pushed open the bakery door to a fanfare of flour dust and a chorus of sympathetic ovens. Marta looked up from the cake and stared at Jun like she had just brought a patient back from the brink. 'You have it?' she asked.
Jun produced the crank and set it on the counter like an object that had been returned from a long holiday. Marta wrapped it in tissue as if it were a newborn. 'Splendid. Now to fit it without alarming the decorative sparrows.'
'You think someone took the tooth on purpose?' Jun asked, wiping her hands on her apron.
Marta shook her head. 'Whoever did wanted to make a point. People keep doing that with small things. They pick at the edge of a city's habits to see how quickly the rest of us will notice.'
Jun thought about the archive and Gwendolyn and the crate's note that said 'Preserve Now, Return Later.' Someone wanted to preserve the crank. Someone had thought the chirp unnecessary.
'Whoever took it probably didn't mean harm,' Jun said. 'They meant… caution. Or an over-explainable need to protect.'
'Then we'll fix it,' Marta said, already reaching for tools. 'If you run the parade's chorus, make sure to wind the crickets on the low setting. Last year they woke a sleeping councilman and he spent Tuesday giving speeches to potted plants.'
Jun found herself laughing. There was relief in the sound. She stayed for longer than she should, helping to tuck the crank into a place where it would not get lonely and ensuring the crickets' key was snug. Button snoozed on a pile of flour sacks and dreamed of bolts. When Jun finally left, the city seemed pleased, as if it had regained a missing line in its favorite song.
She walked home with a feeling that everything would be fine. The city hummed around her in the tone of people who had survived worse days and had the appetite to tell jokes about it. But in the back of her mind the crate's note had laid a seed of curiosity: who sent the crank to quarantine in the first place? The idea gnawed at her like a friendly rodent. Deciding to follow that rodent felt less like courage and more like being late for a train you didn't want to miss. Jun didn't know what she'd find, only that a city full of small things deserved someone willing to look after them. She also had a cookie left in the paper bag and that, in many cities, is a binding promise.

    
A Heist in a Library of Regrets
Three days later the parade had passed with a chirp in perfect time, and the city had congratulated itself with mild confetti and a few extra coins under the soles of shoes. Jun should have felt satisfied. Instead a small itch remained at the base of her skull, the kind you get when a loose thread of curiosity has snagged on a moral decision. She went back to the archive because curiosity weighed more than logic when it came wrapped in a ribbon of 'why not'.
Gwendolyn met her at the door with a face that had learned to shelve questions. 'You again.'
'Places have a right to be interesting after they stop being mysterious,' Jun said. She didn't expect to get a lecture on city paperwork. Gwendolyn surprised her.
'You have an inquisitive face,' Gwendolyn said. 'You look like someone who reads the ends of maps.'
Jun imagined clearing the map with a little handkerchief and returning the edges slightly damp with wonder. 'I heard the note in Quarantine was signed with a P,' she ventured.
Gwendolyn's fingers found the edge of a ledger and hovered. 'P writes in flourished script. P has been placing small things in quarantine for months. They are careful. They think they are saving items from being forgotten altogether.'
'Who are they saving things from?' Jun asked.
'Time,' Gwendolyn said simply. 'Some people prefer to box up fleeting things. To keep joy sterile rather than let it be messy.'
Jun didn't argue that sentiment. She had, after all, spent her life making dust seem noble. 'May I see the list of items P has placed?'
Gwendolyn closed the ledger and gave Jun a look that suggested secrets were like delicate plates: they could be admired, but not all of them should be handled. However, when Jun mentioned Marta's cake and the city's small celebrations, Gwendolyn softened. 'If you promise not to cause a commotion,' she said, 'you may. But only in the reading room.'
The reading room smelled like old ink and a stubborn optimism. Gwendolyn brought out a thin stack of envelopes tied with a ribbon. Each envelope bore a small notation and a tiny seal. Jun untied one and read in a script that felt apologetic: 'CRANK: Sent to Quarantine in case of immediate future-disruption. P.'
'P must be someone who believes in protecting things from becoming memories,' Jun said.
'Yes,' Gwendolyn said. 'They think if you preserve the moment you preserve its shape. They do not want the city to lose its better parts.'
'But preservation isn't the same as living,' Jun said. 'Things meant for parades must be paraded. A shoe meant to dance should be allowed to wear out.'
'And what makes you the judge of how things should be?' Gwendolyn asked.
Jun thought of the child on the scooter, of Marta's careful frosting, of Hattie's pocket tools. 'I don't wish to be judge,' she said. 'I wish to be someone willing to run after errant things. Also, I hate bureaucracy.'
That last line made Gwendolyn laugh, a quiet thing. 'Bureaucracy is a good reason to be brave,' she said. 'It creates obstacles that feel mean but are rarely personal. They are mostly about forms.'
'Then let's subvert the forms,' Jun said. Gwendolyn studied her for a long beat. 'If P is trying to save the city from losing small things, perhaps we can ask why. If it is fearfulness, then maybe we can show them that small things can be brave.'
Gwendolyn slid Jun a note, and Jun felt the paper's grain like a hand giving permission. 'There is a list of suspects,' Gwendolyn confessed. 'People who have a fondness for preserving are often sentimentalists by trade: retired curators, certain types of librarians, hobbyists who build miniature museums. P could be anyone. But there's one clue: P loves the scent of citrus.'
Jun's eyes brightened. 'Hattie?'
Gwendolyn smiled in a way that suggested puzzles could be solved and still be charming. 'Or someone who appreciates the smell of lemon oil. Follow your nose.'
Jun took the note and the hint and decided then and there that if the city had a habit of having its small things go missing, she would have a habit of bringing them back. She left the archive with a list of names and the taste of a plan forming like batter in her mouth.
Her first stop was Hattie's stall, which had been rearranged to house a new collection of 'Sensible Trinkets and Slightly Useful Advice.' Hattie peered at Jun over a cup of tea and did not look surprised to be asked about citrus scents. 'I have a fondness for lemon,' she admitted. 'It calls to memory and also it cleans things.'
Jun leaned in. 'Do you know anyone who would place items in quarantine because they believe the city can't safely handle them?'
Hattie tilted her head. 'People do odd things when they fear loss. They take the smallest victories and tuck them away like letters that might one day be too heavy to carry.' She sighed and pulled a small envelope from a pocket. 'But if you wanted someone to test your conviction, there's an annual meeting for folks who collect frozen moments. It happens at the museum's tea room on Tuesday and includes biscuits and a lecture on how to arrange shadows.'
'Perfect,' Jun said. 'Biscuits and shadows sound like an excellent place to be persuasive.'
Button made a sound that meant delight. Jun had a plan that involved being politely disruptive at a tea room gathering. The museum's tea room sat in a building that used to be a ship's hull, which lent the room a perpetual suggestion of movement. People attending the meeting had that look of hobbyists who had both time and opinions. They wore brooches representing moments they'd saved: a tiny umbrella, a preserved joke, a framed mid-sneeze. Jun felt like a novice among archivists at a needlepoint cafe.
She ordered tea and waited for the moment to become inconvenient enough to ask questions. The meeting was chaired by a woman who organized memories like one organizes tiny spices, each in its own jar. Jun listened as speakers described why the city would be less without preserved smiles. A man stood up to talk about his collection of sunsets. He had a sadness about him that was very neat.
As Jun mulled, a younger member of the group slid into the chair across from her. He had a notebook and hands that shook with excitement. 'You seem new to this,' he said. 'Are you a collector?'
'No,' Jun said. 'I'm an interloper. I fix things. Also I like biscuits.'
He smiled. 'Have you ever thought that preservation might be a form of love?' he asked.
Jun almost laughed out loud. 'Preservation is sometimes love and sometimes hoarding with good intentions. There's a difference.'
He nodded as if he'd expected this debate. 'If P is someone who will place important things in quarantine, they will probably be careful, maybe a little theatrical, and likely have a name that begins with P.'
'P could stand for any number of things,' Jun said.
'Perhaps,' he admitted. He tapped his notebook and slid it to Jun. 'But I can show you who has been asking about the archive recently. I keep notes. My name is Omar.' He extended a hand that smelled faintly of tea and graphite. 'I keep a log of local preservationists. I have a list. If you wish, I would exchange it for a promise to bring back their objects when they become lonely.'
Jun shook his hand. 'Deal. Also bring a biscuit.'
They traded information like children trading stickers. Omar's list had a few likely names, including 'Peregine Hargrove' and 'Mrs. Halvorsen, amateur conserver.' Jun felt a prickle in her throat. Mrs. Halvorsen. Jun thought of jam jars and the gentle catastrophe of someone crying into preserves. She sipped her tea and let the idea of kindness and mismanagement swirl around her. The plan sketched itself in her head: ask questions, make friends, and, if necessary, steal back the things the city needed to be a city.
The next several days were a study in gentle infiltration. Jun learned how to look like she belonged in places her shoes had no business entering. She stood outside small meetings and smiled like a person who'd been invited to join the conversation, sewing small lies into large truths. She traded repairs for gossip, fixed a clock for a lady who collected thunder, and mended a puppet for a man who saved badly told jokes. Each trade yielded a little more information: P liked citrus, P had once been a florist, P smelled faintly of the sea.
The more Jun learned, the more P's trail felt less like a tail and more like a habit. P did not steal to harm; P stole to prevent the small things from becoming casualties in a city that preferred spectacle to subtleties. Jun found herself understanding P and disagreeing with them at the same time. There is a distance between wanting to protect and wanting to stop, she thought, leaning against a lamppost while Button chased an unattached spring.
On the fifth night she got a note slipped under her door. It was written in a hand that looped like someone who liked to include little curlicues in their letters. 'If you wish to speak with P, come to the old greenhouse at midnight. Bring nothing you are not willing to lose.'
Jun laughed and then checked the locks, which was a sensible thing to do given that the note read like an invitation to both romance and danger. She put on a coat, tucked Hattie's scent-socket into her pocket, and went.
The greenhouse sat behind a row of rowhouses, glass fogged and wrenched into awkward angles by time. Inside, plants leaned toward the moon like old friends at a dance. In the center of the greenhouse, a figure stood by a table cluttered with jars labeled with the neatest handwriting she'd seen. The person turned when Jun entered.
They were taller than Jun expected, and their hair looked like the inside of a wind-up toy: tidy, precise, and a little world-weary. Their face was not old, but it held the seriousness of someone who kept promises to small things. They wore a coat patchworked with lace and leather, and in the pocket sat a tube of citrus oil that shone like mischief.
'You must be Jun,' they said. Their voice was a low bell that had been sanded to be polite. 'I am Peregrine.'
Jun's mouth did a small, useful twitch. She had expected a P to be a furtive collector, a person with mittens who hid clocks under their bed. She had not expected a person who smelled of citrus and thyme and who seemed to wear the moon like a practical hat.
'Why quarantine?' Jun asked, letting her curiosity stand where a dart might have gone.
Peregrine tilted their head. 'Because once a thing is lost it becomes a wound. I couldn't watch the city bleed small joys and do nothing.'
'And you believed preservation was the cure?' Jun pressed.
'At first.' Peregrine's hands folded like a closed book. 'Later I decided preservation without movement is a kind of museum for grief.'
Jun looked at them. The greenhouse hummed like an argument that had found its conclusion. 'Then give the crank back,' she said simply.
Peregrine smiled, and in that smile Jun saw someone who had kept too many promises and finally wanted to stop explaining themselves. 'I meant to return it after the winter had passed,' Peregrine said. 'But certain things come to live in boxes. They forget how to be small. They forget the smell of crowds and the warmth of frost underbare toes.'
Jun thought of Mrs. Halvorsen's preserves and a parade woken by tiny cricket song. 'The city needs chirps,' she said. 'It needs the sound of small victories. Preserving them is kind. Letting them live is kinder.'
Peregrine reached into the pocket of their coat and drew out the very same crank. Jun's hand went toward it as if toward a delicate truce.
'You will have to promise to be careful,' Peregrine warned. 'To wind them gently and to let them go loose when they mustn't stay.'
Jun nodded. 'I promise,' she said. 'And if you ever need someone to help share the things, I will be there.'
Peregrine hesitated, then nodded. It was the kind of understanding that arrives after an argument when both sides have stopped keeping score. The greenhouse smelled of citrus and possibility. That night, under a moon that had learned to tolerate city noise, Jun walked home feeling like she had borrowed the city's heart for a dance. Button trotted beside her, and the world seemed arranged in a way that agreed with her choice.

    
The Struggle With Protocol and Hats
The morning of the second parade rehearsal, Jun practiced winding the crickets with the care of someone handling kittens and timepieces. The crank fit like an apology into the mechanism. When she turned it, the crickets buzzed awake like an audience stirred by a chapter break. The sound was small, joyous, and it made the baker on the corner weep into his rolling pin.
'You did it,' Marta said, eyes bright as sugar. 'You and your ridiculous friends.'
'We had help,' Jun admitted. 'And Hattie gave me a scent-socket.'
'Praise be to scent-sockets,' Marta said, solemn as a confessor. 'Also, please keep the crickets on the low setting. No one needs a chorus that will have the councilman making speeches to potted plants again.'
It took a day for the city to feel confident again. People walked with a hint less caution. The second rehearsal went off without dramatic hazards—save for a small incident with a unicyclist and a puddle that preferred to fall on costume shoes. Jun felt good. She felt oscillations of lightness like someone bouncing gently on a trampoline of approval.
But at noon, a stern summons arrived, folded into an envelope with a stamp that read 'OFFICIAL INQUIRY.' Gwendolyn visited Jun at the bakery with an expression that suggested the archive had misplaced one of its more articulate frowns. 'Someone has filed a complaint,' she said. 'There was an incident at the greenhouse. Some of Peregrine's thrown questions have unsettled certain members of the preservation society. They feel items are being released prematurely.'
Jun had thought the solution would be a gentle handshake and a returned crank. Instead the preservation society had mobilized like a club full of very precise people who made lists that sighed. They wanted the crank returned to quarantine and a public apology sworn on the ledger.
'You can always talk to them,' Gwendolyn suggested, 'and if they will not listen, we will call a council meeting.'
But the preservation society had an ally who didn't care for interviews. Mrs. Halvorsen, whose preserves were city legend, had publicly accused Peregrine of 'denaturing a kernel of civic order.' Mrs. Halvorsen's speaking invocations could soften butter and stiffen resolve. The society was not mild.
Jun found Peregrine at the greenhouse, working with a small trowel and a pair of gloves. They looked up when she approached, and for a moment Jun wished the world could contain gratitude in modest containers.
'They're asking for the crank back,' Peregrine said. 'They say I panicked and overreacted.'
'Then we ask them to consider what it means to hold things too tight,' Jun said. 'But if they escalate, we could find ourselves in a public debate with sandwiches and uncomfortable chairs.'
'That's what scares me,' Peregrine admitted. 'A debate could result in the crank being locked again, and then the crickets will never taste the parade.'
'We can stop that,' Jun said. 'We can be persuasive. Also we can bring cookies.'
They planned to attend the preservation society's afternoon meeting, where dress codes were 'tasteful' and suspicions ran like neatly mown hedges. Jun and Peregrine rehearsed their arguments like a pair of amateur lawyers who specialized in charisma. Jun would speak for the city's need to be noisy and alive. Peregrine would explain the compassion behind quarantine. Both sides would be allowed dignity and biscuits.
The meeting convened in a room with long tables and a sense of obligation to keep everything orderly. Mrs. Halvorsen presided as if a jar of preserves could rule nations. There were pamphlets and a large poster displaying 'THE RIGHT TO PRESERVE' in tasteful fonts. Jun's stomach did loop-de-loops; she was trying to be brave and also not to spill coffee on anyone's scarf.
When it was their turn to speak, Jun took the floor. She spoke about parades and chirps and the usefulness of letting some things be used up in public instead of being stored away like relics. She told a story about a child learning to ride a scooter, and how small sounds help courage grow. Her voice was simple, and people leaned in as if words were small pastries.
Peregrine explained why they'd put items in quarantine—fear of loss, fear of forgetting—and how time can be sharp if it isn't handled gently. 'But,' Peregrine finished, 'we mustn't mistake preservation for love. Love means sharing.'
Mrs. Halvorsen spoke after them, and she spoke of jars and order and how the city had a duty to keep some things unchanged. The room tightened like an accordion. Jun realized arguments were made not only of logic but of tone and how one organized pamphlets.
When the vote was called, it was narrow. The society split like a spun pastry. One woman stood and suggested a compromise: items placed in quarantine for safekeeping would be registered with an understanding and a date for return. Peregrine agreed, somewhat reluctantly. Jun kept her hands folded so as not to clap with too much enthusiasm.
But as they left the meeting, Jun noticed a small figure slipping out the back door. A youth with gloves too big for their hands and a face full of determined mischief. They moved like someone with an appointment to filch things from rooms of strict rules. Jun's gut said mischief. Her feet said follow.
Jun followed the figure discreetly, staying under awnings and behind fountains, until the youth turned into an alley and the city's sympathetic gossip dwindled. Jun stepped into the alley just as the youth climbed a fence. They tumbled at Jun's presence and turned with a sheepish grin.
'You're Jun Kale,' the youth said. 'The one who keeps making a scene in reasonable places.'
'You're the one who slipped out of the meeting,' Jun replied. 'Why?'
'They were talking too much,' the youth said. 'They were about to lock more things away. Someone has to remind them that things want to be used.'
Jun recognized the conviction in the youth and the reckless kindness that sometimes accompanies it. 'What's your name?' she asked.
'Rowan,' the youth said. 'I do petty acts of bravery. Like taking back scarves dropped on buses.'
'Petty acts of bravery are underrated,' Jun said. 'Tell me what you know.'
Rowan explained that a few members of the society, perhaps worried about the city's sentimental investments, had formed a small faction. They wanted to ensure anything deemed especially delicate be placed in 'Extended Quarantine' until an evaluation committee had assessed the risk. That meant objects like the crickets might be made permanently safe but never seen again.
'That's not preservation,' Jun said. 'That's permanent seclusion.'
Rowan's jaw tightened. 'Exactly.'
They made a plan that was equal parts diplomacy and impishness. At dusk, while the society had tea and debate, Jun and Peregrine would stage a small demonstration in the square. They would set the crickets to a low chorus and let the sound spread. They would show the city, in a practical way, why small sounds mattered. If the society still objected, then they'd be ready to argue again. But first, they needed a hat.
A hat, Jun discovered, was an integral diplomatic prop. Marta made one from leftover frosting boxes and gilded ribbon. Hattie provided a sensible cup for holding flowers, which Marta insisted was 'a hat when placed properly.' Jun wore her hat like a banner of intent.
The square filled with people who had nowhere in particular to be and were glad of it. Jun set the crank in a small, unassuming music box and wound it. A chorus of crickets began, not loud but clear, like a secret being shared politely. Heads turned. A child pointed. An old woman hummed along. The sound moved through the city like a message in a bottle finally opening. It felt as if the city remembered how to cheer gently.
A cluster of preservationists arrived, faces kindly but stern. Mrs. Halvorsen was there, hands clasped like someone sheltering a jar. She looked at the crickets and then at the crowd and her expression complicated into something softer than indignation. Jun watched her closely and felt the small, practical hope of a person who had just saved another person from crying into preserves.
'You have made a point,' Mrs. Halvorsen said finally. 'But I temper my concession with a plea. If we allow this, promise to handle items with respect. Promise to return what is not yet ready.'
Jun looked at Peregrine, who nodded with the tired gravity of someone who had learned compromise. Jun had never been asked to promise in such measured tones before. She thought of Gwendolyn's ticket stamped 'ACCESS' and of the crate that had squealed its complaints. She thought of the parade and the councilman's speeches and of the child on the scooter.
'I promise,' she said. It was not a legal document, but it felt like a real thing. The city, for its part, applauded with the small, relieved noise people make when a tight knot loosens. That evening, as the chair of the preservation society signed a modest new charter and the crickets tucked themselves back into the cake, Jun realized that victory had a taste like warm sugar and exhausted relief.
But peace, like pastries, can be fragile. A rumble of indignation arrived the next morning—not from the preservationists but from an unexpected source. A councilman who had once been awakened by the crickets decided he preferred silence during his lunch hours. He introduced a regulation that required permits for public chirps. The permit process involved forms, stamps, and a hearing in which people had to explain why their sound was not 'disruptive cultural noise.'
Jun stared at the new form, its holes punched like teeth missing from a comb. She thought of the city's small noises and how bureaucrats tended to prefer silence because it made them look like thoughtful people. She stuffed the form into her pocket, anger knitting her eyebrows as if someone had tried to fold a map into an impossible shape. 'We will need allies,' she told Peregrine.
They gathered allies from unlikely places: the baker, the unicyclist who specialized in puddle avoidance, Omar the note-keeper, and Rowan the petty brave. They created a roster of witnesses who would testify that small noises were essential to the city's happiness and that permits should not be used to silence delight. Their plan was both practical and theatrical. On the day of the hearing, they would show, rather than tell, how small sounds knit a city together.
The hearing room smelled like old varnish and the kind of nervous energy that goes into defending something fuzzy. Jun spoke, hands folded, about courage and cakes and the importance of letting tiny things experience being used. Rowan performed a dramatic reenactment of a scarf retrieval. The baker testified about how the crickets woke his ovens at the proper time, which he claimed was medically beneficial for bread. The unicyclist provided a testimony about balance. The councilman scowled like a seal displeased with the weather.
Their performance, earnest and slightly ridiculous, had a curious effect. People in the hearing laughed and then thought, and thoughtsoftened into agreement. The permits were adjusted to include a 'community benefit' clause. Jun considered that compromise tasted like stale paperwork mixed with honey.
She returned to the bakery exhausted and exhilarated, holding the city together with a grin. But as she passed the archive, a note fluttered in the wind and landed at her feet. It was brief: 'You have turned preservation into partnership. Be cautious. P.'
Jun smiled. The city had a way of sending warnings wrapped in compliments. She picked up the note, read it twice, and stuck it in her pocket next to Hattie's scent-socket. The balance felt right. The crickets were safe, the parade had music, and Peregrine had a new friend who promised not to box up feelings in perpetuity. Jun slept that night with Button curled by her bed and a sense that she had become someone who could manage both chaos and consent. Little did she know the city had one more small surprise left in its sleeve.

    
Return: Cakes, Recognition, and a Tiny Shop
On a morning that smelled of rain pretending to be polite, Jun unlocked a small door on a street that preferred to announce its secrets in sideways glances. She had been offered something by the council: a small recognition for services to the city's cultural comfort. She wasn't sure how she felt about medals; she preferred doughnuts. But the thought of a tiny plaque on the bakery's window warmed her insides like a good oven.
The city had decided to hold a modest ceremony at the town square. Tables were set with tea and scones, and the mayor wore a hat that took itself very seriously. The crowd gathered: people who had always been there, people new to making decisions in the city, and a collection of friends who looked delightfully smug about having helped. Gwendolyn arrived with the air of someone who kept important things safe on purpose but was happy when they were shared. Peregrine came too, hair neat and a pinch of citrus on their coat.
'We received a petition,' the mayor said into a microphone that made everything sound worthier. 'For service to small joys there are people who deserve recognition.' He glanced at Jun as if she were both the answer and a very cinematic question. 'Jun Kale.'
Jun stepped forward with a mixture of embarrassment and pride. Marta handed her a small cake shaped like a stack of books. Button made a respectful circle and managed not to trip any dignitaries. The mayor placed a thin plaque into Jun's hands that read 'For Services to Chirps and Cheer.' Marta's pastry team applauded with the emotional subtlety of people who'd iced their feelings. Jun felt the warmth of the city like a shawl around her shoulders.
'We'd like to offer space,' the mayor added afterward, and the crowd leaned in. 'Space in the corner market, rent-free for a year. For a place to mend, to show, and to share small things. A public location where items that shouldn't be forgotten—or locked away—can be repaired and returned.'
Jun's surprise made her cheeks hot. 'A shop?' she asked. The city clapped as if the idea had always been obvious.
'We will support you,' Gwendolyn said. 'Create a place where preservation and release can be practiced side by side. A halfway house for things.'
Jun thought of Hattie's stall and Peregrine's greenhouse and Marta's cake. She imagined a storefront with a sign that read 'Jun's Odd Jobs and Other Small Remedies.' It would be a place where cranks were mended and kisses for jars were supplied. She could see Button at the door, greeting customers with a coil wag. It felt oddly perfect.
After the ceremony, the crowd dispersed like a pleasant confetti. People came up to Jun with small gifts and oddly specific advice. Mrs. Halvorsen handed her a jar of preserves and a solemn look. 'Look after the city's little things,' she said. 'Be gentle.'
Jun promised, and the jar went into her bag for later. Peregrine approached, holding a tiny wrapped object. 'I thought you might need this,' they said, handing Jun a small key that shone like a sunbeam trapped in brass. 'It's the spare for the crank. Just in case.'
Jun laughed and took the key like an heirloom passed between conspirators. That night her small studio smelled sweetly of lemon and possibility. She lay awake thinking about rent and responsibility and how to advertise without sounding like a villain. The plaque would hang in the shop window and, she hoped, the shop would be a place where the city could bring its small troubles and feel heard.
Jun opened the shop in late spring when tulips pretended to be wise. The space was small and had a window that leaned like it was about to tell a secret. She painted the door a color that was somewhere between a laugh and a sigh and hung a sign that read more politely than she would have put it: 'Jun's Odd Jobs and Other Small Remedies.'
Business was steady in the way a happy clock keeps time. People came with broken music boxes, hats that had lost their courage, and notes that wanted to be delivered to the right age. Jun fixed what she could and arranged small rituals of release for the rest—boxes of memories opened for a day so owners could remember and then closed again with consent. Peregrine volunteered sometimes, teaching Jun how to wrap a thing in both respect and license. Hattie dropped by with tools and gossip. Marta baked a celebratory pastry for every first repair that made someone laugh.
Rowan visited on occasion to return scarves found on buses. Omar kept his log updated and refused any payment that wasn't a warm cup of tea and a conversation about improbable weather. Gwendolyn walked past sometimes and peered in the window with the look of someone pleased to see life in the city. The archive and the shop developed a friendly route: items traveled from one to the other, sometimes staying longer than expected, sometimes returning with stories.
Jun grew into the role like a person who had learned to enjoy responsibility. The plaque on the window collected fingerprints and small smudges from people who believed in silly things. The shop taught her how to talk to people who were reconciled to risk and those who were not. She put a jar labeled 'SNAFU' on the counter for payments that came with extra apologies.
One rainy afternoon, a child came in clutching a wind-up mouse that had lost its whistle. The child looked at Jun as if she were a wizard with the power to fix small catastrophes. Jun knelt, inspected the mechanism, and smiled. 'This will make a fine noise again,' she said. 'But remember, noise is brave. It sometimes makes people upset, but it usually makes life better.'
The child grinned and ran out with the mouse, making an almost intolerable amount of triumphant noise on purpose. Jun chuckled. She had become someone who valued the sound of small things being alive. It was, she discovered, what made the city feel like a city rather than a museum.
Letters arrived for Jun, some with stamps she didn't recognize, some with leftovers like poems and recipes. One letter bore a delicate citrus scent and a single line: 'Thank you for returning our city's voice. P.' Jun kept it on the counter beneath a paperweight shaped like a musical note. It sat there like proof that agreements could be gentle and that promises made in greenhouses were not always as fragile as they sounded.
A year later, on a day dressed in the crescent of celebration, Jun walked the parade route with Button trotting happily at her side. The cake glittered, the crickets chirped on a setting so soft it felt like a secret, and the city moved with the confidence of people who had learned to cherish and not smother. The preservation society sponsored a stall where they offered advice on tasteful conservation, and Mrs. Halvorsen sold preserves that had never felt abandoned. Peregrine handed Jun a small ribbon tied with care. Gwendolyn clapped politely and then, in a corner, slipped Jun an envelope filled with small stamps and a note: 'For continued stewardship.'
Jun took it all with a modest grin. The plaque in her shop window had a new line added beneath the inscription: 'Also for bridging the gap between keeper and sharer.' The city had become something she could touch and mend and laugh with. In the evenings she would sit by her window with a warm cup and think of the crate in Quarantine and the way small things sometimes ask to be loved in public.
The balance between preservation and release did not become a perfect machine. There were arguments, mislaid objects, and the occasional overzealous person who wanted to keep a laughter in a jar. But Jun had the patience for negotiation and the stubbornness to stand in the middle of an argument with cupcakes and a repair kit. She was, after all, someone who had once climbed to the top of the archive on a ticket marked 'ACCESS' and come back with a crank and a story.
Sometimes, when the city seemed particularly tuned, Jun would hear the crickets she had once helped save practicing in the distance. They sounded like a conversation between people who had been given a chance, not a lecture. She would sip her tea and smile to herself, thinking of the good that small things do when they are allowed to be themselves. And Button would do a little coil wag, as if agreeing, because even machines could prefer the smell of lemon and the sound of a city allowed to live.
Jun's life had changed in modest, delicious ways: she kept the shop, she accepted cookies as a form of currency, and she learned that promises made in public could be more powerful than guarantees locked in boxes. On clear days she walked past the archive, tipped her hat to Gwendolyn, and felt the kind of quiet pride that comes from having kept faith with the smaller, quieter parts of the world. In a city that sometimes misplaced its own jokes, Jun had become an expert at finding them again.
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