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Tonight the Stairs Will Hold
Tobias Harven
In a narrow boarding house built around a rain-slick outdoor stair, quiet cobbler Tavi is pulled from his workshop when stormwater loosens the upper landings and leaves neighbors stranded on different floors. With wax, leather scraps, hot stew, and stubborn hands, he turns a routine repair into a tense, cozy night of teamwork.
ProseHub


    
The Rain on the Lower Landing
By the time the light in Tavi's workshop turned the color of weak tea, the rain had begun to tap at the boarding house like a patient visitor who had forgotten what time it was. He bent over a half-soled boot, drew the waxed thread through leather with steady hands, and listened to the house breathe above him: a kettle singing on the second floor, a door latch clicking, somebody laughing softly over supper. The building was narrow and tall, stitched together around an outdoor stair that climbed past the windows like a ladder someone had decided to make elegant. Tavi liked boots better than stairs. Boots were honest. They only asked to be fed scraps of leather and a clean heel, and in return they carried people where they meant to go. Stairs, by contrast, were forever developing opinions. Mottle, the boarding house cat, was curled on a stack of off-cuts beside the stove, watching him with the severe expression of a judge who had been denied a nap. Tavi flicked a look at her. ‘If you’re going to supervise, at least look useful,’ he muttered. Mottle blinked once, as if to say that usefulness was beneath her dignity. Rain thickened against the window. A gust slipped under the door and brought with it the smell of wet stone, onion soup, and Mrs. Calder's clove cake cooling somewhere upstairs. The house had a habit of smelling like everyone's life at once. Tavi set the boot aside and reached for the next one, but before he could start the new seam, a low creak rolled through the stair outside. Not the ordinary complaint of old wood. Something longer. Tired. He paused, listening. Another creak answered, then the soft, uncertain thump of water hitting a loose board. Tavi frowned, wiped his hands on his apron, and told himself that old buildings always sounded dramatic in bad weather. Still, he did not enjoy the way the stair had begun to speak.
He was not in the habit of meddling when a problem belonged to the weather, but the rain had a way of making every small thing look more urgent than it wanted to be. Tavi opened the workshop door a crack and peered into the corridor. The lower landing was dim, lit by one lamp with a smoky wick and the warm square of light under the kitchen door. Beyond that, the outside stair ran upward in a straight, exposed line, each step slick with rain, each railing bead-covered and shining. Mrs. Calder stood at the top of the first flight in a shawl the color of beet skins, holding a tin bucket under a drip that had found the exact center of the stair beam. She saw him and gave the bucket an annoyed little shake. ‘If that drip gets any more determined, I shall charge it rent,’ she said. ‘You would charge a raindrop rent?’ Tavi asked. ‘Certainly. It would only be fair if it occupied the landing all evening.’ She adjusted the shawl at her shoulders and peered down at him. ‘You hear that board complaining too, or have I finally become a nuisance to myself?’ Tavi looked up at the stair and then down at her bucket. ‘I hear both, which is never a cheerful combination.’ She made a face that was almost a smile. A tiny figure in striped stockings appeared behind her, one hand on the rail, the other clutching a bun nearly as large as the child's face. Pip, the youngest of the upper-floor tenants, had the unstoppable energy of a spring kettle. ‘Tavi,’ Pip called, ‘is the rain winning?’ ‘For the moment, yes,’ he said. ‘It has the unfair advantage of falling from the sky.’ ‘Rude of it,’ Pip declared. Mottle slipped past Tavi's ankles and sat squarely on the threshold as if she had come to inspect the weather herself. The cat's tail twitched once. Tavi bent to retrieve her, but then the stair gave another long, wet groan, and he straightened instead, all amusement draining out of him. That was not a good sound.
He stepped outside under the eaves, lantern in hand, and the rain cooled his face at once. The stair smelled of wet timber and old iron. Tavi set the lantern low and crouched near the first landing, fingers pressing the edge of a board that had looked solid last week and now yielded with the faintest give. He shifted his weight, testing the beam beneath. It held, but only after a hesitant little wobble, as if thinking it over. ‘Well,’ he said softly, because talking to a structure did not make it more sensible, but it did make him feel less foolish, ‘that is not ideal.’ Above him, someone upstairs was calling for more bread, and from the kitchen came the clink of bowls being set out for supper. The boarding house had its own storm routine: barley stew on rainy nights, extra lamps in the hall, and a rule Mrs. Calder had invented years ago that no one was allowed to complain about the weather before tasting the stew. Tavi had always thought that was less a rule than a weapon. He was still kneeling when Pip skipped down one step, then stopped short at his hand on the board. ‘Can I help?’ she asked, which was a dangerous question from a child with no fear and too much confidence. ‘Not with this, unless you’ve recently grown a carpenter's body,’ he said. ‘I have strong elbows.’ ‘A useful trait in many professions, none of them mine.’ Pip considered that as if she might later invent a profession requiring elbows. Mrs. Calder leaned over the rail. ‘What have you found?’ ‘A step that has become moody,’ Tavi said. ‘It may need persuading.’ ‘Do be gentle. It has spent decades supporting ill-advised footwear.’ He huffed a laugh despite himself, then reached beneath the board and felt dampness where there should have been dry wood. Not rot yet, perhaps, but the beginning of trouble. He could hear the storm pressing at the roof and the stair, and beneath that, the house settling into the evening with all the trust of people who had no other place to be. He stood slowly. If the upper floor needed to come down for supper, he would have to make sure the stair stayed polite long enough to allow it.
Tavi went back inside and reached for his tool bag, but before he could lift it properly, a small leather shoe appeared on the counter beside him, dropped there by Pip with the solemnity of a royal offering. It was brown, child-sized, and very wet. One side of the sole had opened near the toe, the seam split where a puddle had probably found it first. ‘It was doing that before the rain,’ Pip said. ‘I only noticed after it tried to eat a stone.’ Tavi picked it up and turned it in his hands. The leather was soft, the stitching poor but not hopeless. He could fix it quickly enough, if the weather allowed the house to stop swaying long enough for anyone to stand still. ‘Did you walk all the way up the stair in this?’ he asked. ‘Only the lower part,’ Pip admitted. ‘Then I decided I preferred having toes.’ ‘A wise decision.’ Mrs. Calder descended three steps, stopping where the stair became slightly less certain of itself. ‘Pip has been insisting the shoe is heroic,’ she said. ‘I told her all shoes are heroic. They merely suffer in silence.’ Tavi held the little shoe near the lantern. A thread of rainwater had crept into the split seam and darkened the lining. He ran a thumb over the edge, already measuring the work in his head, the angle of the tear, the pressure of the child's walk, the places that would need roughening so the repair would last. His hands understood problems faster than his mouth did. ‘I can mend this,’ he said. ‘But the stair needs a look as well.’ ‘The stair can wait,’ Mrs. Calder said at once, which meant it definitely could not. ‘No,’ Tavi replied, and the word surprised even him with its sharpness. He looked from the shoe to the rain-streaked landing above and then out toward the darkening yard where the storm was turning everything silver and hard to see. ‘Not if people need to use it tonight.’ A pause followed. Even Pip stopped chewing. Then Mrs. Calder tucked her chin into her shawl and said, quieter now, ‘I thought you disliked being sensible in company.’ ‘I dislike being blamed for things that fall over,’ he said, and this drew a small, unwilling smile from her. Still, his eyes did not leave the stair.
The rain deepened until it sounded like handfuls of pebbles flung at the roof. Tavi took the little shoe back to the workshop, set it under the lamp, and began to prepare his tools with quick, practical motions. He trimmed a scrap of tougher leather, brushed away dust, warmed the paste in a tin by the stove, and tested the awl point against his thumb with the care of a man who knew the difference between useful pain and foolish pain. Mottle joined him by planting herself directly on the largest patch of leather, an act of pure obstruction. ‘You are not helping,’ he told her. Mottle flattened one ear. In response, he moved her gently to the window ledge, where she stared out at the rain as if judging the quality of its work. On the far side of the corridor, the kitchen door swung open and a flood of savory steam drifted through the hall. Someone had added fennel to the stew tonight. The smell was bright and odd in a comforting way, the sort of detail that could make even a storm feel briefly civilized. Tavi worked the split seam open with the awl, then stitched it shut with patient, even pulls. He did not hurry the thread. Rushing only made the leather sulk later. ‘Will it last through tomorrow?’ Pip asked from the doorway, her voice small now that the storm had become serious. Tavi kept his eyes on the shoe. ‘If the child who wears it does not leap into puddles on purpose, then yes.’ ‘No promises,’ Pip said. ‘No, I noticed that much.’ He set the sole against the lamp, checking the curve. A better cobbler might have made the fix prettier, but pretty was not the point tonight. Grip was. Safety was. The rain beat harder. Somewhere above, a window rattled. He could hear Mrs. Calder calling to someone on the second floor to move a basin away from the draft. The house was beginning to sound less like a place and more like a collection of people trying to stay dry together.
By the time Tavi returned to the stair, he had the repaired shoe in one hand and a small bundle of tools in the other: hammer, wedges, a short pry bar, and a coil of narrow leather strips cut from an old apron he had never quite managed to throw away. He had the look he wore when he was unhappy enough to become efficient. Pip followed him to the door in her stocking feet, then stopped where the floorboards ended and the outside rain began. ‘It looks steeper at night,’ she whispered. ‘That is because it is steeper at night,’ Tavi said. ‘Daylight is a liar.’ Mrs. Calder hobbled down to the upper edge of the landing, gripping the rail with dignified caution. ‘I can bring down the soup bowls if necessary,’ she announced. ‘I am not yet ornamental.’ ‘No one accused you of that,’ Tavi said. ‘Though I reserve the right to be later.’ Her mouth twitched. She leaned closer, and for a moment her sternness softened into something like trust. ‘What exactly are you planning to do, boy?’ she asked. He looked at the loose step, then at the wet rail, then at the child’s shoe balanced in his palm. ‘Enough to keep everyone from arguing with gravity for one more night,’ he said. It was not a grand answer, but it was the right one. He pressed one of the leather strips into his belt, tucked the repaired shoe beneath his arm, and started up the first few steps, testing each tread with the front of his boot before putting any real weight on it. The stair shivered under him. Not much. Just enough. The motion went straight through his leg and into his jaw. He stopped. Above, from the upper landing, came the sound of Pip drawing a careful breath, and from somewhere deeper in the house the low clatter of a spoon dropped in the kitchen. Tavi set his hand flat against the rail and felt the wet wood tremble under his palm. He had not meant to become part of the problem tonight. But the stair had chosen an inconvenient evening to need him.
He climbed higher, slow and sideways, one hand on the rail, one hand carrying his lantern low so the light slid over every board. At the third step the stair gave a tiny, worrying shift, as though a hidden joint had sighed. Tavi froze, balanced and listening. Below, Pip whispered something that might have been, ‘Is he all right?’ and Mrs. Calder answered, ‘He is stubborn. That generally counts.’ He almost smiled. Rain gusted through the open side of the stairwell and brushed cold against his sleeves. The upper floors were lit in strips, warm rectangles beneath doorways where neighbors had come to see what the noise was about. A lanky man in a nightcap held a dish towel like a flag. Two sisters with braids pinned up in cloth clips leaned out from opposite doors and asked questions at the same time, neither of them waiting for answers. Someone offered Tavi a candle. Someone else offered a biscuit. A storm always made the house more social than anyone intended. He shook his head at the biscuit, but accepted the candle and held it near the rail. The flame shuddered. The board under the upper landing showed a dark line where the grain had opened. Not disaster yet. Not collapse. But enough to make him plan with care. ‘Nobody is to come down until I check the middle support,’ he called. Voices answered at once, all of them different and all of them impatient in their own way. ‘I only need to reach the pantry.’ ‘I was on my way to the kettle.’ ‘My slippers are on the third floor and I have principles about that.’ Tavi looked up, rain on his lashes, and sighed. ‘Principles can wait. Slippers can wait. You may all blame me tomorrow.’ That was when Mottle appeared at his heel, having somehow slipped out behind him without anyone noticing. The cat sat on the narrow edge of the step, tail curled around her paws, and regarded the storm with the grave concentration of a tiny, furred sea captain. ‘At least one of us feels prepared,’ Tavi said. Mottle yawned.
The trouble with old houses was that they kept their worries where people could hear them. The stair ticked, the rail moaned, the lower landing complained in a long and very personal creak whenever Tavi shifted his weight. He set the lantern on the top step he trusted most, then crouched to peer underneath the next board. Dampness had darkened the underside. A nail head showed itself where there should have been more wood around it. He reached in with the pry bar and gave the plank the gentlest lift he could manage. It protested at once. ‘Aha,’ he said softly. ‘There you are.’ Not a rotten beam, not yet. But the edges were soft enough to worry him. The house had been built by hands that expected weather and accepted inconvenience as a fact of life, but even strong things grew tired if no one noticed their strain. Tavi had learned that from shoes, from shop benches, from a kettle with a cracked handle that still boiled water because it refused to know better. He braced the board back in place and reached for one of the leather strips. A temporary fix, only enough to give the stair less to complain about. He passed the strip through a narrow gap, looped it around the lower rail support, and pulled it tight with his teeth clamped against the end while his fingers tightened the knot. It was awkward and slightly ridiculous, and he would never have admitted it to anyone, but the leather held. From behind him came Pip's delighted voice. ‘You look like a pirate fixing a chair.’ ‘That is because I have the charm of a pirate and the posture of a chair,’ he called back. Mrs. Calder gave a snort that was almost a laugh. The mood on the landings changed by a fraction. Not safe, exactly, but less frightened. One of the sisters offered to move the bucket under the drip. The man in the nightcap disappeared to fetch more lamp oil. Tavi took comfort where he could find it. Then a sharper crack ran through the stair, not from the board he had touched but from a step two treads above it. Every head turned. The sound was small. The consequence was not. Tavi stood very still, hand on the rail, the rain pressing against his shoulders, and understood that the house had more to say before the night was over.
A child cried out from the upper landing, more startled than hurt, and Tavi was moving before the sound had fully faded. He took the steps in a careful rush, one hand skimming the rail, the other lifting his lantern so the light fell ahead of him. Pip stood near the top door with one foot bare, her sock already dark from damp boards. The repaired shoe was in her hands, but not on her foot, because the lace had tangled in her hurry and she had tried to hop backward away from the noise. Mrs. Calder had one arm stretched out behind her as if she meant to catch the entire staircase if it fell. ‘Nobody is falling,’ Tavi said, more firmly than gently, and the words seemed to steady the air itself. Pip sniffed. ‘The stair scared me.’ ‘It is allowed to try,’ he said. ‘It is not allowed to succeed.’ The child gave a watery giggle at that, then held out the shoe with both hands. ‘It still fits bad,’ she said. He knelt on the landing, the wood cool through his trouser knee, and checked the repair. The seam held. The sole was solid. What remained was the larger problem: the stair itself, damp and complaining, with the middle support taking strain that should have been shared elsewhere. Tavi pressed a thumb along the edge of the rail, then looked up at the upper floors where neighbors watched from their doorways with bowls in their hands and worry in their faces. He could make this safe enough for a night, perhaps. He could tell them where to step, where not to step, how to move one at a time. He could brace, patch, and insist. But he would need every tool he owned, and probably two he did not yet have. The storm hit the stair again in a sudden burst, rattling the lamp flame and making the wet boards shine like black glass. Tavi closed his fingers around Pip's shoe, rose to his feet, and looked at the staircase as though measuring a stubborn opponent. He had not meant to take responsibility for the whole building when he woke that morning. Yet there was no one else on the landing who could tighten a seam and a rail with equal care. He inhaled once, slow and steady, and said, ‘All right. Nobody moves until I come back with more wood.’

    
Leather Cut for the Rain
Tavi kept his word. He returned to the workshop with a bundle of dry scraps tucked under one arm and the look of someone about to argue with a piece of furniture. The little room felt even narrower now that the storm had sharpened its voice outside, tapping at the window and hissing at the cracks under the door. Along the walls stood rows of repaired boots, shoe lasts, tins of polish, spare heels, and a jar of wax that always smelled faintly of oranges whenever he warmed it. He laid the bundle on the bench, selected a straight strip from an old broom handle, and ran his palm over the grain. Not handsome wood. But honest wood. Tonight he needed things that would hold, not things that would impress anyone.
Mottle was already on the worktable, settled on a pile of leather off-cuts as if she had bought the place outright. One paw rested over a narrow strip Tavi had meant to use for reinforcement. He pointed at it. 'Move.'
The cat opened one eye, considered him with the cold dignity of a magistrate, and then lowered her head onto the strip. Tavi sighed. 'Foreman, then.'
He started cutting the leather into narrow lengths for temporary grips, roughening one side with a rasp so the shoes would bite better on wet boards. The rasp made a thin, dry scrape that was almost lost beneath the rain. Above him, the house carried on with evening life: a spoon clinking against a bowl, somebody coughing politely, the soft cough of the boiler in the laundry room. On rainy nights the boarding house always smelled different, as if the place had its own weather inside the weather. Tonight it was barley stew, fennel, damp wool, and the blue bowl of candied lemon peel Mrs. Calder kept by the kitchen door for anyone coming in soaked. Tavi had never asked why lemon peel made the storm feel less rude, but it did.
He stacked the cut strips in a neat pile, then warmed a little wax to stiffen the edges. If the stair wanted to complain, he intended to make its complaints expensive. From the landing outside came another long creak, lower this time, as though the building had shifted in its sleep. Tavi paused with the wax brush in hand, then went back to work with quicker, tighter motions. Whatever else happened tonight, he was not leaving the job half-done.
By the time he carried the first handful of grips into the kitchen, the room had filled with the cautious interest of people pretending not to be worried. Mrs. Calder stood by the stove in her beet-colored shawl, stirring the stew with the air of someone who expected the spoon to answer for itself. Pip sat on the table bench, swinging both feet and watching the door as if the rain might come in carrying a parade. Two tenants from the upper floor had brought their shoes down in a basket, and one man in a nightcap held a cracked slipper with an expression of sincere betrayal.
'You have all brought me your most defeated footwear,' Tavi said.
'Only the ones that deserve mercy,' Mrs. Calder replied.
Pip pushed her muddy shoe toward him. 'Mine was trying to escape.'
'Wiser than most things in this house,' he said, kneeling to inspect the split toe. 'Hold still.' He worked quickly, pressing a rough leather strip to the sole, trimming the edge, then fastening it with practiced hands. The grip lay flat and firm under his thumb. He tested the stitching with a sharp pull, nodded once, and set it aside.
Pip peered at him. 'Is that enough to stop me from sliding all the way into the kitchen?'
'If you run, no.'
Mrs. Calder gave a short laugh. 'There is hope for him yet. He has not lost the gift for honesty.'
'I charge extra for it,' Tavi said, and the man in the nightcap snorted into his sleeve. That was how the room changed. Not all at once, not by magic, but by little pieces: a smile here, a shoulder turning away from the window to face the table, one shoe set down, then another. Tavi fit grips to slippers, boots, and one felt house shoe so worn at the heel it seemed nearly philosophical. The cat, having grown bored with authority, slipped under the bench and stole one strip of leather, dragging it beneath the table like a triumphant thief. 'That one is not for you,' Tavi said.
Mottle looked up with the innocence of a creature who had never broken a rule in her life and could not imagine why anyone would invent rules at all. Pip laughed so hard she had to clutch the table edge. Even Mrs. Calder shook her head. 'A shame,' she said. 'She would have made a better accountant than most.'
Once the first handful of shoes had been reinforced, Tavi gave each owner a short instruction and watched the result. The grips did what he wanted: they caught the damp floorboards instead of skating over them, and the difference was enough to turn nervous steps into careful ones. That mattered. A staircase did not care if people feared it. It only cared where they put their weight.
He carried the repaired shoes to the lower landing and tried one himself, stepping onto the first wet board outside the kitchen with the front of his boot angled slightly outward. The leather bit. Good. He shifted his weight, then stepped again, slower this time. The stair still sighed beneath him, but the sound was no longer a threat so much as a warning from a tired thing asking not to be ignored. Tavi crouched, set the lantern beside him, and examined the lower rail where the wind had driven rain in from the side. A support bracket had loosened. Not enough to fail yet. Enough to insult him.
He reached into his tool bag for the narrow pry bar, slipped its end beneath the loose brace, and pressed his shoulder to the rail while a man from the upper floor held the lantern steady. The board shivered. Tavi tightened his jaw, shifted his hips, and drove a wedge into the gap with one hard tap of the mallet. The brace settled. He wrapped a leather strip around the joint and pulled it tight, using the handle of the mallet as leverage. A temporary splint, ugly as a barn boot, but it would keep the rail from wobbling too much until morning.
'You make it look easy,' the man said.
'It is only because I hate wasting time being beaten by wood.'
'Comforting,' Pip called from the doorway.
'It should be,' Tavi said. 'I am in a foul mood and still winning.'
The line earned a small burst of laughter from the kitchen, and the sound loosened the air. People began moving with purpose instead of hesitation. One woman fetched extra lamps. Another carried the stew pot to a safer corner. Mrs. Calder divided the bread with her usual severe generosity, setting aside the end pieces for those who liked crust more than crumb. Rain struck the roof in dense, impatient sheets, but inside the boarding house there was now a rhythm to the work. Hold here. Pass that. Stand back. Step carefully. It was not peace, exactly, but it had the shape of cooperation.
The middle support was worse than Tavi had hoped. He found the trouble when he crouched to feel under the rail and touched dampness where there should have been only dry wood. Not rot, not yet, but the kind of softness that made a man doubt every step he had ever taken on the place. He pressed the side of his hand against the board, then checked the joint above it. A thin line had opened in the grain, dark with water. The stair had been carrying too much strain on too little kindness.
Tavi straightened and looked toward the kitchen. 'I need the broom handle from the cleaning closet and the narrow chair leg from the room at the end of the hall.'
Mrs. Calder arched one eyebrow. 'Is this your way of saying the furniture has failed its duties?'
'Only the one that volunteered.'
'That is all furniture,' she said. 'It merely lies about it.'
Pip appeared at the door with a tin cup of hot cider she had been told not to carry. 'I can bring the chair leg.'
'You can bring the cup to someone less likely to spill,' Tavi answered, taking it from her before she could prove herself right. 'Go tell the others to stay clear of the top landing for a moment.'
She saluted him with two fingers and ran off. The act was so solemn that he almost smiled. The storm had turned the house into a place of errands and small command. He did not mind that as much as he had expected to. While one tenant fetched the broom handle, another held the lantern lower so he could see the hidden joint. Someone in the kitchen had started toasting slices of bread over the stove grate, and the smell drifted into the corridor, warm and slightly sweet. Rainy nights always made the household more practical. They repaired hems, sharpened knives, split kindling, and told the truth about whether a seam could survive another season.
Tavi slid the broom handle into place as a brace, then wedged the chair leg against it with his shoulder pressed hard to the rail. The two pieces fit awkwardly at first. He rasped one edge thinner, then tapped the brace into alignment with the mallet. The wood answered with a deeper, steadier sound. Not fixed. Supported. That was enough for the moment. He tied the joint with leather strips, cinching them so tight the material creaked under his fingers. The whole arrangement looked rough enough to offend a carpenter, but the stair stopped complaining quite so loudly.
Mrs. Calder came closer, not enough to risk the weak section, but enough to study his work. 'You do not mend things in the usual way.'
'No.'
'No?' she repeated, amused.
'If I did, the shoe would still be wet and the stair would still be rude.'
Her mouth twitched. 'A fair method, then.'
He bent to tighten the last wrap and felt, for the first time that evening, the tiny ease that comes when a task begins to behave. It did not last long, but it was real.
The cat made the next complication of the night entirely on purpose, which was rude of her because Tavi was already busy. Mottle had seized the loose end of one leather strip and dragged it beneath the bench. When he reached for it, she rolled onto her back, clamped the strip between both front paws, and stared at him with the open challenge of a creature who had never once been told no by anyone she respected.
'You are not assisting,' Tavi said.
Mottle batted the strip once, as if to ask whether he had a different opinion he wished to put forward.
Pip collapsed against the doorframe, giggling so hard she had to wipe her eyes. 'She thinks it belongs to the house now.'
'It does not,' he said.
Mrs. Calder lifted her spoon in warning. 'Careful. If you argue too sharply with her, she may begin collecting rent.'
Tavi snatched the strip back only after the cat yawned and let him have it, clearly because she had grown bored with the game and not because he had won. He cut the strip into narrower lengths, then used them to add rough patches to the bottoms of several shoes, especially the pair belonging to the man in the nightcap, whose soles had worn smooth from years of hurrying up and down the stairs in all weather. The work turned into an assembly line without anyone formally deciding it should. One person held the shoe. Another passed the wax. Another warmed the paste. Another stacked the repaired pair by the wall where it could dry.
Somewhere in the kitchen, a woman began humming while she broke crusts into the stew. The tune was low and private, not meant as a performance, only as a habit. That, more than anything, told Tavi the house was settling into itself. On storm nights there was always a little culture of survival here: the game of cards played with walnut shells instead of counters, the bowl of lemon peel by the door, the rule that no one ate the first bowl of stew before checking whether the person next to them had been served. It was not sentimental. It was simply how the place stayed human.
Tavi pushed a final patch onto Pip's shoe and checked the seam. 'If you run, the shoe will blame me,' he told her.
Pip looked offended on the shoe's behalf. 'It was already blaming you.'
'Excellent. Then we understand each other.'
Mrs. Calder gave a dry chuckle that softened the edges of the room. The storm was still there, heavy and pressing, but for a few minutes it could only shake the windows. Inside, the work moved from one pair of hands to another, and the house, which had started the evening sounding like it might fall apart in sections, now sounded like people choosing not to let it.
The trouble returned with a sound so clear that every head turned at once. It was not loud, just precise: a sudden crack from the upper stretch of the stair, sharp as a snapped spoon. Tavi was already moving before the last vibration had faded. He set down the shoe he had been holding, crossed to the landing, and put his hand flat against the rail. The wood quivered under his palm.
'Back,' he said.
No one argued. That alone told him how serious the sound had been. Pip retreated to the kitchen threshold. Mrs. Calder stepped back from the rail, gripping her shawl tighter around her shoulders. The man in the nightcap took the lantern from the table and raised it higher so Tavi could see the seam where two boards met. Rain had driven under the outer eaves and soaked the support near the top of the flight. The rail was beginning to bow inward, not by much, but enough to make his stomach tighten.
He crouched, inspected the joint, then reached for the mallet. The bracket he had tightened earlier below was holding, but the upper section was not sharing the load as it should. That was the real trouble. Not collapse yet. But the start of one.
'I need the longest brace in the cleaning closet,' he said, 'and the curtain pole from room seven if no one has any objections.'
There were always objections to curtain poles, but tonight the board answered before anyone else could. It gave a low, unhappy groan, and everyone fell silent. Tavi took the silence as consent.
He shifted the lantern closer and saw another thing: a dark line spreading under the top landing, where the step had been taking water all evening. If he left it alone, the movement would get worse with every footfall. If he tried to force people across it now, it might split. He felt the problem settle into place inside his hands, the way a bad shoe fit settles around a tender spot. Not impossible. Just urgent.
'Nobody goes up or down that side until I say so,' he told the room.
Mrs. Calder gave him a long, level look. 'And if I do not care to obey?'
'Then I will be insulted later. Tonight you will remain on your feet.'
For one beat she stared at him, then her mouth curved in the barest suggestion of surrender. 'He has become bossy,' she said to no one in particular.
'It is the weather,' Pip whispered.
'It is definitely the weather,' Tavi said, though he knew that was only half true. Something had shifted in the house along with the stair. People were waiting for him to tell them where to stand, what to move, which weight could be shifted and which could not. He had not expected that kind of trust to feel so heavy. It did.
The curtain pole turned out to be sturdier than the name suggested, which was a relief because Tavi had no patience tonight for objects that lied. He and the man in the nightcap carried it to the stair, where Tavi measured the span from support to support with his eyes and one outstretched hand. The pole was a little short for a proper repair and a little too long for comfort, which made it exactly the sort of thing one must make do with in a storm.
'Hold it there,' he said.
The man braced the lower end while Tavi jammed a wedge beneath the upper joint and hammered it home with three sharp strikes. The wood shuddered, but held. He wrapped two leather strips around the brace, then crossed them in a hard figure so the pressure would spread. Not pretty. Useful. The sort of fix he trusted most.
Mrs. Calder had insisted on helping, though helping for her meant standing three steps away and announcing what she saw in a tone that made resistance feel childish. 'That angle is wrong.'
'It is temporary,' Tavi answered.
'All the more reason to straighten it.'
'If I straighten it any more, it will no longer be temporary.'
'Yes, that is generally the danger with stairs.'
Pip, who had been sent to keep a box of nails in order, added, 'The stairs are being very dramatic.'
'At this hour, who is not?' Tavi asked, and that won him a brief grin from the child. The grin mattered more than it should have. It was hard to be afraid in a room where someone had just laughed at the railing. He drove another nail, then another, each one set with care so the head would not catch on shoes. Rain battered the outer wall hard enough to rattle the glasses in the kitchen. Somewhere below, a kettle whistled itself into a frenzy. A smell of toasted bread and pepper spread through the hall, mingling with wet wool and candle smoke.
The people around him began to help without waiting to be asked. One woman carried down a stack of folded blankets to the lower room in case anyone needed to sleep closer to the stove. Another fetched a basin to catch the drip from the top beam. The man in the nightcap moved the stool away from the weak board. Tavi directed each motion with his hands and shoulders, the way he might guide a stubborn heel into place.
Then the upper rail gave a longer groan, deep enough to travel under his boots. He looked up. The topmost support had shifted again.
For a moment nobody moved. The storm had stopped sounding like weather and started sounding like pressure. Tavi stared up the stair and felt the shape of the problem change in his head. The lower brace held. The middle brace held. But the highest landing, the one just beneath the top door, was still taking too much strain. If that section failed, the rest of the fix would not matter. He could make the lower stairs safe all night and still leave the upper floor stranded.
Pip saw his face and went very still. 'Is it worse?'
'Yes,' he said. There was no kindness in pretending otherwise.
Mrs. Calder drew herself taller, as if pride could be used as a railing. 'Then tell us what to fetch.'
He wanted to answer quickly, to keep the room calm, but the truth was that his hands were already measuring the distance upward, the angle of the rail, the way the old wood bent under water. He had enough leather strips to bind another brace. He had one more chair leg in the closet and a short plank from the coal room. That might be enough for a temporary splint if he could reach the top support and work fast. The thought of climbing higher made his jaw tighten. Not because of fear of the height. Because of the certainty that the stair would not be content with half a repair.
'Fetch the plank,' he said at last. 'And the oil lamp from the hall. Keep the wick low. I need the top landing clear.'
The man in the nightcap hesitated. 'You mean to go all the way up?'
'I mean to stop the stair from deciding tonight has been exciting enough.'
That got a tired laugh from two people and a snort from Mrs. Calder, which was almost the same as approval. Pip hugged the basket of nails to her chest. 'Can I help?'
'You can stay where your feet are doing the least damage,' Tavi answered. 'That is a serious task.'
She looked affronted for half a second, then recognized the joke and brightened. The absurdity of it helped: the rain, the cat, the half-collapsed stair, the child guarding nails like treasure. Mottle chose that exact moment to leap onto the lower rail and sit there like a small dark queen surveying a battlefield she had already decided to win. 'Of course,' Tavi muttered. 'Now the cat thinks she is in charge of the beams as well.'
'At this point,' Mrs. Calder said, 'I would not dispute her credentials.'
Tavi took the plank when it arrived, tucked the lamp into one elbow, and looked up the last stretch of stairs. The upper landing was waiting in the rain-dark with a patience that felt almost insulting. He tightened his grip on the wood and set one boot on the next step, already knowing the night was not finished with him.

    
The House Leaned Back
Tavi reached the top landing with the plank tucked under one arm and the oil lamp cupped low in his other hand, his boots skidding once on the wet step before he caught himself against the rail. The storm had grown teeth by then. Rain clawed at the open side of the stairwell, pushed cold through his sleeves, and turned the boards under his soles into dark mirrors. Above him, the upper beam sagged just enough to make his jaw tighten. Below, the lower landing held the light from the kitchen like a warm square of safety, and in that light he could see Mrs. Calder waiting with her shawl pinned close and her expression sharpened into practical concern. Pip stood on the third step down from her, clutching a basket of nails against her chest as if she had been promoted to official keeper of all small metal things. ‘You came back,’ Mrs. Calder said. ‘I was under the impression I had been shouting into the weather.’ ‘The weather was rude,’ Tavi answered, setting the lantern near his knee so the flame would not drown in the wind. He crouched, put two fingers to the top support, and felt the board tremble beneath the rain-soaked wood. Not a collapse yet. Just the beginning of one. ‘I need the chair leg from room seven, the broom handle, and anything long enough to brace the rail until I can fasten it.’ Pip raised her hand. ‘I can fetch the broom handle.’ ‘You can carry it without poking anyone’s eye out, and that will be enough service for one evening,’ he said. She made an offended face, then brightened when she realized he had trusted her with a task. Mrs. Calder gave a small, approving sound and turned toward the corridor. ‘If the house is to misbehave,’ she said, ‘it will have to do so in front of witnesses.’ Tavi tightened his grip on the plank and looked up the stair. The upper floor glimmered with wet, the rail bowed inward, and the storm pushed so hard against the old structure that the whole house seemed to lean back against it.
The chair leg arrived first, then the broom handle, then a length of old curtain pole that one of the tenants had decided was better suited to survival than to hanging fabric. Tavi arranged them on the landing like tools in a surgeon’s tray, then set to work with the focused, brisk motions of someone who preferred the body to do the worrying for him. He fit the plank under the tired support, drove the chair leg into a gap as a wedge, and pressed his shoulder against the rail while the man in the nightcap held the lantern high enough to throw light under the beam. The wood complained at once, a thin, unpleasant sound, but the plank took a little of the strain and the rail stopped swaying quite so much. ‘Ugly,’ Mrs. Calder observed from three steps below. ‘Temporary,’ Tavi corrected. ‘Those two words are not always friends,’ she said. ‘Tonight they are cousins,’ he replied, and that earned him a breath of a laugh from her, short and unwilling but real.
He knelt, reached for the leather strips he had cut earlier, and threaded them through holes he punched quickly with his awl. The motion was familiar enough to make his hands steady. A shoe sole and an old stair both asked for the same respect: clean edges, firm pressure, and no false confidence. He wrapped the strips around the brace, pulling them tight with a hard twist until the leather bit into itself. The smell of warmed wax rose faintly from the strips, mixing with wet wood, lamp oil, and the stew drifting up from the kitchen. It was an odd combination, but comforting in a house that knew how to keep itself alive with whatever it had. Above his head, rain raced along the roofline and dripped straight through a crack near the beam. A wet streak slid down the support and landed on his wrist. He wiped it away and kept working. Pip returned, breathless and proud, with the broom handle balanced against her shoulder like a flag. ‘I did not poke anyone,’ she reported. ‘Splendid discipline,’ Tavi said. ‘Please continue to grow into it.’ ‘I am growing into it as fast as I can,’ she said, which made Mrs. Calder purse her mouth as if she had to decide whether to object to the sentence or admire it. Mottle appeared then, silent as a bad idea, and sat on the edge of the landing with one paw over Tavi’s pile of leather scraps. The cat regarded the beam, then the rain, then Tavi, as if evaluating whether the whole enterprise was worthy of her attention. ‘If you are going to supervise,’ he told her, ‘pick a side.’ Mottle chose the leather scraps, which was the least helpful answer possible.
By the time Tavi had driven the brace in and tightened the first wrap, water had begun slipping off the roof edge in a heavier run, spilling across the upper landing and making the steps slicker by the minute. He halted, lifted the lantern, and studied the treads as though they were the soles of a difficult pair of boots. The stair did not need only support. It needed grip. ‘All right,’ he muttered. ‘We do this properly or not at all.’ He went back to the workshop in a quick, careful half-run, carrying the repaired plank and the lantern while the man in the nightcap and one of the sisters held the rail for him. In the little room he fetched the rougher leather scraps, the wax pot, and a blunt scraper. Then, instead of making more shoes, he treated the stair itself like a giant stubborn sole. He scored narrow lines across the topmost steps, pressed wax into the grain where feet were likely to slide, and nailed down short strips of rough leather near the edge of each tread so the boards would catch a shoe before they could send it skittering away. It was not elegant. It was practical. It was the sort of fix that made sense at midnight.
‘You are sewing the staircase,’ Pip said from the doorway, delighted by the idea.
‘If it behaves after that, I shall accept the insult,’ Tavi answered.
Mrs. Calder leaned against the kitchen doorframe, a bowl in her hands that gave off the smell of fennel and barley. ‘The house has not had a good rain grip in years,’ she said. ‘I once asked for better footing and was told the stair was built for character.’
‘That is a poor reason for anyone to slip,’ Tavi said.
‘Exactly my complaint.’ Her eyes narrowed with faint amusement as she watched him work. ‘You do not waste time asking a thing whether it wants to hold. You tell it what job it has.’
‘The shoe never argues for long,’ he said.
‘No,’ she replied. ‘But the shoe never has a staircase to manage.’
That drew a few quiet laughs from the corridor, and the sound moved the fear in the room a little farther away. Tavi finished the last leather strip, pressed it firm with the heel of his palm, and stood to test the nearest step with the front of his boot. The tread caught. Good. He took another step, then another, each one checked and deliberate. The rain still came hard, but now the boards answered back with something steadier than complaint. He turned to the others. ‘One at a time. No rushing. Shoes first, pride second.’ ‘I was unaware pride had to wait its turn,’ said the woman with braids pinned up from room five. ‘It does tonight,’ Tavi replied. ‘I am the one with the mallet.’
They brought him every smooth-soled thing in the house after that, and he fit each pair with quick strips of rough leather, punching, trimming, and pressing until the shoes had enough bite to trust the wet stairs. The work made the landing feel less like a corridor and more like a little workshop inside a workshop, everyone taking turns to hold, pass, warm, and sort. Someone fetched extra candles. Someone else brought a basin to catch the drip under the beam. The kitchen door stood open just enough to let out the smell of toasted bread and the steam of stew, which made the air feel less storm-bent and more human. When a tenant from the upper floor complained that his slippers had been treated like wounded soldiers, Mrs. Calder answered, ‘If they survive the night, they may complain in the morning.’ That was nearly a joke by her standards.
Tavi was fitting the last pair when the upper support gave another deep groan. He stopped so abruptly the awl hovered in the air. The man in the nightcap raised the lantern higher. The sound had changed. It was no longer the tired complaint of old wood. It was the warning of something that had nearly decided enough was enough. Tavi turned, went back to the landing, and crouched beside the highest brace. The beam was still bowing, though less than before. Water ran down the outside of it in thin, cold streams. ‘Not there,’ he said under his breath, and reached for the curtain pole. It was slightly too long, which made it exactly the sort of thing he could use. He slid one end beneath the beam, braced the other against the wall plate, and asked the man in the nightcap to hold it while he worked. ‘You trust this to a curtain pole?’ the man asked. ‘I trust it more than I trust the weather,’ Tavi said. ‘That is an honest answer,’ Mrs. Calder remarked. ‘Not a cheerful one, but honest.’
He drove the last nail with a sharp, ringing strike, then wrapped two leather strips across the pole and beam in a figure that spread the load wider. The whole upper landing shivered. One of the sisters hissed sharply. Pip, who had been tasked with keeping the nails in their tin, looked as though she might leap forward and help even if help consisted only of being very brave and small. But the brace held. The beam stopped moving. Tavi kept his hand on it a moment longer, feeling for any sign of give, and only then let himself breathe. The rain still hammered the roof, but the house no longer sounded like it was trying to fold around itself. He stood slowly, wiped water from his brow, and gave the nearest board a testing kick with the side of his boot. Solid. ‘Good,’ he said. ‘Now we descend before it changes its mind.’
Pip wanted to go first, which was sensible only in the way children are sensible when they believe the world is mostly a game. Tavi checked her shoes, pressed a rough leather patch to the right sole where the smoothness had been worst, and tightened the strap across her ankle. ‘Short steps,’ he told her. ‘Flat feet. No performing.’ ‘I never perform,’ she said with immediate offense. ‘You do on the stairs,’ Mrs. Calder replied. ‘And in the kitchen. And when offered sweet buns.’ Pip opened her mouth, then shut it again in a way that suggested she had encountered an enemy too accurate to fight. Tavi snorted despite himself. ‘You’ll go when I tell you,’ he said, and put one hand lightly at her shoulder as she made the first careful step downward. The leather bit into the wet board exactly as planned. Good. He watched her feet rather than her face, because the feet told him everything. She kept them low and measured, and when she reached the lower landing without slipping, she turned with a grin so wide it nearly swallowed her cheeks. ‘It worked!’ ‘Of course it worked,’ he said. ‘I made it stubborn.’
That began the procession. The woman with the braids, the man in the nightcap, the tenant with the cracked slipper, and then the others, all descending one by one while Tavi stood ready to catch elbows, sleeves, and the occasional burst of panic. He did not let anyone rush. He did not let anyone pretend steadiness they did not have. He tested each shoe with a thumb before it touched the stair and only then nodded them onward. Mottle chose the middle landing as her place of residence and sat there like a tollkeeper, tail wrapped around her paws, forcing everyone to step around her with exaggerated courtesy. ‘Move, you tiny tyrant,’ Tavi said after the third tenant nearly bowed to her by accident. The cat only blinked. ‘She is enjoying the authority,’ Mrs. Calder observed from above. ‘There is no cure for that,’ Tavi answered. A burst of laughter rose from the lower landing, startled and relieved. Even in the middle of the storm, the sound helped. It made the stair feel less like an enemy and more like a path being negotiated by people who had decided they would not be separated by bad weather.
Then the man with the cracked slipper caught his heel on one of the newly set leather ridges and stumbled hard enough to make everyone gasp. Tavi moved before anyone else could think, caught the man by the sleeve, and planted his own boot against the board to keep them both steady. For one breath he felt the rail shudder under his palm and the stair flex under his weight, but the brace below held, and the whole structure answered with a long, stubborn sigh rather than a crack. ‘Easy,’ he said, more to the stair than to the man. ‘I am easy,’ the man wheezed, though the words did not sound convincing. ‘You are not. I have corrected the record.’ That drew a shaky laugh, and with the tension broken the rest of the descent became a sequence of careful steps, measured pauses, and quiet gratitude that nobody said aloud because saying it aloud might have made it too big.
By the time Mrs. Calder reached the top of the lower flight, Tavi had already tested the last section three times and adjusted one leather wrap where the rain had begun to loosen it. She stopped just above him, one hand on the rail, and looked down with the severity of a woman deciding whether to praise a repair in front of witnesses. ‘You have made the house less foolish,’ she said at last.
‘That was the plan.’
‘A modest plan,’ she replied.
‘The best plans usually are.’
She gave him a long glance, and for a moment he thought she might say something that would make him uncomfortable for the rest of the week. Instead she reached past him, took the lantern from the hook he had set on the post, and handed it to Pip. ‘Carry that carefully,’ she said. ‘If you drop it, I shall have to be stern in public.’ Pip accepted the duty with both hands and the solemnity of a pilgrim.
The remaining tenants crossed one by one, and Tavi stayed at the rail until the last pair of feet had touched the lower landing. Then he climbed back up alone to fetch the bucket, the spare nails, and the tin of wax. The upper landing looked different now, not repaired into prettiness but made into something that could survive the night. The curtain pole sat in its brace like a serious joke only the storm understood. The leather strips lay dark and wet across the wood, each one tightened hard enough to keep pressure where the beam needed it most. Tavi ran his palm over the rail, felt the steadiness there, and nodded once to himself. Good. Good enough. He carried the tools down in two trips, ignoring the way his shoulder complained and the ache in his fingers stiffened into a deep, honest fatigue. By the time he reached the kitchen, the stew was ready, the bread was toasted, and the entire lower floor had become a place of blankets, cups, and damp shoes lined neatly by the stove. Someone had set out the blue bowl of lemon peel. Someone else had brought honey for the bread. The house had resumed its habit of making comfort out of what was available.
Pip sat cross-legged on a bench, holding up her shoe as though it were a trophy. ‘Look,’ she announced. ‘It did not eat the stair.’ ‘The shoe never had a taste for architecture,’ Tavi said, and Mrs. Calder, ladling stew into bowls, gave a quiet hum that might have been amusement. He sat when they gave him a place at the table, though his instinct was still to stand and make himself useful. The first spoonful of stew was hot enough to sting his tongue, rich with onions and fennel and something smoky from the bottom of the pot. It tasted like being indoors after a long wet walk. He had not realized how tired he was until the warmth reached his shoulders and made them loosen.
The storm kept grumbling past midnight, but by then it had lost most of its threat. Rain slid down the windows in softer streams, the roof no longer rattled so hard, and the boarding house settled into the kind of hush that comes only after everyone has been frightened together and then set down together. Tavi stayed at the kitchen table while people ate, mended a cuff for one tenant, and showed another how to keep the new leather grip from peeling off in the morning. He found, to his own mild irritation, that he did not mind being asked for help twice. Once for the stair. Once for the cup. Once for the blanket. The requests did not feel like burdens tonight. They felt like signs that the room had decided to include him in its ordinary business.
Mrs. Calder sat opposite with her hands folded around a warm mug, and after a while she said, ‘You should have let the others do more of the worrying.’
‘I did let them worry,’ he replied. ‘I only refused to let the stair do it alone.’
That earned the smallest of smiles from her, enough to soften the sharpness in her face. ‘You and your mouth,’ she said.
‘It is not the best part of me.’
‘No,’ she agreed. ‘But it is improving.’
Pip, nearly asleep against the table, lifted her head long enough to add, ‘The stairs lost.’
‘For tonight,’ Tavi said.
‘That is all we needed,’ Mrs. Calder answered, and there was no further argument to make because she was right. Outside, the storm thinned into a long patter. Inside, bowls emptied, socks steamed near the stove, and somebody began folding the extra blankets with unusual care. Tavi finished the last repair on a shoe strap, set his tools in a neat row, and looked around the room. It was not silent. It was full of breathing, small movements, the clink of spoons, and the faint, contented grind of Mottle purring from the corner where she had finally curled on a folded towel. The house did not feel divided by its stair now. It felt like one tall body with a hundred small habits and a shared night in its bones. Tavi let that thought rest without naming it too loudly. Naming things too soon could scare them off.
By the time the first pale line of morning touched the kitchen window, the rain had become little more than a tired tapping on the roof. Tavi had dozed in the chair with one hand still curled around the armrest, waking only when the spoon in his lap slid and hit the floor with a soft clink. Nobody else seemed surprised. The house had moved into its dawn manner, which meant quiet feet, low voices, and the smell of bread crusts reheating by the stove. He rose, rubbed at his face, and went back out to the stair with his tools gathered into one canvas roll.
The boards were damp but steady beneath him. He climbed to the top landing, not in alarm this time but in inspection, and ran his hand along the brace he had built in the night. The leather strips had tightened as they dried. The plank no longer shuddered. The curtain pole sat firm against the beam. The chair leg wedge had done its uncomfortable little duty and held the stress where it belonged. None of it was elegant. All of it was enough. He stood there for a long moment with the lamp unlit in his palm and watched the pale light gather on the wet wood. Below him, the boarding house woke in small pieces: a kettle starting, a door opening, Pip declaring to no one in particular that she would never again trust a staircase in bad weather, and Mrs. Calder answering from somewhere in the kitchen that such caution was a fine start to the day.
Tavi went down slower than he had gone up, not because he had to, but because he wanted to feel the repaired stair under his feet one more time. It answered with a steady, tolerable creak. A house did not need to be quiet to be safe. It only needed to hold. At the bottom he paused, set his tool roll on the bench, and took in the whole place: the narrow hall, the warm kitchen, the row of shoes drying by the stove, the blue bowl of lemon peel, the cat with one ear cocked toward the bread tin, and the neighbors who were already beginning their day with the ease of people who had shared a difficult night. Mrs. Calder looked up from the kettle and gave him a small nod, not ceremonial, just certain. Pip lifted her mug in salute. Tavi answered with the faintest bow of his own, because he had no better way to say he understood. Then he turned toward the workshop, and when he reached the door he heard the stair behind him give one last soft, steady sigh, not of complaint now, but of relief. Tonight the stairs had held, and the house, at last, had leaned back.
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