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Boiling Blood from the Linen
Rustam Yagudin
In wartime Alexandria, a hospital laundry keeps moving under steam, paper counts, and the weight of blood-stiff linen. Amina manages the boilers, a younger brother stays too close to the fire room, and the upper floors pull heat away while the wards fill and the work never thins.
ProseHub


    
Steam Under the Ward
The needle on Boiler No. 2 sat a hair above the red. The room ran on knocks and hisses, the boiler's hard cough, the flat slap of wet cloth against wood, the metal rasp of the mangle when Yusuf gave it a turn, and Amina kept her left shoulder braced against the stack of sheets until the damp left the linen and entered her sleeves. At this hour the laundry had its shape back, sinks in a row, baskets under the bench, a brick under the mangle's missing leg, and the ash pan full enough to last only until noon if Matron Vale grew stingy with the coal key. Too little coal again. Of course. She folded the top sheet, checked the hem by touch rather than by eye, and set it on the clean pile because clean was a matter of weight, smell, and the absence of red at the seam. Anything else went upstairs dressed as order. The transfer paper for Yusuf lay folded in her apron pocket, soft at the crease from being handled and put back again. She left it there. Good work first. That was what kept a room open, what kept a name off the book when a ward ran low on soap or fuel or men with clean cuffs and bad manners. Yusuf came in with a scuttle so light it rattled. The hand not carrying the coal stayed close to his chest, the two burned fingers tucked into his palm. 'The bin's gone thin,' he said. 'Again.' Thin enough. Amina took the scuttle from him and set it by the boiler mouth. Hot metal. Bitter soap. Wet wool from the corridor outside. The laundry always made a little kingdom of its own and then had to answer to the rest of the hospital when the rest of the hospital started calling for clean linen as if cloth were grown in the wall. She pinched the edge of another sheet, rubbed the fold between thumb and forefinger, and sent it to the top of the pile. A good sheet made a clean sound when shaken. A bad one stuck. Today, everything stuck. Yusuf wiped ash from the heel of his hand and stood waiting for the next order, his eyes on the black water in the sink, his burned fingers tucked and patient, as if patience could keep them from aching. The boiler gave one heavy knock. Not enough coal. Not enough time either.
At the surgery door the runner left a bundle on the cart with a brown wet mark at one corner. Not fresh brown, not iron-red either. The stain had sunk into the weave and spread in the shape of a thumb. Amina pinched the cloth, and the heat through the linen slicked her fingers at once. If Matron Vale caught the mark, the bundle would go back for a separate boil, a note would go into the book, and the whole room would tighten around the mistake like a belt a hole too small. So she folded the corner under, once, twice, until the stain sat against itself, then laid the bundle beneath three clean sheets where the cart boards hid it. The runner paused. 'Second boil,' she said. Amina set the lid on the cart. 'Second boil.' The runner went off with the smell of blood and soap on his coat. Amina turned the top kettle and tipped soda crystals into the pot. The crystals crackled against the iron like tiny teeth. Yusuf made a face from the boiler door. 'That load's from the officers?' he said. 'If it is, they bleed like everyone else.' 'Matron's not likely to say that,' he said. 'Matron says little and counts more.' Matron Vale had that way with rooms. She came through them as if each square yard owed her money. Her gloves stayed white. The rest of the hospital had no such habit. Amina lifted the bundle by its dry edge and set it at the side of the wash trough, where the first boil would take it if the water kept its temper. It would. It had to. The room was small enough to hold every smell at once, lye, steam, coal dust, damp canvas from the porter cart, and the sweet rot that rose from cloth left waiting too long. The stain under the top sheets made a dark mouth at the fold. Not upstairs. Not on the first trolley. She drew the lid back over it and stacked another clean case on top. The runner's footsteps faded into the corridor. Yusuf fed the boiler with two fist-sized lumps of coal and shut the mouth again. 'The fire's hungry,' he said. 'Everything is.' Amina took the bundle tag, turned it face down, and slid it under the soap dish.
Matron Vale came in with her gloves on and a sheet of ration figures tucked under her arm as flat as a sermon. Her bad knee gave the door frame one hard tap, then she stood with her weight on the good leg and let her eyes move over the room in strips, the clean pile, the sinks, the ash pan, the boiler door. 'The convoy is on the road,' she said. 'You will cut the first boil by five minutes.' Amina set the folded stack on the trolley. Five minutes meant gray cuffs and a second round for the fever ward. Gray cuffs meant complaints, and complaints meant her name in a bad place. 'The water's still weak,' she said. 'Coal's weak too,' Matron said. 'The ward must manage.' The word came out neat, as if shortage had polished its own edges. Amina kept her mouth shut. She handed over the first stack. The cloth steamed at the seam and smelled of starch and lye and the little sweet note that clean linen gives when it has been boiled long enough to matter. Matron ran two fingers over the top sheet. Good enough. Not praise. Worse than praise. The transfer paper under Amina's apron grew warm against her hip and stayed there. Later. When the room had gone quieter. When the coal count matched. When Yusuf stopped making himself useful in ways that made him smaller. The matron tucked the ration sheet away. 'And the next load?' she said. 'Soon,' Amina said. 'Soon is not a time,' Matron Vale said. Her mouth did not move much when she spoke. That was one of the things about her. Every word came trimmed. Amina had met men in the harbor who talked more and promised less. Matron did not promise at all. She took the clean stack with one gloved hand and left the room as if she had measured it against a ruler. The left side of her face stayed still while the right tightened once, a habit from pain or contempt, Amina had never worked out which. The pressure gauge needle shivered. Above the red. Always above the red. And still the room asked for more.
Below the stairs the coal room smelled of wet stone and old ash. Yusuf had a broom in one hand and a shovel in the other, both blackened to the same shade. The bin stood half empty. The good coke had been bagged in canvas sacks, and half the sacks sat damp where the plaster sweated down the wall. 'There should be more,' Amina said. 'There was more yesterday.' 'The dock boys took the wagon first,' Yusuf said. 'Or the quartermaster did.' 'Or both,' she said. He made a small sound in the back of his throat, the one he used when he had already been scolded and was waiting for the next blow to fall. Not today. She lifted a sack with her right hand and felt the grain shift low inside it. Thin fuel. Bitter fuel. The sort that spat and died if the fire bed lay too deep. Yusuf reached into the ash pan and scooped out the bright bits, the cinders still edged with heat, and let them fall into a biscuit tin by the wall. 'Don't,' Amina said. 'The fire needs them.' 'The ward needs the fire more.' 'Matron needs a clean count,' she said. He gave her a look that belonged to boys and men both, impatient and thin. She took the biscuit tin, tipped the cinders into the scuttle, and wrote nothing down. The book would stay neat for another hour. Enough to get through the day. Amina slid the transfer paper against her waist and left it there. Yusuf wiped his palm on his trousers. The burned fingers left a gray streak. 'The boiler glass is sweating,' he said. 'Everything sweats here.' He sounded like he wanted to laugh, but the laugh never came. The cellar door stood open to the corridor above, and each time it swung the hospital noise came down in pieces, a boot scrape, a call for hot water, the rattle of a tray. Outside, in the narrow throat of the stairwell, a porter went past with a tray of basins and a face gone thin from too many nights inside the same building. Amina set the coal sack down, squared it against the wall, and wiped the ash from her thumbs on her apron. The apron only grew grayer. Nothing in this place stayed clean for long.
By noon the corridor outside the laundry filled with the scrape of stretcher wheels and the low bark of men telling other men to keep moving. Amina set the first clean stack on the trolley and the linen came alive under her hands, warm from the boil and heavy with starch. The runner from surgery arrived red at the cuffs. He dumped another bundle into the cart, and the wet iron smell came off it in a burst so sharp her tongue turned flat. More blood. More washing. More of the same cloth done wrong by bodies upstairs. She pulled the bundle open with two fingers and found three pillowcases stitched into a single sack by dried grime. The seam had a brown line through it, old work, old stains, the kind that stay when nobody has time to scrub at the corners. Amina cut the thread with her nail and split the sack apart. One case went clean. One case went back in the lye. The third she turned inside out and folded under the others because the stain lived near the hem, and if the hem sat beneath enough hot water no one upstairs would ask what had been there first. Yusuf filled the boiler mouth with a shovel and shut the door with his forearm. The iron gave one low bang. 'You shouldn't hold the load that way,' he said. 'I can hold it.' 'Your shoulder's up again.' 'It always is.' He grinned once, quick and tired. 'Then stop making it work.' Her left shoulder rode higher than the right, always had, and the load sat there like a second person. She shifted the basket and gave the mangle one full turn. The cloth came through flat and hard as bread crust. The corridor noise kept thickening. Orderlies called names. A wheel squealed on a tile crack. Somewhere near the ward door a basin struck the floor and rang out once, metal on stone, bright as a struck coin. Amina did not turn her head. The work in front of her had edges and counts. That was enough.
The crack in the gauge glass started as a white hair from the screw and ran down toward the needle's path. Amina wiped soot off the brass ring, then held the lamp close enough for the metal to heat her fingertips. The needle sat above the red, shivering with every cough from the fire bed. If it dipped, the water would turn foul. If it climbed, the joints might go. Either way the room would answer with broken things. She turned the damper a finger's width and let the boiler settle into a lower, meaner sound. The change was small. It had to be. Yusuf shoved another scuttle under her elbow. 'The pressure's climbing,' he said. 'Not climbing enough.' 'Matron wants more heat upstairs.' 'Matron wants many things.' He kept his eyes on the fire mouth. Amina took the scoop and shaved coal into the bed in thin black layers, the way a baker scatters flour over a board so the dough does not stick. The comparison went and stayed. She dropped one more handful, then another, until the boiler's cough thickened and the needle inched to the center of its bad line. Better. Not good. Better. She could make the room live on better. The iron door warmed the side of her wrist. The smell turned from coal dust to hot stone and soap, a smell so plain it almost passed for mercy. Almost. A porter came to the doorway with his cap in his hands and a bucket of rinsed dressings. 'The fever block wants two more tubs,' he said. 'Tell them to wait,' Yusuf muttered. 'Tell them to take a number,' Amina said, and the porter gave a tight laugh that ended at once when he remembered where he was. She took the bucket, set it on the bench, and the cloth inside showed brown through the rinse water. Not fresh. Not enough to matter if the boil held. Every hour the hospital sent up another stain and called it work. The gauge needle gave another twitch. The crack held for the moment, but the white line had lengthened by a finger's width.
Yusuf's jacket hung on the peg by the boiler door, one cuff torn open where the sleeve had caught on a nail last week. The transfer paper sat in Amina's apron still unopened, the fold warm and soft as cloth left too long in a pocket. She had the matron's name in the top line, the hospital stamp in the corner, and one space below for the reason. Better reason than the dock and the coal dust and the way boys stayed at the bottom of a place until they learned to breathe like the bottom. She took the paper out, smoothed it on her thigh, and put it back. A good answer would have to wait for a calmer room, if rooms ever calmed. The corridor outside sent up another scrape of wheels. The convoy had come in early. Stretcher after stretcher, men in khaki and blood-stiff dressings, orderlies calling out room numbers, boots skidding on the tile. The laundry door stayed open for the traffic, and every gust carried in wool sweat, ether, wet canvas, and the sour edge of vomit from somewhere nearer the wards. Amina set the clean stack against her hip and moved it to the trolley. The cloth rubbed her arm with the dry roughness of good linen. Good. That first word mattered. Matron Vale passed at the door with her chin lifted and a coil of keys at her waist. 'Keep the first wards ahead,' she said. 'The fever block comes first.' 'The fever block always comes first,' Amina said. 'Then keep it that way.' The matron's bad knee gave one stiff click as she turned. Yusuf, on the other side of the boiler, fed the fire with his good hand and kept his left close to his chest. He had the look of a man who had learned not to ask for more than the room could spare. Amina tucked the transfer paper deeper into the apron seam. The paper made a small dry ridge there. She pressed it flat with the side of her thumb and went back to the cart.
The second bundle from surgery came in tied with green twine and wet through at one corner. Amina cut the knot with a thumbnail and the cloth opened around a dark patch that had dried to a rust crust along the seam. She turned it over. The stain ran deeper on the other side, a small violent flower pressed flat by the heat. No room for that upstairs. Not in the clean stack, not with the fever ward already full and the matron counting linens by the dozen. She dragged the stained piece to the bottom of the cart and packed two clean towels on top of it, then another, until the brown disappeared under a white square wall. The runner waited. 'Separate boil?' he said. 'Second one,' Amina said. 'Mark it.' He wanted a pencil. She handed him the tag from the cart and he wrote a slash across the corner. That would do. Maybe. The work went on. It always did. Amina fed the mangle while Yusuf kept the boiler mouth open with a hook, and between them the linen came out flatter, hotter, and more obedient than it had any right to be. A long strip of sheet caught on a splinter and tore with a small dry sound. Amina took the strip, folded it twice, and wrapped it round Yusuf's burned fingers before he could stop her. 'That'll do for now,' she said. 'The cloth's too narrow,' he said. 'Then don't use it for anything wide.' He snorted once through his nose, and the sound carried more relief than humor. The strip whitened at once with steam and lint. Amina tucked the torn end under his palm, then turned back to the cart where the hidden stain sat under the clean towels, waiting its turn. Her hands moved on their own, basket to sink, sink to wringer, wringer to stack. The room had entered that part of the day when every motion repeats itself and still the work never gets done. Not enough cloth. Not enough coal. Not enough room in the wards. The hospital kept asking the same thing in different shapes.
The first stack left the laundry on the shoulders of a ward boy with a neck too thin for the weight. Amina counted the corners as it went, one, two, three, four, and stopped at the door with the last clean case still under her palm. The line of linen had finally gone through the boil, through the wringer, through her hands. Success, if success was a pile of cloth that made no one sneeze upstairs. Then the corridor turned again. Another runner. Another cart. The fever ward had filled before supper, and the sheets they sent back were already marked with yellow, with brown, with the kind of red that sat in the weave and refused the first wash. Amina took one case and held it up to the light over the sink. Thin. Too thin. The cloth would last one more season if no one used it like paper. Matron Vale came in behind the runner with her keys chiming against her hip. 'The first ward is short,' she said. 'Then send less to the officers,' Amina said before she could stop the words. Vale's mouth went flat. 'I am not sending less to the officers.' 'Then the other wards will do with what is left.' 'They always do.' The matron took the clean stack with two fingers and laid it on the trolley as if it might stain her glove. Amina kept her face to the work. The gauge needle gave a small jump. The crack in the glass held. For now. A nurse from the fever block pushed through with a basin of rinse water and a face gone hollow from hours at a bedside. 'We need more sheets by evening,' she said. 'Evening,' Amina said. 'That soon?' 'Before the lamps go up.' The nurse was gone before an answer could gather. Amina turned back to the cart and laid out the next load. The stain under the towels had spread a shade wider. Not enough for anyone to claim it from the doorway, enough to make the next boil slower if she let it sit. She lifted the lid and fed the bundle into the trough.
Below the boiler mouth the fire bed had sunk in the middle, a dark pit ringed by red. Amina raked it level with the hook and the tool left a bright scratch through the ash. The gauge needle trembled again. The crack in the glass had lengthened to the halfway mark. If it ran through the circle, the room would lose its shape in a rush of steam and scald, and then the matron would want reasons instead of linen. Yusuf came up from the cellar stairs with a sack on one shoulder. 'One more bin from downstairs,' he said. 'Not much left,' Amina said. 'That's what the cellar keeps saying.' He dropped the sack beside her and the floor shivered once under the weight. Coal dust climbed the air and stuck to the damp at the windows. Amina opened the sack with one hand, scooped a handful, and let the pieces run through her fingers. Wet coal. That dead, clotted kind that clogs the grate and spits on the iron. 'This was stored wrong,' she said. 'It was stored in a hospital,' Yusuf said. 'Same thing.' The answer earned him a look. He shrugged with one shoulder and went back to the fire mouth. She set the damp coal aside and took from the drier edge of the sack first, building the fire slow so the damp would not choke it. The room answered with a low animal sound. Good. Enough. Not for long. The matron's footsteps crossed the corridor outside, the cane tap from her bad knee coming once, twice, once. Amina kept feeding the fire by hand, her fingers black to the second knuckle, and the transfer paper in her apron softened further with the heat. She did not pull it out again. The paper could stay where it was until the room chose a quieter hour, if such an hour ever turned up. Outside, a ward boy passed with a stack of pillows and a face drawn tight from carrying them. The pillows were all shaped the same, all white in the same tired way, as if the hospital had only one idea of rest and kept repeating it on different beds.
The corridor filled again before the trolley had cleared the door. Amina pushed the next bundle forward with one shoulder, the higher one, and the boiler answered with a hard knock from below the grate. Yusuf dropped the hook, shook ash from his wrist, and looked toward the gauge. The needle still hovered above the red, but the crack in the glass had spread enough to catch the lamp in a pale line. Matron Vale stood with one hand on the door and the other on the frame, the bad knee locked straight for once, and the room went still in that hard way rooms do when orders are ready to land. 'Boil another load,' she said. Amina set her palm on the iron door. Hot enough to sting. Not enough to stop. The empty scuttle waited by the wall, the stained bundle under the clean towels, the transfer paper still folded in her pocket, and the corridor beyond the door kept taking in men by the stretcherful, men who would need clean cloth before the night was done. She reached for the shovel. Yusuf was already moving to the coal sack, his burned fingers wrapped in the strip she had given him. The strip had gone damp and gray around the edges, but it still held. The first stack was upstairs. The second would need to follow. Then the third. Then whatever the ward called for after that. The boiler gave one rough cough and settled. Amina slid the shovel under the damp coal, lifted, and turned toward the fire bed. Matron Vale kept her chin high, the keys at her waist chiming once against the metal door. 'Boil another load.'

    
The Coal Door Sticks
Who took the coal? The coal room answered with the cough of Boiler No. 2, the slap of wet linen against the bench, and the brass whistle hanging from its nail by the door, useless as a dead tooth. If Matron Vale had a reason, it would come clipped and dry, and Amina had the shape of it before the office door even opened. She kept the transfer paper in her apron pocket and left it there. Good work first. That kept a room open better than complaint did.
The stair to the matron's office was narrow enough to make the mop bucket bump every second step. Amina climbed with the kettle heat on her shins and the smell of lye in her nose, and at the landing the floor changed from wet stone to wax and boots. The matron's door stood half open. Inside, the fan moved once over a desk crowded with ration slips, a saucer with a brown tea ring, two pens chewed at the ends, and a little brass stamp that bit paper first in that room. The woman came after. She always did.
Matron Vale sat straight-backed behind the desk, the bad knee out a little to one side. Her gloves lay folded beside the ration slips. 'Close the door,' she said. Amina closed it. The latch gave a small, dry click.
'Coal for Boiler No. 2 is short,' Amina said. 'And Yusuf's transfer form needs signing.'
Matron Vale set one finger on the top slip and did not lift her head at once. 'By the schedule, the coal is accounted for.'
'The bin says otherwise.'
'The bin says what the bin says. The figures are on record.'
Amina put the transfer paper on the desk. It stayed where it landed, one corner lifted by the fan. 'Then sign this.'
Matron's mouth moved once, nothing more. She slid the paper toward herself and read the line with Yusuf's name. The fan knocked again. Somewhere below, a trolley wheel struck a crack and gave out a thin bright ring.
'Not yet,' she said.
'He is seventeen.'
'He is useful.'
The words came out as flat as the tea ring on the saucer. Amina kept her hands on the edge of the desk so they would not move toward the paper. The matron tapped it twice with one gloved finger. 'The fever block has doubled. The boiler room needs every hand it has. After the convoy, if the count holds, we can speak again.'
'The count never holds.'
'Then make it hold.'
That was it. No room. No slack. The little brass stamp sat near the desk edge, its face shiny from use, and the matron's hand moved over it once, a quick scratch of glove on metal, as if she were about to settle the matter with paper alone. Amina did not let herself look at the cabinet by the wall, the one with the coal key on its hook. Looking had never warmed a room. She took back the transfer paper when the matron released it and folded the crease with her thumb until the paper took the shape of her pocket again.
'Where has the coal gone?' she said.
Matron Vale lifted her tea cup. 'To the wards that need it.'
'Which wards?'
'The wards on the schedule.'
Amina waited for more. The matron drank. The tea left a brown stain on the cup's rim, one neat line all the way round. 'You may go,' she said. 'Keep the first boil moving.'
The coal room had the kind of silence that came after a wheel went over stone and moved on. Amina stood in the doorway with the transfer paper folded back into her pocket and the office still on her sleeve, wax, tea, glove leather, the dry scratch of the stamp. Below, Boiler No. 2 knocked once and settled again. The brass whistle hung from its nail by the coal door, its ring of string dark with soot. It struck the door frame when the building shifted, a small tin sound, useless, stubborn, there.
Yusuf was by the boiler mouth with the hooked poker in his good hand. The strip from last night still circled two of his burned fingers. It had gone from white cloth to a grey cord, stiff at the edges with soap and ash, and it cut a pale line against the black on his knuckles. He glanced up. 'She sign it?'
'No.'
'Easy.' He shut the boiler door with his elbow. 'They never do first time.'
'You wanted the transfer.'
'I wanted out of the dock. Small things.' He took the hook from the boiler mouth and scraped the grate clean, each pull making a dry iron scrape that set Amina's teeth on edge. 'Did she give a reason?'
'After the convoy.'
'By the schedule.' He gave the last two words a thin shape, a matron's shape, and the room went mean around them. 'That means never if the count stays neat.'
The count. The word sat between them and held still. Amina took the coal scoop and tipped a little fuel into the bin. Damp coal, black with a powdery shine on top, the sort that made a bad fire spit. The room had used too much already. She could smell it in the iron, a burnt-sour bite under soap and steam.
A porter came through the side door with a stack of rinsed towels on one arm and a pail in the other. His cap sat on the back of his head, his shirt cuffs grey with ash. 'Bathhouse wants two more buckets,' he said. 'The upper rooms again.'
'Upper rooms,' Amina said.
'Officers' side.' He shifted the towels and nodded toward the corridor. 'They've got guests this morning.'
That was enough to thin the air in the room. Not guests. Not with the way the porter said it, and not with the extra coal dust on his cuffs. Amina watched the damp line of black on the pail handle, fresh enough to mark his palm.
'How many sacks?' she asked.
The porter gave one shoulder a small lift. 'Three went up before breakfast. The matron signed.'
Matron Vale. Of course. The line in the office had not been a line at all, only another hand reaching through the hospital to pull coal where it was wanted. Amina put the scoop down. It made a dull metal thud on the bench.
Yusuf wiped his fingers on his trouser seam and looked at the strip round his burned hand. 'They keep me close because I know the boiler,' he said. 'Same reason they keep the coal.'
'You know too much,' Amina said.
'I know enough.' He grinned once, quick and flat. 'Easy. Enough keeps a man from being surprised.'
The porter left the towels and went on. The whistle by the coal door knocked again against the frame. Amina touched the brass with one finger and left it there, cold under the soot, the string rough as old rope. If she blew it, someone would come. If someone came, someone would ask questions. It sat on its nail like a mouth that had forgotten its own language.
Amina took her hand away. The whistle stayed. No use in a sound no one wanted.
By the lower corridor the heat changed. The laundry's wet steam gave way to the dry warmth that lived around the bathhouse pipes, and the stone under Amina's shoes took on a waxy shine from too many boots going the same way. A half-open service door let out a smell of soap, hot iron, and wool gone stale in damp trunks. The bathhouse itself sat behind a wall with a small grate window and a brass knob polished bright by fingers that never carried coal. The knob was warm. Not warm as the boiler room, but warm enough to make the skin remember it later.
Amina set her palm against the outer wall. It held heat like a piece of bread just out of the oven. Inside, the tubs clanged when a body shifted in one of them, a flat ringing sound followed by water sloshing against enamel. A voice from within called for more hot water, clipped and impatient, and a porter answered with the speed of a man who had already been told twice to hurry.
'Upper rooms,' he said, when she stepped inside the doorway. 'Another wash before noon.'
The bathhouse had its own little order of things. White tiles gone yellow at the seams, a row of iron tubs with chipped rims, a shelf of folded towels so smooth they looked pressed by a hand, and a coal stove at the back with black dust gathered in the corners of its mouth. That dust mattered. It told on the fuel. Dry coal left a hard soot, the kind that sat on the sill in flakes. Damp coal left a paste. The paste was there too, dark and greasy in the corner of the hearth, and Amina rubbed it between thumb and forefinger. Wet fuel. Not the scraps from her laundry room. Not the thin ration. Good coal, the kind that burned hot and steady enough to keep a bath full for a staff who did not line up for bandages upstairs.
A woman in a pale dress crossed the far end of the room with a towel wrapped round one arm. She was not a nurse. Her shoes were too clean, the sort sold in the city where the windows had glass all the way down. Amina turned her head only enough to keep the woman in the edge of her eye. The woman did not belong in the fever block. The woman belonged in the upper rooms, the ones the porter had named with a shrug.
'Who signed for the coal?' Amina asked.
The porter looked at her from the stove. 'Matron.'
'For the bathhouse.'
'For the upper rooms.' He wiped one hand on a rag and left a grey streak on his cuff. 'Same paper, I expect.'
Same paper. Amina had seen that before in other places, a line written small enough to hide inside a larger kindness. The bathhouse got its heat, the ward got its scraps, and the figures on the page stayed neat. That was how the room on the stairs became a lie without ever speaking one word aloud.
She bent to pick up a dropped towel from the floor. The cloth was still warm from the tub room, a little wet at the hem, and under the soap smell there was the coal dust that had rubbed onto it from the porter's hands. Her fingertips came away black. She wiped them on her apron and left the mark there.
Behind her, the porter called for another pail. The tub in the corner gave a heavy splash. Someone laughed once from inside, a short male bark, then the sound stopped. The bathhouse door swung open and closed on its hinge, slow and greedy, the warm air shifting with it.
The coal door stuck on the frame when Amina went back downstairs, swollen wood against swollen wood, and she had to set her shoulder against it and push twice before it gave. That made sense now. The damp had swollen the lower edge, and the hinge had gone stiff with rust and powder. Ordinary trouble. The kind that hides a decision inside it.
The brass whistle knocked against the nail as the door moved. She took it in her hand for half a breath. The metal was cold and greasy. Not a thing for calling help. A thing for calling work, maybe, or for making a porter turn his head when a cart jammed. She set it back where it hung. No one had blown it all morning. No one had needed to.
Yusuf was on the bench with the grey strip around his fingers while he picked cinders from the ash pan into a biscuit tin. The strip had gone hard enough to hold his hand half open, and every time he closed the fingers the cloth bent with a dry crackle. Amina caught the movement before he hid it. 'Take the strip off.'
'It's fine.'
'Fine is for people with clean skin.'
He looked at the hand, then at her. 'I know.'
The strip came away with a little pull of lint and old soap. Under it the burned fingers had split at the joints and the raw skin gleamed pink under the ash. She went to the linen stack and pulled one torn bit from the edge of a sheet, then another. The first made a narrow band. The second a pad. She wrapped them around the fingers with the quick work of someone who had done worse repairs in worse light, tucking the end under the palm where it would not slip when he gripped the poker.
'You should leave it alone,' Yusuf said.
'You should keep your hand.'
'Easy.' He flexed the wrapped fingers once. The new cloth stood out white against the soot for a moment before the steam took the edge off it. 'That'll last till supper.'
'Long enough.'
Not long enough. Nothing here lasted long enough. The wrapped strip was already taking on the grey from his skin and the black from the boiler room, changing before her eyes into the sort of thing that kept a boy working because no one had time to make another. The thing had stopped being a bandage and turned into another rag. The laundry did that. It took one shape, then another, until even the clean piles carried the memory of what they had been used for.
A nurse came down the corridor with a basin in her hands and her skirt pinned high at the hem to keep it out of the wet. She glanced in, took in the coal, the wrapped hand, the scuttle half empty, and moved on without a word. The hospital had a way of borrowing what it wanted and leaving the rest to be handled later. Later was always late.
Amina lifted the ash pan. The cinders inside glowed in a dull handful, no bigger than a palm. She tipped them into the biscuit tin and shut the lid. 'No more from the fire bed until I say.'
'You say that every hour.'
'And every hour the room still burns.'
Yusuf gave the kind of snort that had no laugh in it. The boiler knocked once behind him, a deep iron thud through the floorboards, and the wrapped fingers moved around the poker handle with a stiff patience. The strip on his hand had gone out of use and still held its place. That was the thing about cloth. It stayed with a job long after the job had changed.
Amina spent the next hour with her arms elbow-deep in hot rinse water while the ward boys came and went with more bundles, more pillowcases, more sheets with yellow stains at the corners from the fever block upstairs. The laundry room filled and emptied by degrees. Wet canvas came in. Soap left. Coal dust drifted down the stair and settled on the top of the clean stack in a grey kiss that she brushed off with the side of her hand and ignored. She had enough to do without arguing with the building.
By the middle of the morning the pattern was plain. Every time a cart came from the upper corridor, the water in the laundry had to be heated a little more, and every time the boiler room asked for fuel, the bin came back with less than it should have held. The coal did not vanish by magic. It moved. It had feet, paper, names. Amina had already seen the bathhouse heat. Now she wanted the shape of the order that sent it there.
She crossed to the service window and looked out into the yard. A wagon stood half under the awning with two sacks on it, both dark with damp at the bottoms. A porter was tying the canvas with a length of twine while another man waited beside him, cap in hand, to take the load through the side gate. Their boots left black marks on the flagstones. The marks ran toward the bathhouse door.
Amina went down before the second man could lift the sacks. The stairwell smelled of wet stone and old soap, and the handrail had a sticky patch where too many palms had gone past in one day. At the bottom, the porter from earlier gave her a small, flat look and kept his grip on the sack rope.
'Who signed for that?' she asked.
'The matron,' he said.
'For what room?'
'Upper.' He shifted his weight. The sack gave a dry little rustle and settled. 'You know the one.'
The one. The room with the clean cuffs and the warm pipes and the woman in the pale dress who had crossed the bathhouse floor. Amina took one step closer. The porter did not move. That told her enough.
The papers, then. Not the coal alone. The paper made it tidy. The paper said the load had gone where it belonged. The paper made the shortage look like weather. She could almost hear the matron's voice in it now. By the schedule. On record. Neat words for a sack of fuel and a tub of hot water.
'Was the coal weighed?'
'Of course it was weighed.' The porter rubbed his thumb across the sack rope. 'Nothing leaves here without a weight.'
Nothing leaves. The words came back to her with a new edge. The coal left. The heat moved. The room stayed. That was the trick.
The man with the cap in his hand took the sacks and moved off toward the bathhouse door. His heels struck the stone with a dead little rhythm. Amina watched the black dust fall from the bottom seams of the sacks and mark the floor in a trail that pointed straight to the warm side of the building. She bent and rubbed a finger over one mark. The dust smeared like ink.
That had not been an accident in the office. It had a hand on it. More than one. She wiped her finger clean on her skirt and left a dark line on the cloth.
The matron called her back before noon. Not with a bell, not with a runner, but with one of those short dry messages the hospital used when the order had already been made and all that remained was for someone to stand in front of it and receive the shape.
Amina went to the office with coal dust still in the seam of her thumb and the transfer paper folded so many times it had softened at the corners. The door was shut this time. Inside, the fan moved over the desk in one slow circle, stirring the tea smell and the paper dust. Matron Vale had the stamp in her right hand and the coal key on the hook beside the cabinet. The key flashed once when Amina came in, bright brass, heavy enough to bruise if dropped.
'You have been asking in the wrong direction,' the matron said.
Amina set her hands on the back of the chair instead of the desk. The chair was leather at the top and hard wood below. 'Then tell me the right one.'
'Yusuf stays where he is.'
The words landed flat. No extra shape, no ease, nothing to hold. The matron took the top ration slip and clipped it with the stamp. The round mark came down neat and dark. 'He is needed in the boiler room. The fever block is short, the upper rooms have been short, and now the bathhouse has a full schedule because command sent in guests.'
'Guests.'
'You know what I mean.'
'I know three sacks went upstairs before breakfast.'
Matron Vale set the stamp down. 'The upper rooms keep the hospital in favour.'
'And the fever ward keeps people alive.'
'On record, the wards are all fed.' She slid the transfer paper back across the desk without opening it. 'On record, Yusuf has a post. On record, you have enough work to keep your hands full. If you want him moved, bring me another boy to fill the fire room.'
Another boy. As if one sat on a shelf waiting for a name. Amina stood still enough to hear the fan lift paper at the desk edge. The matron's bad knee gave one small click when she shifted weight. 'That is the arrangement,' she said. 'By the schedule.'
The room held. No crack. No leak. The coal key hung beside the cabinet, and the little brass stamp sat like a mouth set shut.
'What if there is no other boy?' Amina asked.
'Then Yusuf remains.'
'And the coal?'
'You will stretch it.'
That was the no she had expected. The and that came with it sat harder. Yusuf remains. Stretch it. Keep the room open by making the fuel thinner, the cloth rougher, the night longer. The matron's face did not change on the side that stayed still. Her right hand moved once to the stamp and settled there.
Amina took the transfer paper back and folded it smaller in her fist. The paper gave a dry crack under her thumb. 'If the ward gets a fever case from unboiled linen, whose name goes on that?'
'Yours if you signed off on it.'
The answer was clean. Too clean. It left no stains on the desk at all.
She put the paper into her apron and held the chair back a second longer. The office smelled of tea, starch, and hot brass. In the corridor outside, a ward boy dropped a tray and swore under his breath. The sound came in through the wall and went on without stopping. Amina let go of the chair.
'Keep the first boil moving,' the matron said.
Amina opened the door and left the office with the key still hanging on its hook inside.
By afternoon the laundry had gone from wet steam to stale heat. The first good boil had long since turned tired and the second had only just come up to a rolling sound, not enough to comfort anyone, only enough to keep the cloth from turning mean. Amina moved through the room on habit, lifting, twisting, checking seams with her thumb, and the work did its old trick of taking up the inside of her head until there was room only for the next sheet, the next basin, the next order from upstairs.
Yusuf stood at the boiler mouth with his sleeve rolled to the elbow. The grey strip still wrapped the burned fingers. It had dried stiff enough to hold the shape of his hand in half a curl, and when he gripped the poker the cloth crackled. He kept his face low over the fire bed, the way boys do when they want to make themselves smaller than their own hunger.
'No transfer?' he asked.
'No.'
He gave one shoulder a small lift. 'Easy.'
'Not easy.'
'No,' he said, and that was all. He dropped two shovels of coal into the grate. The pieces landed with a hard clink and a low hiss. The fire caught on the fresh edges and sent a brief white line through the black, gone as soon as it came.
Amina took the strip from his fingers and unwound it. The cloth came off with a dry rustle, clean at one end and stained at the other, the old bandage gone to a rag from use. She tossed it onto the washing pile and tore a corner from a lower sheet to replace it. The new strip was already damp by the time she tied it. Steam had a way of finding everything.
'You keep making that hand work,' she said.
'It works.'
'It burns.'
'It still works.' The words were plain and stubborn. Yusuf turned the poker in the grate and the boiler gave one heavy knock, as if it had entered the conversation itself. 'They used to say the same on the dock. A hand is a hand, until it isn't.'
That was closer to a confession than the room had earned. Amina tied the cloth tighter and let him pull back. The new strip sat flatter than the old one, white for one breath, then grey at the edge where the soot climbed.
The whistle by the coal door knocked once against the nail. She did not turn. The sound was no help to anyone. It just stayed there, a piece of metal waiting for an order that would never suit it.
A runner came through with another stack of sheets from the fever block. The top one had a yellow edge. Amina took it with two fingers and held it to the light from the high window. Thin. Too thin again. The cloth looked almost waxed where too many boils had taken the body out of it. She set it aside for a second wash and reached for the next. The room had started its late rhythm. Everything came in twice, sometimes three times, and the work kept on as if it might wear the day down.
'What did she say?' Yusuf asked, after the runner went on.
'After the convoy.'
'Of course.' He worked the poker in a circle, making the coal bed settle. 'That means they keep me where I am until the fire falls apart or the boy falls apart. Whichever first.'
Amina did not answer. There was no answer that did any good. She folded the sheet, laid it in the rinse basket, and reached for the next load. The strip on Yusuf's hand held. For now. Everything else in the room had the same kind of patience, the kind that broke when nobody was looking.
The bathhouse had gone quiet by the time the afternoon shift changed, but the heat still lived in the walls. Amina went back with a pail under her arm and a clean towel over the top of it, a small excuse for being there. The corridor around the upper rooms held the mixed smells of soap, damp wool, camphor, and coal smoke that had worked itself into plaster. She stopped at the floor seam where the light from the grate window made a pale strip across the stone.
Three sacks stood behind the bathhouse stove, their bottoms black with soot. Fresh sacks. The canvas still held the square shape of the warehouse stamp, and on one side the hospital mark had rubbed off where the porter had dragged them across the floor. One sack had split at the seam. Coal dust had spilled out and gathered in a little crescent by the stove leg, the grains sharp and dry at the edges. Amina crouched and pressed her fingers into it. Dry fuel. The good sort. Not the wet crumbs from her room.
The porter from earlier was there with his cuffs rolled. He had a brush in one hand and a pail in the other. 'You're back,' he said.
'The heat is back.'
'It never left.' He ran the brush under the stove and pulled out a line of black dust. 'We keep the upper rooms warm. That is the task.'
'At the cost of the lower ones.'
He gave her a look that had more tired than caution in it. 'I carry what I am handed.'
'Who handed it to you?'
'Paper.' He put the brush down and wiped his palms on the front of his trousers. 'And the matron.'
There it was again. The hand on the paper, the paper on the sack, the sack on the stove. The coal had not wandered. It had been moved in a line that looked tidy enough from a desk and ugly enough under a boot. Amina pointed at the split seam. 'That one came from the same bins as the laundry room.'
'It came from the same yard.'
'No. It came from my room.'
The porter shrugged. 'Maybe.'
Maybe. That word again, used to cover a thing that had already happened. She rose and brushed coal dust from her skirt. The smear remained in the cloth, a black thumbprint on the grey.
The woman in the pale dress came past the doorway again, this time with wet hair pinned up and a towel round her shoulders. Not a nurse. Not a patient. The kind of woman who took a bath at noon and left the soap ring in the tub for someone else to lift out. She paused long enough to ask the porter for more hot water. He gave the answer before the question had finished crossing the room. 'Yes, madam.'
Madam. So that was the upper room. A woman with clean shoes and a private bath while the fever block sent down sheets stiff with dried blood. Amina did not let the line of it sit in her mouth. She went back to the sack and rubbed the coal dust between her fingers until it came to black grit. The mark on her skirt would not come out easily. Good. It matched the day.
The porter watched her with his brush idle in his hand. 'Don't make a trouble of it,' he said. 'The hospital has its ways.'
'It has rooms,' Amina said.
'Same thing.'
She left him to his brush and went back down the corridor. The warm wall kept her right side hot while the left stayed cool from the stair. The bathhouse door closed behind her with a low wooden knock. The sound sat in the corridor for a moment, then disappeared under the next call for hot water from upstairs.
The office door was shut again when Amina returned. The matron had her papers spread in a long line across the desk, and the little brass stamp kept time with her hand as she clipped and set and clipped again. The fan moved slow over the top edge of the pile. One corner of the coal key had been turned toward the room, bright enough to catch the eye, then go dull. Amina had the odd impression of a jaw set too tight under skin. Not the matron. The room.
'You have been asking round in circles,' Matron Vale said without looking up. 'That takes time I don't have.'
'I have been asking the same question.'
'Then perhaps it is the wrong one.'
Amina put one hand on the back of the chair. The leather was cool from the shade on the wall. 'The bathhouse got three sacks.'
'And the upper rooms got a proper wash.'
'While the fever block gets rinsed twice.'
'You work with what is given.' Matron Vale turned one ration slip and clipped it again. 'Yusuf remains where he is. The room cannot spare him. If the boiler goes short, the wards suffer. If the wards suffer, command asks why. If command asks why, my name goes on the wrong page and yours with it if you have been loose with counts.'
'Loose.'
'Loose.' She laid the stamp down and at last lifted her head. The right side of her face had a line of tiredness through the mouth. The rest of her stayed set. 'You are not the only person keeping this place from falling apart.'
The sentence had a clean edge on it. Too clean to be a kindness. Amina stood with her fingers curled over the chair back until the wood pressed against the knuckle joints. 'You signed the bathhouse order.'
'Of course I did.'
'For guests.'
'For command.'
'For a woman with clean shoes.'
Matron Vale gave her no answer to that. The fan turned. Paper moved. The brass stamp waited. 'Do not make me spell out what happens if the fuel count goes off record,' she said. 'The laundry gets cut first. Soap next. Then the boiler hand that cannot keep order.'
The last part came down hard enough to leave a mark. Yusuf, then. Not by name, but plain enough. Amina kept her face still and let the office hum around her with its wax smell and its clipped paper edges. The matron did not blink. That was the shape of the room now. A ledger with a mouth.
'Bring me another boy,' the matron said. 'Bring me a boy who can take the fire room without breaking it, and I will sign your paper.'
'And if I cannot?'
'Then you have your answer.'
No transfer. No coal. No room. The answer had been sitting in the office all along and she had still walked in as if the right question might make it change shape.
Amina took back the paper. The crease had split at the fold. She folded it again anyway, smaller than before, until it made a hard square in her palm. The matron's bad knee clicked once when she shifted under the desk. 'Keep the first boil moving,' she said.
Amina opened the door and left the office with the coal key still on its hook behind her, out of reach and shining in the dim.
The first thing the laundry gave her after the office was noise. Not comfort. Noise. The boil hammering in the pipes, the wringer whining on its wheel, the wet slap of sheets on the bench, the clink of a tin cup falling and being set upright again before anyone could complain. It was enough to keep a person from standing still long enough for the office to settle on the skin.
Yusuf was at the sink with his sleeves rolled and his face turned down over the grey water. The strip on his hand had gone dark at the edges where the steam found it again and again. It now sat less like a bandage than a worn rag, but he kept it on because the skin beneath had split anew at the knuckle and the room had no patience for fresh blood. He dipped the fingers in the rinse basin and gave a small hiss through his teeth.
'You should have let me take the paper to the clerk,' he said.
'It would have done no better there.'
'Maybe.' He rubbed soap over his palm, then stopped when the burn puckered. 'No one likes a boy with clean hands and no job. They keep that sort last.'
'You keep saying no one as if it helps.'
'It does help.' He flicked water off his wrist. 'Keeps a man from asking for a thing he will not get.'
That had the same shape as the office, only smaller and dirtier. Amina set a stack of damp pillowcases by the wringer and worked the handle through one long turn. The cloth came through with a narrow squeal. A second turn. A third. Her shoulder gave its old complaint, the higher one, and she shifted the load to the other side without stopping the wheel.
The paper in her apron pocket had gone soft again from the heat of the room. She took it out and spread it flat on the bench beside the soap dish. The matron's neat writing sat there, two lines and a stamp, as if the paper itself had already chosen where the boy belonged. Amina smoothed the fold until the crease disappeared under her thumb. Then she folded it back along the same line and tucked it away.
Not because it changed anything. Because keeping it in pocket felt too much like waiting. Waiting had made the room small. The room had become smaller anyway.
Yusuf set the rinsed basin aside. 'She said I was useful.'
'Everyone here is useful.'
'Not useful enough for transfer.'
'No.'
He gave her a sideways glance, the sort boys give when they want to see if a thing has been bruised by the same sentence they heard. The strip around his fingers had gone grey with ash and soap, and the end of it hung loose at the wrist now like a ribbon from some other life. Amina cut another narrow strip from a sheet and wrapped the hand again, tucking the knot under the heel of the palm. The new cloth was clean at first touch and already took on the room.
'You are working too fast,' Yusuf said.
'And you are working too slow.'
'That is a lie.'
'It is a fact.'
That earned her the ghost of a grin, quick and gone. He went back to the boiler mouth with the poker. The fire answered with a low greedy crackle. The whistle by the coal door stayed on its nail and did what it had done all day, which was nothing at all.
By late afternoon the first fever load had gone up and come back down twice, stained once more, and the laundry room had entered the hour when all cloth looks the same until you touch it. Amina worked in a rhythm of wet, wring, fold, stack. The room had taken her hands and not let them return. That was fine. Hands were the thing she had most use for.
Still, the paper in her pocket burned less from heat than from the shape of it. A square. A refusal. A door closed on one side and open on the other.
She went back to the bathhouse side after the afternoon change because the corridor had emptied enough for the sounds to travel clean. The wheel of the linen cart, the boot heel of a porter, the clatter of a basin laid too hard on a shelf. Each sound carried farther in a quiet building. That was useful. So was the smell. The bathhouse kept its soap smell, but under it sat the coal dust from the stove, dry and sweet in the way good fuel could be when it had not yet been burned into nothing.
The sacks were still there. One had been moved. Two remained. Amina put her hand on the canvas and squeezed. Grainy weight. Not a full sack. Enough for one more bath, maybe two if the water was drawn small. Enough that the lower ward had gone short because the upper one had gone warm.
The porter was mopping around the stove. 'You again,' he said.
'You again.'
He leaned the mop against the wall and waited. He had a cut on one cheek, a pale line that looked old but was not. 'You won't get the coal back from the matron by staring at the sacks,' he said.
'I am not staring.'
'What then?'
'Learning the weight.'
That made him breathe out through his nose. 'You laundry people and your weights.'
'And yours?'
'Ours go where they're sent.' He pointed at the stove with the mop handle. 'We get told a room has command, we carry heat to command. Simple.'
'Simple for whom?'
For a moment he had no answer. Then he shrugged. 'For the man with the paper.'
There it was. Paper again. The same small square that could move fuel, move men, move heat from one room to another and call it order. Amina thought of the office stamp, the wet bite of it in the ration slips, the shape it left that could not be rubbed out without leaving a scar of pulp on the page.
The porter bent to lift one sack by the mouth and the lower seam split a little under the strain. Coal dust spilled onto the floor. Amina crouched, dragged one finger through it, and held the black grain against the light. Dry. Good. A little too good for the fever block. She rubbed the dust between her fingers until it turned slick with the heat from her skin.
'If the lower ward asks for heat,' she said, 'where does it go?'
'It goes where the matron tells it.'
'And if she tells it wrong?'
The porter gave her a flat look. 'Then the room still heats, and somebody else goes short. That is the hospital.'
The hospital. As if a building had invented itself from nothing and no one inside it had hands. Amina rose and brushed the dust from her skirt. The stain stayed on the cloth, dark as a bruise.
She had the answer now, and it did not fit anywhere clean. The coal had not been lost. It had been borrowed on paper and spent on warmth upstairs while the fever block got to wait. That made Chapter 1 sit differently in her head, the matron's rushed boil, the short ration, the order to hurry the first stack up. Not error. Choice. The shape of it stayed in the corridor after the porter went on mopping and the water in his bucket turned grey with coal dust.
The decision did not come in a sentence. It came in the turn of a hand.
Back in the laundry, Amina stood by the coal door while Yusuf fed the boiler with the last of the good pieces from the upper sack. The whistle hung beside her cheek, still on its nail, still waiting for a use that would never come. The brass had gone warm from the room. She put two fingers around it and let go. The rope ring scratched her skin. Not a tool. A leftover.
Yusuf glanced up from the grate. 'What now?'
'Nothing yet.'
'That sounds like trouble.'
'It usually is.'
He gave her a quick look and went back to the fire. The strip around his fingers had been changed twice already, and the newest wrap was now grey at the edge where the ash climbed through the weave. Amina pulled it off, folded it once, then again, and laid it by the soap dish to be washed with the next load. The hand beneath had one burn line open from the knuckle to the wrist, raw and bright where the steam had pulled the skin apart. She reached for the fresh strip she had cut earlier, but stopped with it in her hand.
No more waiting for someone upstairs to spare a boy. No more asking the matron for a kindness that came wrapped in paper and came back as a refusal. The room had already chosen its own order. It was her turn to choose something back.
She took the transfer paper from her pocket, opened it once, and smoothed the folded square against the bench with the flat of her palm. The matron's stamp sat on the page like a bruise. She turned the paper over. Blank back. Clean enough. Enough to write on if the right tool came to hand. Enough to keep. Enough to use.
A ward boy shouted from the corridor for two more sheets. Amina did not answer at once. She set the paper beside the soap dish, took the fresh strip of linen, and wrapped Yusuf's burned fingers with a firm, quick knot. Not gentle. Secure. The cloth bit into the skin and held. He flexed once and kept the hand closed.
'You are making that look like a decision,' he said.
'It is one.'
He looked at her, then at the door, then back to the boiler mouth where the fire had settled into a low, steady red. 'The matron?'
'Later.'
That was as close as the room would get to a plan. Later meant the moment after the next load, or the one after that, when the stack was high enough and the upper corridor thin enough and the coal key still on its hook where someone with enough nerve could take it.
Amina lifted the paper, folded it once more, and tucked it into the band of her apron where it would stay flat against her hip. The whistle tapped the door frame once when the room shifted. She left it there. Its turn would never come.
The boiler gave a deep, satisfied knock. The laundry answered with water and cloth and the sound of feet moving fast in the corridor above. Amina took the empty scuttle from under the bench and set it by the door.
The hour after the last boil was always the one that told the truth about a room. Not in words. In what was left on the floor. A damp line from the sink. A black scuff on the stone. The half-tied ribbon of cloth Yusuf had used on his hand. The paper square in Amina's apron pressing hard against her side. The coal room had emptied itself down to its bones and still the boiler kept a low mutter, hungry enough to go on by habit.
Matron Vale passed the laundry doorway without coming in. Her keys chimed once at her waist. She had a wrapped bundle under one arm, the kind of bundle that held forms or bandages or both. She did not turn her head. Amina watched the line of her back and the set of her bad knee as she went by. The woman moved like a ruler laid on stone. Straight, hard, exact. Useful. That was the problem.
Yusuf came to the wash bench with the poker in one hand. 'She asked for the coal count,' he said.
'And?'
'And I gave her the count.' He looked at his wrapped fingers. 'The one she wanted.'
Of course he had. Of course the room had taught him that much. It taught everyone to give the number that made the page go smooth. Amina rinsed her hands in the sink and the water took the grey from her skin in soft whorls. The sink was chipped at the lip. The water ran thin and lukewarm by then, but it did the job.
'You keep looking at that key hook,' Yusuf said.
'I am not looking.'
'Easy.'
She gave him a flat look. He shut his mouth on the word and went back to the boiler mouth, one shoulder high under the weight of the poker. The strip around his fingers had worn through in one place. She had another cut already waiting, but she did not hand it over. Not yet.
The transfer paper was in her apron, and she took it out this time. The matron's stamp, the line with Yusuf's name, the clean blank back. All of it had become a small square of anger and time and fuel. A square could be slipped under a desk. A square could be left on a hook. A square could be used to line the bottom of a basket and hide a thing from a quick glance. The paper had become useful in a different way than the matron meant.
A runner's footsteps started in the corridor, then stopped, then started again. The building had begun to settle into night. Lamps were being lit upstairs. The noise from the fever ward had thinned to a set of smaller sounds, trays, low voices, a basin set down on tile. The laundry held its own heat against all of it.
Amina folded the paper once, then again, and put it away. She lifted the new strip of linen and set it beside Yusuf's hand so he could reach for it when he was ready. Then she went to the coal door, took the key from the hook, and held it in her palm long enough for the cold brass to warm.
The corridor to the bathhouse side was quieter without the day shift. The stone gave back only the low noise of the boiler through the wall and the small scrape of Amina's shoes. She carried the coal key in her fist and the metal warmed as she moved, first cold as river water, then merely hard, then a little soft from her skin. The key had a shape that belonged to the room in the wall, a long tooth with one cut deeper than the rest. That was all a key ever was. A tooth for a door that had decided to stay shut.
At the junction where the laundry passage turned toward the upper rooms, the smell of soap thickened and the coal dust thinned. The bathhouse still held its heat. Not enough to steam the windows now, but enough to make the plaster warm under the fingertips. Amina paused with her hand on the door frame and listened to the building sort itself out. A basin set down. A far cough. The boiler's lower knock under the floorboards. Nothing else.
Yusuf's wrapped hand had left a grey smear on the linen stack when he passed it over. She took a fresh towel from the top and tucked it under her arm. If anyone asked, she was carrying cloth. That was always true. If anyone asked twice, she would say the same. The hospital liked truth best when it came in small usable pieces.
The brass whistle still hung on its nail by the coal door. She passed it without touching it. It gave one tiny knock against the frame when the wall shifted, then went still again. The sound was no use to her. It would never have been.
The coal key sat heavy in her hand. The pocket with Yusuf's paper had gone flat. The wrapped fingers on his hand would need another strip by morning. The boiler would need another load before then. The upper rooms would still want their bath. The fever block would still ask for dry sheets. The matron would still stand behind her desk and stamp paper into shapes that suited the day.
Amina set the towel on the shelf beside the bathhouse door. She took one breath, short and steady, and slid the key into the lock on the coal store that fed the upper side of the building. It fit. The metal gave a small, hard turn under her hand and the latch moved with a scrape that sounded, in the quiet corridor, like a line being drawn.

    
What the Boiler Gives Back
The key bit twice before the lock gave. Amina kept her shoulder against the iron and let the door move only far enough to admit her hand, because the upper coal store smelled of damp sacks, old lime, and warm dust from fuel laid on stone instead of in bins, which meant the paper trail had been kept cleaner than the floor. Behind her, in the corridor, stretcher wheels made their harsh little complaint and the first convoy of wounded dragged the hospital into a new hour. The brass whistle on the lower coal door knocked once against its nail, then settled. No use. She had the key now. Yusuf came up the stair after her with his wrapped hand tucked close to his chest, his good fingers hooked around the rail. He gave the room one quick scan and went still. Three sacks stood against the wall, marked with the bathhouse stamp in black ink. One had split at the seam. The floor beneath it held a crescent of good coal dust, dry and sharp, not the wet paste from their bin downstairs. Beside the sacks lay a stack of officer curtains, cream wool, folded with the corners pressed flat, the hems still carrying a smell of soap and camphor from the last wash. Amina stooped and rubbed the coal dust between thumb and forefinger. Dry. Good. Enough to keep a bath open all night, enough to keep the upper rooms warm while the fever block took rinsed water and patience. She picked up the top page from the tally board nailed to the wall. Matron Vale's hand, the little brass stamp, the coal weight entered twice and still leaving the cellar on paper before it left in fact. Yusuf made a small sound in the back of his throat. 'That is yours,' he said. 'No,' Amina said. 'That is hers.' Footsteps came hard on the stair below, measured and exact. Matron Vale was on her way up, bad knee and all, and the store had no room left for pretence.
Matron Vale came through the door without haste, the sort of pace that told a room it had already been measured and found wanting. Her gloves were on. Her bad knee gave the floor one dry tap, then she stood with her weight set to the good side and the coal store narrowed around her. Amina did not move the sacks. She set the tally page on the crate by the wall and kept her fingers on the edge of it. The matron's gaze ran over the sacks, the curtains, Yusuf's hand, and the coal dust on Amina's thumb without pausing on any single thing long enough to call it accidental. 'You have no business up here,' she said. 'Then the coal has gone to the wrong room,' Amina said. 'By the schedule, this room is empty.' 'Empty does not leave black dust under a split seam.' Matron Vale's mouth took on that narrow shape again, the one it wore over paper. She crossed to the tally board, lifted the top slip with two fingers, and read the figures without changing her face. Amina took the transfer paper from her apron and laid it beside the slip. Yusuf's name sat on the page, neat and square, waiting for a stamp. 'Sign that,' Amina said. 'Not now.' 'He has been in the boiler room since he was a child in the dock yard.' 'He is useful.' 'So is a mop. Sign it.' The matron turned the page and found the back blank, then the little note beneath the signature line that Amina had copied from the bathhouse order, the line that sent coal upstairs for command wash, special linens, private heat. The room changed shape around that small line. The curtains were not comfort now. They were cover. The sacks were not a ration shortfall. They were a choice with a clean margin. Matron Vale set one gloved finger on the paper. 'Do not make a spectacle.' Amina picked up the coal dust from the crate rim and rubbed it between thumb and forefinger again until it darkened her skin. 'Then keep the fever block without one.' For a moment the matron stayed still, the fan from the corridor moving air against the back of her skirt. Then she took the stamp from her pocket, pressed it down once, and signed the transfer with a hand so neat it looked like it had been cut with scissors. 'After the convoy,' she said. 'He moves when I say.' 'He moves now,' Amina said. The matron did not answer that. She clipped the paper to the tally board with the brass stamp, and the room answered with stretcher wheels below, louder now, the hospital folding itself toward the wards.
By the time Amina came back downstairs the corridor had filled with boots, orders, and the hard scrape of wheels over tile. The laundry room had gone into its working noise, the wet slap of cloth against the bench, the mangle's rough turn, the boiler's low knock from under the floor, all of it held together by steam and a little luck that had not yet spent itself. The first load from surgery came through on a porter cart with brown at the seam and a green tag tied through the handle. Amina split the tag with a thumbnail and dropped the bundle into the rinse trough. Blood smell rose at once, iron and old cloth and the sweet rotten edge that came when a bandage stayed too long in a wound. She pressed the cloth under water until the brown went flat, then lifted it and checked the stain by touch rather than by eye, because a stain gave itself away in the weight of the weave before it ever showed up clean. 'First boil stays on,' Matron Vale called from the door. 'Cut five minutes.' 'Then the wards get gray cuffs,' Amina said. 'The wards will take what they are given.' That was the hospital's favorite sentence. It sat on every shortage like a lid. Yusuf came from the boiler mouth with soot on his sleeve and the wrap on his fingers darkening at the edge. He put three shovels of coal into the grate and shut the door with his elbow. The boiler answered with a hard knock that traveled up the floorboards and into the sink under Amina's hands. The gauge needle shivered above the red. The crack in the glass had lengthened since morning, a white line from screw to screw. Too far. Not yet broken. Not safe. 'The fire's pulling,' Yusuf said. 'Then feed it slow.' 'There isn't much left.' 'There is enough.' She set the ruined bundle aside, pulled the cleanest sheet from the stack, and laid it over the basin. The cloth steamed where it touched the hot metal, and the room took on the smell of soap, wet wool, coal dust, and the sharp little bite of lye. The first stretcher came past the doorway with a man whose boot heel dragged on the floor. A nurse shouted for two more sheets. A ward boy knocked into the sink and swore under his breath. No one stopped. No one had time. Amina folded the sheet once, then twice, and sent it to the top of the pile. Good enough. Not good. Better. Better was what the room had left.
The upper annex sat behind the bathhouse wall, and the door to it was propped with a wedge that had been shaved down by years of use. Amina eased the wedge aside with the side of her shoe and stepped into a room that kept heat in its plaster long after the fire was out. The shelves held folded curtains, officer linen, two canvas bundles with the command mark on the seam, and a tray of soap bars wrapped in brown paper. The soap smelled of carbolic and clove, a sweet sharp note that cut through the coal and wool and sat in the back of the throat for no reason she could name. She did not keep her attention on the smell. She went straight to the curtains. Cream wool, heavy, old enough to hold dust in the folds. The hems had been pressed, then pressed again, as if a room could be made respectable by patience alone. Yusuf came in behind her and shut the door with his shoulder. 'You are taking those?' he said. 'They are dry.' 'That is not the question.' 'It is the only one that matters.' She folded the top curtain over her arm. The cloth had weight, too much for decoration, too little for bedding, and when she lifted it the lower edge gave a faint crackle from the starch. Good fuel, if wasted on privacy. Better in a boiler than in a room nobody earned. A porter passed in the corridor outside with a bucket and slowed at the door. He did not come in. He did not need to. Amina stepped to the stove in the annex, opened its mouth, and fed in the edge of one curtain. The fabric took the flame with a quick dry hiss, then curled black at the hem, the fire climbing the wool with a speed that made the room smell all at once of singed hair, hot soap, and the clove note turning bitter under heat. Yusuf put his good hand over his nose, then dropped it again. 'That will draw smoke.' 'Let it.' 'Matron will come.' 'She already did.' The curtain gave way in strips. Amina used the poker to push the burning cloth deeper into the stove until the heat from it hit her face hard enough to sting. She took the second curtain and laid it over the first. The flame ran through the weave like a dry hand through paper. No mystery in it. Cloth, fire, heat. The sort of things the hospital pretended not to owe to each other. Behind her, the first load from the laundry shifted in the cart and a wet sheet slid over the edge, white against the floor boards. She shoved the curtain ends in with her elbow and carried the heat back toward the boiler room.
The boiler took the first curtain with a low greedy roar. Amina held the poker steady while Yusuf tipped a scoop of coal over the new flame, and the room changed at once, not safer, never safer, but hotter in the useful way that kept water from dying in the pipes. The gauge needle jumped, quivered, and held just above the red while the cracked line in the glass drew another pale thread through the brass ring. She had to keep the pressure lower than she wanted and higher than the matron liked, which left no room for mistake. No room at all. The firebed had sunk in the middle from the earlier boils, so Amina raked it level with the hook and fed in coal from the upper sack, one shovel at a time, the damp pieces on the bottom set aside for the next load. The good pieces went in with a clean clatter. The bad ones hissed and spit. She ignored the spit. 'Two more tubs from surgery,' a porter called from the door. 'They can wait a minute.' 'They cannot.' 'Then bring them here.' He did, because the room had a way of making men obey it when the boiler voice went hard. The tubs came in with sheets soaked through at the corners and bandages cut from old pillowcases. Amina dipped the first one with tongs and held it under the water until the brown went dull, then pushed it under the wringer while Yusuf fed the fire. The cloth came through flatter and hotter, and the smell rose in layers, soap, wet wool, ash, a trace of clove still clinging to the burning curtain, and the iron tang of blood in the rinse water. Matron Vale came in at the door and stopped with one hand on the frame. 'You have no business burning command linen,' she said. 'Command linen is sitting on the upper shelves,' Amina said. 'The fever block takes what reaches the line first.' 'I ordered the first boil shortened.' 'Then the first boil stays on longer.' The matron's bad knee gave one small click when she shifted her weight. Her eyes went to the crack in the gauge glass, then to the bucket under the bench, then to the stack of clean sheets on the cart. 'If that glass goes,' she said, 'the room blows.' 'If the water goes cold, the ward rots.' 'Then you will answer for it.' Amina did not answer. She raked the fire again and fed it a long strip from the curtain hem, the cloth catching at once and flaring white at the edge before turning black. The boiler knocked once, deep and hard. The needle shook, then steadied. Not good. Better. Better was all she had left.
The first stretcher line hit the laundry corridor before the curtain fire had burned down to ash. Men came in under wet dressings, with boots tied to the feet by string, with one arm pinned to the chest and one sleeve cut open to the shoulder, with faces gone flat from fever or pain or both, and the ward boys behind them carried basins and extra blankets and the look of people who had already been shouted at twice. Amina set the wringer wheel going with her right hand and passed the clean stack to Yusuf with her left, one sheet at a time, each one warm enough to hold the shape of the boil. He took them and went for the stairs. The signed transfer paper sat in his shirt pocket like a stiff corner. 'First stack upstairs,' she said. 'You are coming with it.' 'Now?' 'Now.' He gave her a quick flat look, then gripped the load with the hand that still worked cleanly and took the stairs two at a time, the wrapped fingers tucked under the sheet edge. The corridor filled behind him. Another runner came in with a basket of soiled bandages tied in a knot. Another nurse asked for two clean pillowcases and a washcloth with no stain at the hem. Another porter waited at the door with a basin that had gone blue from the disinfectant. The boiler kept knocking under the floorboards, louder now, as if it had taken insult and meant to finish the day on its own terms. Matron Vale crossed the room and put her hand on the boiler door. 'Stop the feed,' she said. 'No.' The word came out small. Plain. Not soft. The matron turned toward her. Amina lifted the poker from the hook, opened the vent with a rag over her knuckles, and let the pressure bleed off in a thin hissing line while the hot air struck her wrist and left a raw strip through the skin. The room smelled at once of wet iron, burnt wool, soap, and the clove note from the annex, still hanging in the heat like something that had gotten itself into the walls. The gauge needle dropped a finger's width and steadied. 'You will break that boiler,' Matron Vale said. 'Not today.' 'You cannot keep doing this.' Amina set the poker back in the hook and took the next bundle from the cart. The cloth was heavier than the last one, still marked brown at the seam. She stripped the worst of it with her nail and sent it into the second boil. The first clean stack had already reached the ward. The second was on its way. The third would come after. The matron stood with one hand on the door and the other at her side, nothing in her face except the refusal to admit what the room was doing without permission.
The matron tried once more to shut the boiler room. She put both gloves on, reached for the coal key on the hook by the door, and Amina moved before the hand made contact. Not fast in the way of sport. Fast in the way of work. She took the key off the nail, set it in her palm, and walked past the matron toward the coal store with the whole room listening to the small hard click of brass against her skin. The porter by the sink stopped mopping. Yusuf stood on the stair with one clean stack under his arm. The nurse at the doorway went still with a basin in both hands. 'Put that back,' Matron Vale said. 'No.' 'Amina.' 'The fever block has no time.' She slid the key into the lower coal door and turned it, then lifted out the remaining sack from the upper store, the dry one, the good one, and dragged it by the mouth toward the boiler. The sack left a black trail on the floor. She did not brush it away. The matron took one step forward, stopped, and looked at the boiler gauge instead of the sack. The needle held above the red. The crack in the glass ran almost full length now, a white vein through the round face. The room should have been standing in scald by then. It was not. 'You will have command on you,' the matron said. 'Command can wait for a clean ward.' 'You are not supposed to say that in front of the staff.' 'Then you chose the wrong hour.' She cut the sack open with the boiler hook and the coal slid out in a hard black spill. The dry pieces went into the grate. The damp ones she set aside. The boiler answered with a low animal sound and took the heat back with a hunger that had become almost ordinary by then. Yusuf came down from the stair with the first ward stack emptying from his arms. 'They used the sheets,' he said. 'Good.' 'They want more.' 'They will get more.' He gave one quick nod and went for the next bundle. The matron stayed at the doorway, her bad knee locked straight, the keys at her waist still and silent for once. No speech would fix the room now. The boiler had already answered for itself.
The fever ward sent down sheets in a steady line after that, and Amina worked the line with the kind of care that comes after a room has already chosen its danger. The stained bundles came in from the corridor, brown, yellow, and once a green smear from a poultice that had broken under a patient’s weight. She split each one apart by hand, sorted the clean edge from the ruined edge, and sent the worst pieces straight into the second boil while the better cloth went through the mangle and back up to the ward. The wringer wheel bit her palm through the rag she wrapped around it. The boiler rattled under the floor. Yusuf carried the first clean stack upstairs and came back with the empty cart, his wrapped hand already grey at the edges from steam. 'They asked for you,' he said. 'Which one?' 'The nurse with the split cuff.' 'What did she want?' 'More cloth. And a boy who can carry it.' He grinned once, quick and thin, the kind of grin that never stayed long on a face in this building. The signed transfer paper had gone from his pocket to the ward clerk's board upstairs, and when he came back down he had a new strip of linen around his fingers, clean at first touch and already taking on the room's color. The matron crossed the corridor beyond the open door, did not come in, and clipped two ration slips to the frame with the brass stamp as if paper could make itself a wall. Amina took the slips down, folded them small, and put them in the apron pocket beside the transfer record. Not hiding. Holding. The difference mattered now, though no one would have put it into a sentence. The whistle on the coal door knocked once against its nail when the floor shifted under the boiler. No one touched it. No one needed it. The porter at the sink gave the boiler a glance, then turned back to his mop. The woman in the pale dress came past the annex doorway with a tray of soap bars and paused just long enough to set one down on the shelf before moving on. So the upper rooms still had their soap. So did the fever ward, if Amina could keep the line moving. The hospital had gone from panic into appetite, and appetite was easier to serve than panic if a person kept her hands steady. She kept her hands steady.
By late afternoon the room had settled into the hard rhythm that came after the worst of the rush, when the first clean stacks had gone out, the worst blood had been washed down the drain, and the work turned into a chain of small exact motions that could be repeated until the shoulders went numb. Amina wrote the true coal count into the book herself. Not on the matron's page. On the line below it, where the shortage had been left blank all day and then filled in with a neat set of numbers that matched the sacks downstairs and the sacks she had dragged out of the upper store. The porter stood in the doorway with his mop in both hands and looked at the figures without moving his mouth. 'That will be trouble,' he said. 'It already is.' She set the pencil down, took the brass stamp from the shelf where the matron had left it, and pressed the ink pad once. The room went very still. Not from fear. From attention. Amina stamped the bottom line and wrote Yusuf's new duty beside it, laundry and ward run, approved. The paper looked strange with the truth on it, like a sheet that had been boiled one time too many and had gone thin enough to show the weave. The matron came in at the far door just as Amina set the stamp back. Her bad knee gave one dry click. She took in the book, the line of figures, the stamp mark, and the pencil in Amina's hand. 'You had no right,' she said. 'I had a ward.' 'You will be spoken to.' 'Later.' The matron's mouth pressed into the line it used when the room did not obey. She moved one step toward the book, then stopped as a nurse came through the corridor carrying a basin of rinsed dressings and asking for two more sheets with the sort of voice that left no room for argument. Amina closed the ledger. The paper made a dry, final sound. 'Take the clean stack,' she said to Yusuf. He was already lifting it. The wrapped hand held its own without slipping. He took the stairs with the sheet pile on one shoulder and the new strip of linen around his fingers, and no one stopped him. The matron stood by the door while the boiler kept its low, useful knock under the floor. In the steam by the sink, the clove smell stayed without explanation. It sat there while the ward called for more linen and the night shift began to light the lamps upstairs.
The last rush left the laundry room in pieces. A damp rag on the bench. A puddle under the sink. Ash packed into the corners of the grate. A black line on Amina's apron where the coal sack had dragged against her hip. Yusuf came back down with the empty cart and one clean towel looped over his shoulder, the edge of it stiff with steam. 'They used the sheets,' he said. 'They used them.' 'Good.' The word came out flat. He gave her a quick look, then set the towel on the bench and started folding it by habit, one edge to the other, exact as the room had taught him. The new duty had changed the way he moved only a little. Less bent at the neck. More room in the shoulders. Enough to show the difference if a person was paying attention. Amina broke the remaining bandages from the old pillowcase strips and laid them in a stack beside the soap dish. The cloth had gone grey from use, then white again at the edges where the boil had stripped it clean, then grey a second time from the soot on her hands. She cut two more strips and wrapped Yusuf's fingers with a fresh knot, tighter than before. 'That will last till morning,' she said. 'Morning lasts a long time here.' He made a small sound that might have been a laugh in another building. 'You write the count yourself?' 'I did.' 'In front of her?' 'In front of everyone.' The answer sat between them while the boiler knocked once and settled. The matron passed the doorway without coming in. She carried a ledger under her arm and did not turn her head. The brass whistle on the coal door gave one tiny knock against the nail and stayed there, useless and bright in the lamplight. Amina did not touch it. Her hands went back to the cloth. The room no longer asked for hiding. It asked for folding, for sorting, for the next load. Out in the corridor, a nurse called for more water and a ward boy ran past with a stack of rinsed cases. The sound moved on. The hospital did not stop for anyone. Amina tied the last bandage knot and set the strip on top of the stack.
On the line by Boiler No. 2, the torn sheets hung in narrow white strips, stiff with steam and soot, each one pulled straight by its own weight while the brass whistle stayed on its nail and the cracked gauge kept a thin quiver above the red. The clove smell sat in the boiler room with the wet soap and hot iron, and the strips moved only when the floor shifted under the next cart wheel in the corridor. Amina passed under them with a basket in one arm and Yusuf at her side, his wrapped fingers closed around the empty handle of the last sheet pile, and the line sagged under them.
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