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Synopsis

In the fading industrial town of Siedlce, Poland, master horologist Ewa Kowalska has spent thirty years restoring broken pocket watches in her grandfather’s attic workshop—listening to the stories each irregular tick reveals. When her estranged brother returns with demolition permits for the town’s historic workers’ quarter, Ewa discovers a 1927 watch containing twenty-three handwritten testimonies from families facing eviction. With only twenty-five days before demolition, she must choose between the silence that has protected her for decades and the risk of giving voice to memories others want erased. Armed with calloused hands and fragile timepieces, can one woman preserve what an entire town is ready to forget?







Prologue

The clock tower struck midnight, and Ewa Kowalska didn’t flinch.

She sat at her workbench in the attic workshop, tweezers poised above the exposed heart of a pocket watch—some merchant’s timepiece from before the war, before the Soviet years, before everything that came after. The gears lay scattered across felt like tiny bones awaiting resurrection. Outside, March wind battered the tiles with a rhythm like fists on wood. Inside, silence thick as velvet, broken only by the breathing chorus of hundreds of clocks ticking out of sync.

The lamp cast her shadow long across the sloped ceiling. Dust motes drifted through its cone of light, slow as falling snow. The air smelled of machine oil and old metal, of time concentrated into tangible form.

Her brother’s voice carried up through the floorboards. Rafał, on the phone again. Always on the phone now.

“—the permits came through. Yes. All of Łokietka Street, from the synagogue ruins to the railway embankment.” A pause. His footsteps crossed the kitchen below, the sound different on the new tile he’d installed—sharp, declarative, each step an announcement. “Old structures. Post-war construction, most of it. Nothing historically protected.”

Ewa’s hand trembled. The tweezers clicked against metal, a small betrayal of the steady hands that were her livelihood, her gift, her curse.

Łokietka Street. Where Pani Górska still kept geraniums in coffee cans on her windowsill, the plants somehow thriving despite the soot and exhaust, their red blooms defiant as flags. Where the Nowak brothers ran their cobbler’s shop in a building that leaned like a drunk, its foundation settled into earth that remembered when this was all farmland, when Siedlce was just a market town where Jews and Poles and the occasional lost Russian sold grain and gossip in equal measure.

“Six months,” Rafał said. His voice carried the satisfaction of conquest, of deals closed and futures secured. “We’ll have the quarter cleared by autumn.”

The mainspring slipped from Ewa’s grip. It pinged across the workbench, a sound like a question mark, and rolled to rest against a jar of spare pivots.

She’d stopped speaking to Rafał three years ago. Not in anger—Ewa didn’t do anger, not anymore. She’d simply run out of words that could cross the distance between them. He built things, erected them, filled empty spaces with concrete and glass and the kind of clean lines that photograph well in property brochures. She restored things. Listened to what they whispered. Gave them back their voices.

When their mother died, he’d renovated the house within a month. Ripped out the old kitchen where Mama had stood every Sunday making rosół, the chicken soup that filled the house with steam and the smell of dill, replaced it with granite countertops and appliances that beeped. German appliances. Expensive ones. As if enough money could scrub away the memory of their mother’s hands, flour-dusted, rolling dough on the scarred wooden counter he’d hauled to the dump.

Ewa had moved into the attic the day the demolition crew arrived. She’d carried her toolbox up the narrow stairs, set up her workbench under the dormer window, and simply stayed. Rafał had converted her old bedroom into a home office. He’d never asked if she minded.

That was where the clocks lived now. Hundreds of them.

She found them in the places Rafał’s projects left behind. Estate sales of families displaced by new developments. Antique shops going out of business when their neighborhoods got rezoned. Sometimes people just brought them to her—heard about the silent woman who fixed broken timepieces, who never asked questions, never sent bills, just returned the clocks running true. They’d arrive at the door with their mechanisms wrapped in newspaper, their faces anxious, as if the broken clock were a sick child they’d come too late to save.

Each one had a story. This pocket watch, for instance. She’d found it at the bottom of a box of junk cleared from an apartment building on Piłsudskiego Street—the box itself water-stained, smelling of mildew and abandonment. The building was gone now—luxury condos in its place, the kind with key-fob entry and lobby security and doormen who asked your business before letting you pass. But before the wrecking ball, someone had lived there who carried this watch. Wound it daily. Checked the time before important moments. Maybe checked it the last time, when the eviction notice came, and thought: How did it get so late so fast?

The watch face was cracked, a spider’s web of fractures radiating from the center. The case dented on one side, as if it had been dropped or struck. The previous owner had wound it too tight—a common mistake, born of anxiety or carelessness or the simple human need to hold onto something—and the mainspring had snapped. But Ewa had found a replacement spring, harvested from a donor watch beyond saving. Death into life. Silence into ticking.

Her fingers found the spring where it had fallen, secured it with practiced precision. The wheel train next. Each gear meshed with its neighbor in a chain of small miracles—the escape wheel with its delicate teeth, the pallet fork that gave the mechanism its heartbeat, the balance wheel that swung back and forth with the regularity of breath. People thought watches were about telling time. They weren’t. They were about keeping faith that time could be told at all, that moments could be measured, that there was an order underneath the chaos.

She’d learned that from her grandfather. Zdzisław, who’d survived three wars and two occupations and died quietly in his sleep at ninety-three, his own pocket watch—a Zenith, pre-war Swiss—still running on his nightstand. He’d taught her the craft when she was seven and Rafał was five, spreading watch components across the kitchen table while Mama protested about tiny parts getting lost in the soup.

“Listen first,” he’d told her, pressing a watch case into her small palm. “Before you touch anything, listen. The watch will tell you what’s wrong.”

Rafał had gotten bored after ten minutes, gone outside to kick a football against the shed. The thud of leather on wood had punctuated Grandfather’s lessons for years. But Ewa had listened. Pressed the watch case to her ear and heard the whisper of damaged pivots, the stutter of a bent hairspring, the grinding complaint of wheels out of true. By the time she was twelve, she could diagnose a mechanism by sound alone. By fifteen, she could disassemble and reassemble a complicated chronograph blindfolded, her fingers reading the components like Braille.

By the time she was twenty, she’d stopped listening to anything else.

The phone call ended downstairs. A click, a sigh, then Rafał’s footsteps approached the attic stairs. Heavy steps. He’d gained weight since becoming successful, the kind of weight that came from restaurant meals and client dinners and too many hours in the car driving between construction sites.

He knocked—three sharp raps, the same pattern he’d used since childhood when he needed something. Permission to enter her room. Help with homework. Comfort after a nightmare. Ewa didn’t answer. Hadn’t answered his knocks in three years. He knew she was here. The light showed under the door, a yellow line in the darkness. He also knew she wouldn’t respond.

“Ewa.” His voice through the wood, rough with exhaustion. He’d been working eighteen-hour days on the Łokietka Street project. She knew because she’d seen the documents he left on the kitchen table, the architectural renderings of what would replace the old quarter. Glass towers catching sunlight like knives. “Mixed-use development.” Shops on the ground floor selling things nobody in Siedlce needed—artisanal coffee, imported cheeses, designer clothing—apartments above them for people from Warsaw looking for “investment opportunities,” which meant places to park money while actual people were displaced.

“I need you to hear this.” He always spoke to her like she might answer. Like the silence was just a mood that would pass, a phase she’d grow out of, a problem that could be solved with the right words. “The city council approved the demolition permits. It’s happening. And before you—before you do whatever it is you do—I want you to understand why.”

She fit the watch back together. Bridge plate, its brass surface worn smooth by a century of handling. Click spring, to hold the winding stem. The crown, its knurling still sharp despite decades of daily winding. Her hands moved with the certainty of prayer, of ritual, of actions performed so many times they’d become a kind of meditation.

“This town is dying,” Rafał said. A speech he’d made before, she suspected. At council meetings, investor presentations, probably to himself in the mirror while shaving. “Twenty percent unemployment. Half the shops on the main square shuttered. Young people leaving for Lublin, for Warsaw, for anywhere with a future. This development brings jobs. Investment. It brings life back.”

The watch case closed with a soft snap. Metal on metal, precise as a kiss.

“You live in the past, Ewa. You surround yourself with broken things and call it preservation. But preservation of what? Poverty? Buildings falling apart? An old woman’s geraniums can’t hold up a condemned structure.”

She wound the watch. One full revolution, two, three. The mechanism caught, engaged. A tremor ran through the case—that moment of resurrection when stopped gears remembered their purpose, when the accumulated tension of the mainspring found its release in motion.

Tick. Tick. Tick.

“They’re not going to fight this,” Rafał said. Something in his voice—a need for her to believe him, to absolve him, to confirm that what he was doing was necessary and right. “The residents. They’re tired. Most of them want to leave. We’re offering fair compensation, relocation assistance. This isn’t some villain’s plot, it’s—it’s progress. It’s necessary.”

Ewa held the watch to her ear. Perfect rhythm. The balance wheel swung true. Whoever had owned this, whoever had wound it each morning and checked it throughout their days, their time was beating again. Not their actual time—that was gone, irretrievable as youth or innocence or the old city beneath the new one. But the possibility of time. The insistence that moments still mattered, still accumulated into something worth measuring.

“I came to this house to tell you first,” Rafał said. “Before the public notices go up. Because you’re my sister. Because I remember when we were—” He stopped. Started again, the words careful, chosen. “The demolition starts in six months. October first. I wanted you to know.”

His footsteps retreated down the stairs. Each step slower than the last, as if he were hoping she’d call him back. She didn’t. She never did.

Ewa set the restored watch on the shelf with the others. Hundreds of them, an archive of stopped moments she’d coaxed back into motion. Some ran fast, some slow. The cheap ones drifted, losing minutes each day. The quality pieces—the Swiss movements, the complicated Germans—kept time accurately enough to navigate by.

Together they made a kind of music. Not harmony exactly. Something more chaotic, more true. The sound of a hundred different rhythms insisting on their own measure of the world. Like an orchestra warming up. Like a city’s heartbeat made audible.

She stood, her joints stiff from hours at the bench. Moved to the dormer window, the floorboards creaking under her feet. Below, Rafał crossed the yard to his car—a new Audi, black and sleek as a threat. He’d left the porch light on for her. He always did, even though she never came down until he was gone. A gesture that was equal parts hope and habit, kindness and guilt.

The car pulled away. Taillights disappeared around the corner toward Łokietka Street, toward the old quarter, toward everything he planned to erase.

Ewa pressed her palm against the cold glass. The window rattled in its frame with each gust of wind. Beyond her reflection—a ghost of a woman, pale and thin—the town spread out under a clouded sky. Street lights marked the grid of streets laid down across centuries, each era leaving its pattern. Medieval market square at the center. Imperial Russian boulevards radiating outward. Soviet blocks on the edges like a concrete ring containing the past.

And somewhere in that darkness, Łokietka Street. Sleeping. Unaware.

When she was seventeen, she’d been accepted to university in Kraków. Full scholarship, art history program. The letter had arrived on a Tuesday in April, spring sun flooding the kitchen, the world suddenly full of possibility. She’d held it in shaking hands, reading it three times to make sure it was real. Her future, typed on official letterhead, signed and sealed.

Rafał was fourteen, already showing the ambition that would make him rich, but still young enough to need her. Still coming to her room at night when their parents fought. Still asking her to check his homework, to listen to his plans, to confirm that he mattered.

Their mother had just been diagnosed—the first time, when there was still hope it could be beaten. Chemotherapy starting in May. Someone would need to drive her to appointments, manage the medications, keep the house running while their father worked double shifts to pay for treatments not covered by the national health service.

Ewa had burned the acceptance letter in the kitchen sink without telling anyone it arrived. She’d watched the paper curl and blacken, the university seal melting into ash. Had run water over it until nothing remained but gray sludge that swirled down the drain.

For thirty years, she’d made that same choice in smaller ways. Stayed home while friends married and moved away. Stayed silent when speech felt like betrayal of some unnameable thing. Stayed with the clocks, the broken mechanisms, the stopped time that she alone could restart.

And now Rafał wanted to demolish Łokietka Street. The street where Grandfather Zdzisław had kept his own watch repair shop until the stroke took his hands, the tremor that transformed a master craftsman into a spectator of his own obsolescence. The street where she’d learned that broken things could speak, if you learned their language. If you cared enough to listen.

She returned to the workbench. Picked up another watch from the queue—a ladies’ wristwatch, art deco case, delicate as jewelry. The movement frozen at 3:47. Someone’s exact moment of abandonment, preserved in seized gears. The watch was tarnished, the band broken. But the case was real gold, the movement Swiss. Quality that had outlived its owner.

The street was full of moments like this. Pani Górska’s geraniums blooming each spring in the same coffee cans, the metal rusted through in places, held together by soil and roots and stubbornness. The Nowak brothers arguing over leather in a shop that smelled of neat’s-foot oil and old sweat, their voices carrying the same rhythms as their father’s voice, and his father’s before him. The Soviet-era apartment blocks that Rafał called eyesores but which contained the entire architecture of a generation’s compromise with history—people who’d made lives in spaces meant to erase individuality, who’d painted their concrete walls and planted gardens in identical plots and found ways to be human in buildings designed to make them interchangeable.

You couldn’t demolish moments. But you could silence them.

Ewa held the frozen watch to her ear. Listened past the silence for what it wanted to say. The case was warm from her hand. Inside, gears waited. The mainspring still held tension from the last time someone had wound it. Years ago, probably. The last morning the owner had fastened it to her wrist, twisted the crown, gone out into a day that turned out to be one of the final days. How many times had she checked this watch? Glanced at it during conversations, during meals, during moments of boredom or anticipation? How many seconds had it measured of a life?

Outside, the March wind strengthened. Clouds covered the moon. The old quarter slept, unaware of the October that was coming. Six months until the wrecking balls arrived. Six months until another kind of silence—the permanent kind, the kind even Ewa couldn’t restore.

She set down the watch without opening it.

Stood.

Crossed to the shelf where she kept the special pieces—the ones she hadn’t just repaired but saved. Grandfather’s Zenith, its crystal scratched but its movement still perfect after seventy years. A marine chronometer from some long-scrapped Soviet ship, heavy as a brick, its gimbals allowing it to keep time even in heavy seas. A cuckoo clock mechanism that had survived a house fire, its brass blackened but still functional, the bellows that made the bird’s call somehow undamaged.

And behind them all, wrapped in felt, the watch she’d never shown anyone.

Her hands shook as she unwrapped it. The felt was soft with age, gray as smoke.

A pocket watch. Pre-war, Warsaw hallmarks on the case. The dial face showed Hebrew numerals, elegant and strange. The back was engraved with a name she couldn’t read, characters from an alphabet erased from this town as thoroughly as the synagogue that once stood three blocks from Łokietka Street. She’d tried to learn Hebrew once, borrowed a grammar from the library, but the letters had remained stubbornly foreign. Someone at the Jewish Historical Institute in Warsaw could probably read the name. She’d never asked.

She’d found it in the ruins of that synagogue. Not in the building itself—that was long gone, the stones hauled away for road fill in the 1950s, nothing left but a depression in the earth and a historical marker that said nothing about what had happened here. But in the earth where the foundation had been. Digging there with a trowel one winter night, some mad compulsion driving her to excavate what remained. Her breath had steamed in the cold. Her fingers had gone numb. And then the trowel had struck something hard.

The watch had stopped at 9:23. Morning or evening, she didn’t know. What morning, what evening, what year the owner had last checked the time before the time ended. The case was dented. The crystal cracked. But it was real gold, and the movement inside was Swiss—someone’s treasure, someone’s inheritance, probably. Someone’s last connection to a world before the war, before the trains, before the final solution to a question nobody decent was asking.

She’d never tried to repair it.

Some silences, she’d thought, should be respected.

But now she turned it over in her palm, felt its weight. The weight of testimony. Of witness. Of everything that happened in this town before it learned to call forgetting “progress.”

The watch was cold. Heavy. Real in a way that Rafał’s renderings and permits and council approvals were not. This had been held by hands now dust. Had measured hours now beyond counting. Had survived when its owner had not, hauled up from earth that had held it for decades like a secret.

Rafał was wrong. The residents would fight. They just didn’t know it yet.

They needed someone to show them that broken things could be restored. That stopped time could resume. That silence wasn’t the only language left.

Ewa wrapped the watch carefully, returned it to its place behind the others. Her hands were steadier now. The tremor that had seized them during Rafał’s phone call was gone.

Then she descended from the attic for the first time in six weeks.

The stairs creaked under her weight. The house was dark. Rafał’s renovated kitchen gleamed with surfaces that reflected nothing but their own emptiness—stainless steel appliances, granite that looked like stone but was actually composite, cabinets with soft-close hinges that made even anger quiet. She moved through it like a ghost, found paper and pen in the drawer where Mama used to keep recipes. The drawer still smelled faintly of vanilla, though Rafał had cleaned it out years ago.

Her hand cramped around the pen. Thirty years since she’d written anything but repair receipts. The first words came slowly, then faster. An advertisement. A call. An invitation.

Free watch repair. All makes, all eras. Łokietka Street, above the cobbler’s shop. Bring your broken time. I’m listening.

She’d post it tomorrow. In the square, at the market, on the community board at the library. Anywhere the old quarter’s residents might see. She’d make copies. Dozens of them. Hundreds. She’d paper the town if she had to.

They’d come. They always came. People with their stopped watches, their seized clocks, their frozen moments they couldn’t bear to throw away. And each one would be an opening. A conversation. A chance to listen not just to what was broken in their timepieces, but to what they’d lost. What they stood to lose.

And when they came, she’d listen. To them and to what they carried. She’d been listening to silence for thirty years. Maybe it was time to listen to something else.

Six months until October. Until the wrecking balls.

Enough time to restore a lot of broken things.

Outside, the clock tower struck one. The sound carried through the walls, through the floor, up into the attic where hundreds of watches and clocks ticked in response. Ewa stood in her brother’s hollow kitchen, the advertisement in her hand, and heard every timepiece in the attic ticking in answer—a chorus of moments refusing to stay silent, each one insisting on its own small measure of time, its own resistance to the erasure that was coming.

The storm was gathering. Let it come.




Chapter 1

A porcelain teacup sat on the cobbler’s counter, its handle missing, the rim chipped in three places.

Ewa stared at it. Not a watch. Not a clock. A teacup.

The woman who’d brought it stood near the door, coat buttoned despite the April warmth seeping through the shop’s grimy windows. The glass was old, wavy, distorting the street outside into something liquid and uncertain. Sixty-something, maybe older. Hands spotted with age, twisted slightly—arthritis beginning its slow theft of grip and gesture. The kind of hands that had worked for decades, that knew labor and loss in equal measure.

“I know it’s not what you fix,” the woman said. Her voice carried the flat accent of rural Podlasie, vowels stretched like taffy, consonants soft. The accent of farms and small villages, of places that barely appeared on maps. “But Pani Górska said you might—she said you understand about broken things.”

Ewa had been in the space above the Nowak brothers’ shop for three weeks. Long enough for word to spread through the old quarter the way news always spread here—over garden fences, in queue at the bakery, whispered between Mass and the walk home. The silent woman from the Kowalska house, the one whose brother was tearing down Łokietka Street, she was fixing watches for free. Fixing anything, really. Just bring it.

They’d come with their timepieces at first. Jan Kowalczyk with his father’s railroad watch, the crystal cracked in a fall from the locomotive cab back in ’73, the exact moment preserved in his memory like a photograph. The widow Kamińska with a clock from her wedding, stopped the day her husband died—she’d touched it that morning when the phone call came and something in the shock had made her fingers clumsy, the key slipping, gears jamming. Even young Bartek Wiśniewski, no more than twenty, carrying a cheap digital watch he’d bought in Germany, its battery corroded beyond saving—but he’d bought it with his first paycheck from the factory before the factory closed, and couldn’t he please keep it somehow? Even though it would never tell time again, couldn’t she preserve it, seal it, make it permanent?

Ewa fixed them all. Sitting at the small table the Nowaks had cleared for her in the corner of their shop, surrounded by the smell of leather and shoe polish and the peculiar mustiness of old wool. The shop smelled like her grandfather’s hands had smelled when he’d come home from work—a scent of labor and precision, of materials shaped by patient effort. She didn’t charge. Didn’t speak. Just listened to what the broken things were trying to say, then gave them back their voices.

And now this woman with her teacup.

“My grandmother brought this from Lwów,” the woman said. “1945, when they expelled us. She was allowed one suitcase. One.” Her fingers traced the broken rim, the gesture tender, automatic, probably repeated thousands of times. “And she packed this.” The fingers trembled slightly. “Not jewelry, not silver candlesticks. A teacup from a set her mother gave her. Said someday there’d be a home to drink from it in again.”

Outside, a truck rumbled past, engine diesel-loud, gears grinding. Jackhammer noise from two streets over—some preliminary work on Rafał’s project, testing the ground or the patience of residents who still thought this might all blow over. The sound came in waves, rhythmic and brutal, like a mechanical heartbeat trying to drown out the organic ones.

Ewa picked up the cup. It was lighter than she expected, thin porcelain that let light through when you held it up. The pattern was delicate—forget-me-nots in a ring around the rim, hand-painted in blue that had faded to almost gray. Pre-war craftsmanship, back when people made things to last generations, when objects were meant to outlive their owners and carry memory forward.

“She drank from it every Sunday,” the woman continued. “Tea after church. For fifty-three years, every Sunday, same ritual. She’d use the good tablecloth, the one she’d embroidered, and she’d sit in the chair by the window and she’d drink her tea from this cup. Rain or shine, war or peace, good times and bad. Every Sunday.” Her voice cracked. “Then I knocked it off the counter washing dishes. Stupid. So stupid. And now they’re saying we have to leave this building by August, and I thought—I can’t take it with me broken. Can’t throw it away. Can’t—”

She stopped. Swallowed hard. The sound was audible in the quiet of the shop.

“Pani Górska said maybe you’d know what to do.”

Ewa turned the cup slowly. The break was clean on the handle—could be glued if she had the piece. She could already see how it would fit, the fracture line like a map of damage. The rim chips were another matter. You couldn’t restore missing porcelain, not really. Could paint over it, fill it with epoxy, but that was cosmetic. The damage would always be there, a scar in the structure, a weakness waiting to spread.

She looked up at the woman. Raised her eyebrows in question.

“The handle pieces?” The woman fumbled in her coat pocket, brought out a small plastic bag. Three fragments of porcelain, one no bigger than a fingernail. The largest piece was the main body of the handle, the curve that would hook around a finger. The smaller pieces were connective tissue, the joins where handle met cup. “I saved them. I saved all of it.”

Of course she did. People always saved the pieces. Kept them in drawers, in jewelry boxes, in bags at the back of closets. Kept them for years, decades, unable to throw away the evidence of what was lost. As if holding onto the fragments meant the whole thing might someday be restored. As if memory could be preserved in broken ceramic.

Ewa set down the cup, held out her hand for the bag.

The woman hesitated. Her fingers tightened on the plastic, the crinkle of it loud. “You can fix it?”

No. She couldn’t. Not fully. The cup would never be what it was—never hold tea without the risk of leaking through hairline cracks invisible to the eye, never sit on a shelf without showing its scars to anyone who looked closely. The repair would be stronger than the original porcelain in some ways, weaker in others. A compromise with breakage.

But she could make it whole again. Could reunite the pieces, give them back their shape if not their original strength. Could restore the possibility of Sunday tea, even if the ritual would now include the awareness of fragility.

She nodded.

The woman’s face collapsed with relief. The transformation was immediate—years seeming to fall away as hope replaced resignation. “Thank you. Oh, thank you. I don’t have money for—the relocation assistance hasn’t come through yet, and they keep saying next week, next week, but it’s been a month already and—”

Ewa shook her head firmly. Waved away the concern. She hadn’t charged for a single repair since opening this makeshift workshop. Rafał had left money on the kitchen table—guilt money, probably, or conscience money, she didn’t care which. An envelope with three thousand złoty and no note, just bills stacked neatly. She used it for rent on this corner of the Nowaks’ shop, for supplies, for the small electric hot plate where she heated shellac and made tea she rarely drank.

“I’m Halina,” the woman said. “Halina Mazur. Building 7, third floor. The one with the blue shutters, though the paint’s mostly gone now.” She laughed, shaky, the sound of someone trying to find humor in slow decay. “I’ve lived there forty years. Thought I’d die there. Strange, how things turn out. You make plans and God laughs, that’s what they say.”

Ewa wrote on a slip of paper: Two weeks.

“Two weeks,” Halina repeated. “Yes. Yes, that’s fine. That’s—I can wait two weeks. I’ve waited this long.” She touched the counter where the cup sat, a gesture like blessing. “Thank you. Truly.”

She left quickly, as if embarrassed by her own gratitude, the shop door jingling as it closed.

Ewa held the broken cup up to the light from the window. The porcelain glowed, translucent where it was thinnest. Forget-me-nots circling the rim like a promise or a plea. The flowers were simple, five petals each, painted with the kind of precision that came from years of practice. Somewhere in the vanished world before the war, an artist had sat in a factory or workshop and painted these flowers on cup after cup, the same motion repeated until it became automatic, beautiful without thought.

From the back of the shop came the rhythmic tap of Marek Nowak’s hammer on leather. The younger brother, the one who actually did the cobbling while his older brother Tomasz handled the books and the complaining. They’d been skeptical when Ewa first approached them about renting space. A silent woman wanting to fix watches in a shoe shop—what sense did that make?

But she’d repaired Tomasz’s pocket watch, the one he’d inherited from his father, stopped for fifteen years. A Helvetia, Swiss-made, with a second hand that swept instead of ticking. She’d spent six hours on it, cleaning pivots worn almost to nothing, replacing the mainspring, adjusting the escapement until the beat was perfect. And she’d paid three months’ rent in advance. And maybe, though they hadn’t said it, they liked the idea of someone in the old quarter standing up to the demolition in whatever small way they could.

“Another one?” Tomasz emerged from behind the counter where he’d been restocking laces. Sixty-five if he was a day, face like a dried apple, all creases and brown spots. Glasses held together with electrical tape at the hinge, the kind of repair that was meant to be temporary five years ago. “How many’s that this week?”

Ewa held up fingers. Eight. No—nine, counting the cup.

“Nine,” Tomasz said. “And you’re not charging any of them.” It wasn’t quite a question, more an observation that wanted to become advice.

She shrugged.

“You know what they’re saying about you?” He leaned against the counter, arms folded. His sweater had been darned at the elbows, the wool a slightly different shade than the original. “That you’re Kowalska’s sister trying to make him look bad. That this is some political stunt. That you’re probably working for him, cataloging residents for the relocation files. Taking notes on who lives where, what they own, how much fight they’ve got left in them.”

Ewa’s hands stilled on the cup.

“I don’t believe it,” Tomasz added quickly. “Neither does Marek. We told them—told everyone who’d listen—that you’re genuine. But people are suspicious. Scared. When someone offers something for free, they want to know the price. There’s always a price, they think. Especially when the someone is related to the man taking their homes.”

She set down the cup carefully. Picked up her pen, wrote: No price. Just fixing what’s broken.

Tomasz read it, grunted. “Noble sentiment. Doesn’t fix a condemned building, though, does it? Doesn’t stop the permits or the wrecking crews.” He pulled off his glasses, polished them on his sweater. Without them his face looked vulnerable, uncertain. “They’ll come regardless of how many watches you repair.”

The jackhammer noise intensified outside. The windows rattled in their frames. Ewa winced.

“They’re testing the foundations on Kościuszki Street,” Tomasz said. “Seeing how the ground’ll handle the new construction. Soil compaction tests, bore samples, all very scientific. Marek says they’ll work their way down to Łokietka by June.” He paused, put his glasses back on. The tape made them sit crooked. “Your brother came by yesterday. While you were out posting those flyers.”

Ewa went very still.

“Wanted to know what you were doing here. I told him to mind his business. He said this whole building’s his business, seeing as he’ll own the land under it come October.” Tomasz’s voice hardened. “Polite about it, I’ll give him that. Very polite. Apologized for disturbing us. Asked how long we’d been in operation. Expressed admiration for traditional craftsmanship. But the message was clear. We’re in his way. And come autumn, the way gets cleared.”

She wrote: I’m sorry.

“Sorry?” Tomasz snorted. “For what? You didn’t sign the permits. Didn’t wine and dine the city council. Didn’t stand up at the public hearing and talk about tax revenue and job creation and the bright future of Siedlce. That’s on him, not you.” He softened slightly. “Though I’ll admit it’s strange. You two. Brother and sister, same house, working at total cross-purposes. How’s that work exactly? You pass each other in the hall? Eat breakfast in shifts? Pretend the other doesn’t exist?”

It didn’t. That was the point. They’d stopped working years ago—stopped talking, stopped trying to bridge the gulf between his vision of progress and her instinct for preservation. Now they just existed in parallel, two timelines that had diverged so completely they barely touched. She knew his schedule. He knew hers. They moved through the shared house like ghosts from different eras, occasionally aware of each other but never quite occupying the same moment.

Ewa picked up the teacup again. Examined the broken handle, the chipped rim. Started mentally cataloging what she’d need. Epoxy resin, the kind museums used for pottery restoration—she’d need the slow-cure formula, the type that stayed workable for twenty minutes so she could position the fragments precisely. Fine sandpaper, progressively finer grits. Porcelain paint to touch up the filled chips—she’d have to mix it to match the original glaze, probably try three or four batches before getting it right. White base with just a hint of cream, the color of old bone rather than new snow.

“You really think this matters?” Tomasz asked quietly. “Fixing people’s broken things? You think it’ll change anything?”

She didn’t answer. Couldn’t, obviously. But also didn’t know what the answer was.

Did it matter? In the grand scheme of Rafał’s permits and city council votes and bulldozers that would roll through in October regardless of how many teacups she made whole?

Probably not.

But Halina Mazur’s grandmother had carried this cup from Lwów in 1945. Had packed it in a single suitcase when the borders shifted and home became a word without a location. Had drunk from it every Sunday for fifty-three years, a small ritual of continuity in a world that kept erasing the ground beneath her feet.

And Halina had kept the pieces.

That had to mean something. Even if what it meant couldn’t stop a wrecking ball, couldn’t change city ordinances, couldn’t make Rafał see the people behind his property values.

Ewa wrapped the cup and its fragments carefully in cloth, set them aside on the shelf she’d designated for intake. Turned to the next item in her queue—a men’s wristwatch, Soviet-made Poljot, the kind factory workers wore because they were cheap and ran forever until they didn’t. The case was scratched, the crystal cloudy. The dial had aged to a shade somewhere between cream and yellow.

This one’s balance staff was broken. Common problem with the Poljots—they used softer metal than the Swiss, wore out faster. The balance wheel wobbled uselessly, unable to keep its rhythm. She’d need to extract the old staff, press in a new one, adjust the timing. Three hours of work, maybe four. Delicate work that required steady hands and perfect focus.

She lost herself in it. Time passed the way it did when her hands were busy and her mind could finally quiet—not linearly but in jumps and compression, moments stretching or contracting based on some internal logic that had nothing to do with clock faces. She was aware of sounds—Marek’s hammer, the shop bell when customers came for the Nowaks, the ongoing percussion of the jackhammer—but they existed at a distance, a soundtrack to the small world circumscribed by her magnification loupe.

The balance staff came out cleanly. She selected a replacement from her parts box—organized by caliber and function, each tiny component in its designated compartment. Pressed it in with the staking tool, feeling for the precise pressure that would seat it without damage. Too hard and the jewel would crack. Too soft and it wouldn’t hold.

When she looked up, the light through the windows had shifted from morning gold to afternoon amber. Her neck ached. Her eyes stung from the magnification loupe she’d been peering through, the metal frame leaving a red mark on her cheekbone. Her tea had gone cold in its mug, untouched.

The shop door opened with its characteristic jingle.

A man entered—tall, angular, jacket worn at the elbows. Mid-thirties maybe, with the kind of face that looked like it smiled often but wasn’t smiling now. He carried a leather satchel, the kind reporters used, or used to use before everything became digital. She didn’t recognize him. Not from the quarter, not from any of the families who’d brought her their broken timepieces.

“You’re Kowalska?” he asked. “Ewa Kowalska?”

She nodded warily.

“Piotr Zalewski. I write for the Siedlce Gazeta.” He pulled out a press badge, showed it to her like a cop showing a warrant. The laminated card had his photo looking younger, more optimistic. “I’m doing a piece on the Łokietka Street development. The human interest angle—residents being displaced, that sort of thing. And I heard there’s this woman, the developer’s own sister, who’s set up shop here offering free repairs.” He smiled. It didn’t reach his eyes. “Hell of a story. Family drama, class conflict, small-town David versus corporate Goliath. You willing to go on record?”

Ewa stared at him.

“I’ll take that as a no,” he said. “But here’s the thing—I’m writing the story whether you cooperate or not. I’ve already talked to a dozen residents. They all mention you. The silent woman fixing their watches. Some of them think you’re a saint. Others think you’re a spy. All of them wonder why Rafał Kowalski’s sister is suddenly so interested in the neighborhood he’s demolishing.”

From the back room, Marek’s hammering stopped. The silence felt pointed, expectant.

“So which is it?” Piotr asked. He pulled out a notebook, actual paper, flipped it open to a page already covered in handwriting. “Saint or spy? Guilty conscience or political theater? Give me something, anything. Even just a statement. Otherwise I have to go with speculation, and speculation sells papers but doesn’t usually help the people being speculated about.”

Ewa stood. The stool scraped against the floor. Walked past him to the door, held it open. The gesture was clear.

“Not going to defend yourself?” He sounded almost disappointed. “Not going to tell your side? Because your brother’s already told his. Very articulate, your brother. Very media-savvy. Knows exactly how to frame the narrative.”

She gestured firmly toward the street.

He studied her for a long moment. His eyes were sharp, cataloging details—her work-stained fingers, the loupe mark on her face, the shelf of waiting repairs behind her. “Suit yourself. But the article runs Friday. Front page, probably. Your brother’s already given me a quote—says he respects your right to your own opinions but hopes you’ll eventually see that progress sometimes requires difficult choices.” He paused at the threshold. “For what it’s worth, I think you mean well. I just don’t think goodwill fixes the structural issues with these buildings. They’re falling apart. Someone’s going to get hurt if they stay up much longer.”

He left. Ewa closed the door behind him, harder than necessary. Leaned against it, heart hammering.

Her hands were shaking.

Tomasz appeared from the back room, Marek behind him. The brothers looked similar in a way only siblings could—same apple-face shape, same thinning hair, same cautious eyes that had seen enough to be wary.

“Vulture,” Tomasz said.

She nodded.

“He’s not wrong, though.” Tomasz’s voice was gentle. “About the buildings. Some of them are in bad shape. The one Halina Mazur lives in—that foundation’s been settling for twenty years. Cracks in the load-bearing walls you could fit your fist into. It probably should come down.”

Ewa turned to face him.

“But that’s not the point, is it?” Tomasz continued. “The point is whether we get a say in it. Whether our lives here matter enough to be worth consulting before the wrecking balls show up. Whether someone profits from our displacement or whether this is actually about safety.” He sighed. “Your brother offered me money. For this shop. Generous money, honestly. Enough to retire on, buy a little place in the countryside, live out my days in peace.”

She waited, barely breathing.

“I told him no. You know why?” Tomasz walked to the window, looked out at the street. His reflection in the wavy glass looked older than he was, more fragile. “My father opened this shop in 1953. Came back from the camps with nothing—no family, no home, no hope. Just a number on his arm and dreams he couldn’t talk about. Learned cobbling from a Russian who needed an apprentice, some veteran who’d lost his own family in the war. Saved for eight years to afford the lease on this space. Built every shelf in here with his own hands—you can still see where he notched the wood wrong, started over, made it fit.” He touched the window frame. “And when he died, he left it to me and Marek. Not just the business. The purpose of it. The idea that you could make a living helping people with small problems. Worn heels. Broken laces. Things that could be fixed.”

Outside, the jackhammer started up again. Testing foundations. Measuring what would hold and what would have to be cleared away.

“I don’t know if what you’re doing makes a difference,” Tomasz said. “Fixing watches, mending teacups. Maybe it’s just rearranging deck chairs on the Titanic. Maybe come October we’ll all be gone and this shop will be rubble and your brother’s towers will go up and nobody will remember we were here.” He turned from the window. “But at least it’s something. At least it says: these lives matter. These objects matter. The memories they carry matter. We’re not just obstacles to be cleared. We’re people with stories worth preserving.”

He turned from the window, his eyes bright behind the taped glasses.

“So you keep fixing, and we’ll keep cobbling, and maybe between us we’ll make enough noise that someone listens. Or maybe we won’t. But either way, we’ll know we didn’t go quiet.”

Ewa felt something crack open in her chest. Not breaking—the opposite. Like a mechanism frozen so long it forgot how to move, suddenly finding its range again. Like the first movement of a repaired watch, that tremor of resurrection.

She crossed to her workbench. Found a blank piece of paper. Wrote for a long time, crossing out, starting over, searching for words that had gone unused for three years. The pen felt strange in her hand, the act of forming sentences almost foreign after so long speaking only through gesture and silence.

Finally she handed the paper to Tomasz.

He read it aloud, slowly: “I’m not trying to stop my brother. I can’t. But I can listen to the people he isn’t listening to. I can fix what he’s breaking. And if that’s all I can do, then I’ll do it until October comes or the world changes. Whichever happens first.”

He looked up at her. “You want me to give this to the reporter?”

She shook her head firmly. Wrote on another slip: For you. For anyone who asks why I’m here.

“Fair enough.” He folded the paper carefully, tucked it in his shirt pocket over his heart. “For what it’s worth, I think your grandfather would be proud. He was the same way—believed things should be repaired, not replaced. Drove your grandmother crazy, actually. She’d want new curtains and he’d insist on mending the old ones. She’d point out that the fabric was threadbare and he’d say that just meant you could see the light through them better.”

Ewa smiled. Felt strange doing it, using muscles that had atrophied from disuse. The expression felt foreign on her face, like wearing someone else’s clothes.

The afternoon stretched into evening. Three more people came with broken timepieces. She cataloged each one, made notes in her repair log, promised return dates she’d keep. A grandmother clock that wouldn’t chime. A pocket watch with a stuck stem. Another Poljot with a shattered crystal and aspirations of running again.

When the light got too dim for close work, she packed up her tools. Each one had its place in the wooden box her grandfather had built—fitted compartments lined with felt, everything organized by function. Tweezers in order of size. Screwdrivers from finest to coarsest. The loupe in its chamois sleeve. She left money on the counter for the week’s rent, coins stacked in neat piles.

Outside, Łokietka Street was settling into dusk. Lights coming on in windows, yellow rectangles appearing in the gray buildings. The smell of someone’s dinner—onions, potatoes, something with paprika that made her stomach remind her she’d forgotten lunch. Pani Górska’s geraniums blazing red in their coffee cans despite the fact that the soil was probably exhausted, the containers inadequate, the whole setup an affront to proper horticulture.

They bloomed anyway. Defiant. Impossible.

Ewa walked home slowly. Noticed things she’d stopped seeing when she only moved between house and attic and back again, when the world had contracted to the space she could control. The way the cobblestones on this street were older than the ones on the main square—you could tell by the size, the irregular shapes that didn’t quite fit together. Pre-war paving, probably. Maybe older. Maybe from when this was all farmland and market roads, when the town was small enough that everyone knew everyone else’s business.

The carved lintel above the butcher’s shop, a date worked into the stone: 1898. Over a century of meat sold beneath that number.

The iron fence around the old pharmacy with its art nouveau curves, painted over so many times the detail was almost lost but still there if you looked. Vines and flowers wrought in metal, the kind of decorative work nobody did anymore because it was too expensive, too time-consuming, too beautiful for mere function.

All of it scheduled for demolition. All of it deemed expendable in the service of progress.

She reached the house as full dark settled. Rafał’s car wasn’t in the drive. Working late, probably. Always working. Building his future on the ruins of other people’s past.

Inside, she didn’t go up to the attic immediately. Stood instead in the renovated kitchen, looking at the granite countertops that had replaced Mama’s old tile. The stainless steel appliances that reflected her distorted image. The recessed lighting that cast no shadows, left no place for memory to hide.

All of it clean and modern and utterly without memory.

This was Rafał’s vision. Erase the old, install the new. Efficiency over sentiment. Future over past. The belief that you could demolish history and build something better on the empty ground.

He probably thought he was being kind. Helping the residents of Łokietka Street escape their crumbling buildings, their poverty, their attachment to places that were falling apart around them. Offering them a clean break, compensation, the chance to start over somewhere less burdened by the weight of what had been.

He didn’t understand that some things were worth keeping precisely because they were broken. That the cracks were where the light got in. That a teacup carried from Lwów in 1945 mattered more than all the new porcelain in the world, precisely because it was scarred, because it had survived, because someone had cared enough to save the pieces.

Ewa climbed to the attic. The stairs creaked in familiar patterns, each step with its own voice. The clocks greeted her with their chorus of ticks—unsynchronized, imperfect, alive. A hundred different rhythms insisting that time could be measured in more than one way, that there was no single correct beat.

She unwrapped Halina’s teacup. Set out her supplies on the workbench. Mixed epoxy under the lamp’s bright circle, adding hardener in precise drops, stirring until the consistency was exactly right.

And began the patient work of making broken things whole.

The handle pieces fit together like a puzzle. She held them in position while the epoxy set, her fingers steady despite the cramping. Outside, the town settled into night. The jackhammer finally stopped. Distant sounds of life—a dog barking, a car passing, someone’s television playing the evening news.

The cup would never be perfect. But it would hold tea again. And on Sunday, if Halina wanted, she could sit by her window in the building with the blue shutters and drink from her grandmother’s cup and remember that some things endure, even when everything says they shouldn’t.

Even when October was coming.

Especially then.




Chapter 2

Rain hammered the cobblestones at three in the morning, the kind of spring downpour that found every crack in old roofing, every gap in window frames, every weakness in foundations that had been settling for seventy years.

Ewa woke to pounding on the front door.

Not knocking—pounding. Fist against wood, urgent and continuous, the rhythm of panic made percussion. She sat up in the narrow attic bed, disoriented, pulled from dreams she couldn’t remember. The clocks ticked around her in the darkness, hundreds of small voices marking time that felt suddenly fragile, suddenly threatened.

The pounding continued. Insistent. Desperate.

She grabbed her robe—thin cotton, inadequate—and made her way down the attic stairs. Her feet found the steps by memory in the darkness. The house was cold. Rafał had lowered the heat again—some efficiency measure he’d explained with charts about thermal retention and cost savings that she’d ignored. Below, the pounding grew more insistent, more violent. The door rattled in its frame.

Through the front door’s glass panel she could see Tomasz Nowak, rain-soaked, wild-eyed, his glasses askew and water streaming down his face.

She yanked open the door.

“It’s Building 7,” he gasped. Water dripped from his clothes onto the threshold. His chest heaved. He’d run here, she realized. Run through the storm. “Halina’s building. The foundation—there’s water coming through the basement. The whole east wall is—you need to come. Now.”

Ewa didn’t stop to think. Grabbed her coat from the hook, shoved her feet into boots without bothering with laces. Followed Tomasz out into the rain.

They ran through streets turned to rivers. The storm drains in the old quarter had been installed in the 1960s, inadequate even then, designed for a smaller town with less concrete, more earth to absorb the deluge. Every heavy rain turned the low-lying streets into temporary ponds. But this was worse. The water was ankle-deep and rising, flowing not away but toward—

Toward Building 7.

She could see it from a block away. The Soviet-era apartment block, five stories of stained concrete and failing hope, its brutalist angles softened only by decades of weathering and the small human touches of curtains in windows, laundry lines on balconies. Lights blazing in every window now, every apartment awake. People crowding the entrance in nightclothes, some clutching belongings, all wearing the dazed expression of the suddenly homeless. The expression of refugees who hadn’t had to flee a country, just their beds.

Halina stood among them, coat over her nightgown, slippers soaked through, holding a cardboard box that was disintegrating in the rain. Water darkened the bottom, climbing the sides.

Ewa reached her, touched her arm. The coat was already soaked, cold as a corpse.

“The wall,” Halina said. Her voice was perfectly calm, which was somehow more terrifying than panic. The calm of shock, of systems overloaded. “I heard it cracking. Like ice breaking on the river in spring. That sound. I got out and called—I don’t know who I called. Everyone, maybe. The fire department, the police, my daughter in Lublin.” She looked down at the box. “I couldn’t carry more. Tried to pack but my hands wouldn’t work right.”

Fire trucks blocked the street, their lights painting everything in alternating red and white, making the rain look like blood one moment, bone the next. Police had cordoned off the building’s perimeter with yellow tape that sagged under the weight of water. And there, arguing with the fire chief, was Rafał.

He wore a rain jacket, good quality, the kind that actually kept water out. Probably had been called out of bed same as everyone else but had taken the time to dress properly. His hair was wet but not soaked. He held papers in a plastic folder—blueprints maybe, or structural reports.

He saw Ewa. Something crossed his face—surprise, then anger, then resignation. The progression of emotions so fast they barely registered before his professional mask returned.

She pushed past the police tape before anyone could stop her.

“You can’t be here,” an officer called out. Young, probably new on the force. She ignored him. Reached her brother, grabbed his arm. The rain jacket was slick under her fingers.

He turned. “Ewa. For God’s sake, go home.”

She pointed at the building. At Halina. At all of it. The gesture encompassed everything—the displaced residents, the leaning structure, the rain, the ruins of ordinary life.

“The foundation’s compromised,” Rafał said. He looked exhausted. Not just tired but hollowed out, the kind of weariness that came from fighting battles on multiple fronts. His hair was plastered to his skull from rain, his expensive jacket dark with water at the shoulders where the hood didn’t quite cover. “The east wall is buckling. They’re evacuating everyone now, but—” He stopped. Started again, choosing words carefully. “It’s not safe. The whole structure could collapse. If the foundation goes, all five stories come down.”

The fire chief approached—a thick man in his fifties, face creased with worry and the authority of too many emergencies. “Kowalski, we need you to look at the basement. The water’s coming from somewhere, and my men can’t tell if it’s just the storm or if a support’s given way. You’re the only one here who can read the structure.”

“I’ll look,” Rafał said. He glanced at Ewa. “Stay here. I mean it. This building could come down any minute.”

He followed the fire chief toward the building, sloshing through water that reached mid-calf now.

Ewa stood in the rain, watching residents stream out. Thirty people, maybe forty. An old man in a wheelchair pushed by a middle-aged woman who might be his daughter, both of them soaked, the wheelchair’s wheels creating wakes in the standing water. A young couple carrying a baby wrapped in a blanket that was already soaked, the mother’s face tight with fear, the father’s with anger. Children crying, their voices thin and lost in the rain. Someone’s cat yowling from a carrier that banged against its owner’s leg with each step, the animal’s distress adding to the chorus of displacement.

More kept coming. Each person carrying what they’d grabbed in those first panicked moments—photo albums, laptops, a violin case, a potted plant for God’s sake, the things that in crisis revealed what people truly valued.

Tomasz appeared beside her, materializing out of the rain and chaos. “They’re saying everyone has to leave. Not just tonight—permanently. Building’s condemned.”

Three months before the scheduled demolition. Three months early.

Ewa felt something cold settle in her stomach that had nothing to do with the rain soaking through her inadequate robe, through the nightgown beneath, through to skin.

Piotr Zalewski materialized out of the darkness like a vulture to carrion, camera in hand, the flash already firing. Documenting. Building his story. “Mr. Nowak. Pani Kowalska.” He had to raise his voice over the rain. “Any comment on tonight’s events? Do you think the building would have failed regardless, or did the preliminary work on the development site affect the foundation stability?”

Tomasz moved toward him, fists clenched. Ewa caught his arm, shook her head. Don’t engage. Don’t feed the narrative.

“Come on,” Zalewski pressed. Water dripped from his camera. He’d protected the equipment better than himself—professional priorities. “You’re thinking it. Everyone’s thinking it. They start testing foundations two blocks away, and suddenly this building develops critical structural failure? That’s not coincidence. That’s cause and effect.”

“That’s slander,” someone said behind them.

They turned. Rafał stood there, soaked now despite the good jacket, furious in a way Ewa hadn’t seen since they were children. The controlled professional mask had cracked. “You want to print that, Zalewski? That my company’s preliminary surveys caused this? Go ahead. My lawyers will enjoy the defamation suit.”

“Truth is a defense against defamation,” Zalewski said mildly. He was enjoying this, Ewa realized. The confrontation. The drama. Good copy. “So is speculation clearly marked as such. And I’m speculating—along with everyone else here—that the timing is awfully convenient.”

“Convenient?” Rafał’s voice went dangerously quiet, the kind of quiet that preceded violence or breakdown. “There are forty-three people who just lost their homes. Children who won’t sleep in their own beds tonight. An eighty-year-old man with mobility issues who needs to be relocated to God knows where. You think I find that convenient?”

“I think you find it expedient,” Zalewski said. He held his ground, fearless or foolish. “One less building to negotiate with. One less community meeting where residents complain about displacement and heritage and neighborhood character. Just tragedy, acts of God, nothing to be done but move everyone into temporary housing and proceed with demolition ahead of schedule.”

Rafał took a step toward him. Ewa grabbed her brother’s arm, held tight. She could feel the tension in him, muscles coiled for action.

He looked down at her hand. Then at her face. Something in his expression cracked. The anger drained away, replaced by something worse. Hurt. Betrayal.

“You think this too?” he asked. Softly. So softly she almost couldn’t hear it over the rain. “That I’d sabotage a building full of people to make my project easier?”

She didn’t answer. Couldn’t. Because the truth was she didn’t know. Didn’t know what he was capable of anymore, what lines he’d cross in service of his vision of progress. The brother she’d known as a child had vanished years ago, replaced by this stranger in expensive clothes who spoke in profit margins and development timelines.

He pulled his arm free. “I’m trying to help these people. Everything I’m doing—the development, the relocation assistance, all of it—it’s to give them better lives. Better homes. Safer structures. And you stand there thinking I’d hurt them? That I’d risk lives for what—to save three months on a construction schedule?”

The fire chief called his name. Something about water pressure, about getting pumps, about structural integrity.

Rafał turned away. Before he left, he said over his shoulder, his voice flat with exhaustion: “The basement’s flooding from a cracked water main. The crack’s been there for years—you can see the rust staining, the old repairs that failed. Tonight’s rain just finished what time and neglect started. But believe whatever you want. You will anyway.”

He disappeared back toward the building, swallowed by rain and darkness.

Zalewski was scribbling notes, his notebook protected under his jacket. “This is going to be quite the article. Brother and sister on opposite sides of a community in crisis. Family divided by progress and preservation. Very Shakespearean.”

“Get out,” Tomasz said. His voice was low, threatening. “Before I make you.”

“Public street,” Zalewski replied. But he moved away, angling for other interviews, other perspectives. The camera flashed again, capturing a mother’s tears, a child’s confusion, the perfect images of human suffering that sold papers.

Ewa turned back to the building. Fire crews were setting up pumps, running hoses into the basement. The equipment roared to life, diesel engines loud even over the rain. More residents emerged, carrying what they could—suitcases held together with belts, plastic bags bulging with clothes, a birdcage covered with a towel, the bird inside silent with fear or already dead from shock. Everything they owned that they could save in ten minutes of panic.

Halina was gone. Ewa scanned the crowd, couldn’t find her among the mass of displaced bodies.

“They took the elderly to the community center,” Tomasz said, reading her concern. “Temporary shelter until morning, then they’ll sort out longer-term housing. She’s fine. Well.” He laughed bitterly. “As fine as anyone can be who just lost their home in the middle of the night.”

Ewa pulled out her phone. Typed with cold-stiff fingers: The teacup?

Tomasz read over her shoulder. “I don’t know. Did she take it with her?”

The cardboard box. Disintegrating in the rain.

Ewa pushed back toward the building. The police tape sagged where too many people had crossed it, yellow plastic drooping under water weight. She ducked under, headed for the entrance.

“Miss, you can’t—” An officer moved to intercept her. The same young one from before.

She pointed at herself, then at Rafał by the fire trucks. The family resemblance was strong enough—same nose, same stubborn jaw, same dark eyes—that the officer hesitated.

“Two minutes,” he said. “And if I hear anything crack, you run. Don’t try to be a hero. Understood?”

She nodded.

The building’s entrance hall smelled of mildew and fear. Water had tracked across the linoleum from dozens of feet, creating a map of panic in mud and wet. The elevator was blocked off with caution tape, the doors wedged open to reveal a dark shaft. She took the stairs—concrete, brutalist, each step worn smooth in the center from decades of use. How many thousands of times had residents climbed these stairs? Carrying groceries, children, furniture, hope, exhaustion, all the weight of ordinary life.

Third floor. The corridor was dim, emergency lighting casting everything in sickly yellow. The blue shutters were visible through a window at the hall’s end.

Halina’s door stood open. Inside, the apartment was small and neat despite the sudden abandonment. Pictures on the walls—black and white photos of people long dead, their clothes and poses marking them as pre-war, probably the family from Lwów. Color snapshots of children who might be grandchildren, their faces bright with youth and certainty. A crocheted blanket on the sofa, the pattern intricate, probably handmade. Books stacked on a side table—mysteries mostly, escapist fiction.

And on the kitchen counter, the cardboard box.

Ewa crossed to it. The bottom was soggy, threatening to give way. Inside: documents in plastic sleeves, a jewelry box made of wood with a broken hinge, a prayer book with a leather cover worn soft as cloth, and—

The teacup. Still wrapped in the cloth Ewa had given her. Still broken, still waiting for repair.

She lifted it carefully. The cloth was damp but intact. The porcelain inside was safe, the fragments still in their plastic bag.

A groan echoed through the building. Not a human sound—structural. The sound of weight settling wrong, of support giving way. The sound of a building dying.

Ewa grabbed the box, cradled it against her chest. Headed for the door.

The lights flickered. Once. Twice. The yellow emergency lights dimmed, brightened, dimmed again.

She ran for the stairs. Behind her, something cracked with the report of a gunshot. Not the floor—somewhere deeper. Foundation or support beam or the skeleton of the building finally giving up its fight against gravity and time.

The stairs seemed longer going down. Three floors that stretched into infinity. Her boots slipped on water-slicked concrete. The box pressed against her ribs, the teacup inside it fragile as an egg, as hope, as everything that could be broken by carelessness or fate.

Second floor. The groaning intensified. The walls seemed to shift, just slightly, a movement felt more than seen.

First floor. The entrance hall. Almost there.

She burst out into the rain.

Rafał stood there, having apparently emerged from the basement. “What the hell were you—” He saw the box. “You went up for someone’s belongings? Are you insane? The building could have come down on top of you!”

She pushed past him, out into the street, beyond the police tape.

Behind them, the building groaned again. Louder this time. More prolonged. The fire chief was shouting, pulling his men back, getting the pumps shut down and dragged to safety. The police widened the perimeter, pushing spectators further away, their voices sharp with authority and fear.

Ewa stood in the street, clutching Halina’s box, rain streaming down her face. Watching the building that had been home to forty-three people lean slightly, almost imperceptibly, to the east. The movement was subtle but undeniable. The structure was giving up.

Rafał appeared beside her. Didn’t speak. Just stood there, equally soaked now, equally helpless before the reality of structural failure.

“Is it going to come down?” Tomasz asked. He’d followed them, kept his distance from the building but stayed close to Ewa.

“Not tonight,” Rafał said. His voice was hoarse. From shouting orders, probably, from breathing basement air thick with mold and water. “Maybe not ever. But it’s not safe. They’ll have to demolish it. Controlled demolition, not collapse, but—” He gestured helplessly at the leaning structure. “It’s gone. The building’s already dead. Now it’s just a matter of making it official.”

“Three months early,” Ewa wrote on her phone. Held it up so he could see, the screen rain-spotted and hard to read.

“I didn’t do this,” he said. “You have to believe me. I didn’t do this.”

She stared at him.

“I didn’t,” he insisted. Desperate now for her to understand, to absolve him. “You heard me tell Zalewski—the water main has been failing for years. The building inspector’s reports going back a decade show progressive foundation settling. This was inevitable. Tonight’s storm just—it was the final straw, not the cause.”

Convenient timing.

“Convenient?” His voice rose. “Forty-three people just became homeless in the middle of the night. I have to find emergency housing for all of them. Process their relocation paperwork three months ahead of schedule. Deal with the press, the city council, the insurance companies, the lawsuits that will inevitably come. You think this makes my life easier? This is a nightmare.”

I think you want the land cleared. I think this does that.

“God, Ewa.” He ran a hand through his wet hair. The gesture was so familiar—their father used to do the same thing when frustrated. “You know what? Believe what you want. You’ve already decided I’m the villain here. The evil developer who cares more about profit than people. Nothing I say will change that. You made up your mind about me years ago.”

He walked back toward the fire trucks, toward the engineers and inspectors who needed his expertise.

Tomasz whistled low. “That went well.”

Ewa looked down at the box in her arms. The cardboard was collapsing, sides bulging with water weight, the bottom ready to give way completely. She adjusted her grip, tried to support it from underneath.

“Come on,” Tomasz said. “Let’s get that somewhere dry before you lose everything.”

They walked to the cobbler’s shop. The rain was lessening slightly, down from deluge to merely heavy. Tomasz had keys—lived in the apartment above it with his brother, never married, never left the quarter in sixty-five years. The shop was his life, his home, his entire geography. He unlocked the door, turned on lights that seemed harsh after the darkness and rain, clinical and exposing.

Ewa set the box on her workbench. The bottom gave way as she did, spilling contents across the felt pad. Documents, the jewelry box, the prayer book—all damp but salvageable. The paper would wrinkle when it dried. The leather would need conditioning. But they’d survive.

And the teacup. Still wrapped. Still whole.

She unwrapped it carefully. Checked for new damage. The breaks were unchanged. The fragments she’d bagged still safe in their plastic cocoon.

“You saved it,” Tomasz said. “Halina will be relieved. That cup’s probably the only thing from Lwów she has left.”

Ewa nodded. Then, without planning it, without deciding, she began to cry.

Not dramatic weeping. Just tears, silent and steady, mixing with the rainwater still dripping from her hair, running down her face in channels that could have been either or both. She sat at her workbench with a dead woman’s teacup and cried for all of it—the building, the residents, Halina’s grandmother’s one suitcase from Lwów, the years of neglect that led to failure, the progress that demolished faster than anyone could preserve, the impossibility of holding back entropy, the futility of repair in the face of inevitable decay.

Tomasz said nothing. Went to the back, returned with a towel. Clean, smelling of detergent. Set it on the bench beside her.

She used it eventually. Dried her face, her hands, wrung water from her hair. Took a shaky breath that hitched in her chest.

“I think,” Tomasz said slowly, choosing words carefully, “that your brother might be telling the truth. About the building. About not causing it.”

She looked at him.

“But I also think,” he continued, “that he’s not entirely wrong about the timing being convenient. Not because he planned it. Not because he sabotaged anything. But because the universe has a nasty sense of irony. The moment you set up here, start making noise about preservation, showing people their broken things can be fixed—that’s when the most visible building in the quarter fails. Perfect propaganda for the demolition project. Look, they’ll say, look what happens when you try to preserve things past their expiration date. People get hurt. Better to tear it down clean than wait for collapse.”

Ewa picked up the teacup. Turned it slowly in her hands. The porcelain was cool, smooth where it was intact, rough where it was broken.

“Question is,” Tomasz said, “what do you do about it? Do you quit? Pack up your tools, go back to the attic, let Rafał proceed without opposition? Or do you double down? Fix more things, help more people, make more noise?”

She set down the cup. Found paper, wrote: I can’t stop buildings from falling.

“No,” Tomasz agreed. “But you can catch what falls. Give people something to hold onto when everything else is coming apart.” He gestured at the teacup. “That thing survived Lwów, survived forced displacement, survived fifty-three years of Sunday tea and forty years in a building that was slowly dying. It survived tonight. Because you were willing to go back for it. Because you understood it mattered.”

One teacup doesn’t matter in the face of demolition.

“One teacup matters to Halina,” Tomasz said. “And forty-three people just became refugees in their own town. They’re going to need more than relocation assistance and temporary housing. They’re going to need someone to tell them their lives here mattered. That what they’re losing is real and worth grieving. That they’re not just obstacles to be cleared for progress.”
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