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Steel-gray clouds pressed heavily over the sky above London, low and dense, as though they had caught themselves on the rooftops and chimneys. The wind howled between the buildings, violently shaking the orange and yellow treetops and sweeping wet October leaves across the pavements. Rain poured endlessly, cold and heavy, turning the streets into dark mirrors filled with trembling reflections from black street lamps and red double-decker buses. Madeleine ran as fast as her legs could carry her, clutching her teddy bear Oliver tightly against her chest. She was eleven years old and had large eyes of an unusual shade — blue with a faint violet glow, especially when illuminated by the lights of a station or the windows of some sleepy old shop. Her hazelnut curls had twisted from the dampness, and two strands above her ears were gathered and tied high near her temples. She wore a cream-colored coat that flared gently toward the knees, a tweed plaid skirt resembling a Scottish kilt, a white turtleneck sweater, and white tights already splashed with mud. The soles of her black patent shoes slipped across puddles and wet leaves.

Beside her ran her mother Eleanor, a slender woman with gentle features and dark brown hair tucked beneath a scarf. Her long beige coat was soaked by the rain, but she hardly noticed, struggling stubbornly with an umbrella that kept turning inside out in the wind.

“Hurry, Maddie! We’re going to miss the train!”

It was an entirely ordinary Friday, one of those dark October days when London looked like a city woven from fog, rain, and nostalgic memories. That morning Madeleine had brought Oliver with her to school because a trip to one of London’s many museums had been planned. She thought he might keep her company. Besides, nobody minded. To Madeleine, Oliver was not merely an ordinary teddy bear. He was far more than that. Oliver was a member of her family. His soft brown fur smelled of old wardrobes, lavender, and times long gone. Perhaps that was because she had once received him from her grandfather, to whom he had belonged since early childhood. It seemed Oliver had long ago secured his permanent place within their family. Dressed in a plaid little coat and a dark bow tie around his neck, he resembled an old-fashioned London gentleman from some forgotten story. Whenever she held him in her arms, the grayness outside seemed less sorrowful and the wind howling through London’s streets less cold.

As they approached Paddington Station, the wind violently shook the trees lining the street. Black 

[image: ]taxis splashed through puddles, spraying water onto curbs and passersby. People hurried into the station with lowered heads, shaking rain from umbrellas and wiping droplets from their sleeves.

The train was already waiting at the platform. Eleanor quickened her pace and broke into an even faster run. Madeleine dashed after her, refusing to let go of her hand. The doors hissed open while damp passengers quietly slipped inside. The carriage smelled of rain, wet coats, and fresh newspapers. Through a barely opened window, the wind carried in the sweet scent of leaves and chestnuts. A gentleman in a gray hat carefully folded his umbrella and wiped raindrops from his polished shoes.

Beside him sat a woman clutching a netted bag filled with vegetables. Dark damp marks from wet coats remained on the neat burgundy seats. Madeleine quickly sat beside the window, holding Oliver tightly in her lap, while Eleanor settled beside her with a tired sigh. A whistle echoed from the platform. Madeleine curiously peeked outside. It was still dark, and the platform glistened with rain.

The train slowly began to move. Outside, the wet Victorian buildings of Paddington Station passed by, along with small bakeries whose windows were fogged over and rows of elms bending beneath the wind. Paddington was filled with parks that within only a few weeks had traded their emerald-green attire for vivid autumn colors. Shop lights reflected on the asphalt like spilled old gold.

As they passed Baker Street Station, the city grew busier. New passengers entered at every stop — men with briefcases, women in elegant long coats, students wrapped in damp scarves. Some read newspapers, some dozed, while others stared thoughtfully at the rain sliding down the misted windows. Madeleine loved watching London from the train. She did so gladly every morning on her way to school. She observed the old red-brick buildings blackened by soot, narrow streets lined with kiosks, red telephone booths, and glowing advertisements flickering through the fog. In the city center the traffic was heavy. Double-decker buses crawled through wet avenues while people hurried across the streets beneath umbrellas constantly twisted by the wind.

The train glided onward toward the heart of London, through wet tunnels and stations illuminated by pale yellow lights, while behind the fogged windows passed crowded avenues, ancient stone buildings, and endless rows of hurried people hidden beneath umbrellas. The closer they came to Oxford Circus Station, the brighter and grander the city became, as though behind every rain-soaked street and illuminated window hid some long-forgotten story.

At Piccadilly Circus Station the air smelled of wet stone, old newspapers, and steam rising from the tunnels while people in dark coats hurried beneath the dazzling platform lights. As the Northern Line thundered through the heart of London, Madeleine watched through the misted window as Victorian facades slowly blended with gray modern buildings, as though the city concealed two different eras within the same foggy night.

As they approached Charing Cross railway station, London appeared warmer and more mysterious, with rows of old shop windows whose lights trembled through the rain like forgotten memories. Wet pavements shone beneath black candelabras while, behind the fogged windows of cafés and restaurants, shadows of people, muffled laughter, and steam from hot tea mixed with the cold October air. Trafalgar Square remained full of life despite the rain; cars slid through deep puddles while people beneath dark umbrellas disappeared between old houses and illuminated galleries. Madeleine felt as though this part of London guarded thousands of untold stories hidden behind ancient red-brick walls, rain-streaked windows, and lamps flickering in the mist.

The air was peculiar. Although fresh and cold, it was at the same time heavy and dense, almost humid like the middle of summer. Quite strange for this time of year. The closer the train drew to central London, the noisier the stations became. She could hear the tapping of shoes on wet pavement, distant announcements over loudspeakers, and the screech of brakes as new trains arrived out of the darkness of the tunnels. Madeleine pressed her forehead against the cold glass and traced little circles and hearts into the mist on the window.

At Charing Cross she noticed an elderly man hurrying out of the carriage. He wore a long dark coat and seemed terribly rushed. They had only a few more minutes to travel; Waterloo Station was their final destination. Madeleine stared through the fogged window at the crowd rushing somewhere in every direction. And then her gaze stopped on an old woman. Amid all the chaos — people running, hurrying, moving frantically — she sat calmly on a wooden bench with her hands folded in her lap. Outside it was far too cold, far too rainy, and yet she remained there completely motionless as though it were the middle of summer. Rain drummed relentlessly against the enormous glass roof above the platform. From 

[image: ]time to time the wind blew tiny droplets beneath the roof structure, causing the station lights to shimmer across the wet stone floor. The air smelled of wet stone, locomotive smoke, and damp coats.

People moved in waves. Men in hats nervously glanced up at the departure board. Women clutched handbags while trying not to lose their children in the crowd. Someone cursed when a suitcase rolled away down the platform. A soldier forced his way through the masses carrying a large bag over his shoulder while two passengers collided near the stairs and continued onward without apology. Everything was movement. Footsteps. Whistles. The pounding of wheels. Crackling loudspeakers.

But the old woman never moved. She seemed not to belong to the chaos around her. As though she existed somewhere above it all, body and soul drifting within a world of her own. She appeared to be around sixty years old. She wore an elegant dark gray coat of thick wool, perfect for October, with neatly fastened buttons and a velvet collar the wind barely disturbed. Around her neck was tied a thin scarf the color of dried autumn leaves. On her head rested a small dark hat decorated with delicate feathers and flowers at the side. Not too extravagant. Old-fashioned, but graceful. Her gloves were folded carefully one atop the other in her lap, and beside her stood a small leather handbag with a metal clasp gleaming beneath the station lights.

Her face was calm. Too calm. Neither nervous nor weary. Merely... peaceful. As though she had discovered a small fragment of silence amid the entire frantic world collapsing under its own haste. She did not appear sad. The expression on her face was rather a strange mixture of contentment and melancholy. An unexplainable nostalgia. People rushed past without noticing her. The wind occasionally carried wandering drops of rain onto her cheeks, yet she paid them no attention. Every now and then she lifted her gaze toward the tracks, as though listening for a train that had not yet arrived.

Madeleine could not shake the feeling that the woman was waiting for someone. Something in the way she sat suggested she had been there for a very long time. Perhaps for hours. Perhaps for years. As though every day she came to the same bench to wait for the same train. The same person. Or perhaps for a promise that had never been fulfilled.

For a moment, however, Madeleine’s attention was caught by the conversation of two women seated across from her. They sat in dark coats, leaning so close toward one another that their heads almost touched. They spoke in hushed voices, the way people speak in stations when they do not wish to be overheard. One of them secretly pointed through the window.

“Ah... there she is again. The lonely lady.”

The other woman stretched slightly to get a better look.

“She comes here every day at exactly the same time.”

“And then she simply sits and waits.”

“Waiting for whom?” the second woman asked quietly.

The first slowly shook her head.

“For no one.”

“She waits for the station announcements.”

The other woman blinked in confusion.

“For the announcements?”

“I’ve heard stories about her,” the first continued even more softly. “They say she comes here to listen to the voice of her beloved, who died long ago. Have you never heard about her?”

“Oh... how heartbreaking. No, I haven’t. I would certainly have remembered something so tragic.”

Outside, the wind howled down the platform and the rain struck even harder against the glass roof.

“And when did he die?” whispered the second woman.

The first sighed.

“Oh, not recently. Sometime during or shortly after the war. I’m not entirely sure.”

“Don’t tell me... and she has been coming here ever since?”

“Every single day.”

“Oh Lord... what kind of love must that be.”

For a moment they both fell silent.

One of them clasped her hands tightly in her lap.

“You don’t see things like that anymore today.”

“Poor old woman.”

But Madeleine was no longer listening. She looked again at the woman on the bench. Now she seemed even lonelier. Rain formed a silver haze around her while people passed by like shadows that never stopped long enough to notice her.

And then...

Madeleine’s gaze slowly drifted toward the seat opposite them where a man had been sitting 
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“Mum! The gentleman forgot his umbrella!”

Before Eleanor could say anything, Madeleine had already seized the umbrella and dashed out. She slipped from the train determined to catch him. Weaving through the crowd in fear of losing him, she shouted and waved the umbrella in the air.

“Sir! Your umbrella!”

The man turned around in surprise, thanked her quickly, and grabbed the umbrella. Madeleine’s face lit up with a smile. It felt wonderful to do something kind for someone. The man quickly disappeared into the crowd that practically carried him away, and Madeleine turned back toward the train searching for her mother. Eleanor came running breathlessly and seized her angrily by the hand.

“But Madeleine, what on earth were you thinking, running out like that? Imagine if the train had left without you! How would you have gotten to school then?” 

But Madeleine paid no attention to her. She stared at the old woman sitting only a step away from her on the bench. The woman was looking directly at her with a serene smile upon her lips, as though she approved of that small and seemingly insignificant act. An act filled with human dignity. As though that tiny gesture was proof that kindness and humanity still existed.

But at that very moment the screeching of the train wheels echoed through the station. The doors closed automatically and the train slowly continued on its journey. Both of them looked at each other in panic and began to run.

“Oh no!” Eleanor protested.

Only then did Madeleine realize that her hands were empty. She ran desperately toward the train doors, but the train had no intention of stopping.

“But Madeleine! Where are you going? Hurry, you’ll be late for school. We have to catch the first bus outside the station! Otherwise the children will leave for the museum without you!”

But the girl noticed nothing around her. With a terrified expression on her face, she pounded her fists against the cold metal side of the moving train. The train accelerated more and more, and she quickened her pace along with it.

“Hey, stop! Where are you going? My teddy bear is still inside! Oliver! Oliver!” she cried desperately, searching for her teddy bear with frantic eyes.

The train glided down the platform, rushing toward its next destination — Waterloo Station. She could clearly see her teddy bear Oliver sitting proudly upright on the seat, like a gentleman embarking on some distant journey. Eleanor rushed to her side and understood instantly the moment she saw him.

“Oh no! How could this have happened?”

She felt sorry for Madeleine because she knew how attached she was to him. Madeleine’s little nose had already begun to wrinkle strangely while her eyes filled with tears. Eleanor crouched down, took her by the raincoat with both hands, and looked into her face.

“Hey, little one! Don’t worry. I’m sure someone will find him and take him to the lost property office. We can look for him there tomorrow.”

At those words Madeleine’s eyes widened. A glimmer of hope flashed through her beautiful eyes and the tears vanished instantly.

“Really? A lost property office? I didn’t even know such a thing existed!”

“Oh yes! If you think you’re the only person who has ever forgotten something, then you’re mistaken. People leave all sorts of things behind on trains.”

“They forget things? Like what?” she asked curiously while they hurried down the stairs leading beneath the platform.

“Hats, scarves, gloves. Sometimes handbags or, like that gentleman, umbrellas. Usually the conductors find those things and hand them over to the office. Right there beside the station.”

Those words calmed her somewhat. She took a deep breath, trying not to think about lost Oliver. She would do everything she could to find him again. That teddy bear was something special in their family. And now he belonged to her, which meant she had to do everything possible to bring him back. But she no longer had time to think about it because they both had to catch the first bus and arrive on time. 
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Saturday morning dawned over London quieter than usual, and no less gloomy. A fine cold rain drizzled endlessly, as though the city were still dreaming some old, sorrowful dream from which it did not know how to awaken. Fog crept between the buildings and chimneys while the wet streets glistened beneath the pale glow of black lanterns like dark mirrors filled with memories.

Eleanor had to work that day as well. It had not been her plan, but there was simply too much work and she did not want to be the only one to refuse. She seemed thoughtful as she pulled on her hat and adjusted the collar of her long beige coat. Madeleine stood quietly by the door, her face unusually serious. She was terribly impatient to leave. She counted the moments until she could once again hold Oliver tightly in her arms. Not for a single instant did she consider the possibility that he might be lost forever. No — that was not an option for her. It was merely a question of time before he returned home with her. Of that she was completely certain.

In her hands she held a small child’s umbrella, dark blue in color, covered with tiny golden stars and a pale yellow crescent moon. Whenever she opened it, it looked as though a piece of the night sky had come back to life. She missed Oliver more than she wished to admit. At the same time she felt responsible. Oliver had belonged to their family for three generations already, and the thought that she had been the one to lose him felt unforgivable.

As they sat in the train, raindrops slid down the fogged windows in long silver streaks. The world outside was blurred, turning London into a hazy watercolor painting woven from rain, fog, and shadows. The passengers sat silently beneath damp coats, holding newspapers, bags, and umbrellas from which water still dripped onto the carriage floor. Somewhere behind them came the quiet conversation of two men, muffled by the rumble of the train.

“Good morning! What do you think of this weather? Quite rainy, isn’t it?”

“Yes, it’s been raining for days now. I hope we’ll still have a few pleasant days before winter.”

“The weather truly is unpredictable. It clears for a moment only to pour even harder afterward.”

“Fortunately, I have a large umbrella, but still — the cold and the gloom are unpleasant. I prefer sunshine!”

“I agree! I hope it clears up at least for the weekend. The forecast mentioned a bit of sunshine this afternoon.”

“That would be nice! I hope the forecast is right. I start feeling rather nostalgic when the rain lasts too long.”

“Definitely. Well then, I won’t keep you any longer. I wish you a pleasant day despite the dreary weather!”

“Thank you, and the same to you!”

Madeleine rested her forehead against the cold glass and watched the wet London streets glide past her eyes for a long time. She had a strange feeling that the city that morning was somehow slower, quieter, and filled with unspoken stories.

After a few moments she looked at her mother.

“Mum... do you think Oliver is really there? That someone found him?”

Eleanor looked at her gently. At that moment Madeleine seemed like a very small little girl to her. But she did not wish to show it, so instead she offered words of encouragement.

“I’m sure of it! Our conductors are very conscientious.”

“And what if one of the passengers took him and carried him away?”

Eleanor frowned.

“I don’t think so! Whoever found him, I’m certain they handed him in to the right place. But you’ll see for yourself soon enough. Don’t worry,” she reassured her.

Madeleine nodded silently.

“I think you’re right.”

When they stepped out of the train, a cold damp wind greeted them, carrying the scent of wet asphalt, smoke, and freshness. Eleanor accompanied her to a narrow side street where the office was located and stopped there.

From the outside, the building looked almost forgotten. It was narrow and tall, squeezed between 

[image: ]an old antiquarian bookshop and a tailor’s shop with darkened display windows. The red brick had blackened from decades of fog and rain, while the tall narrow windows resembled closed eyes that had avoided looking at the street for years. Above the door hung a small wooden sign with faded and partially erased golden letters: LOST PROPERTY OFFICE.

The letters were barely visible, hidden beneath traces of time, as though the sign itself were slowly disappearing together with the things that ended up there.

“Go in and ask about Oliver,” Eleanor said softly.

“Perhaps someone found him.”

Then she gently kissed Madeleine on the cheek and hurried down the street, disappearing among dark umbrellas and fog until she blended with the other shadows of London.

Madeleine remained alone. She looked strangely fragile and tiny in front of that old building which suddenly seemed to tower above her. 

At that moment the building appeared far larger than it had only moments ago while her mother was still beside her, as though it stretched upward into another, older and darker version of London. For several seconds she simply listened to the rain. The autumn wind struck her face like tiny sharp needles, chilling her already cold skin and creeping beneath the sleeves of her little coat. Raindrops slid down her pale cheeks while strands of hazelnut-colored hair clung to her face and tangled in the relentless wind that blew as though carrying some old forgotten sorrow.

Somewhere in the distance came the shrill screech of train brakes. The sound seemed to pull her back into reality once more. From the platform echoed a loudspeaker announcement calling the departure of a train.

Madeleine took a deep breath of the cold air that smelled of wet grass, old books, and early autumn. Then she slowly closed her umbrella, shook the droplets from it, and bravely grasped the handle of the wooden door. Her heart beat quietly but powerfully. Its rhythm was a strange mixture of fear and hope.

The moment she stepped inside, warmth greeted her together with the scent of old wood, damp paper, and dust that had gathered upon shelves for years. The air carried a faint aroma of old leather suitcases, faded ink, violets, and something difficult to explain. At first glance everything felt burdened with memories that had been hidden too long inside closed dark wooden drawers.

Behind a tall wooden counter stood a woman who seemed to belong to another time entirely, rather than to a rainy London Saturday in 1982. Before her, upon a small brass nameplate whose letters had darkened slightly with age, was written: Mrs. Rosewood.

The name suited her perfectly. It held something old-fashioned within it — a mixture of the scent of roses dried between the pages of books and the longing of old love letters.

The room was no larger than an ordinary chamber, yet nowhere inside it was there a single object that appeared lost. Nothing that seemed to be missed by anyone. Nowhere was there any sign of Oliver, although Madeleine searched for him everywhere with her eyes — across the shelves, into the corners, even inside the glass cabinet behind the elegant woman.

“Could it really be possible that there was not a single lost object here, including her teddy bear?” Anxiety cast a dark shadow across her eyes.

Could it be that she alone had been so careless? But it had never been her intention. She had only wanted to help that man and return his umbrella. She could not have known the doors would close so quickly and the train depart.

The room was illuminated by a single dim yellow light hanging above the counter. The dark wooden walls rose high toward the ceiling while shadowy shapes danced behind the woman across the walls. Somewhere deep within the room a clock ticked softly. It smelled of old paper, polished wood, damp coats, and memories that had waited far too long for someone to find them. Even though she could not see a single object, she could not shake the feeling that there was somehow too much of everything there.

Then her thoughts were interrupted by the woman’s voice from behind the counter. She cleared her throat softly to gain her attention. Mrs. Rosewood was a tall and slender woman with exceptionally graceful posture. Her waist was accentuated by a dark green dress of old-fashioned cut that resembled styles from the 1940s, while around her neck she wore a silk scarf the color of faded sage. Her copper-red hair had been carefully curled into perfect waves and lifted elegantly above her forehead in a hairstyle Madeleine had seen only in old films. Thin spectacles with golden frames gleamed upon the bridge of her nose. She did not take her eyes off Madeleine as the girl approached the counter uncertainly. Lowering her glasses slightly, she stared over them with serious gray eyes.
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“Good morning,” she said in a voice that was at once courteous and formal. “How may I help you?”

Madeleine tightened her grip on her wet umbrella.

“Good morning, Mrs. Rosewood. Yesterday I lost my teddy bear on the train. I only wanted to check whether someone perhaps found him... and maybe brought him here.”

For several seconds the woman simply watched her in silence, as though she wished first to absorb her words and fully understand them.

Above them the old lamp crackled softly.

“The name of the lost object?” she finally asked.

“Oliver,” Madeleine whispered.

“A small teddy bear wearing a plaid coat,” she added, trying to describe him.

Mrs. Rosewood nodded slowly, then opened one of the many wooden drawers behind the counter. Inside were hundreds of little cards neatly arranged alphabetically, yellowed and old as though they had rested there for decades. For a long while she searched through them in complete silence. Only the rain tapping against the office windows and the soft rustle of paper beneath her fingers could be heard.

Madeleine felt her heart beating harder and harder. The woman frightened her a little, although she was not unkind. There was something cold, strict, and distrustful in her voice, posture, and quiet movements. Perhaps she merely feared handing the wrong belongings to the wrong person. Madeleine glanced briefly through the window at the sky where thick, almost black clouds were gathering while rain continued trickling down the glass. Then she turned her gaze back toward the woman. It seemed to her as though Mrs. Rosewood had been there for a very long time — far longer than it first appeared. In that moment Madeleine thought that perhaps this woman was nothing less than the keeper of the
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