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Swallows Over the Reading Room
Amelie Korven
When a 23-year-old librarian in Tbilisi learns her beloved riverside library faces closure for redevelopment, she rallies neighbors, uncovers a hidden century-old mural, and faces a deadline-bound project manager to save the room that holds their stories.
ProseHub


    
The Room That Breathes
At eight the old library by the river breathed itself awake. Nino turned the heavy key and felt the brass give a little, as if the door were stretching after a night of rain. The smell came first: lemons from last night’s mop water, dust warmed by the morning sun, a trace of ink. She flicked a switch. Bulbs stuttered on one by one over rows of mismatched tables. The windows faced a narrow street where tangerine sellers were already arguing about prices. Above their heads a trolleybus groaned and rolled downhill toward the bridge.
Nino set the kettle on and rubbed the chill from her fingers. She was twenty‑three, hair tied in a knot that never held for long, sleeves rolled over faded elbow patches. Her name tag had lost an i, so it read “Nno.” It made the children laugh. She liked that. She straightened a stack of dog‑eared readers, checked the box of colored pencils, and put a bowl of mandarins by the notice board. A stray cat slid between her ankles with a sound like paper tearing.
“Good morning,” Saba said, half out of breath as he burst in. He was fourteen, a volunteer who did more juggling than shelving. “I brought the flyers you asked for. They’re a bit crooked.”
“Crooked is honest,” Nino said. She took the warm stack and the uneven edges pricked her palm. “Thank you. Can you set the little chairs? The frogs will be here soon.”
The frogs were the preschoolers from the yard two buildings over. They wore green caps and learned to whisper like they never would again. Nino loved the hush that fell when they gathered, the way their parents’ faces softened when they sat on the floor, knees cracking, to hear a story about a crow who stole a silver spoon.
By nine, the bell on the door had rung fifteen times. An old man in a gray coat shook out a chess board near the window. Two seamstresses carried in a roll of fabric to use the big table for cutting. The sunlight found the places where the paint had peeled and made them look like islands on a blue sea. From the courtyard came the slap of wet laundry, a radio singing about a swan, and a smell of yeast from Lasha’s bakery on the corner.
“Tea,” Nino announced, and the morning rolled on.
By the window, Davit set the black king in its square and looked at the ceiling as if waiting for an answer. He was a retired architect who no longer trusted his balance on ladders, but knew the measure of a room by breath. His glasses gleamed, two small moons. When Nino brought him tea, he accepted it with both hands.
“The beam above aisle three,” he said, nodding toward the stacks of travel guides. “It sighs when the trolley goes over the rails. That’s new.”
“It sighed last week,” Nino said. “Today it’s only complaining.”
“Complaints become cracks,” he said, not unkindly. He moved a pawn. “Listen.”
They both listened. A car backfired in the street. A boy laughed so hard he wheezed. Above all of it, a soft tick. Rain from the night was gathering its courage inside the roof.
Nino scribbled a note on a bright pink square. Call the municipality. Ask about roof. She stuck it on the desk next to three other notes about the same thing. Layers of reminders felt like action, in the way bandages feel like cure.
Saba dragged the tiny chairs into a semi‑circle. The frogs came and croaked their hellos. The story today was about a girl who followed swallows to the sea. Nino pointed to the line drawings, wings like commas. She had always liked the way swallows stitched the sky with their shadows. When she opened the back door to let in the breeze, she glanced up under the eaves and saw the nests, neat mud cups with trailing straw. One tiny beak peeked over the rim.
Lasha appeared with a floury apron and the day’s unsold khachapuri in a box. “For the scholars,” he said. He set the box down and sniffed the air. “Smells like my grandmother’s attic.”
“Rain in the roof,” Nino said. “Again.”
“Bring a bucket. I’ll bring my ladder at lunch,” he offered. “If I fall, tell my wife I died on a book.”
“You won’t fall,” Nino said, smiling despite herself.
By noon, the frogs had hopped away, the seamstresses rolled up their fabric, and the chess game had become a heated draw. Nino wiped the table with a rag that smelled of vinegar. The light outside turned watery. Somewhere a door slammed too hard and set the beam over aisle three to a whispering creak that ran down Nino’s spine.
In the afternoon the regulars trickled in. A student with highlighters in every pocket. A taxi driver who napped, snoring inside a geography book. A woman who wore too much perfume and read the obituaries with a pencil. Nino moved through the aisles with a cart that had one stubborn wheel. She liked the weight of errands in her hands: re‑shelve, mend, recommend.
Her phone buzzed in her apron. “Are you eating?” her mother asked, skipping hello. The salon buzz hung around her voice like bees.
“I ate,” Nino said.
“Bread is not eating. Come by after work. I’ll cut your hair. You’re hiding behind it like a curtain.”
“Maybe I like curtains,” Nino said. She ducked under a measuring tape someone had hung between stacks. “I have the after‑school group today.”
“The little geniuses? Give them fruit. They look pale. Your father fixed a jacket with seventeen patches and still the man wants a discount.”
“You always make discounts,” Nino said. A drop hit the back of her hand. Cold, deliberate. She looked up.
Another drop fell, and another. They darkened the wood like slow bruises. “I have to go,” Nino said. She set out buckets and bowls. She slid newspapers under a spreading wet star.
Saba appeared with a pile of towels, face serious. “I’ll get the mop.”
“There’s a ladder in the closet,” Nino said. Her heart thumped hard. She hated the groan that old buildings made when water found a path.
She climbed into the small attic. Dust filled her mouth with the taste of chalk. The beam above aisle three ran the length of the roof, dark with age, elegant as a whale. Light came through a blister in the tar paper, a thin perfect wound. Rain dropped through it like a slow metronome, hitting the plank with a sound like tapping fingernails. She pressed her palm against the damp and closed her eyes, as if pressure made a difference.
When she climbed down, her hair was cobwebbed, her hands blackened. Saba handed her a mandarin and she peeled it with clumsy fingers. The citrus cut the attic taste, sharp and clean.
“We need someone who knows roofs,” he said.
“We need a small miracle,” Nino said, before she caught herself and smiled at her own drama. “Or at least a tarp.”
It wasn’t a tarp that arrived. It was a notice with a blue stamp and three signatures. It waited on the door when Nino came in early, the envelope tucked under the handle like a mouth holding a secret. The cat watched from the step, tail wrapped around its toes.
She opened it under the yellow light of the foyer. The words were dense and polite. Due to safety concerns arising from structural instability. Temporary suspension of public use. Scheduled assessment in cooperation with redevelopment project Mtkvari Vista. She read the lines twice, the third time slower, like tasting something bitter to be sure.
The bell jingled. Lasha stepped in, shrugging off rain from his shoulders. “You look like someone moved your chair,” he said, then saw the paper. “Oh.”
By nine, there was another paper taped to the glass: CLOSED FOR ASSESSMENT. People pressed their faces to the door and cupped their hands like binoculars. The frogs came in a wavering line and turned into a heavy silence. “But the story,” one said, his green cap twisted in his fist.
“We’ll read in the courtyard,” Nino told them. She brought out a rug and an umbrella. The sky tried to be brave, then shed another skinny rain. Parents thanked her and did not let go of their children’s hands.
Davit stood by the chess board without sitting. “They want to fold us into a shopping mall,” he said. His mouth made the shape of a long sigh. “They will call it progress.”
“They call it a view,” Nino said. She felt a heat behind her ribs, not anger yet, something like shame. She had been the one to prop the bucket under the leak and call it a plan. She had been matching bandages to bruises.
When the courtyard emptied, when Saba finished taping a plastic sheet over the most offended spot, Nino took the letter and folded it along its existing crease. The fold was so crisp it looked like it had always been there.
“I’m not good at giving up,” she said to the empty room. Her voice sounded louder than she meant it to. She put the notice in her bag as if it were a library book she intended to return with comments in the margins. Outside, the trolleybus sighed and rattled past. A swallow cut the corner of the sky, fast and certain, like a pen stroke.

    
Maps of Paper and People
Night held Nino’s street tight, a row of balconies with laundry pinned like flags. In her small kitchen the kettle steamed again. The table was a stage of small things: two tomatoes, a chipped bowl of olives, a chore list with a doodled fish. She spread the notice open under the lamp and set a cup on each corner, as if it might try to fly away.
She tried to eat, then pushed the bread aside. On the back of the notice she wrote names. People who loved the library for reasons too ordinary to fit in forms. Vano, who learned to read at fifty. The sisters who argued about recipes over the encyclopedia. The boy who believed the newspapers before his own father. Her pen moved, and with each name the tightness eased a little.
She thought of the first day she had walked into the building as a wide‑eyed student, hidden from the sun in the cool blue of the stacks. She had asked for directions to a poet and found the smell of dust and lemon and a place that made breathing easy. When the job opened, she had printed her CV on the library printer and told herself that maybe belonging could be something you made.
Her phone lit up. Saba: We can make a website. Lasha: I’ll bring coffee for a long morning. Davit: Come early. I have something you must see.
Nino wrote Meeting, 8 AM on a yellow square and stuck it to her door, so the plan would meet her at the exit. She opened the window. The air smelled of fried eggplant and rain cooling on stone. Across the way someone laughed, and a violin climbed a staircase of notes.
She held the notice in both hands. “We’ll fight with paperwork,” she told it, hating how small the word fight sounded when it involved printers and signatures. But she meant it differently. Not as a battle. As an insistence. She rinsed her teacup and set it to dry. When she switched off the light, the city hummed and the swallows slept under the eaves like commas at the end of a sentence that waited for morning.
The meeting began before the kettle boiled. Davit spread a roll of paper on the big table and patted it flat the way a baker pats dough. The paper smelled of old glue and cupboards left closed too long.
“Plans,” he said. “From the municipal archive. The building was completed in 1911, designed by Kalandadze, who loved light like a man in love loves letters.” He pointed to the elegant lines of rooms, the courtyard, the alley that had since been swallowed by a neighbor’s garage. “Look here. The reading room was once an artist’s studio. This wall”—he touched the one behind the tall shelf of outdated atlases—“was never meant to be covered.”
Nino leaned in. “You think there’s something behind the shelf?”
“I don’t know,” he said. “But Kalandadze often invited artists to leave their names in paint.” He tapped a small note in the margin in Russian script. “Mural. South wall. Swallows.”
Saba whistled, then checked himself. “If there is, it would be like—like when the hero finds a sword behind a brick.”
“A wall would be fine, too,” Nino said, smiling. She traced the blueprint with a fingertip. The paper crackled under her nail.
“We’ll need a heritage claim,” Davit continued. “It’s already a hundred‑plus years old, but no one filed for protection because no one thought someone would want to tear it down for a view. Times change. We file. We gather statements. We show the human map.”
“The human map?” Saba asked.
“Everyone who sits here, argues here, naps here. Every story,” Davit said. “A building is a box of stories. They think it’s dirt and bricks. We show them it’s breath.”
Nino pulled her hair up and found a pencil behind her ear. “I’ll draft the letter. Saba, can you start the petition?”
Already typing, Saba nodded. “On it.”
Lasha arrived with coffee in a thermos and a bag of sweet rolls. He listened with a baker’s stillness. “You’ll need someone at city hall who can translate kindness into stamps,” he said. “My cousin’s wife works near the clerk. Her name’s Tamar.”
“Tamar?” Nino repeated.
“Small, fierce, knows everyone,” he said. “Also uses a headlamp for any job. If there’s a painting behind your shelf, she’ll coax it out.”
They walked to city hall under a sky patched with blue. The facade loomed, pale and official, with pigeons bobbing like gray clerks on the steps. Inside, the floor was polished to a patient shine. People lined up under signs that spoke in numbers.
“We need Heritage and Safety,” Nino told the guard, who pointed them toward a corridor that smelled faintly of cabbage. Tamar met them halfway, a woman with a quick smile and a scarf wrapped like a flower around her neck.
“Lasha sent me,” she said. “Tell me everything while we stand in the wrong line and pretend we meant to.” Her eyes were curious and not at all sleepy. When Nino described the leak, the blueprint, the word mural scribbled in the corner, Tamar’s smile sharpened. “If it exists, we need to document it before anyone calls it a stain.”
They did not make it to Heritage first. A woman in a navy suit with neat hair and a phone held like a tool stepped out of a door and called Nino’s name as if they had an appointment. “Ms. Mekhashvili? I’m Kvala. Project manager for Mtkvari Vista.” Her tone was courteous, her eyes tired. “I heard you received the notice. I want to assure you we are following all procedures.”
“We want the procedures that keep the library open,” Nino said. She handed over her letter draft like a shield. “We’re applying for heritage status.”
Kvala glanced at it, the way a person glances at a menu when they already know what they will order. “You’re entitled to apply. The schedule is tight. Assessments in two weeks. Demolition on my calendar in five months. If a claim is in review, we cannot proceed until the review is complete.” She paused. “But claims take time.”
“Then we don’t waste any,” Nino said. Tamar nodded.
Kvala’s mouth softened for a heartbeat. “I grew up on the next street,” she said, as if it escaped her. “I read my first science book in your back room. But I work with dates and concrete. Submit the proper application.”
“We will,” Nino said. The guard coughed politely as if to end the moment. They moved on, the air cooler by a degree. In the Heritage office they took a number and drank from paper cups while Saba checked the online form three times for errors.
That evening the library smelled of glue and optimism. Maia arrived with paint on her fingers and a backpack full of markers. She was nineteen, hair shaved on one side, eyes that missed nothing. “I made a poster,” she said, unrolling a sheet where swallows carried a banner in their beaks: Night of Stories. Friday. Bring a memory.
“It’s perfect,” Nino said. She taped it to the door. The birds seemed ready to fly into the street. People slowed to read. One man touched the painted wing as if for luck.
Saba sat cross‑legged on the floor, laptop balanced on a stack of dictionaries, designing the petition page. “We passed two hundred signatures in an hour,” he said, eyes wide. “There’s a comment from a woman in Germany who used to come here after school.”
Lasha installed a borrowed ladder in the corner and shook it with both hands to test it. “Solid,” he declared. Then he and Davit and Nino turned to the tall shelf that had always seemed part of the wall.
“Take the books down,” Davit murmured, reverent. Nino lifted atlases the way one lifts sleeping cats, careful not to break the spines. Dust drifted in shining slants. When the shelf was empty, it looked skeletal. Maia ran a finger along the seam where wood met wall.
“This panel isn’t original,” she said. “See the tiny nails? Newer.”
“Careful,” Tamar said, arriving with a headlamp and a cloth rolled in her pocket. She crouched and peered up. “Newer, yes. If something’s behind it, keep the panel intact. We may need to show it was hidden and by whom.”
Nino felt her pulse in her wrists. “Hidden?” she repeated.
“Maybe to keep it safe,” Tamar said. “Maybe because someone didn’t like birds.” She slid a thin tool along the edge and winced at the squeal of wood against plaster. The first nail gave with a small cry. A draft breathed out, cooler air with a smell like old paint and egg.
They worked until their hands trembled, easing nails, stacking them like tiny bones in a saucer. When the panel finally loosened, they did not pull. They looked at one another and laughed the quiet laugh of people about to peek at a secret.
“Tomorrow morning,” Tamar said. “Good light. Fresh eyes. Don’t let curiosity break what patience can reveal.”
Nino locked the door with reluctant fingers. The poster on the glass seemed to lift in the night breeze, its birds tugging at the banner as if they already knew what waited behind the wall.

    
Paper Lanterns, Rain
They gathered at dawn, as if the mural kept the kind of hours that require early attention. The room was gold with low sun. Dust hovered like a chorus. Tamar fitted the headlamp over her scarf and took a breath.
“Ready,” she said, and Nino and Lasha slid the panel sideways like a door that had forgotten it was a door. It came away with a reluctant sigh. Behind it the plaster showed itself in soft colors, faded but stubborn. At first Nino saw only a confusion of shapes. Then the shapes began to speak.
Swallows, dozens of them, swooped and stitched in a circle over the outline of a river and a bridge that could only be theirs. The birds were not timid. Some flew so close their wings seemed to bend the air at the edge of the wall. A girl sat on a low stool reading, her hair in a scarf, her bare feet on a tiled floor. Around her the birds made a storm that wasn’t frightening. It was an invitation.
Nino felt her mouth open and close. “She looks like—”
“Like someone who stays,” Davit said softly. He touched the air, not the wall. “And look.” He pointed to the bottom corner, where a small square tile bore initials. M.T., and a tiny swallow perched on the T as if getting a ride.
“Malakia Tarkhnishvili?” Tamar said, barely above a whisper. “Or Mariam Tumanishvili. The painter who worked with Kalandadze for a season. If it’s Mariam, the cultural council is going to faint.”
She set to work with a soft brush and a solution that smelled of almonds. The colors deepened under her care. The river found its blue. A swallow’s eye gleamed like a seed. Nino stood perfectly still, as if her sneakers could knock over a century.
“This was covered during one renovation,” Tamar guessed. “Maybe the director then thought art would distract from reading. Or a storm damaged the plaster and they hid the wound.” She raised the lamp and nodded to herself. “It’s good. It breathes.”
Saba came late, hair straight up from sleep. He stopped in the doorway and made a sound like he had bitten something too cold. “We have to show everyone,” he said.
“We will,” Nino said. “But carefully. We need photographs, confirmation, signatures from the gallery.”
“Signatures again,” Saba groaned, then grinned. “I’ll call it paperwork for the birds.”
By midday they had a table full of papers and phones and cups with rings like tree rings. Tamar took measurements, reading numbers out as Saba typed. She worked by instinct and rule. “We’ll need a condition report. Then the council will require provenance. Davit, you said you saw notes in the archive?”
“Two mentions, both a decade apart,” he answered. “One connected to an art society in the old bathhouse. The other a letter to an editor complaining that the library had become too lively.”
Tamar laughed. “A perfect complaint.”
Nino drafted a new letter, this time with a certainty that tingled in her fingers. She wrote about the mural with the kind of care she used for people’s names. She described the swallows and the girl and the way the wall brightened the air around it. She resisted the urge to say it saved anything. Better to say: it exists. It is ours.
Lasha brought lunch, bread still warm, tomatoes sliced with salt that made their juice sharp. They ate leaning against the big table, leaving no crumbs anywhere near the wall. Outside, the city was loud with a busker’s accordion and a call to buy plums. Inside, the old clock clicked toward evening.
“Night of Stories is tomorrow,” Nino said. “We’ll need chairs, lights, a bucket under aisle three again.”
“I’ll borrow lanterns from my cousin,” Maia offered. She stood looking at the mural with her head tilted like a bird. “It’s the girl’s calm I like. Even with all the flying.”
“The council will come if we ask nicely,” Tamar said. “They will also come if we make a fuss online. Both ways work.” She squeezed Nino’s arm once, quick. “You did well to listen to the wall.”
“It was Davit,” Nino said. “And a word on a plan.”
“It was everyone,” Tamar corrected gently.
When Nino went home that night, she carried in her chest something light and relentless. Not hope like a torch. Hope like a bird that keeps making tiny routes through the dark, over and over, until morning is a fact.
By Friday the library had the air of a stage before curtains draw. Lanterns hung from string, their paper bellies gentle in the drafts. The poster on the door had grown fingerprints. People started arriving early, holding plates of sweets, clutching folded papers, carrying toddlers who blinked as if waking from a long nap.
Nino checked the roof once more. The bucket under aisle three stood ready. The ceiling above it looked stretched thin as a patience. She told herself it would hold for a few hours.
The first reader was a school custodian who had found a poem in a junk drawer. A teenager read a letter she had never sent to her grandfather. A woman sang something that sounded like lullaby and protest in one.
Half an hour in, water tapped the bucket. Nino heard it between every word. At the same time, a brown‑jacketed inspector appeared at the door with a clipboard and a face like a closed book.
“You can’t gather here,” he said softly, as if not to embarrass anyone. “The notice.”
“We’re not gathering on the ceiling,” Lasha said, stepping forward with a smile too bright to be a threat. “We’re gathering on the floor.”
Nino went to the inspector with both hands visible. “We filed the heritage claim. The council is coming tomorrow. We’ll be careful tonight. Please let the city see the people it’s deciding about.”
He looked at the faces, the lanterns, the children sitting cross‑legged breathing in unison. The bucket pinged. “I didn’t see anything,” he said, then cleared his throat. “But if the drip increases, you stop.”
“Of course,” Nino said, meaning it.
At the back, someone shifted and for a moment Nino saw Kvala, not in navy this time but in a wool sweater, hair loosened by weather. She stood with her arms crossed, attending as if to a meeting. When she met Nino’s eyes, she didn’t look away. She raised her fingers in a tiny greeting, almost not there.
Maia’s story landed last. She spoke about painting swallows on city walls so people would look up. When she finished, silence did not feel empty. It felt like breath being held together. Then the room relaxed and clapped as if clapping could keep a roof up for one more night.
Outside, rain began again, a soft sheet. Lasha and Saba pulled a tarp across the worst of the roof with rope borrowed from the seamstresses. The inspector held the ladder. “This is not my job,” he said, but he held it like it was.
News of the mural spread like warm jam. A small article appeared online: Hidden Swallows Take Flight in Old Library. The developer released a statement promising sensitivity and a listening process. The words were smooth. Nino held them to the light and watched for pores.
The weekend was a blur of typing and tea. Saba’s petition leaped numbers like steps, comments arriving from Shanghai, Madrid, Poti. The poem reader brought his nephew who knew a journalist. Maia sketched a logo for “Friends of the Riverside Library” with a swallow perched on the R. Lasha brought cinnamon buns that smelled like December and childhood.
Nino wrote until the letters in her own name looked wrong. She attached photographs Tamar had taken, each labeled with date and angle. She included a paragraph from Davit about Kalandadze and another from a university lecturer who had once written a paper no one had read about murals in work spaces. She printed everything because she trusted paper even when it misbehaved.
At midnight she walked home with the folder under her coat. The street was empty except for a cat carrying something in its mouth to share with no one. Her building’s stairwell smelled of cabbage and damp wool. She sat on the step and read the letter again, lip moving silently with certain phrases: public cultural significance, irreplaceable, community anchor. She meant every word and wanted to mean them more.
She slept three hours and dreamed of holding a wall that was trying to drift down a river. In the morning, Tamar came with a camera tripod and the kind of focus that made everyone else step faster. “The council sees the mural today at eleven,” she said. “They will bring clipboards and the impulse to nod thoughtfully.”
“And Kvala?” Nino asked.
“She will bring a schedule,” Tamar said. “We will bring everyone else.”
Nino washed her face in cold water and tied her hair back. She tucked the folder into a bag that said Books Are For Sharing. When she locked the door behind her, the day was pale and expectant. Swallows arrowed out from under the eaves like thoughts that had found words.

    
Swallows Stay
The heritage council met in a room that smelled of old varnish and new decisions. The walls held portraits of people who looked like they had opinions about light. Five council members sat behind a long table with a blue cloth and name plaques. Nino stood with Tamar on one side and Davit on the other, the mural photographs spread before them like cards in a careful game.
The chair, a woman with salt‑and‑pepper hair and a scarf that looked like a cloud, cleared her throat. “Ms. Mekhashvili, you requested an emergency review.”
“Yes,” Nino said. She felt the room narrow to a point just in front of her. “Our library is over a hundred years old. It houses a mural likely by Mariam Tumanishvili, uncovered last week. It serves as a place where this neighborhood does what a neighborhood must do if it is not to become a hallway: talk to itself.”
Tamar slid a photograph across. “Documented morning of the twelfth. Initialed ‘M.T.’. Paint layer appears original to the 1911 renovation.”
The chair nodded, looking as one looks at a newborn and at a plumbing diagram. “We like facts,” she said.
Kvala spoke for the development, voice steady. “Our plan includes five hundred square meters of community space, energy‑efficient flats, and river access that complies with safety codes. We can incorporate a reading room. We cannot preserve a building with a roof that fails in a light rain.”
Nino thought of the bucket’s ping. “Roofs can be fixed. People will gather in the room they love because it remembers them.”
The council asked questions. One member wanted to know about load‑bearing walls. Another asked about precedent. Davit answered numbers with numbers, floor thickness with history. “You preserve an old bathhouse around the corner,” he said. “You saved a fig tree last year.” He smiled. “Save a room, and the tree outside it will thank you.”
An elderly man with a cane rose from the back and asked to speak. He was the napper from geography, now awake enough to say, “When my wife died, this place kept me from talking only to the radio.” His voice shook and then did not.
The chair wrote something, eyes not unkind. “We will visit the site,” she said. “Today. We prefer to see birds on their own wall.”
They moved through the library like a small procession, shoes clicking on the worn floor, breath hanging for a second in the cooler air inside. The lanterns had been taken down. The room showed its real face: the scuffed tables, the shelf with a lean, the high windows with their habit of gathering brown leaves. The mural lit the wall without electric help.
The council stood in semicircle. The chair leaned forward, hands behind her back. “Mariam,” she said, not a question. A younger member lifted her phone, then lowered it as if the wall deserved more than pixels. Tamar pointed out hairline cracks and places where the paint was strong. “It is restorable,” she said, nose almost touching color.
The inspector arrived simply by always having been there, as if he lived in the corner. He cleared his throat. “The beam is not failing yet. It complains, like my uncle.” He pressed his hand to the wood and listened. “We can shore it up temporarily.”
Kvala stood under the window, looking not at her papers but at the girl on the stool in paint. Her face did a small thing Nino could not name. A loosening. “I read a book about birds here,” she said, more to herself than to anyone. “It had a picture of a swallow feeding in the air. I tried to do it with sunflower seeds and got yelled at.”
Lasha appeared with a tray of bread and small cups of coffee. “It is sacrilegious to debate on an empty stomach,” he declared. The council allowed themselves to eat. The bread steam rose as if it had opinions too.
Saba stood with a group of kids who had drawn their own swallows with crayons. One child tugged the chair’s sleeve. “If you take the library, the swallows will have to live in the supermarket,” he said. “They don’t like fluorescent light.”
The chair smiled in a way that mattered. “No one likes fluorescent light,” she said. Then she turned to Kvala. “We expect developers to adjust, Ms. Kvala. We also expect communities to help.”
Nino heard it as a promise shaped like a warning. It felt like a door that could open both ways.
The decision came in the afternoon, delivered not by trumpet but by the tinny ring of the library phone. Nino held the receiver and closed her eyes while the chair spoke: “Temporary protection granted. Six months. Restoration plan required in thirty days. Incorporation into the redevelopment unless a viable stand‑alone repair is presented.” Nino wrote the words down in a list that shook.
“We did it?” Saba asked, eyes huge.
“We did something,” Nino said, laughing and crying in one breath. She hugged Tamar until the headlamp knocked her forehead. She hugged Davit gently, like a precious book.
Word moved faster than breath. People arrived with envelopes. A pair of electricians offered a weekend with no bill. The seamstresses brought oilcloth to cover the tables. Lasha put a jar by his register labeled Roof. It filled with coins that sounded like rain without the worry.
A crew from the neighborhood came with beams and a willingness to take instructions. The inspector showed up in jeans and brought proper braces. “I am not here,” he said, winking. They propped the beam like a broken arm. The complaining creak softened to a murmur.
Tamar coaxed color back into the mural like a gardener watering at dawn. She hummed. The girl on the stool seemed, slowly, to smile. The swallows’ bellies shone white as fresh plaster. The tiny initials at the corner shrugged off their dust.
Meanwhile, Nino wrote grants with a stubbornness that might have frightened a smaller bureaucracy. She sent them with blessings and baked cookies for good luck. She went to meetings in rooms with too much air conditioning. She said the words community anchor so often she started to feel like one, planted and holding. She slept in naps and woke to lists.
In the midst of all the motion, she sometimes sat in the empty library and listened to its noises: the clock, the drip that was now a hesitation instead of a threat, the street outside arguing about carrots. The room breathed as if remembering how.
By summer the roof was new the way a healed cut is new. The braces had become beams. The mural wore a soft glass skin and a small plaque beside it that said what it needed to say without bragging. People came like they had not forgotten their own door. The swallows under the eaves had raised two clutches of sleepy, complaining young.
The reopening was not grand. It was what the neighborhood knew how to do. Lasha stacked bread on a table that bent under the smell. Maia painted tiny swallows on the wrists of children who held still as if for a doctor. Saba showed an old woman how to sign her name for a card. Davit played chess with three partners at once and lost to all three with graceful excuses.
The chair came, scarf like a sail in a forgiving wind. So did Kvala, in a skirt that looked expensive and feet in practical shoes. She stood with Nino by the mural and glanced toward the door with the little hesitation of someone unused to staying without an agenda.
“I should be measuring a window,” she said. “Instead I came to look at paint.”
Nino smiled. “You can measure windows tomorrow.”
“We adjusted the plan,” Kvala said, almost defiantly. “The library stays in place. We build around it. People will call it inconvenient. They will be wrong.”
“Thank you,” Nino said, and meant it without vinegar.
A boy tugged Nino’s sleeve. “Do you still have the book about the crow and the spoon?” he asked. “The frogs want it.”
“We do,” Nino said. She went to the shelf, took the familiar spine, felt the weight that had survived the season’s tilt. She sat on the rug with knees that would one day complain and read to a small circle that breathed with her words.
Later, after the cake had been cut and ruined beautifully, after the last lantern came down without setting the world on fire, Nino stood alone by the desk and stamped the first new book with the round blue library mark. The sound was a small, satisfying thud. Outside, the trolleybus sighed and moved on. A swallow sliced the dusk, curved over the roof, and vanished into a nest that had always been there.
The room smelled of lemon and paper and bread. The beam above aisle three did not sigh. The cat draped itself over the dictionary with an ownership Nino respected. She washed the cups and stacked them. She turned off half the lights and listened to the building, waiting, as always, for it to answer. It did, in the way rooms answer: by being exactly what they are and more, because someone asked them to continue.
She locked the door and felt the brass give a little. On the glass the painted swallows on the poster had started to fade. The ones on the wall, safe behind their skin, did not. Nino smiled. Morning would come, and she would open again.
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