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Tonight We Stay Open
Marcel Trevin
A half-restored dance hall, a cabinetmaker with a split wrist and a talent for carrying every load herself, and a lighting designer who arrives with crates, dry jokes, and a Friday contract. Sawdust, warm bulbs, chipped enamel, old wiring, and a room that keeps opening wider under low lamps, with music waiting at the edge of the floor.
ProseHub


    
At the West Frame
Blue painter's tape held the west frame open. Ugly fix. It would do until the glue took, which was the sort of bargain the hall preferred.
The room had been built for elbows and spilled beer, plus one very stubborn kind of damage, and Tessa liked that it kept its scars where anyone could point at them. Scuffed pine floor. Radiator on the left that clicked when it warmed. A stage curtain hemmed in tan thread. Honest damage cost less than pretending.
She pressed her thumb along the seam. The tape bit skin. Good. Pressure meant the joint still had enough fight left in it.
The sash clamp on the bench carried a split in the beech handle, a thin dark line running from the screw seat to the end. Thursday, maybe Wednesday. She had not marked it. She had not marked a lot of things lately.
The side door gave one hard knock against its frame, just enough to wake the spoons in the chipped enamel mug she used for screws.
Imogen Hart came in with a crate of bulbs against her hip, one shoulder lower than the other, hair pinned with a carpenter's pencil stained green at the tip. She paused on the mat, wiped the soles of her boots on the rubber ribs, and stepped over the sawdust line as if the room had earned that small courtesy.
'You're early,' Tessa said.
'You're late,' Imogen said.
'The frame is here.'
'So am I.'
Tessa took the crate from her before Imogen crossed the tape line. She set it by the ladder and slid the bench stool farther back.
Useful. Safe. Out of the way.
Imogen set a hand on the ladder rung to steady herself and brushed the back of Tessa's wrist by mistake. A small contact. Nothing useful. Tessa moved the square under her elbow and did not give the room another chance at it.
Imogen set the bulbs on the floor and rolled her right shoulder once, the lower side making itself plain under the cotton of her shirt.
'You brought the soft white ones,' Tessa said.
'You said the room eats blue.'
'It does.'
'Like a pensioner with teeth.'
That got the smallest twist at Imogen's mouth, the one that used to arrive before a laugh and now came and went before anybody could pin it down. Tessa kept her hands on the square. Safer that way.
'How bad?' Imogen said.
'Not bad.'
She set the square to the sill, slid the blade along the timber, and marked the line again. The pencil squeaked once. 'Good enough.'
'That's your answer for everything.'
'It works.'
'For whom?'
Tessa turned the clamp screw another half turn. The handle gave a soft creak through the split wood. Still holding. Still not enough to relax about it.
No one got to wander into her work zone unless she had already shifted the hazards and covered the spills. The room took the wrong shape when she got lazy.
Imogen crouched beside the crate, opened the lid, and lined the bulbs on the floorboards. One for the stage wash, two for the back corners, another in reserve. She worked with the tidy care of someone who had packed and unpacked cities for a living, though she had not once said where that living had happened.
Tessa handed her the measuring tape without looking up. Their fingers met on the metal case, brief and dry. Imogen's thumb had a nick at the edge, a pale crescent where the skin had already closed over. Tessa pulled back first.
'Anything else?' Imogen said.
'Keep clear of the west side.'
'Because?'
'Because I said so.'
'Useful.'
Tessa set the pencil behind her ear. She would rather crawl under the stage than ask a second pair of hands for anything that mattered.
The mug with the chip at the lip sat on the bench between screws and an old wall plate. Tessa tipped the last handful into it, and the hollow porcelain clink made the pile sound larger than it was.
'You use that for tea?' Imogen said.
'Not today.'
'Comforting.'
Tessa kept the mug near the drill. Cheap enamel, cream under a green rim, one bruise at the handle. It had belonged to someone else once. Now it held the little things that vanished fastest if they stayed loose on the bench: two brass screws and a pencil stub, with the key for the side gate beside them.
Imogen moved to the wall switch panel and ran a finger along the brass edge. 'Still no fresh cover plates?'
'Order's in.'
'Orders are a kind of furniture in this place.'
That was too close to true. Tessa reached for the planer before the room could settle on the sentence. The blade kissed the timber. Curling shavings came off in pale strips and fell to her boots.
Imogen knelt by the outlet, checked the tester, and drew a line in the air toward the back wall. 'If the stage bank goes through there, I'll need the left circuit clear.'
'You'll have it.'
'From who?'
Tessa did not answer. She set another screw in the mug, laid the drill against her thigh, and moved the work light a handspan to the left, where it made the west frame look straighter than it was.
The hall had learned some useful lies over the years. Flat paint. Fresh flowers. A band waiting offstage.
Tessa worked the same way.
If a line held long enough, nobody asked what it cost to keep it still.
Imogen rose from the outlet, brushed dust from one knee, and said, 'The clamp's splitting.'
'It hasn't gone.'
'You keep saying that like the handle cares.'
Tessa tightened the screw one turn more and handed Imogen the pencil stub instead.
By the time the light outside the high windows thinned to tin, the west frame had gained a list of its own.
Tessa put the level against it twice, then a third time, because the first two times had not changed anything and she was not a woman who gave up on a fact just because the fact stayed rude.
'It's out by a hair,' Imogen said.
'It's out by less than a hair.'
'You have very small hair.'
That almost got a sound out of Tessa. Almost. She filed the joke away with the screws and kept working. The line on the chalkboard by the office door still said FRIDAY: FINAL CHECK, and the next line beneath it said WEST SIDE DONE. Both were already lying. She had rubbed the chalk hard enough to blur the dates, but the shapes stayed there, pale ghosts of her own optimism.
Imogen climbed the two steps of the ladder and held a work light above the joint while Tessa ran a plane across the inner edge. Their shoulders came close, not touching, just close enough for one body to make the other body shift by a small measure. Tessa set the blade down before her wrist started its own private argument.
'Hand it here,' Imogen said.
'No.'
'You did the part that hates you. Let me do the rest.'
The phrase landed and stayed. Tessa did not turn around. She moved the square to the other side of the frame instead, as if the room had changed the subject for her.
A strip of daylight slid along the floor and stopped at the edge of the stage. Dust hung in it for a second before settling again. The hall had plenty of room for things that never moved on schedule.
Tessa reached for the clamp and the split handle gave a dry squeal under her thumb.
The split in the clamp handle opened another fraction when Tessa tightened it. Tiny. Enough to matter.
She pressed her tongue to the back of her teeth and tried again from a different angle. The wood grumbled. The joint held. The joint did not trust her, which was fair.
Imogen reached for the far edge of the frame. 'Let me hold that.'
'No need.'
'You keep saying that too.'
Tessa slid her hand down the stile and checked the gap. A card's width. A bad card. 'Just give me the level.'
'If I give you the level, you will use it as a reason to work harder.'
'That's not how levels work.'
'It is in this room.'
The joke would have been easy with anyone else. With Imogen it came with too much knowing tucked under it. Tessa took the level anyway and lined it against the timber. The bubble sat left of center. It had the nerve to stay there.
No. Not that.
She shifted the foot of the frame, moved the clamp a finger-width, and the bubble edged closer to middle. The movement put the split handle under more strain. The wood gave another dry creak.
Imogen was still at the far edge, one hand flat on the frame, the other hovering near Tessa's elbow without landing. The almost-touch made the room narrower.
'Is that enough?' Imogen said.
'No.'
'Helpful.'
'Keep holding.'
Tessa put more tape on the seam and pressed it down until the tack warmed under skin.
'Hold the right side.'
Imogen did.
The kettle did not truly boil so much as complain. Tessa poured the water into the chipped enamel mug, watched the dark circle spread across the bottom, and set it on the bench between them.
Imogen wrapped both hands around it. The mug looked too small there, all the chipped cream and green rim hidden under long fingers with sawdust under the nails. 'You keep tea in here and screws in here and whatever this is in here,' she said.
'Keeps the bench honest.'
'It makes the bench look married.'
Tessa snorted once through her nose. The sound came out shorter than she expected. Imogen passed the mug back after a sip and a careful look at the west frame.
'Friday still enough time?' Imogen said.
'The hall needs it.'
'You need it.'
There it was. Clean. No padding around it. Tessa set the mug down with both hands and turned the tap handle until the water line in the sink steadied. 'If Friday slips, they take the lease.'
'Just the lease?'
'The room goes with it.'
Imogen waited. Not pushing. Worse. The kind of waiting that gave room for a person to either say more or take the exit and call it practical. Tessa folded the paper towel beside the sink into a narrow square and flattened it with the side of her thumb.
'It took six months to get this room back in use,' she said. 'I am not doing that twice.'
'Fair enough.'
The words sat between them and did not rot. Imogen lifted the mug and drank the rest. She set it beside the screws without moving the pencil stub out of the way. That small refusal to tidy up, to make herself less visible, kept Tessa from saying anything else she would have to carry home.
So. Enough.
No, not enough. The west side still leaned, the clamp still split, and the council still had its little appetite, but the mug was warm again when Tessa wrapped her hand around it a second time.
The first bulb test made a white strip across the floorboards and lifted every flaw out of the wood.
Imogen stood on the ladder with the tester clipped to her belt, one hand on the plaster crown and the other on the switch plate while Tessa called out the weak spots by number instead of by name because names turned a job sentimental and this one had enough trouble already.
'Back corner flickers.'
'Again.'
'That one too.'
Imogen changed the angle by a fraction. The light cleaned up the stage steps, left the west frame half in shade, and made the dust on Tessa's sleeves show up like powder from chalk. She brushed it off, then brushed it off again when more appeared.
The brass bell by the side door gave its single note at 9:17.
No one said a word about it. The sound was small and dry, complete as a coin. Tessa kept her eyes on the frame. Imogen kept one hand on the switch.
'You know,' Imogen said, 'if the lamp hangs any lower, it'll take my scalp with it.'
'You can move.'
'And let you have all the fun?'
Tessa made the adjustment instead, turning the bracket screw a half-turn and then another, until the beam stopped cutting the wall at an angle and landed where it ought. The clamp handle creaked. The split in the wood showed white for a second and then went dark again.
'You keep doing that,' Imogen said.
'Doing what?'
'Making the room behave.'
Tessa could have said plenty. She had a whole catalogue of answers for that sort of line, most of them mean enough to stay useful, but Imogen was still up on the ladder and the bulb wash made her face look plain in a way that took the edge off the room.
'Someone has to,' Tessa said.
The line landed wrong, then right, then stayed there.
The handle gave a second crack when Tessa leaned into the clamp. Not a snap. Just the kind of small break that let a person pretend the repair had not yet failed.
She laid her weight on the frame anyway. The west side answered with a tiny shift toward the room, a hair off square and getting worse by the minute.
'Hold the left corner,' she said.
Imogen climbed down from the ladder and took the corner with both hands. No comment. No rescue speech. Just hands, the right shoulder lower, the knuckles pale against the timber.
Tessa moved the shim under the sill, pulled the tape strip from her thumb, and wrapped it around the cracked handle twice so the split would have to stay polite for a little longer. The tape stuck hot against skin. Her thumb came away with a faint red print on the edge.
'That's going to give,' Imogen said.
'Not tonight.'
'You say that a lot.'
'Works on most things.'
The west frame shifted another fraction. Imogen tightened her grip. Tessa set the square again, and this time the bubble stayed put long enough to count.
A small sound came from the back room, wood settling into wood. The kind of noise old buildings made when they accepted a correction and resented it at the same time.
Tessa used the screwdriver with her left hand even though the wrist bent wrong and the angle came out ugly. The screw went in anyway. It bit, then sank, then stopped against the plate with a clean little click.
Imogen stayed where she was after the screw set. She did not move away first.
The room, for once, stayed put.
By the time the second bulb bank came on, the west wall had gone the colour of old cream and the patched frame looked less like a problem than a decision.
Imogen kept one hand on the corner while Tessa worked the plane across the outer edge. Their sleeves brushed once. Tessa did not move away fast enough to make it look ordinary, which was its own kind of mistake.
'You should stop using that clamp,' Imogen said.
'You should stop saying that like it's new.'
'It is new every time.'
Tessa set the plane down and ran her fingers along the join. Smooth enough. Not elegant. Good enough to keep the room open, which was what counted. The work should have stayed there, just work, just work, but Imogen's hand was still on the frame and the space between their wrists had narrowed to a strip no wider than the tape on Tessa's thumb.
Imogen's thumb rested against the wood, right where the grain bent around the joint. She did not clean it away.
'If it shifts again,' Tessa said, 'push in here.'
'Where?'
'Here.'
Imogen moved closer. One step. Nothing dramatic. The ladder creaked under her heel. Tessa gave her the point under the sash and watched the line hold.
The room had gone so quiet that the small scratch of the pencil against the clipboard on the office door carried across the floor. Somewhere upstairs a pipe ticked once and went still.
Tessa reached for the final screw. Imogen kept the corner steady. No one spoke. The work went on.
The last screw fought twice and then went home. Tessa held the driver steady with her left wrist braced against the frame, Imogen's hand flat on the opposite side, the split clamp wrapped in blue tape and enough luck to matter for another hour.
Not perfect. Not a showroom job. Square enough that the eye stopped nagging.
Tessa kept her palm there for one more beat, then slid the drill onto the bench and stepped back just far enough for Imogen to take the space in front of the joint.
Imogen looked at her. Nothing dramatic. Just enough time for the room to hold its shape around the two of them.
Tessa picked up the blue tape and tore off a fresh strip with her teeth, because her hands were busy and because the edge needed one more brace and because some habits were still doing all the talking for her. She flattened the strip over the seam. Once. Then again with her thumb, and left it there while Imogen kept the corner.
'Hold that,' Tessa said.
'Already am.'
The answer came plain and easy. Tessa let it. She moved the clamp into Imogen's reach and took the drill from the bench instead, and the room did not fall apart when she did.
Tessa stepped back.

    
After the Breaker
What kept Imogen Hart in the hall after dark?
Not the paint smell. Not the draft under the side door. Not the fact that the room held one side of itself back like a dog refusing the last inch of the sofa.
The breaker box was a white tin mouth on the wall, four square teeth and a thumb latch, painted the colour of old bone. Tessa kept one hand on the cover while the other held the screwdriver against the screw head, because the screw had started to round and the box had already made its opinion plain.
Imogen stood by the ladder with a bundle of cables looped over one wrist, one shoulder lower than the other from the weight of the crate she had dropped at the wall. She had peeled off her coat and draped it over the back of the office chair, which was exactly the sort of thing that made a room look temporarily inhabited by a person who intended to leave things where she found them.
'Council call at six,' she said.
'Fine.'
'Fine is not a time.'
'It is in this room.'
Tessa reached past the panel and opened the office drawer with her left hand. The drawer stuck at the lip, then gave. Inside sat a brass key on a red ribbon, tarnished to the colour of an old coin. She left it where it was and took the circuit sheet instead. The key stayed in the shallow dark, useless and patient.
The chipped enamel mug sat on the bench beside two screws and a stub of pencil. It had tea stains at the lip and one bruise on the handle, same as last night, only now it held the small things that vanished first when the work started moving too fast.
Imogen looked toward the panel. 'You want the back banks first?'
'The west side first.'
'Naturally.'
Tessa gave the panel cover one more push. The latch gave way with a tin click. Good. The room had at least not bitten her yet.
Imogen climbed the ladder and clipped the tester to the side rail. The bulbs waited in their paper sleeves on the floor, soft white, the kind that made the hall look less tired and more plain, which was almost the same thing if a person had spent too long thinking about expense.
'You brought the warm set too,' Tessa said.
'You said the room eats blue.'
'It does.'
'Like a pensioner with teeth.'
The joke made the smallest crease at the corner of Imogen's mouth. Tessa did not give it anything back. The clamp on the west frame still carried its split, wrapped once in blue tape, and the tape had started to lift at one edge where the wood kept shifting under pressure.
She twisted the switch. One bank came up. Then another. The stage steps turned pale, the curtain lost its grease-dark edge, and the floorboards threw back a cleaner line than they deserved.
'Back corner,' Imogen said.
'Third switch.'
Tessa flicked it. The room sharpened. Dust showed up in the light with the rude confidence of flour on a black apron. The hall was almost handsome for a second, which was the sort of thing old buildings did when they wanted a person to trust them.
Then the breaker gave a small hard crack from the wall.
Darkness.
The exit strip over the side door stayed green. The emergency lamp by the office door blinked once and steadied. The smell came next, hot rubber and old dust, with a thin metallic note underneath that made the back of Tessa's throat tighten without offering a proper name for it.
Imogen came down three rungs at once. No panic, just speed. 'Try the reset.'
'Already doing it.'
Tessa went to the white tin mouth on the wall, knelt, and opened the cover again. The little square teeth inside sat where she had left them, one down, one up, one half-way and pretending that counted as a decision.
The panel cover hung by one screw. Tessa took the flashlight from her back pocket and put its beam on the wiring, where the cloth sheath had gone frayed in one corner and the copper beneath looked too bright for comfort.
So that was it. Not a surprise. Just rude.
Behind the plastic label, hidden against the inside of the box, a strip of paper had been tucked under the lip with a bent staple. WEST FEED. UPSTAIRS LINE. 40 AMP. DO NOT LOAD WITH STAGE BANK AND KETTLE AT ONCE. The last line had been added in a narrower hand and then underlined twice, as if the writer had been offended by the possibility of being ignored.
Tessa gave a short breath through her nose. The hall had been borrowing power from the flat above all this time and no one had thought that worth saying aloud. Or maybe they had said it and she had been too busy keeping the west frame square to store the fact anywhere useful.
Imogen crouched beside her. 'Bad?'
'Conditionally bad.'
'That's cheerful.'
Tessa hooked the red ribbon key with one finger when she reached back into the office drawer for the fuse puller. The key shifted and came loose, a little colder than the metal around it. She set it on the desk without looking at it again. It rolled once and stopped against the chipped mug.
Imogen took the mug, tipped a little tea from the battered flask she kept in her kit, and handed it back. The enamel warmed in Tessa's palm, the tea inside sloshing with a dull sound that made the office feel more occupied than the hall.
'You always bring your own tea?' Tessa asked.
'You always keep screws in a cup?'
'Only the important ones.'
'Fair enough.'
The answer came easy, but her eyes stayed on the panel. Tessa thumbed the reset, and the breaker held for one heartbeat before dropping again, which was enough to tell her the whole line was still untrustworthy and the room had a long memory for bad wiring.
The council call came through on the office phone at six on the dot, the handset giving a hard little ring that cut across the hall like a spoon against a glass.
Tessa wiped her hands on the rag beside the sink and took it before it could ring a second time. Imogen stood at the doorway, one hand on the jamb, the other around the mug. She did not speak. Good. The less the council heard of her, the less they would decide she belonged to the problem.
'Yes,' Tessa said. 'We are still open. No, the bank did not catch. We know why. Yes, the west frame is sound.'
The voice at the other end was small and paper-dry, all schedule and conditions. Tuesday sign-off. Wednesday inspection if the electrician signed by eight. Rehearsal blocks could start after that, but only if the hall stayed at half load and no one ran the kitchen kettle, which would have been funny if it had not been the sort of instruction that could get a place locked up again.
Imogen held out a pencil and Tessa took it, then wrote the blocks on the back of a takeout menu because the proper form had gone missing under the office tray and because the room never gave up anything without a short fight.
'Monday?'
'No.'
'Then Tuesday to Friday.'
Imogen's head tipped. 'You just took Friday.'
'We need the room.'
'The council needs the room.'
'That too.'
The caller cleared her throat down the line and asked for an exact hour. Tessa set the pencil against her upper lip while she counted the blocks in her head, then pulled it away and said, 'Six to nine, Tuesday through Friday. Load in at five.'
'And the lighting pass?'
'Up tomorrow.'
That was the yes. The but came later, sitting in the wiring and the temp cover and the little black mark where the breaker had kissed the wall.
After the call, the office kept its own small silence, full of paper clips, old dust, and the smell of tea going cool in the chipped mug.
Tessa pinned the rehearsal menu to the notice board with the only clean thumbtack she could find. Tuesday. Wednesday. Thursday. Friday. Four neat lines, which was more than the hall had offered in months and still not enough to make the place feel safe.
Imogen leaned against the filing cabinet. 'You said Friday like you meant it.'
'That was the day she asked for.'
'And if she had asked for Sunday?'
'Then she'd have been told no.'
The answer came out before Tessa had time to smooth it down. Good. Maybe she was tired enough to stop polishing every sentence before it left her mouth.
Imogen's right hand flexed once at her side, then settled on the cabinet top near the red ribbon key Tessa had left there. She did not pick it up. Neither did Tessa. The thing sat between them like a misplaced bit of stage business no one had rehearsed.
'You keep packing things away,' Imogen said.
'And you keep leaving things out.'
'Rooms need both.'
The line should have landed as a joke. It did not. Tessa folded the takeout menu into thirds, unfolded it, and aligned the edge with the board again, because her fingers wanted work and because the office had too much unfinished air in it already.
Imogen looked at the panel cover still propped open by the wall. 'That label is new.'
'Not new.'
'New to you.'
That, unfortunately, was true. The hall had kept one line hidden in plain sight for years, and the shape of it was hard to swallow. Tessa set the menu down and went back to the breaker box with the flashlight between her teeth, the beam trembling over the frayed sheath and the ugly little note that said someone else had already done the arithmetic.
By seven, the hall had three working banks and one stubborn strip over the stage steps that turned on only if the switch was held halfway with a screwdriver handle wedged under it. Ugly. Good enough.
Tessa stood under the lights while Imogen walked the stage from left wing to right, counting sightlines out loud with the flat focus of someone whose job had trained her to trust exits more than promises. One, two, three. Stop. Back two steps. She made a small correction with her fingers and the warm white moved off the curtain seam by an inch.
'I need it a little lower,' Imogen said.
'It is lower.'
'On my side of the world, lower means lower.'
'That is not helpful.'
'It was not supposed to be.'
That got a sound out of Tessa, short and unwilling. The room had gone to half-light and back twice, and still the stage floor held the smell of hot dust with a copper edge from the breaker. It made the back of her tongue taste like old coins.
The chipped mug had become a waiting place now. It sat on the piano stool with two tea bags, a bent spoon, and a screw Tessa kept setting in it whenever she needed both hands free. Imogen took it once, drank from the rim without asking, and gave it back with a thumb resting on the bruise in the enamel as if the chip belonged to the cup and not to a past hard enough to leave its own mark.
'You count exits like that for work?' Tessa asked.
'For work, for habit, for rooms that like to lie.'
'Rude.'
'Accurate.'
Tessa leaned over the board and made the adjustment herself, which took longer and annoyed her more than it should have. Imogen stayed where she was until the beam settled. No one moved away first.
The office drawer stuck again when Tessa went back for the spare fuse, and the drawer took a small tug, then another, before it finally slid open with a rasp like paper dragged over wood.
The brass key on the red ribbon had shifted to one side. It caught the edge of the drawer front and rocked back, a little useless bell of metal without a sound.
'What opens that?' Imogen asked from the door.
'The drawer, maybe.'
'You are impossible.'
'No, I am busy.'
The answer would have been cleaner if it had not come with the wrong kind of heat behind it. Tessa took the fuse, checked the amperage on the label, and set the red-ribbon key flat under the paper stack so it would stay put until she had time to care about it, which was a polite fiction and everybody in the room knew it.
Imogen moved in, shoulders dusted with plaster, the green pencil still pinning her hair. 'How long are you in town for?'
That had not been the shape of the question Tessa expected. Not at all. The room went very plain around the edges.
'Until the call gets done,' Tessa said.
'No,' Imogen said. 'How long.'
Tessa set the fuse on the bench, then picked it up again because her hand needed something to do with itself. 'You came back for the hall.'
'I came back for the job.'
'And after Friday?'
Imogen did not move. Not a flinch, not a retreat. Just a long second where the white in the office light made the tiny nick on her thumb stand out like a pale crescent. 'After Friday, I go where the contract says.'
That answer should have landed harder than it did, which was its own kind of warning.
Tessa put the fuse in place and turned the cap twice. The breaker cover stayed open beside her, showing the little square teeth and the frayed wire and the label she had not known to ask about. The room was still half-lit, the stage banks holding, the office lamp steady on the desk. Nothing dramatic. Nothing kind either.
'You did not mention that,' Tessa said.
'You did not ask.'
'Why would I ask if you were leaving?'
Imogen set the mug down on the desk with both hands. The tea inside sloshed once against the chip and left a darker line on the enamel. She looked at the line before she answered, which was its own answer, just not the one Tessa wanted.
'Because I was leaving whether you asked or not.'
Plain. No extra weight. No apology wrapped around it. It was the kind of sentence people said when they had already packed the smallest version of themselves into a case by the door and were waiting for the hour to catch up.
Tessa reached for the takeout menu, then stopped with her fingers over the folded edge. Tuesday through Friday. Four nights. Four rehearsals. One opening. After that, an empty stage and a room that would have to learn its own shape again.
Imogen picked up the screwdriver from the bench and handed it back handle-first, a neat little act that said she was still here for the moment, still on the same side of the room, still willing to pass tools without turning the whole thing into a scene.
'Fair enough,' she said.
The words landed in the office and stayed where they were. Tessa took the screwdriver. Imogen's contract ran through Friday.

    
The First Song
The clamp slipped a quarter inch.
Too late for panic.
Tessa caught the west frame with one forearm and drove the blue painter's tape down across the seam with the heel of her hand until the adhesive warmed through her skin. The strip made a pale line against the dark stain of the wood, a quick ugly fix, and the hall accepted it the way old places accepted bad wiring and people who arrived with ladders and a deadline.
Imogen stood on the stage steps with a bundle of cable over one wrist, her right shoulder sitting low under a black shirt dusted with plaster. She had one finger hooked through the tester clip and another at the edge of the cue sheet, ready to move if the room asked for it. The room had that first-night smell now, varnish, dust, and the weak sweet steam from the urn in the kitchen, all of it floating through the open hatch like somebody had left a lid off the day.
'If that clamp gives,' Imogen said, 'I am blaming you for all future splinters.'
'You can blame the handle,' Tessa said.
'The handle is already guilty.'
Good. The joke landed in the right place and stayed there for half a beat. Tessa tightened the screw one more turn and the cracked beech handle answered with a thin dry line under her thumb. Not broken. Not yet.
The west window stood at a slant that made the stage look cross-eyed, and the bubble in the level kept edging left no matter how many times Tessa checked it. She hated that. She had the room mapped in her hands, which was enough to keep it from falling apart before the doors opened, and if it refused to stay put, she would work around it until it gave up.
A hard knock hit the side door. Once. Then again.
Imogen lifted her head. 'That will be your council friend.'
Tessa set the driver down. 'Of course it is.'
The man on the other side of the door wore a council badge the colour of cheap sugar and carried a clipboard under one arm, which made him look like a priest for building regulations. He stepped in without taking off his coat, paused on the mat, and looked once at the west frame, once at the open breaker cover, once at the stage steps with the temporary strip light hanging low over them.
'You are cutting it close,' he said.
'We are open,' Tessa said.
'That is not the same thing.'
He moved with the careful impatience of a person who had spent too many evenings in rooms that smelled of new plaster and liability forms. Tessa kept one hand on the clamp screw and the other on the level, because if she let either of them drift the whole room would start trying to explain itself. The inspector put the clipboard against his hip, leaned toward the breaker box, and gave a small grunt.
Imogen stayed near the ladder. Not hiding. Just not making herself a target.
The inspector ran a thumb over the note tucked inside the panel, the one Tessa had not known existed until last night and still had not decided to like. WEST FEED. UPSTAIRS LINE. 40 AMP. DO NOT LOAD WITH STAGE BANK AND KETTLE AT ONCE. The narrow handwriting beneath it sat almost sideways, a second warning squeezed in after the first one had gone ignored for too many years.
'Who signed this?' he asked.
Tessa wiped a curl of glue from her palm on her trouser leg. 'Someone who expected people to read.'
'That would already narrow it down.'
Imogen gave the smallest sound into her throat and turned it into a cough when the inspector looked up. Good save. He did not ask her name yet. He did not have to. He had the look of a man who disliked extra variables and planned to count them anyway.
'The feed is shared with the flat above,' he said, more to the wall than to either of them. 'If the stage bank and kettle run together, you trip the line or you cook the old cloth and then everyone in this room learns a new word for trouble.'
Old cloth. Exactly. The breaker panel did smell wrong at the hinge, a phenolic sting under dust and warm metal.
'Kettle stays off,' she said.
'That should have been true before tonight.'
Fair enough, from the council man, and not the good kind.
Tessa killed the side lamp and kept the flashlight under her chin while the breaker box glared back at her with its bakelite switch and cloth sleeve wiring, all of it older than the paint on the walls and less willing to admit it. Ugly, then.
The frayed section sat where the wire bent around the clip, a bright copper nick peeking through the cloth like a tooth in a split lip. She touched it with the screwdriver tip and the whole panel gave a tiny tick under her hand. Not enough. Enough to matter.
'Can you hold the cable?' she said.
Imogen was already crouched beside the wall with the tester in one hand. 'Which one?'
'The stage bank. Keep it off the clip.'
'That one is hanging by optimism.'
'Then don't let it learn a new habit.'
Imogen shifted to the panel, one knee on the floorboards, and took the bundle into both hands. Her fingers knew cable the way Tessa's knew timber. Different trade. Same kind of stubborn. She lifted the loom clear while Tessa loosened the clamp, and for a moment the room had that strange hush that comes when two people are doing a job together and neither of them needs to translate the work out loud.
The office drawer stuck when Tessa reached for the spare fuse. She gave it a short hard pull, then another, and it slid open with a rasp. The brass key on the red ribbon had rolled to the back of the drawer and caught under a packet of old invoices, looking ordinary enough to be ignored. Tessa ignored it.
The chipped enamel mug sat on the bench with three screws inside and the stub of a carpenter's pencil laid across the rim. Imogen took one screw out, glanced at it, and dropped it back in.
'You keep everything in cups,' she said.
'Only what fits.'
'That does not sound like a system.'
'It is one.'
The fuse went in. The cover went back. The label on the inside of the box stayed open in the flashlight beam, all that hidden warning now sitting plain in the room like it had paid rent all along. Tessa tightened the screw and felt the panel settle under her palm, not safe, never safe, just less likely to bite before the guests arrived.
By half past eight the front doors had started to stick on every third pull, which meant people were actually coming in, shoulders loaded with coats and the smell of street dust and wet soles left on the mat outside. Tessa stood at the desk with the sign-in sheet, a black pen, and the kind of face that made volunteers look for the next job before she had to hand it out. She did not hand it out. She kept the pen moving.
Imogen climbed the ladder and turned the first bank low enough to take the yellow off the walls, then high enough to soften the patched west frame into background noise. The room changed under her hands. Not pretty. Better. The kind of better that came from knowing where the bad seams lived and how to steer the eye around them.
'Left side first,' she said.
Tessa pointed without looking up. 'The mat keeps bunching.'
'Because someone keeps standing on it.'
'That someone has work to do.'
'That someone also has a spine.'
The line should have drawn a smile. It only made the next guest laugh in the doorway, which was close enough. The hall was filling in a slow tide of boots and wool and one woman carrying a tray of iced buns on a floral plate that had survived longer than any sensible plate ought to survive. Someone set a vase of carnations on the piano and one bloom flopped sideways. The room took it all in and kept its face.
A quarter to nine, Tessa passed the inspector a cup of tea from the urn and a clipboard with the forms clipped to it. He made a note without looking up. Good. That meant he had stopped hunting for a reason to shut the place down and had begun hunting for a reason not to.
The brass bell over the side door gave its single note at 9:17.
No one spoke. The sound went thin through the hall and then vanished into the rafters like a coin dropped in a drain.
Imogen kept one hand on the dimmer knob. Tessa kept the sign-in sheet flat under her palm. The room held steady. No one asked about the bell, which suited the bell and everyone else.
The west frame chose that moment to drop a hair.
Not enough for anyone at the door to notice. Enough for Tessa to feel it in the floorboards under her boots.
She moved before the thought of moving could spoil the shape of it, one hand already on the cracked clamp, the other reaching for the square, but Imogen stepped in first and set her palm flat against the stile.
'Hold there,' Tessa said.
Imogen did.
That was the thing. No speech about trust, no neat line to hang it on. Just a hand on wood, pressure in the right place, the frame keeping still while Tessa bent to wedge a shim under the sill with a screwdriver blade. The blue tape had gone dull at the edges, dust on its surface, but the seam stayed where it was told to stay.
The inspector came over with his clipboard. 'That the last wobble?'
'For now,' Tessa said.
'Good enough for me if the loading's low and nobody leans on it.'
'No one will lean on it.'
Imogen gave a low sound that might have been a laugh if the room had been less full of people carrying plates. Tessa did not look at her. She took the fresh form from the desk and signed with the pen that kept skipping on the second letter, the one with the cracked cap, while the inspector watched her write his initials into a box marked temporary occupancy, which was a phrase that always sounded more fragile than the room deserved.
A woman by the piano asked if the stage steps were safe in heels. Tessa said yes because the answer had to be yes and because the step nosing had been sanded twice and because she had no patience left for extra danger invented by fashion. The woman nodded and went on.
The room kept filling. Someone set a tray of tea cups on the bar. Someone else took the tray off again because the handle had started to heat where it rested against the urn. The place was crowded enough now that the bodies made their own warmth, but the edges stayed clear, the exits visible, the lights on low and even, the kind of low and even that let a room keep dignity while it was being used.
The inspector signed the bottom line with a pen that leaked a little blue at the nib, capped it, and handed the sheet back to Tessa with the air of a man returning a plate he had already checked for cracks. He tapped the box marked occupancy and let the moment sit there.
'Open the front doors,' he said. 'Keep the kettle cold. Keep the loads low. No one stands on the step nosing in heels, no one hangs on the frame, and if the upstairs feed gives you grief, you call the number on the sheet before you poke at it with tools.'
'We are capable of not dying on schedule,' Tessa said.
'That is not what I asked.'
'No,' Imogen said from the ladder. 'It isn't.'
The first laugh came from the queue at the door, then spread through the room in little bursts and half-buried grins, and Tessa lifted the latch on the side door and let the air in from the passage, all of it carrying coats, cold metal, perfume, and the wet stone smell from the alley outside. Guests moved forward at once, eager now that the paper had been stamped and the place had been allowed to exist in public.
The event had its answer. The hall could open.
Imogen climbed down and reached for her coat on the back of the office chair, but instead of shrugging into it she hung it on the peg behind the desk and set her kit bag under the chair leg with a foot nudging it into place. Plain. No speech. The sort of thing people did when they had stopped pretending the edge of the room was a border.
'Your train is still tonight?' Tessa asked.
Imogen touched the pocket of her coat once, then took out a folded card from the arts office and laid it on the desk beside the sign-in sheet. St. Jude's Cinema. Two weeks. Lighting support. She flattened the card with two fingers and left it there.
'Not tonight,' she said.
Tessa did not pick the card up. She slid it under the mug instead, which was close enough for now.
The band hit the opening chord and the room changed shape.
Stay.
Tessa said it to Imogen while she was still half-turned from the desk, one hand on the mug and the other on the corner of the sign-in sheet, and the words came out plain enough that she did not have time to dress them up or take them back. Imogen looked at her, then at the floor where the first couple had already drifted into the cleared patch near the stage. The fiddle started thin, the bass followed, and chairs scraped along the boards as people made room for themselves.
'For the first song,' Tessa said.
'Is that an order?'
'No.'
Imogen's mouth moved once around the edge of a grin. 'Fair enough.'
She took the mug from Tessa, set it on the piano, and wiped her palm on her trousers before offering her hand. Not fancy. Not smooth. Just the kind of invitation that leaves no room for cowardice. Tessa took it.
The hall was louder now, all shoes and talk and the scrape of a plate and a burst of laughter from the bar, but the music sat under it all like a beam under a floor. Tessa's left wrist complained the way it always did when she lifted her arm high, and Imogen shifted her grip a fraction lower without turning the movement into a remark. Their steps were bad at first. Then less bad. Then useful.
A woman near the piano clapped once on the off-beat, embarrassed, and kept going anyway. One of the children on the bench put both hands over his ears and laughed through his fingers. Tessa had the strange sense of being inside a machine that had started to run because enough people had pushed in the same direction long enough.
Imogen leaned in just enough for her shoulder to brush Tessa's, a brief pressure through cotton, then stepped back into the turn and let the next line of music pull them around the cleared patch.
No one had to tell the room to make space.
The applause after the first song rattled the plates on the bar.
Tessa had just set one foot toward the west side when the clamp gave its thin complaint again, a dry squeal from the split handle and a shift at the sill that put a finger's width of daylight under the frame where there should have been none. The room did not move much. The room only asked.
Tessa stopped.
'Imogen,' she said.
Imogen was already there, because she moved through a room the way a stagehand moves through wings, quick and quiet and with a job in her hands before anybody else had finished looking for it. Tessa held out the tape. Not the whole roll. The strip. That mattered. The next move mattered.
'Take this side,' she said. 'I need the shim.'
Imogen took the tape, pressed the seam, and kept her palm there while Tessa bent, one knee on the floorboards, and drove the wedge home under the sill with the screwdriver handle. The wood took the pressure, then settled. The frame held.
There it was. No speech about anything larger than the job. The room needed holding and both of them were holding it.
When Tessa straightened, Imogen was still close enough for the smell of hot bulbs and dust on her shirt to mix with the tea on her breath. Tessa had one hand still flat on the frame, the other on the tape roll, and Imogen's thumb rested against the back of that hand for a beat before sliding away.
'You're staying,' Tessa said.
Imogen did not answer with a joke this time. She reached past Tessa, took the mug from the piano, and set it on the windowsill where the light could catch the chip on the rim. Then she looked back. Plain. No escape route built into the face of it.
Tessa kissed her in the narrow space between the frame and the side door, with sawdust on her sleeve and a smear of blue adhesive on her thumb, and the kiss came off a little rough at the edges because neither of them had made a practice of this exact thing, but it fit well enough to make the room go oddly still around the two of them.
Imogen's coat stayed on the peg.
That was the answer, more than any sentence. Her kit bag stayed under the chair leg. The folded card from St. Jude's stayed on the desk until Tessa slid it beneath the mug and left it there, heat and paper and chipped enamel sharing the same patch of wood. The suitcase by the office door did not come out. No one reached for it.
A new song started with a scrape of bow hair and one bright, untidy note from the accordion, and the hall took the change without protest. People who had arrived with hard mouths and careful hands loosened by degrees. A man in a waistcoat put his teacup down and asked the woman beside him to dance. Two teenagers stayed near the wall and then, after a while, drifted out into the middle with the rest of them. The room had enough floor for everybody once nobody kept counting it first.
'Two weeks,' Imogen said, leaning one shoulder against the side door while Tessa adjusted the dimmer by half a notch. 'Maybe three if the cinema folk stop pretending time is free.'
'You took the job.'
'You opened the hall.'
'Fair enough.'
That got the smile back. The small one. Tessa let it stay.
She carried the sign-in sheet to the desk, set it beside the pen, and left the front door unlatched so the passage air kept moving through the room. Not because it mattered to the council man now. Because the room had a habit of feeling too small when a person shut everything against itself.
The music rolled on. The light over the west frame stayed steady. The tape held. The mug steamed once, then went quiet. Imogen stood close enough that Tessa did not need to turn her head to know where she was.
By the time the second set began, the west frame had stopped asking for attention. The tape sat on it in a pale crooked line, dust settled over the seam, and the clamp with the split handle rested on the bench where Tessa had dropped it instead of putting it away. Nobody had fallen through the floor. Nobody had needed the emergency light. The hall had taken the first song and asked for another.
Imogen came back from the office with the card from St. Jude's folded once and tucked into her pocket. She set the chipped mug on the piano again, turned the handle so the bruise faced the room, and pulled a loose strip of blue tape from the seam where it had started to curl. She wrapped the strip once around the mug handle instead of the frame. Odd. Useful. The enamel sat warm in her palm.
Tessa did not touch the drawer. The brass key on its red ribbon stayed under the paper stack where it had been all evening, plain as a bit of forgotten hardware. She left it there. Instead she went to the piano, took the mug by the base, and gave it to Imogen while the next tune opened up over the hall, all fiddle and bass and people learning the shape of the room with their feet.
Imogen took the mug. Tessa took her hand. That arrangement held for the rest of the set and for the walk to the side door and for the minute afterward when the music thinned and the cups on the bar rattled once from a passing step, and the mug, now marked with one loose ribbon of tape, sat on the piano with a ring of tea at the lip and no one in a hurry to clear it away.
The mug stayed on the piano.
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