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A Clock on the Landing
Philippe Lefèvre
On the landing of a crowded block, Hana keeps an old brass clock running long enough for tea, shifts, school runs, and late parcels to meet in one place. Screws, tape, a chipped enamel mug, and a stubborn habit of control turn a routine repair into a shared arrangement as neighbours trade minutes like spare change under one humming bulb.
ProseHub


    
Before the Tea
Three screws on the tray. One bent. The clock gave a thin click from the wall and missed the next beat. Hana set the tray beside the bench vice, pinched the bent screw with her tweezers, and turned the back plate with two clean twists. The brass winding key on her apron loop tapped her hip whenever she leaned, red cloth tied around it the way she kept it when a job needed both hands and a head that stayed inside the room.
Of course the building would hang its one public clock above the landing where everybody passed with groceries, laundry, complaints, and tea. Of course it would choose Sunday. Leena stood at the stair turn with a tray balanced on one palm and a notebook under the other arm, the sort of stance that said the clock was late, the tea was cooling, and somebody would explain why. 'It missed five minutes again,' Leena said. 'It missed one,' Hana said. 'Five.' 'One by its own standards.' Leena gave her the flat look she used on bus drivers and men who parked across a curb.
The case opened another inch. Dust, old oil, and warm varnish came out of the gap. The movement sat there with its teeth and pivots, smug as a cat that had knocked a glass over and was waiting for applause. A loose brass spacer rested in the tray groove, no wider than a fingernail, one edge darkened where the grease had gone sticky. It belonged deeper in the works. Right now it was a bright piece of metal taking up space like it had paid rent.
Can it be done before tea? Leena said. Yes, Hana said. That answer was free. The work was not.
Leena set the tray on the radiator cover and opened her notebook to the same page she always used when the landing clock ran wrong, a page with three columns, a thumbprint in the lower corner, and a shopping list squeezed into the margin as if groceries had to wait their turn. Hana slid the faded receipt from behind the back plate with the tip of her screwdriver. Blue print, sun-bleached almost to grey, a date from six years back, a shop on Croydon Road. Not hers. Not this clock's either, if clocks had manners.
'That one won't help,' Leena said.
'It tells me somebody else had the bad taste to touch it.' Hana folded the receipt once, then again, and tucked it into her sleeve pocket anyway. Paper with a date on it always acted as if it had a future. 'Everybody touches it. That's the issue.'
'That's because it's in the landing.' Leena tapped the notebook with one finger. 'If it keeps lying about the time, I put the form in tomorrow. The committee is done explaining personality defects to visitors.'
'It is not a personality defect.'
'No?'
'It is a mechanical one.'
That got a short sound out of Leena, a snort with no room for argument. Hana set the back plate down on the rag and lined the screws up by size, the bent one apart from the rest, the heads all facing the same way. She did that without thinking. She always did. The brass key on her apron loop knocked against the tray rim when she leaned for the peg oil, a clean little tap, and the sound put a line through the moment. Under the landing bulb, the metal moved from yellow to brown to almost black where old hands had polished it raw.
From the flat below, a kettle started up with its own sharp note. Leena’s tray held sugar, a packet of digestives, and two mugs that did not match and did not care. One of them was the chipped enamel one Hana used for screws, white once, now ringed with tea stains and a blue chip along the lip. 'You can be difficult after the tea is poured,' Leena said. 'I prefer to schedule it.'
Hana took the movement fully free and laid it on the folded cloth. The escapement sat sticky with old oil, black at the teeth, and the mainspring box had a faint rattle when she tipped it sideways. Not enough to call it damage. Enough to call it trouble. The left index finger that had broken and healed crooked caught the edge of the bridge screw once, and she shifted her grip by habit, not by patience. Her tools sat in a row on the bench edge, drill bit, oil can, pick, screwdriver, each one returned flush after use. Mess spread like gossip. She hated gossip.
The clock was older than the lift in the block, older than the new paint in the hall, older than any sensible person would keep in a shared stairwell. It had a brass face with numbers that had gone soft at the edges, and a hairline crack in the glass at seven. When it ran true, the landing changed shape around it. People moved faster. People stopped talking over one another for half a minute. Tea came out at the right temperature. The building pretended that was normal.
'If it needs a proper part,' Leena said, 'say so.'
'It needs a proper part.'
'And?'
'And I have one tray of spares, no exact match, and a hardware shop that shuts before lunch.'
'Naturally.' Leena wrote something in the notebook. 'You always keep the good news in the first drawer.'
Hana prised the dust from under the pallet fork with the corner of a rag. The movement gave a tiny objection, metal on metal, then settled. She moved the balance wheel with a fingertip and watched the arc of it slow, stall, and stop against the missing spacer. There it was. A blank slot where the machine wanted a shoulder. She held the wheel in place a beat too long, as if more pressure might make the absent thing show up out of embarrassment.
Not this time. The absence stayed absent. The clock sat open like a mouth with one tooth gone.
Leena shifted her tray from one hand to the other. 'Five minutes can become ten,' she said.
'Not if I get there first.'
'You say that like it has worked before.'
Hana did not answer. The screwdriver tip made a neat silver circle in the dust. No answer was safer than one that wandered.
Malik came up the stairs with a paper bag under one arm and a cardboard carton pinched against his ribs, his right shoulder riding a little higher than the left, the old carrying habit making a slope of him. 'Tea cargo,' he said. 'Leena texted. I can hold that if you need.'
Hana kept both hands on the movement. 'No.'
'Wasn't asking to marry it.' He leaned far enough to glance at the open clock without crossing the line of her elbow. His fingers had a dark crescent under one nail and a callus split where string or wire had rubbed too long. Music student, delivery rider, part-time fixer of anything with a screw head. He had the look of someone who could keep a box upright in a moving van by sheer insult. 'That empty spot is not supposed to be empty.'
'I'm aware.'
'You say that like I accused it.'
Leena slid the sugar packet toward the tray edge with one finger. 'He has a point, Hana.'
'He has a mouth.'
'And the mouth has a point.'
Malik set the carton on the floorboards and lifted his hands. 'Say less. I only came for tea and to carry things that aren't a lawsuit.' He tugged the paper bag open. Shortbread in a blue tin, two oranges, a jar of jam with a label half peeled off. 'I borrowed these from the shop downstairs.'
The bag opening gave off warm paper, orange peel, and sugar. Hana moved the screwdriver handle across the plate before Malik could put a finger on it. Not hard. Enough to remind. The plate made a tiny metallic complaint. His shoulder went still for one second, then relaxed again.
'He's not a thief,' Leena said.
'I didn't call him one.'
'You did with your elbow.'
Hana tightened the bridge screw one turn too far, eased it back, and set it down beside the bent screw. That was the trouble with useful people. They kept arriving with hands and opinions. The clock sat between them like a patient with bad manners. Malik pulled one chair out from the wall with his foot and sat on the edge of it, ready to lift or leave or vanish if asked. No one asked. He took the hint and the room kept its shape.
'One more turn,' Hana said, more to the metal than to either of them.
The spare washer in Hana's tin was almost the right size and ugly in the way all substitute parts were ugly, a little too flat at the edge, a little too bright in the center. She dropped it into the gap where the missing brass spacer ought to sit and held her breath only with her hands, not with her chest. The fit took. It complained, then settled. Enough. Not enough for a proper fix, enough for a test.
The balance wheel gave one clean swing. Then another. The tick came back, small and dry, like a fingernail against glass. Hana lifted her head. Leena did too. Malik did not move at all, which made him more useful than if he had done anything dramatic about it.
'Well,' Leena said.
'Yes.'
'Is that yes as in yes, or yes as in yes but?'
Hana bent over the case and nudged the washer with the tip of the tweezers. It still sat a fraction too proud. 'Yes but.'
'Honest enough.' Leena slid the notebook shut. 'If this is the version that keeps, I will call it a win and no one here will pretend otherwise.'
'It will not keep properly.'
'You say that like the block is a museum.'
'It is not.'
'Good. Museums charge.'
The receipt in Hana's sleeve had warmed from her skin. She took it out, looked at the crooked blue print again, then folded it around the bent screw and dropped both into the tool dish. Red herring. Old shop. Old grease. Nothing in it but a date and a dead end. The clock's minute hand moved a fraction, stopped, and moved again. The motion made a faint scrape where the substitute washer rubbed wrong against the bridge. A proper spacer would have sat cleaner. She had one spare part and one job that still wanted more.
From downstairs, a spoon hit a saucer. Someone laughed in the flat below, a blunt little burst that passed through the floorboards and left the landing quieter than before. Tea smells climbed up from Leena's tray, black tea, milk, orange peel, biscuit tin cardboard, and the clean edge of soap from the dishcloth she used to wipe the cups. Hana wiped the bench anyway, because the cloth had been within reach, because the rag left a damp track she could not ignore, because the table should not wear circles from other people's mugs until the job was done.
'If it starts up on its own and then stops again,' Malik said, 'that counts as drama.'
'No drama,' Hana said.
'You are standing in a landing with a clock in pieces.'
'Exactly.'
Leena took the carton from the floor and tucked it under the chair. 'We call that Tuesday in this block.'
The clock ran for a minute with no complaint. A clean minute. A proper one. The second hand made its small, neat jumps across the cracked glass while the landing held still around it, and for a moment the brass face looked almost pleased with itself. Hana let one hand rest against the bench, then lifted it again because resting invited things to go wrong. The minute hand crept past the twelve and slipped a hair behind the mark when nobody touched the case.
Leena set the tea tray on the radiator cover and poured into the chipped enamel mug Hana kept for screws, then took that same mug back and filled it with tea because the work had moved from metal to people and the same vessel could not quite keep both jobs. Malik took the unchipped mug. Leena took the one with the blue ring on the base. Ordinary choices. They made the landing feel less like a workshop and more like a room that happened to contain tools.
'If you wanted the battery model,' Hana said, 'you should have said it earlier.'
Leena gave her one look over the rim of the mug. 'I already did.'
'Again, then.'
'It says five minutes. It says ten when it feels cheeky. It says whatever time it wants and we still miss the postman.'
'Mr. Bell upstairs misses the postman on purpose,' Malik said.
'He misses everyone on purpose,' Leena said. 'He is consistent.'
That got a short laugh out of Malik, quick enough to vanish before anyone could name it. Hana kept her face on the clock. The cracked glass took the light from the landing bulb and broke it into a thin line across the face, right through the eight. No one was looking at her hands, which was better. Her left index finger lay crooked around the mug handle when she finally took a sip. The tea came down bitter and hot, with a metal note from the spoon still in the cup. Good enough.
A woman from 2B opened her door a crack, asked if the time was fixed, and went back inside when Leena said 'Mostly.' Someone else set a biscuit tin on the windowsill outside and left it there without a note. The landing filled with the ordinary noises of people staying close to their own doors. A chair leg scraped. A packet tore. The radiator knocked once and fell quiet.
Hana set the brass key back against her apron loop and tied the red cloth knot tighter with one hand. The clock kept ticking. Not right. Ticking.
Malik crouched beside the bench and reached for the movement with two fingers, then stopped before he touched it. 'You keep it this clean and it starts acting like a small prince,' he said.
'Hands off,' Hana said.
'I was obeying.'
'Good.'
'You say that like you dislike it.'
'I dislike the part where things get fingerprints before they get fixed.'
Leena tipped the last of the tea from the pot into her mug and watched the steam climb off the surface in a thin line. 'Everything gets fingerprints here. The handrail, the stair gate, that brass thing by your hip. You cannot run a building on clean gloves and a prayer.'
Hana set the screwdriver down, lifted it again, then set it down a second time because her fingers had started their own argument. The landing bulb buzzed overhead. The sound had a thin edge tonight. Maybe it was always thin and she only got the insult now. On the wall, the clock face trembled once, a tiny slip of glass on wood, and the minute hand moved past where it should have sat.
Five minutes. It was always five minutes. Not a catastrophe. Not a joke either. Just enough to make everybody slightly late and slightly annoyed, which was the sort of harm that crept in wearing slippers. The old market stall under her mother's hands had run on the same kind of damage, the sort that never broke anything all at once. One crate too warm. One customer given the wrong change. One bag of pears taken from the bottom and bruised by the time she got home. The stall had needed a pair of hands that did not chase perfection after the fruit was already soft. It had needed a rhythm. She had missed that rhythm once and the whole morning had gone wrong in a way that left no mark except in the faces of the people waiting.
The brass key on her apron loop tapped her hip when she shifted her weight. One more turn, she said to herself, not out loud. The screw fought, then yielded a fraction. A small thing. The kind that kept jobs alive. She tightened once more and stopped before the washer groaned.
'Let it sit,' Leena said. 'You keep pushing and we will end up with a clock that hates us.'
'It already does.'
'Good. Familiarity matters.'
By the time the tea tray emptied, the landing had collected the sort of visitors it always collected on a Sunday, people in slippers and socks, one boy with a sock half on and one half off, a woman carrying a jar of olives in a dish towel, Mr. Bell upstairs with his collar buttoned crooked and his newspaper folded into a strip under his arm. No one came close enough to interfere. They stood against the wall, on the bottom stair, beside the mailboxes, all of them waiting for the clock to give a clean answer.
Hana lifted the movement one more time and seated it back into the case with Malik on one side and Leena on the other. Malik took the face when she asked, which she did by pointing and saying 'Hold that.' He set both hands against the brass rim, careful with the cracked glass. His right shoulder sat high, the left lower, and the asymmetry gave him a steady stance on the narrow landing, a body used to balancing packages on buses and up stairwells. Hana tightened the mount screw. The screwdriver slipped once. She caught it, reset her grip, and did not say the thing that would have made the slip worse. Leena pressed the ladder foot with her shoe until the leg stopped skidding on the painted floorboards.
'You got it?' Malik said.
'Hold still.'
'That's not an answer.'
'It is where you are.'
That drew a breath of a laugh from somewhere near the mailboxes. The clock face went back into place. Hana gave the brass key one careful turn. The movement started. One tick. Two. Three. The hand moved with less complaint now, less of the dragging scrape that had worried the old grease loose. The sound had changed. Not fixed. Changed. There was a difference.
Leena watched the second hand cross the top of the dial. 'Five minutes can be a habit,' she said. 'Looks like this one has a job and a half.'
'It has one job,' Hana said.
'So do we,' Leena said, and set the mug down on the radiator cover without making a ring.
Hana did not answer. She wiped the screwdriver shaft on the rag, then the rag on her palm, then stopped before she made the cloth too neat. The clock kept going. The minute hand lagged by the width of a scratch, just enough to bother her and not enough to stop the room from using it. A child on the stair counted the ticks under his breath and lost track after seven. Nobody corrected him.
On the sill, the chipped enamel mug held the last brown inch of tea beside the red-tied brass key, and the minute hand moved one notch behind the mark while the landing kept its small, useful noise.
The clock kept going. That was the useful part. The less useful part sat inside the case where the substitute washer rubbed too bright and the absent spacer still left its neat gap, a gap no one could explain away with tea or good will. Hana ran her thumb over the edge of the back plate and stopped before she nicked herself on the rough screw head. The left index finger curled crooked around the rag, the healed bend catching the cloth when she wiped the bench.
Leena closed her notebook at last and tucked the pen into the spiral, a firm little click. 'I will say this once,' she said. 'If you want a day with no complaint from the committee, you need this thing to keep the same minute as the rest of us.'
'It will.'
'Will it?'
Hana tightened the red cloth around the brass key once more, not because it needed it and not because the knot had loosened, but because her hands needed something to do that did not involve the clock. 'It will do for today.'
'That is not the same.'
'No.'
'Good. We agree on something.'
Malik had already stood up and gone to the end of the landing with the empty tray under one arm, leaving a biscuit crumb on the floorboard and a small dark mark from the tea pot near the radiator. He had moved without fuss, which made the room feel less crowded and more capable of staying in one piece. Hana hated that she liked the effect. She hated that she had wanted to arrange the tray herself. She hated that it had looked easier when he did it.
Mr. Bell from upstairs put his paper under the door of his flat and shuffled back to his own room, but not before glancing at the clock and giving one nod, as if the machine had passed a test nobody had announced. The woman from 2B took the olive jar back inside and closed her door with a careful click. The boy on the stair counted to ten and started again. Ordinary things. They settled around the landing like cups set in a row.
Hana slid the back plate into her tool roll. The bench was clean enough now to show the pale ring from the mug and the line where the rag had stopped. The clock ticked in the wall. One beat late. One beat ahead. The same thing, almost. On the hook by her hip, the brass key shone under the red cloth knot, and the chipped enamel mug sat on the sill with a brown ring under it, plain and waiting.

    
A Cup Left Warm
Hardware stalls had a way of shutting early and acting insulted when anyone asked for five more minutes.
The brass bell over Rina's stall gave one dull clink when Hana pushed through the canvas flap, then another when Malik came in with the wrapped clock under his arm, and the whole row of market sheds answered with plastic rustle, a scooter cough from the lane, and the smell of paraffin hanging off the repair bin beside the till. Hana kept her hands on the coat she had used to wrap the clock, because if she took them off it Malik would offer the parcel again, and if he offered again she would refuse again, and the day would keep that shape.
'You can let me take that,' he said.
'No.'
'Say less, then. I only asked because your left shoulder is already making that face.'
'It has one face.'
'Rude face.'
Rina lifted her chin from the counter, where a black till sat beside a biscuit tin full of screws, and gave Hana a nod that moved no further than the chin. 'You still after the old parts?' she said.
'Brass spacer. Thin felt pad. Cleaning oil if you have the decent tin, not the lemon one that leaves the smell of a bus depot.'
'No one wants the lemon one.'
Hana set the wrapped clock on the little stool by the post of the stall and kept one hand on the coat, fingertips on the dented rim of the case beneath it. The shape under the cloth had gone cold on the walk over. The movement inside still wanted to carry on by itself, like a stubborn cough. Five minutes late. Six, maybe, by now.
The market aisle around them had its own rhythm. Keys in pockets. Paper sacks folding. A child dragging one trainer over wet pavement and then the other. Rina's till gave a sharp paper click each time she punched in a price, and every click sounded like a clean refusal to haggle. Hana stood with the clock at her knee, with Malik waiting one step back, with the parts tray open like a mouth that had learned to keep its own counsel, and the whole stall felt too small for all three of them.
Rina slid the tray a little closer. Inside sat felt in thin grey strips, washers in three sizes, a packet of screws with one corner split open, and a brass ring so small it could have fallen from a cheap bracelet. The ring was not the spacer. It was the sort of thing that made people say close enough if they did not care who the clock lied to. Hana did.
'If you have to ask whether the spacer is imperial or metric,' she said, 'it's the wrong drawer.'
'You say that every time,' Rina said.
'And every time someone asks, it saves us both a minute.'
Rina gave a short grunt and pulled another tin from under the counter. The lid had gone blotchy where fingers had rubbed the paint away, the tin itself more grey than green, the kind of battered steel that kept itself useful out of spite. She tipped it toward Hana. A row of felt circles lay flat inside, cut with neat holes, one side fuzzed from use, the other side darker where oil had soaked in and dried. Not enough. Nearly enough. The difference lived in the little details that caused people to lean over tables and speak in tired voices.
Hana bent to the back plate and ran her fingertip along the screw holes. The brass around them had ovalled from repeated opening, the edges worn soft enough to swallow the screwdriver bit by a fraction. Not from one repair. From many. The back plate had gone off and on so often it carried the mark of several hands, all of them impatient in slightly different ways. The old neatness of the frame had stopped being a private matter ages ago.
'Who keeps opening it?' Malik asked.
'The people who want the time right for their shifts,' Rina said. 'The people who bring it down for cleaning and then can't put the case back with any grace. The people who think a clock owes them a favour.'
Hana kept her face on the screws. That little line about the clock owing a favour took the room apart and put it back in a new order. The landing clock from chapter one had not just been worn. It had been handled. Adjusted. Poked at by neighbours with tea on one hand and complaint on the other, which made the bent screw, the scraped plate, the crooked minute hand, all of it, less like a defect and more like a history she had refused to read.
No one said that out loud. The tray stayed open. The till clicked again. Somewhere behind the stall curtain, a radio gave a burst of tinny saxophone and then sank back into static.
'You want the ugly truth or the useful one?' Rina said.
'Useful.'
'Useful is this. The exact brass spacer for that movement stopped being made before the market got the new guttering. I have a washer that will sit under it if you trim the edge. I have felt that will take oil without turning to paste. I have cleaning oil in the good tin. I do not have the spacer itself.'
Hana kept her hand flat on the coat over the clock. The leather edge of the case beneath it had a nick by the winding arbor, and the nick had a little white line in it where old grease had dried. No exact part. Of course. The day preferred the kind of failure that left you one step from useful.
Malik looked down into the tray and then at Hana's left hand, the crooked finger bent against the coat seam. 'You can still make it keep for now,' he said.
'Now is not the job.'
'It is if the committee meets tomorrow.'
She kept her eyes on the tray. How did he know that. The screen in her pocket buzzed once, a tight brief pulse against her thigh, and she did not take it out yet. Leena's messages had a way of becoming arguments before the first word finished loading.
Rina reached under the counter again and drew out the lemon tin by mistake, then corrected herself with a face that did not bother to hide the mistake. 'Not that one,' she said, and dropped the tin back under the table. 'The other one.'
'You keep the lemon tin for punishment,' Malik said.
'For customers who think they need perfume with their screws.'
Hana took the good tin when it came out. The lid lifted with a dry scrape. Cleaning oil sat inside, amber and plain, and a folded paper label had been pressed into the lid with a thumbnail, the corner browned from hands. She set the brass spacer ring back into the tray and let it roll once against a screw head. It clicked. Not the right click. A smaller one.
'If I sand the washer,' she said.
'It will sit better,' Rina said.
'And if it wears too fast?'
'Then you come back and buy me coffee as apology.'
That earned a short snort from Malik. Hana did not answer. The top shelf behind Rina held a row of ignition coils, three bent bicycle spokes, and a bakelite switch with one missing screw, all of it lined up with the sort of care people gave to things they still expected to save. The stall had become a place where wrong parts went to wait for a second chance at usefulness, and there it was, on the counter, blunt enough to sting.
The phone buzzed again. Hana took it out this time. Leena's message sat on the screen in three hard lines. The committee meeting had shifted to tomorrow morning. The battery model was already in the corridor cupboard. If the clock still lied, the form would go through at noon.
No long speech. Leena had never needed one. The time had moved closer while Hana stood under the stall roof with a clock in a coat and a tray full of almost-parts. That changed the shape of the errand at once. Before, it had been one more repair before tea. Now it had a deadline with a chair under it.
Malik leaned in just enough to read the screen, then leaned back at once. 'That is rude,' he said.
'It is practical.'
'It is both.'
Rina closed the tray. 'Battery model?' she said.
'Hm.' Hana slid the phone away.
'You people love a wall box that takes one screw and three lies,' Rina said. 'When that thing goes up, everyone pretends it has always been there.'
Hana took the cleaning tin, the packet of felt, and the substitute washer ring in one hand. With the other, she reached for the wrapped clock. Malik beat her to the parcel and lifted one side before the full weight settled. He stopped there, not dragging it away, just holding the line of it steady while she adjusted the coat around the frame. The parcel looked almost soft when he carried it. That irritated her more than it should have.
'You want help, you can say so,' he said.
'I know how to say things.'
'Sure.'
'You do not have to hover.'
'I'm not hovering. I'm standing.'
He had the kind of patience that made her want to turn the bench over. One shoulder stayed higher than the other from years of lifting bags and boxes, and when he shifted his weight the soles of his trainers gave one small squeak on the market boards. The sound got under her skin. Everything did, today.
Rina rang up the parts. The till made its short paper cough and spat a receipt with the same briskness a machine used for people it had no interest in remembering. Hana dropped the receipt into her pocket without looking at the total yet. The numbers would be there later, whether she liked them or not.
Outside, the lane had thinned. A van door slammed somewhere down by the alley. Malik held the parcel under one arm and the bag of parts under the other, and the three of them stood for one beat too long under the stall awning, as if leaving required one final agreement no one wanted to write down.
The back room of the stall was narrower than the front and much more honest about it. Shelves ran from floor to shoulder height, and every shelf carried a different sort of regret, from cracked fuses in cardboard sleeves to bicycle bells that still had dents in their domes, to a plastic tub full of keys without doors. Hana moved along the row with her fingertips grazing the fronts of the bins, not because she needed to touch everything, but because the bins kept their own temperature and she wanted the difference between one and the next.
Rina went ahead with the little tin of oil under one arm. 'The drawer on the left has the odd bits,' she said. 'The odd bits are the ones people swear they will come back for and never do.'
'Comforting,' Malik said.
'It should be.'
Hana pulled a shallow drawer open. A scatter of brass washers lay inside like small coins that had forgotten the shape of money. A length of fine spring wire sat coiled beside two ferrules, and under that, wrapped in brown paper, a small pack of felt circles stamped with a maker's code so old the ink had gone to dust. She bent over the drawer and the smell changed, oil and paper and the faint mineral bite of old steel, a smell that had the same effect on her lungs as a room with too many closed windows.
Defamiliarization had a way of making a person angry at normal things. The drawer was not a drawer now. It was a mouth with teeth sorted by size. The screws were not screws. They were little blunt animals kept from running off by the weight of their own heads. The washer she needed sat somewhere between those two ideas, a round thing the movement would agree to use if she filed the edge thin enough to stop it from dragging. That was the sum of it.
Rina lifted a black tray from the lower shelf and tipped it toward Hana. 'This came off a set of old regulator movements,' she said. 'Too thick, really, but if you polish the lip it will sit without fouling the bridge. If you want exact, you want a man in Deptford who still keeps the old gauges. He charges by the hour and by the size of his temper.'
'How useful.'
'He is useful if you do not bring him questions.'
Malik picked up one of the ferrules, turned it once between finger and thumb, and put it back where he had found it. 'Say less, then. She only wants the part.'
Hana gave him a look and kept digging. Under the felt pack there was a cardboard sleeve with the kind of label that still used a serif font no one printed anymore. The felt circles inside sat flatter than the ones in the front tray, tighter cut, less fuzz at the edge. She set them beside the black tray and compared the sizes with the body of the spacer ring. Nearly. Not exact. Useful enough to buy time.
Rina had already gone back to the till. The machine gave its dry cough again, the small sound of permission being typed into a box. Hana took the sleeve of felt, the black tray, and the good tin of oil to the counter. Malik followed with the wrapped clock, careful now, and set it on the stool without being asked. No grand help. A little one. It stood there anyway.
Hana lined the parts up on the counter with the kind of order she used when a job had begun to misbehave. Felt squares at left. Washers in the middle. Cleaning oil to the right. The substitute ring sat on the paper receipt, because the receipt had already earned its way into a corner and did not deserve to be useful. A bad habit. She kept the receipt there anyway.
Malik stayed beside the stool, not close enough to be in the way and not far enough to vanish. 'You can let me carry it home,' he said.
'No.'
'You keep saying that like it costs less each time.'
'It does if I say it quickly.'
He gave a short breath through his nose. 'You really would rather wrestle stairs alone than let somebody hold the bottom end.'
'No one asked you to stay.'
'You are not good at asking.'
That one landed clean. Hana took the cleaning tin and unscrewed the cap. The oil inside had the colour of old honey. She put two drops onto the felt with the corner of a screwdriver blade and watched the circle darken at once, the fibres drinking it in with no fuss. Useful. Not enough. Never enough on the first pass.
The corner of the receipt had stuck to her thumb. She pulled it free and put it in her coat pocket without reading the total. The paper had that dry brittle feel old till slips got when they had been folded and unfolded too many times. It should have gone into the bin with the bent screw from chapter one, the one she had dropped into the tool dish after the failed wash. Instead it stayed on her. Bad choice. Small one. Enough to keep the day from going neat.
Rina pushed the calculator toward herself and tapped the amount with one finger. 'That is as close as I can get without making a religion out of it,' she said.
'I am not asking for religion.'
'Good. I do not do refunds on religion.'
Malik let out one short laugh, then went quiet. Outside the back room, a delivery bike rattled over the market paving, the chain giving a metallic cough of its own. Hana carried the bag of parts in one hand and the wrapped clock in the other. The parcel had gone heavier, or her grip had gone worse. Either way, the elbow on her left side began its own narrow complaint as soon as she lifted. She did not hand over the weight.
'You can say yes and keep your pride,' Malik said.
'I can also keep walking.'
She did. The door flap moved over them, and the market noise came back in the thin careful pieces that fit around bodies leaving a stall.
The lane outside had gone smaller. That was all. The battery model in the corridor cupboard had made the block smaller too, in a different way.
The walk back took less time than the search and more patience than either of them wanted to spend. Hana carried the parts bag against her coat so the little brass ring would not rattle against the oil tin and give her one more sound to resent. Malik kept the wrapped clock at his side until the stairs narrowed, then offered the parcel again with the same open hand he had used in the stall.
'No,' she said.
'Say less. Fine.'
He sounded amused, which made the refusal sit worse in her chest. The alley behind the market had two bins, a broken crate, and a poster half torn from the wall that showed some boy in a too-clean jacket pointing at a phone that probably cost more than the till in Rina's stall. Hana did not look at the poster for long. Posters were bad at staying in their own lane.
At the corner, the old newsagent had folded its shutters halfway and left a wedge of light on the pavement. Someone inside was counting change into a saucer, the metal clicking against porcelain with a speed that turned into a rhythm before anyone had time to name it. The sound dragged a memory out of her coat pocket, not a full one, just a shape. Her mother at the market table. Peaches, a scale, a cardboard flap used as a sunshade. The stall had always run on small acts of control, paper sacks tied tight, strings cut even, coins stacked in a row so nobody could claim a mistake after the fact. When she missed the timing back then, the whole stall had gone slack for the afternoon. That was the part that stayed. Not the shouting. The slack.
She put the receipt between her thumb and forefinger and folded it once more without reading it. The paper gave a tiny crack along the crease. Old till slips always crack like that when they get asked to keep being useful after the event has passed. It was easier to keep it than to throw it away. Easier, and worse.
Malik walked beside her with the bag of parts. 'You know,' he said, 'if you keep carrying the clock by yourself and the screw holes strip, you'll get to blame no one but your own stubbornness.'
'It already has your fingerprints on it from the stall.'
'Rude.'
'Correct.'
A bus hissed at the stop ahead. The door folded open with a wheeze. Malik lifted the clock a fraction higher to dodge a passerby, then handed it back when the path cleared. The motion took two seconds. The aftertaste of it took longer.
By the time they reached the block, the day had narrowed to concrete steps, one delivery flyer on the floor, and the low smell of boiled cabbage from somewhere below. The building waited with its own patient noise. Pipe knock. Lift groan. Someone upstairs dropping a spoon. All of it ordinary. All of it in the wrong order for her temper.
The landing had the smell it always had after lunch, tea skin and radiator dust and wet wool drying in the hall below. Hana set the parts bag on the bench by the wall and put the wrapped clock down beside it without looking at Malik. He shifted the parcel onto the radiator cover, then stood with both hands empty, which should have made her less bothered and somehow did the opposite.
Leena was not there yet. Good. The stairwell stayed ours, which was the closest the block ever came to privacy. Hana took the clock out of its coat and laid it flat on the folded rag. The brass key on her apron loop knocked once against her hip when she bent. She moved the good tin of oil to the left, the substitute washer to the middle, the felt to the right, then changed the order twice because the first layout had not pleased her. Small tyranny. Same as ever.
Malik leaned his shoulder against the wall by the stair rail. The rail had a nick in the paint that caught on fabric, and he shifted once when it pulled at his shirt. 'You can let me hold the face while you work,' he said.
'You keep saying that.'
'Because it keeps being true.'
'You are not the one with the screwdriver.'
'Somebody has to keep the thing upright.'
Hana untied the red cloth from the brass key and wrapped it around her left hand instead, not because the cloth needed it, because the hand did. The finger that had healed crooked always pressed the wrong way when she tightened a screw, and tonight it wanted to catch on every edge. She set the key down on the sill and lifted the back plate again. The ovalled holes at the bridge plate stared back at her, each one worn by repeated hands and repeated corrections.
So that was where the story had been hiding. In the wear. In the people. In the days when someone in the block had decided the clock should speak for them and then changed the time with a screwdriver because the rest of the building was late for everything anyway.
She did not say any of that. The room had enough talk in it already.
The mop bucket in the corner had a ring of yellowed water at the bottom. She ignored it. The window latch by the landing was stiff and needed one hard tug to open. She ignored that too. Everything that waited for a hand could wait longer.
'On the dot tomorrow,' Leena had texted. 'No excuses.'
The screen had gone dark again.
Hana slid the felt into place, then stopped. The substitute washer needed thinning. The ring sat a hair too proud, the same way a hat sat on a wrong head. That would have to be filed. There was no quick route around it. Rina's comment about coffee as apology returned in a narrow line, sharp enough to irritate. She took the small file from her roll and worked the edge of the ring against the cloth, tiny grey curls gathering on the rag like cut nails.
Malik stayed quiet. For once he kept the kind of silence that did not demand an answer.
The file bit. The ring gave a little, then gave a little more, until the edge turned from sharp to fair, and the whole thing sat lower in her hand than it had at the stall. Enough to test. Not enough to trust. The oil tin opened with a clean metal twist and the smell came up warm and old-fashioned, the smell of drawers and hinges and the inside of shops where nothing was ever new but some things still worked.
Hana put one drop on the felt, then another on the arbor, and the whole movement changed temper at once. The gears stopped dragging at the edge where they had snagged before. Good. Not perfect. She lifted the balance wheel, set the trimmed washer beneath the bridge, and tightened the screw just enough to seat it. The screw fought twice, then settled into the ovalled hole with a tiny shift that made her mouth go dry.
'Hold the face,' she said.
Malik came off the wall and took the brass rim with both hands. His right shoulder stayed higher, the left lower, the whole of him made to hold things steady on a stair without bragging about it. The cracked glass rested against his palms. He was careful. Too careful, which was its own kind of insult and also the only reason the thing stayed in one piece while Hana worked.
The chipped enamel mug sat on the radiator cover with two brass screws in its bottom and one half ring of tea still clinging to the white inside. She had used it for screws on the stall counter and then forgotten it in the parts bag until now. The mug had changed jobs without comment. It looked rough in a useful way, rim bitten out, blue chip on the lip, the same old circle of tea stain on the side. She tipped the last of the cleaning oil into it, just enough to rinse the file clean, and the metal smell crossed with tea and gave the whole mug a second life for one minute.
That was the thing with objects people kept around. They learned more than one purpose if the room was short of options.
Leena's message still sat in the pocket of Hana's coat, the screen dark, the words waiting there like a bill. Tomorrow morning. Noon. The battery model in the cupboard corridor. All of it sitting close to her hands while the movement came together again.
Rina's substitute ring was ugly. The felt was a touch too thin. The brass spacer hole still wanted a better fit. Fine. The clock would keep wrong for a while and then a little less wrong, and that would have to count. She tightened the bridge screw one last half turn and stopped before the head stripped.
'Good?' Malik said.
'We will see.'
He gave a tiny snort that passed for agreement. The landing behind them held its breath in the ordinary way a stairwell does when two people stop speaking over a shared task.
The first tick after the repair came too clean to trust. Then the second. Then the third. The minute hand started up without the old scrape, moved past the cracked line in the glass, and carried on as if nothing in the case had ever asked for permission to move. Hana kept one hand near the bridge screw and the other on the bench, ready to snatch the whole thing apart if the movement gave up and stuttered again.
It did not.
That was the trouble. It ran. It ran clean enough to make the room feel slightly staged, like a kitchen after somebody had wiped the worktop and left the cloth folded in a square beside the sink. The landing knew how to perform for the first minute after a repair. The real test came later, when heat from the radiator rose under the wall and the stairs filled with people and someone opened their front door too hard. This minute was only the first one.
Malik let go of the brass face and flexed his fingers once. He had a line of dust across the side of his thumb from the rim. 'That counts,' he said.
'For now.'
'You keep adding that line.'
'Because it keeps being true.'
He gave her a look that would have been smug if it had not sat on the edge of tired. The left side of his collar had gone damp from carrying the parcel and the bag of parts, and the fabric stuck against the curve of his neck. Hana reached for the rag, then stopped. He could wipe his own collar. She did not need to do it for him. She did not need anything from his hands except the small careful holding he had already done.
A delivery app chirped somewhere below in the street, sharp and electronic, and the sound cut across the stairwell like a thing with no manners. The building answered with its usual noises. One pipe knock. A spoon on a saucer. Footsteps on the flat above, paced out by somebody who lived alone and needed the floor to admit it.
The mug on the radiator cover held its tea ring at one side and the oil sheen at the other. The chipped lip pointed toward the clock, plain as a witness. Hana wiped the file clean and put it back into the roll. The roll took the tool without fuss. Good cloth. Good habit. Bad day.
Malik opened his mouth, shut it again, then said, 'I can stay if you want me to hold it a bit longer.'
'You can go if you want.'
'Sure.'
He did not move. Neither did she.
The clock kept ticking on the bench between them, the sound small and even, and the landing stayed quiet enough to pass for rest.
The minute hand moved another notch. Hana stood with the screwdriver in one hand and the rag in the other, the bridge screw sitting flush for once, the substitute washer hidden where it ought to be, and the case making no complaint that reached her ears. The whole thing had gone calm in a way that made the back of her neck go tight.
Not solved. Just quiet.
Leena still had a battery model in the corridor cupboard. The committee still had a form on a desk somewhere upstairs. Tomorrow still existed. Those were not abstract threats. They sat in the block with everyone else, one cupboard, one table, one morning away. Rina's ugly ring bought time, and time was all a clock ever really sold.
Malik glanced at her and then at the mug on the radiator cover, where the half ring of tea had dried into a brown crescent. He picked up the mug, turned it once, and set it back down in the same place. The blue chip on the lip caught the stairwell light. For a second the mug looked like any other chipped mug in any other kitchen, a thing too ordinary to argue with. Then the oil smell rose from it again and the room turned back into a worktable.
'Hungry?' he said.
'No.'
That was a lie with no use in it. Her stomach stayed full of metal and tea. He took the answer and did not bother her with a second question. Good of him. Or tired. Hard to tell the difference tonight.
The landing settled around them. A door closed below with a padded thud. Somebody's radio murmured through a wall and then cut off. The clock on the bench held its beat, clean enough for a child to count and wrong enough by a hair to keep Hana irritated if she stared at it too long.
She slid the red cloth back around the brass key and tied the knot with one slow pull. Malik stayed by the wall with his empty hands at his sides, the good shoulder still a little higher than the other, and the silence between them made room for the clock's tick without helping it at all.

    
Five Minutes Fast
Who kept turning it five minutes fast?
The question sat in the screws.
Hana had the back plate off before the stairwell fully emptied from the tea. The brass face was turned to the wall, the case open on the folded rag, and the little gear teeth lay under the landing bulb with their old grease and bright edges, a tidy mess that kept itself useful by refusing to look important. The brass winding key on her apron loop tapped her hip whenever she bent. Red cloth. Same knot as last night. She set the key on the bench, turned it once between finger and thumb, and let the sound of metal on wood settle the room. The movement ticked under her left wrist. Not steady enough. Not wrong enough to be simple.
Inside the back plate, a pencil line cut across the oil stain. 07:10. Another line below it. 22:40. A third, half rubbed by a screw head, with the top of a seven and the loop of a four. Different hands. Different pressure. One tail long and serious, one narrow and sharp, one almost dragged. No one did that to a clock for fun. The numbers sat there like marks on a wall after a chair had been moved too many times.
She ran the tip of her screwdriver around the rim of the bridge screw. Old burrs lifted under the nail and stayed there. The key gave a small tap against the bench when she shifted her weight. Sound first. Always sound first. The click of the escapement, the scrape of the case, the thin ring of a loose washer if she nudged it too hard. Colour came later, if it came at all. Warm brass. Oily black. Tea stain on the rag. The smell of old varnish rising from the wood when the case opened. Touch after that. Never before.
A strip of masking tape clung under the lower lip of the plate, cream turned grey at the edges, the adhesive dusted with lint and old lint turned dark. She caught one corner with the screwdriver blade and lifted it free a finger-width at a time. Three times written on the tape in different hands, the ink blunted by the grain of the paper. Seven ten. Ten fifteen. Twenty two forty. Each number sat under the next with just enough space to keep its own shape. One strip. Three times. No explanation. The tape kept its curl the way a cheap receipt did after it had lived too long in a pocket.
Under the tape, the oldest mark stayed in the wood. A pencil note so shallow the grain had half-eaten it. Someone had pressed hard once, then not come back to finish the line. Too faint to read. Too old to ask about. It stayed where it was while the clock kept its little dry tick on the bench and the landing, for once, did not give her an argument.
Good. Not good. Useful.
Leena came up the stairs with a tray in one hand and the same flat look she used on bus drivers who pulled out before the door closed. The tea sloshed once against the side of the pot and left a brown line on the tray cloth. She stopped on the landing, one hand on the rail, the right knee taking a second before it settled under her. Wet days made it stiffer. Today was not wet. Bodies did their own weather.
'You found the tape,' Leena said.
Hana held the strip flat with the brass key. It no longer looked like a repair part. It sat across the counter like a narrow lane of paper with three times written on it, one above the other, each hand leaving a different pressure. The old note in the wood stayed under the back plate, too faint for the eye and too stubborn for the fingers. Leena put the tray down beside the bench and lifted the teapot lid with her thumb. Steam rose, then thinned against the hall bulb.
'There were three marks inside the case,' Hana said.
'Only three?' Leena said.
'Had you hoped for more.'
'Not hoped. Expected.' Leena took the notebook from under her arm and laid it open on the radiator cover, where a shopping list sat in one column and meeting times in another. 'The clock has been opened since the lift failed. Mr Bell did it first because his radio alarm was off by seven minutes and he blamed the wall. I did it after that because the school run moved earlier and no one in this building likes missing a bus by one stop and two minutes. Malik did it when the night drop shifted and the shop keeper downstairs stopped holding parcels after ten.'
Hana kept the screwdriver on the rag. It wanted to roll. She pinched the shaft with two fingers until it stayed put.
'That is not a repair,' she said.
'No.' Leena took a mug from the tray and set it down in the same ring-shaped spot where the tea had marked the radiator cover last Sunday. 'That is a building making do.'
The words sat there with no room for reply. The clock on the bench ticked in its own small, dry line. Five minutes fast. Five minutes late. The same lie in a different coat.
Leena pointed at the tape with her chin. 'Someone wrote those times for a reason.'
'And the reason is?'
'The block.'
Malik came up ten minutes later with a paper bag under one arm and his right shoulder riding a little higher than the left, the old load-bearing habit making a slope of him that never quite went away. He nodded at the open case, the tape, the tea tray, then at Hana as if all of it had already been discussed and only the last sentence was missing.
'Say less,' he said when Leena opened her mouth.
That pulled one short sound from the older woman, the sort that held a laugh and a warning in equal parts. Malik set the paper bag beside the radiator and tipped it open. Bread, a bruised pear, a packet of butter, and two jam tarts wrapped in wax paper. Shop leftovers. Not quite a gift. Not quite not.
'You need more hands in here,' he said. 'That thing is looking at you like it owns the landing.'
'It does not,' Hana said.
'Could have fooled me.' He leaned over the back plate, stopped before his fingers crossed into her space, and pointed with one knuckle at the tape. 'Those are shifts. That one there is my last drop. Ten forty, if the café downstairs decides to keep the delivery window and not invent a new one because of weather or mood.'
'You are late by default,' Leena said.
'On purpose,' he said. 'It saves disappointment.'
Hana lifted her eyes once and put them back on the tape. He made a game of everything. That should have been irritating. It usually was. Today it sat alongside the marks and the tea stain and the old note in the wood, and the shape of the whole thing changed. No one had been using the clock as a monument to exactness. It had become a shared cheat, a little wall face that bought people a minute or five or ten before a bus door shut or a child came down the stairs with one sock on and one sock off.
That made the battery model in the corridor cupboard look even duller.
Leena saw the expression that Hana did not bother to hide and gave her a long look over the mug rim. 'Do not start.'
'I did not say anything.'
'Your face did.'
'It only has one face,' Malik said.
'Rude face,' Leena said.
The tape curled at the edge under Hana's thumb. She pressed it flat with the brass key. The key had stopped being a tool for a second and become a weight, a paperweight with scratches. That felt wrong and useful at once. The old note in the wood stayed under the case lid, unreadable, while the three times on the tape sat in plain sight. The clock had not been wrong. It had been shared.
By the time the tea was poured, two more doors had opened on the landing. Mrs Adeyemi from 2B stood in her slippers with a cardigan buttoned crooked, one hand on the frame and the other holding a blue pill box. Mr Bell from upstairs leaned over the rail in his socks, the newspaper folded under his elbow, looking less like a man than a folded opinion. No one had been invited in any official sense. The building did that to itself.
Leena tapped the notebook with her pen. 'Whoever wrote the times on the tape,' she said, 'write the rest of them here. School run, shift, parcel, pill, whatever it is. The clock is only useful if the minute on the wall is the minute someone needs.'
Hana set the screwdriver down and stood back from the bench. The room around the clock had gone tight with bodies and cups and the smell of tea, butter, printer paper from Mr Bell's newspaper, and the faint medicinal smell from Mrs Adeyemi's pill box, a smell like chalk left in a wet hand. The brass face on the bench had become just another object among them, a round thing with a cracked glass and a stubborn movement inside it. One object among many. That was the shift. It made her skin go dry.
Mrs Adeyemi came in first. 'Mine is seven twenty,' she said. 'Not because I like being early. Because the lift takes its own time and if the driver is already in the lobby, I have no room for that nonsense.'
Leena wrote it down.
Mr Bell gave a snort. 'Ten to eight for the postman if he comes on foot. If he rides, he ignores us entirely.'
'You ignore him back,' Leena said.
'Naturally.'
Malik lifted one shoulder and rubbed the back of his neck. 'Ten forty for the drop,' he said. 'If the café starts getting clever, I want a cushion.'
'You want a cushion for everything,' Leena said.
'Say less.'
That got another short sound from the older woman. Hana took the mask of the moment off the bench and laid the tape strip across the radiator cover. The time marks no longer looked like mistakes. They looked like stops on a line nobody had printed up for them. The idea was ugly and practical, which made it hard to argue with.
A strip of builder's tape lay beside the tea tray now, pale against the dark wood, and each hand that reached for the pen left a different pressure on the paper. The landing had turned into a small office without a door, all list and cup ring and little complaints. Strange. Ordinary too.
The next hour passed in pieces.
People came up, went back down, and came up again with a number remembered from the kitchen wall, a number written on the back of a bus ticket, a number kept in a phone with a cracked screen and a dead battery that still held the last date on the lock screen. Hana wrote them on fresh strips of masking tape and stuck them to the radiator cover, then pulled them off and moved them when the order rubbed her wrong. Seven ten. Seven twenty. Ten to eight. Ten forty. Two fifteen. Four thirty. Twenty two forty. Different rooms. Different habits. The same narrow corridor of paper.
The key on her apron loop had stopped being a thing to turn. She pulled it free, set it flat across one strip of tape, and let the brass weight the paper while she wrote the next time down. No winding. No click. Just a small warm piece of metal stopping the curl from coming back. It sat there like a coin laid on a receipt, or a seal on a letter no one was sending. The change in use made the part look almost embarrassed.
Leena stood behind her with the notebook open and the pen tucked behind one ear. The right knee gave a tiny pause each time she shifted her weight. Malik used his elbow to hold the stair door open for a woman carrying laundry, then swung back in with a plastic bowl of olives someone had sent up from downstairs. Nobody talked over anybody else for long. The room had no room for that. The block had its own timetable, one made of small concessions and borrowed minutes. Right now it was making itself legible on tape.
Hana wrote one more number and stopped. Under the back plate, the old pencil mark stayed inside the wood. No one claimed it. No one asked. The piece of tape on the radiator cover held three hands' worth of numbers already, and one edge had gone damp where somebody set a tea cup on it by mistake.
'You are making a mess of my neatness,' she said.
Leena gave her the same look she had given the delivery rider last Sunday. 'Your neatness is not the only thing in this building.'
That line should have gone harder than it did. Instead it sat there with the jam tart smell and the tea steam and the damp from the radiator ring. The landing knew how to keep a body busy while a bigger thing changed shape in the background. Good trick. Bad habit. Useful either way.
After the last cup went cold, the landing quieted without becoming empty. That was the odd part. Mrs Adeyemi went back downstairs with her pill box held to her chest. Mr Bell folded his paper and tucked it under his arm with the look of someone who had lost a debate but not the habit of starting another. Malik took the jam tart wrapper to the bin by the lift and came back wiping sugar from one thumb on the side of his jeans. Leena sat on the top stair for a minute, her notebook across her knee, and let the room breathe around her.
Hana stayed by the bench. The tape strips lay in a row on the radiator cover now, a pale stack of narrow lanes with black ink and one tea ring on the edge of the top strip. The battery model in the corridor cupboard had become a proper shape in her head, a square grey thing that took one screw and no argument, and the thought of it made her throat work once against nothing useful. She did not reach for the cupboard key. She did not go down the corridor either.
The old note inside the clock case remained where it was, shaved nearly flat by years and fingers and wood grain. Too faint. Too old. It stayed there while the new tape brightened in the hall light and the screws sat in their dish like small blunt seeds. The idea of opening the whole thing one more time and pretending the answer lived in the movement alone had gone hollow. Right job. Wrong scale.
That was the trouble. The clock had never been one person's object, and it had never kept one person's time. Hana's version of proper did not include three windows, a lift that stopped half a floor high, a delivery window that shifted with the café owner’s temper, or a postman who arrived early enough to make people run. It included good tolerances and clean gears and one exact minute shared by nobody else. The block did not live there.
She picked up the brass key again. Turned it once. Not to wind. Just to give her hand something with edges. The metal was warm from her palm before she had been holding it a second, and the heat made the red cloth knot around her apron lie flat against her hip. The key no longer belonged only to the clock. It had become a small weight on a strip of tape, a marker for a list, a thing that kept a paper line from rolling away. Better than a lock. Worse for her pride. Fine.
'You are going to need a bigger ladder,' Malik said from the rail.
'For what?' Hana said.
He tipped his chin toward the clock case, which still sat open on the rag like a patient that had not yet agreed to leave the room. 'For the answer.'
By four, the landing had the look of a place preparing for a small fair it did not want to call a fair. Cups on the radiator. Tape strips along the bench. The blue pill box on the windowsill. A biscuit tin with screws sorted by size. Hana had written the times twice, once in her own cramped hand and once in the slower block letters Leena used when the line on the page wanted respect. The two versions did not match exactly. That irritated her. It also made the strip easier to read from the stairwell.
Leena took the notebook back and ran one finger down the list. 'You can put the five minutes in,' she said.
'What five minutes?'
'The cushion. The thing you keep pretending is a fault.'
Hana kept her hand on the bench. The wood was warm from the radiator, slightly rough where the finish had worn through under the tape roll. That five-minute cushion had kept a lot of people out of trouble. It had also given her a reason to keep the clock open and the screws arranged by size, as if exact work could solve a room full of need. The thought sat in the chest without words. Not gratitude. Not agreement. A different shape.
Malik came down one step to rest his weight on the rail, then went back up again because the step boards complained under his trainers. 'If you want the tape by the clock tomorrow,' he said, 'I can bring a roll.'
'Stay out of it,' Hana said.
'No.'
That got another look from Leena. Not anger. The sort of practical look that had hauled more buses to the depot than any speech ever could. She put the pen back in the spiral, then closed the notebook with one hand.
The tape on the radiator cover had become a narrow record of a building that could not agree on one minute and did not want to. Fine. That was a story too, if anyone had the patience to read it. Hana did not say that. The room had enough language in it already.
The brass key sat beside the strips of masking tape now. Not in the clock case. Not on the apron loop. On the wood. A weight. A marker. The warm metal left a shallow shine on the paper where it rested. She should have put it away. She did not. Small wrong choices. They kept a day from going neat.
Leena waited until the landing was nearly quiet again before speaking. That was her habit when she wanted the thing said plain. The right knee gave one short pause as she stood from the stair, then straightened under her. She slid the notebook under her arm and looked at the open clock case with the same expression she gave a timetable when it started thinking it owned the bus.
'If the committee sees that battery model in the cupboard,' she said, 'they will stop pretending the old clock matters. You know that.'
'Yes.'
'You also know the landing clock is not your private job.'
Hana kept the screwdriver in her hand and let the steel sit against the palm. Cold, then warmer. That was all it did if she did not turn it.
'It is broken,' she said.
'It is shared.'
No one in the landing made a sound at that. Malik stopped halfway down the stairs with the plastic bowl in his hand. Mrs Adeyemi's door, still ajar from the tea run, closed a fraction more. The clock on the bench ticked with the substitute ring in place, a little more even than before and still wrong by the width of a scratch. Shared. That was the thing no one had put on the first repair bill.
Leena lifted the masking tape strip from the radiator cover and held it between two fingers. The black ink, the blue ink, the blunt pencil. All of it on one narrow paper road. 'Bring the ladder tomorrow morning,' she said. 'Bring the tape. Bring the good screwdriver, not the one with the chipped handle. We write the times down where everybody can see them before the committee gets there.'
Hana looked at the strip in Leena's hand. The numbers sat there, blunt and domestic, no grand shape to them at all. Seven ten. Ten fifteen. Twenty two forty. Enough to make a plan. Enough to make a fight if the wrong person got to the cupboard first.
Leena folded the tape once and pressed it flat against the notebook. 'On the dot,' she said. 'No excuses.'

    
Setting It by Hand
The third rung bit her shin. No one moved the ladder.
The landing had been stripped down to its bones for the job: tea tray on the radiator cover, tape strips on the bench, the grey battery box still shut inside the corridor cupboard, and the old clock face resting face-down on the folded rag like a plate turned over after supper. Hana kept one hand on the ladder rail and one hand on the cloth in her pocket, the folded cleaning rag she had brought from the stall and never put away, because the shape of it in her coat pocket felt like a spare corner of the room.
Leena stood at the foot of the ladder with her notebook under one arm and her right knee set stiff against the first step, that familiar pause before the joint agreed to carry her weight. Mrs Adeyemi was by the mailboxes with her pill box open in one palm. Mr Bell held his newspaper against his chest like it might escape. Malik stood to the left of the ladder, not touching it yet, looking up through the open case and the moving hands of the people around it with the sort of patience that always seemed to arrive already amused.
Of course the block would do this on a Sunday. Of course the landing would turn into a work bay when there were cups on the sill and someone in 2B still had a story to finish through the door crack and the battery model in the cupboard waited like a dead grey promise nobody had asked to meet before noon. The old clock was not a relic today. It was a thing with a place, and the place was here, with tea smell and radiator heat and too many shoes lined under the wall.
'Up you go,' Leena said.
'If it falls, I am not paying for the floor,' Malik said.
'You would not pay anyway,' Leena said.
That drew a small snort from Mrs Adeyemi and a quick bend at the corner of Mr Bell's mouth that he disguised by looking down at the paper. Hana took one more step and set her boot against the rung, the ladder giving a brief dry creak under her weight. The sound went up the stairwell and came back thinner, like the building was testing the job before it signed off on it. She moved her left hand to the rail and kept her body close to the frame, because narrow spaces punished a body for every extra inch of confidence.
The wall ahead held the brass bracket and the old paint patch around it, three layers visible where the plaster had been opened and closed and touched up again with whatever tin was near the bucket. It had looked neat on Sunday before. It did not look neat now. It looked used.
Leena held the strip of masking tape between two fingers and read the times out in her own block hand before she pressed the strip to the radiator cover again. Seven ten. Seven twenty. Ten to eight. Ten forty. Two fifteen. Four thirty. Twenty two forty. The tape had gone soft at the edges from all the hands that had lifted it, and the adhesive picked up lint, sugar dust, and the thin film of tea steam that lived in every hallway when people stopped pretending they did not share one.
The landing had turned into a line of small jobs. Mrs Adeyemi shut the pill box with her thumb and set it under her chin while she checked the strip. Mr Bell folded his paper twice and tucked it under his arm. Malik shifted the ladder a fraction to the left, one heel grinding on the painted floorboards until the foot sat square. No one said anything about the old clock having been opened so many times the screw holes had gone soft around the edges. The wall itself gave the clue. Fresh patch. Older patch. A darker ring where the bracket had been higher once, then lower, then moved again after somebody decided the case was catching the light wrong in the morning.
It had not only been time on the face. It had been placement, habit, convenience, the little private negotiations that make a stairwell behave like a shared kitchen without ever naming it that.
Hana leaned close to the bracket and put two fingers on the edge of the paint line. The plaster there had a shallow hollow behind it, a pocket where the screw had never sat fully clean. That explained the tilt in the case, the scrape in the movement when the wall shivered under heavy feet, the tiny drift that kept showing up after the tea. The movement itself was not the whole story. It never had been. The block had been borrowing minutes from the wall, and the wall had been giving them because no one had asked it any better.
The brass key on Hana's apron loop knocked once against her hip when she straightened. Red cloth knot, same as before. The key had started as a tool and then become a weight and then something that kept a paper from curling when nobody wanted it curling. That was useful. Too useful for her taste, which meant it would do.
'We doing this or standing around admiring the plaster?' Malik said.
'Say less,' Leena said.
'You say that to me like it is a rule.'
'It is the only rule here that survives.'
Hana took the clock face in both hands and lifted it from the rag. The brass rim warmed almost at once from her palms, and the cracked glass at seven caught the landing bulb in one thin line. Malik moved in beside her before she had to ask, one hand under the lower edge, the other already waiting by the side of the case without touching it. He had the kind of body that knew how to hold a parcel on a bus in one hand and a paper bag with the other while a door tried to shut on him. The shoulder on the right still rode a little higher than the left from all those years of hauling loads, which made his stance on the ladder somehow more exact.
'Hold the face,' Hana said.
He did.
She moved the case up to the bracket and the whole thing took more weight than it should have. Not enormous. Just enough to make the old wall hole show what it had been hiding. The top screw bit, then slid. She reset her grip, the left index finger catching on the edge of the brass for one small ugly second before the crooked joint cleared it. The folded cleaning cloth in her pocket sat against her thigh, thick and ordinary. She pulled it free and laid it over the top lip of the case where the metal met the paint, not as a fix, just as padding against the scarred wall and the brass edge that kept wanting to bite back.
The cloth looked wrong for the job and was exactly the right thing. Grey cotton, frayed edge, a faint stain where some oil had dried into it at the stall. It kept the case from scraping the plaster while Leena braced the ladder foot with the side of her shoe and Mrs Adeyemi kept one palm on the rail in case the weight shifted. The landing had become so small around them that the staircase, the note board, the mop bucket, the cupboard with the battery box inside, and the open hall door all seemed to belong to one shared tool bench.
The first screw went in. The second caught and then backed out a turn, too loose in the patch of old wall. Hana stopped before she forced it. She could have pushed harder. That would have stripped the hole and left the bracket hanging by hope. Instead she took the screwdriver back out, set her jaw against the room, and turned the screw one quarter by quarter until the thread found the deeper bite behind the plaster.
'You got it?' Malik said.
'Not yet.'
'Then keep going.'
The sound came before the problem did. A dry tick from the wall, then a shift in the bracket, then a small brittle give from the screw hole that made the clock tilt by the width of a coin.
Not much. Enough.
The lower screw slid a hair, and the whole frame dropped on the right side while Hana's hand was still on the screwdriver. The clock did not fall. Malik caught the face against his palm, the brass rim pressing into the heel of his hand while Mrs Adeyemi drove the ladder foot harder into the floorboards and Leena put her shoulder to the side rail with the same flat expression she used on timetable delays. The landing went tight for one second, all body and no language.
Hana did not snatch the clock back. She might have done that last year, or last Sunday, or any day when the job had still belonged to her alone in her head. Today she kept one hand on the bracket and reached for the folded cloth again. She pushed it into the shallow hollow between wall and metal, the soft edge of it filling the gap where the plaster had gone tired. Then she looked at Malik and pointed with the screwdriver. Not a question. A job.
'Hold it there,' she said.
He did.
She drew one slow breath through her nose and set the screw head back in line, then took the pressure off the bracket just enough to let the thread catch a new bite. The screwdriver slipped once across the brass lip. Not enough to mark it. Enough to make her hand go still for a beat. The clock stayed in Malik's palm, the glass bruise at seven against his fingers, his thumb flat on the rim, the other hand stretched under the lower edge to keep the case from listing again. The right shoulder stayed high. The left stayed lower. He held the thing steady without making a show of it.
That should have irritated her. It did not. Not in the way it usually did. The room kept itself quiet around the work. No one said use your own hands. No one said you should have checked the hole before now. Leena only kept pressure on the ladder and waited.
'One more turn,' Hana said.
No one laughed. They were past that.
She turned the screw and the thread took, then took again, then sat. The bracket stopped shifting. The cloth stayed folded where she had wedged it. The old note inside the back plate, hidden under the cover and still unread, stayed where it was and did not ask to be part of the moment.
The second screw gave less trouble than the first. That alone felt like a bargain, though bargains never arrived without some small string attached to them. Hana tightened it until the brass seat sat flush against the wall, then backed off a fraction because the plaster behind the hole had gone soft in one patch and she did not trust the surface to hold if she bullied it. The clock stayed where it had been set. Malik kept his palm on the rim until she nodded once and only once, and then he let the face go so slowly the movement looked like caution rather than release.
The minute hand started after the reset with one clean tick. Then another. The sound spread across the landing and up the stairwell, a dry little fact the whole block could use. Leena checked the strip of tape on the radiator cover, then pulled a fresh piece from the roll she had brought in her coat pocket and wrote the agreed times again in her black block hand, this time with a small arrow beside the main one. Not secret. Not symbolic. Just legible.
Hana set the brass key across the tape to stop it from curling. That was all at first. The metal held the paper flat, the red cloth knot at the apron loop hanging loose now that both hands were free. Then she lifted the key again, turned it once in her fingers, and placed it back on the strip after she had written the final line for the clock itself. Not wound. Not needed. A weight.
The motion looked ordinary enough that nobody commented on it. That was the point. The key had stopped being only for the clock. It had become something that could keep a list from rolling loose while other hands were busy. That was better. Worse for her habit. Fine.
'You want the minute where everybody meets,' Leena said, 'you put it where everyone can read it.'
Hana did not answer. She wrote 7:20 twice, once in her own cramped hand and once beneath it in the thicker line Leena used, and under that she wrote 10:40 with enough space between the numbers for a thumb. Malik leaned in and added 2:15 with his blunt schoolbook digits. Mrs Adeyemi put 4:30 on the far edge after checking the pill box again. Mr Bell put 22:40 so carefully it looked like a declaration.
The strip no longer looked like a question. It looked like a notice. A schedule. A compromise in paper form. Not hers. Not theirs alone either.
'Battery box?' Malik said.
'Leave it shut,' Leena said.
That settled the remaining threat with almost no fuss. The grey model in the corridor cupboard stayed where it was, dead and ignored behind the broom, and nobody reached for it. The clock above them kept ticking in its own old brass voice, a little slower than the phone in Leena's pocket and close enough for the block to live with.
Tea came back into the landing in the same cups it had used before, the chipped enamel one and the two mismatched mugs and Mrs Adeyemi's narrow glass with the little crack at the base. Hana took the enamel mug when Leena offered it, not because it matched her mood or the work or anything neat like that, but because it was already there and the handle fit the knot of her left fingers without making a fuss.
The mug was warm. The rim had the same blue chip on the lip that had bothered her all through the repair, and the inside held a thin brown ring from the tea she had poured earlier and forgotten while the ladder bit into her shin and the screw hole misbehaved. The ring sat where the mug had rested on the sill. The smell rose up in a plain line, tea, tin, and a breath of radiator dust. Good enough. Better than the lemon oil tin from the market stall, and no one in the landing wanted that smell tonight.
Mrs Adeyemi lowered herself onto the bottom stair with a careful hand on the rail. Mr Bell took the top step but only after checking the landing clock twice and pretending he did it because the time mattered and not because he had simply accepted the argument. Malik stood by the rail with his hands empty now, the right shoulder still a touch higher from carrying things all week, all month, all the years that had left him with that slope. He looked less like a rider and more like the sort of man who could keep a room from tipping over by standing in it.
The landing had gone from work bay to waiting room to kitchen and back again without anyone announcing the shift. That was how it always happened in the block. One minute there were tools on the bench and tape on the cover, the next there were cups set in a row, the cupboard door shut on the battery box, and the stairwell holding its own ordinary noise while the clock ran above them with just enough steadiness to make the tea taste less rushed.
Hana wiped the screwdriver blade on the cloth and then stopped before she made the cloth too neat. The file lay beside the tool roll. The spare screws sat in the enamel mug for ten seconds, then got moved into the tin because she could not let even a good cup keep the job twice. Small habits. Hard to drop. She did not correct the alignment of the tape strip again. It was straight enough.
Leena slid the notebook under her arm and gave her a look from the side of the mug. 'You left one screw proud.'
'I left one screw proud.'
'Oh, a miracle.'
'Say less.'
That made Malik turn his head and give a short laugh through his nose, the same quick sound he used when a delivery address had changed at the last second and he still made it to the right door. No one made a ceremony of it. No one had time.
By the time the tea went thin, the clock had settled into the wall as if it had always been there. The bracket sat square. The cloth was tucked behind the lip of the case where it would not show unless somebody opened the back plate again. The old pencil note under the cover remained hidden, shaved almost flat by the grain of the wood and the years of fingers that had once pressed around it. Hana did not put the face back on just to pry it open and chase a line of graphite that had survived too long. There was work enough in the room without that.
Mr Bell took his paper downstairs. Mrs Adeyemi went in with her pill box held in one hand and the kettle lid in the other because she had brought it up to borrow heat and forgot to take it back. Malik carried the empty tea tray to the flat below and returned with a biscuit tin lid because someone had left it on the counter with a note for nobody. Leena stood by the radiator, notebook tucked under her arm, and looked at the strip of tape under the clock with the same flat attention she gave a timetable once it had been agreed and therefore no longer had room for complaint.
The old battery box in the corridor cupboard stayed shut. Nobody opened it. Nobody mentioned the grey plastic shell or the little terminal screws or the neat cheap face it had been waiting to replace. The threat had gone from the room without a speech. That was enough.
Hana put the brass key on the radiator cover beside the tape strip. Not in the clock. Not back on the apron loop. Just there, where it could hold the paper flat if the edge of the strip started to curl under the heat. Red cloth knot loose. Brass warm from her hand. The key sat beside the schedule like a small, useful weight, and the thing about useful weights was that other people started using them before the owner had finished deciding what they meant.
Leena touched the notebook to the strip once, a light tap, then shut the book. 'It will do,' she said.
'It will,' Hana said.
That was not the same as before. It did not need to be.
The landing kept its ordinary noise. One pipe knock. One spoon against a saucer downstairs. The clock above them gave its little dry tick and none of the people in the hall moved to correct it. Good enough. Better than alone.
After the last cup was taken down, the landing did not empty. It only changed its shape.
That was the part Hana always missed when she tried to work alone. The room stayed the same room, but when other people left their marks on it, the place held them for a while: the dent in the lino where the ladder foot had stood, the damp ring on the radiator cover from the tea pot, the strip of masking tape with all the times on it, each hand written with a different pressure. The clock face above the stairs held steady now, and the movement behind it had stopped asking to be checked every minute, which meant the room had already moved on from repair into use.
Leena took a biscuit from the tin and broke it in half without offering a speech. Malik carried the empty tray back to the flat below and came up with his hands free, which made him look younger and less useful than he was. Mrs Adeyemi called from her doorway that if the clock ran wrong again she would not climb the stairs twice for anybody, and the line came out so dry that everybody in the hall accepted it as a form of affection. Mr Bell nodded from the bottom step as if the whole thing had already been accounted for in his paper and he had simply arrived late to the margin.
Hana stood with the screwdriver in one hand and the cloth in the other, then put both away before the arrangement could become too tidy. The folded rag went into her pocket. The screwdriver into the roll. The brass key stayed on the radiator cover because the tape liked it there, and because moving it one more time would have made the room feel like it belonged to her again when it did not anymore. That was the new shape of it. Useful. Uncomfortable. Better.
'You can take the ladder down,' Leena said.
'You can if you want.'
'No.'
'Say less,' Malik said from the rail, and this time the line came from him with the same dry amusement Leena used on the bus drivers who cut in early.
Hana looked at the ladder, then at the clock, then at the strip of times under the brass face, and she left the ladder standing for one more minute while the landing held its own small noise around her, the way a room keeps a shape long after the bodies inside it have shifted.
The brass key had been a winding tool at breakfast. By tea it had become a paperweight. By the time the hallway went quiet, it sat across the strip of masking tape on the radiator cover and kept the paper from curling at the edge where the heat wanted to lift it.
The chipped enamel mug sat beside it with a brown ring inside and a thin line of tea dried along the handle. Hana had used the mug for screws last Sunday and tea this Sunday and both times the thing had taken the job without complaint. The key, the mug, the tape, the clock, the ladder still open against the wall, and the block moving somewhere below on its own ordinary schedule all belonged to the same kind of usefulness now, the sort that only appeared when nobody was trying to keep the room private.
Leena closed the cupboard door on the grey battery box with one foot and left it there. Mr Bell had already gone down. Mrs Adeyemi had gone in. Malik stood by the rail with his empty hands at his sides, the right shoulder still a little higher than the left, the old carrying slope unchanged. He was looking at the strip of times, not at Hana, which was easier. It let the room stay where it was.
The old note inside the clock case remained hidden under the back plate. Nobody touched it. The faded pencil line, the little curve of graphite cut into the grain, stayed where it had stayed all morning and did not offer anything else. That was fine. Some things in a stairwell never needed to be explained to be used.
Hana rubbed the heel of her palm once across the edge of the bench, not to clean it so much as to check that the rough ring of mug marks had dried. The landing had gone warm with radiator heat and tea smell and the dust that rose from old paint when the ladder moved. Not neat. Not solved. Just settled enough to hold the next hour.
On the sill, the chipped mug kept its brown ring. The brass key lay across the tape.
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