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Tuesdays
The extra staircase appeared between the third and fourth floors on a Tuesday.
It had eleven steps, a brass handrail, and a window overlooking the sea. The building was in Leeds.
By Thursday, someone had put a chair beside the window.
The landlord sent a surveyor, who measured the staircase from both ends and submitted two invoices. Neither measurement fitted inside the building. He recommended keeping the fire door closed.
For several weeks the residents were careful. They went up in pairs. They photographed the water. Someone dropped an orange through the window and watched it float away.
Then Mrs. Patel began taking her lunch there.
“It’s quieter,” she said.
Other uses followed. A student practised the clarinet on the landing, although only when the sea was rough. Two children counted ships. A man from the second floor sat there after his wife died, sometimes until somebody brought him a cup of tea.
Nobody discovered which sea it was.
In October, a university offered to seal the staircase for six months. Their letter described an exceptional opportunity. They would install instruments, maintain controlled conditions, and compensate residents for the inconvenience.
At the meeting, the student wanted to know whether the instruments would record sound.
The landlord wanted to know about insurance.
Mrs. Patel asked where they proposed she eat her lunch.
The researcher explained that they might learn something fundamental about space.
“Yes,” she said. “But you might not.”
They eventually agreed on Tuesday mornings.
The researcher arrived the following week with three cases of equipment. He found a small table waiting beside the window, with a socket extension, a kettle, and a handwritten notice:
PLEASE LEAVE IT AS YOU FOUND IT.
He unpacked his instruments.
Outside, a ship was passing. He watched it for a moment before beginning.
A Fine Day
The rain began inside the dry cleaner’s at twenty past nine.
Nessa put a bucket under it.
By half past, the bucket was unnecessary. There was a patch of blue above the pressing table, and the wet sleeve of a dinner jacket had begun to dry.
Her Saturday assistant, Leo, stood beneath it with the thermometer he had taken from the wall.
“Twenty-eight,” he said.
Nessa moved a bag of cleaning away from the wet patch.
“Does it feel like twenty-eight?”
“More.”
“Perhaps give it a minute.”
They traced the weather to a coat hanging on the collection rail. It was a green wool overcoat, ticket 318, with one leather button missing and a left pocket that went much deeper than it should.
Nessa reached in as far as her elbow. The air was warm against her wrist. Something small struck her knuckle.
She withdrew her hand.
A ladybird climbed onto her watch.
“Is it alive?” Leo asked.
“It’s walking.”
“I mean properly.”
“Find a glass.”
They set the glass on the counter with a saucer over it. Outside, rain ran down the shop window. Inside, the blue patch was spreading towards the fluorescent light.
Nessa checked the ticket.
MRS. H. BELL. CLEAN ONLY. BUTTON IF POSSIBLE.
She rang the number.
“Yes,” Mrs. Bell said. “The lining’s gone.”
“There seems to be something in the pocket.”
“Oh, don’t pull at it.”
Nessa looked at Leo. He had both hands behind his back.
“Could you come in?”
“Is it ready?”
“Not exactly.”
Mrs. Bell arrived at eleven with a shopping trolley. She was younger than Nessa had expected, wearing enormous headphones round her neck and carrying half a toasted sandwich in a paper bag.
She stood in the warm square beside the till.
“That’s got out, then.”
“What has?”
“The day.”
Leo leaned forward.
“Which day?”
“I don’t know. It came with the coat.”
She had bought it at a car-boot sale in October. There had been a little warmth in the pocket then, useful while waiting for buses. She thought it was the material.
“Then the lining tore,” she said. “And it started doing mornings.”
“What do you mean, mornings?”
“Birds. About half six.”
Nessa took the coat off the rail. A breeze lifted the tissue paper beneath it.
“You should have said.”
“I thought you’d see.”
“We check pockets for money.”
“Was there any?”
“No.”
Mrs. Bell finished her sandwich.
The cleaning machine stood behind them, large and silent. Nessa had not loaded anything since the rain began. Four bags waited beside it.
“Can you mend it?” Mrs. Bell asked.
“I can mend a pocket.”
“Will that keep it in?”
“I don’t know.”
For the first time, Mrs. Bell looked worried.
“It’s a good coat.”
Nessa laid it on the counter. The hole was near the bottom of the pocket, where a bunch of keys might have worn through. Beyond it, she could see pale grass moving.
She turned the coat over. There was nothing on the other side.
Leo fetched the sewing basket without being asked.
Nessa chose a piece of lining from the drawer beneath the till. Navy blue, close enough. She cut a patch considerably larger than the hole.
“Hold that.”
Mrs. Bell took the sleeve. Leo held the pocket open.
For a minute nobody spoke. Nessa worked the needle through the old lining, keeping her fingers clear of the tear.
A bee came through.
Leo let go.
“Hold it.”
“It’s a bee.”
“I can see.”
Mrs. Bell caught the sleeve before it slid off the counter. The bee flew up towards the blue patch and disappeared.
Nessa continued sewing.
As the opening narrowed, the light contracted. It left the collection rail, then the stack of garment bags. The fluorescent tube flickered once and became noticeable again.
“Wait,” Leo said.
Nessa paused with two stitches left.
He went to the counter, picked up the glass and saucer, and brought them over. Mrs. Bell held the fabric steady while he eased the ladybird through the gap.
It clung to the cut edge.
Leo waited.
Eventually it went down the other side.
Nessa finished the seam.
The shop was cool. A bus passed outside, throwing water against the kerb.
Mrs. Bell put on the coat and tried the pocket.
“Well?”
“Still warm.”
Nessa wrote REPAIR ONLY on the ticket.
“What about the cleaning?”
“I’m not putting that in the machine.”
“Fair enough.”
“And I haven’t got a button that matches.”
Mrs. Bell examined the three remaining buttons.
“Different one’s fine.”
Nessa showed her a brown plastic button from the tin. Mrs. Bell nodded, and took the coat off again.
While Nessa sewed it on, Leo opened the back door. He stood looking into the narrow yard, where rain was dripping from the gutter onto an upturned crate.
“Shut that,” Nessa said. “You’re letting the weather in.”
He turned round.
She kept her eyes on the button.
The Weight of It
I wrote down the damage before we started. That is important.
There was a gouge in the plaster halfway up the stairs and a split in the banister where somebody had tried to glue it. I photographed both. The woman watched me from the landing with her keys in her hand.
“It was like that when I moved in.”
“I’m sure it was.”
“You don’t sound sure.”
“It’s for the office.”
She went back inside. Callum looked at me.
“What?”
“Nothing.”
He was my nephew. His mother had asked me to give him work, but she had not asked him to stop looking at me like that.
We had a two-bedroom flat, second floor, no lift. Twenty-six boxes, a bed, a sofa, two armchairs and a dining table. We were supposed to be in Wakefield by one. I had promised Callum he could drive on the way back if we weren’t running late.
The table was oak, square, with a burn on one corner. Four screws held each leg to the frame. The woman wanted it moved whole.
“They come off,” I said.
“I know.”
“Easier on the stairs.”
“The threads are gone. They’re all right until you take them apart.”
I looked underneath. Two of the screws had different heads and one leg had a folded bus ticket wedged between it and the frame.
“Fair enough.”
She was taking a taxi to the new place. We would lock up and put the keys through the letterbox.
“Don’t do that till you’re finished,” she said.
I told her I wouldn’t.
We did the boxes first, then the sofa, then the bed. Callum kept count with a biro on his wrist. He was saving for a car. He wore his good trainers to work, though I had told him not to.
The table was last. We turned it on its side and lifted it between us. It weighed what a table weighs.
At the front door it became heavier.
“Down,” Callum said.
We set it on the blanket.
“Lost your grip?”
“No.”
We tried again. I went first, backing onto the landing. The edge reached the doorframe and my arms straightened. I could feel the wood moving through my gloves. Callum made a sound I had not heard from him before.
We got it down.
“Have you let go?”
“No.”
“It felt like you let go.”
“I didn’t.”
I went round and took his end. He took mine.
This time we got one corner over the threshold. Something cracked underneath us. I thought it was his knee. Then I saw the dent in the floorboard.
We pushed the table back inside.
Callum rubbed his palms against his trousers.
I went down to the van for the straps. On the stairs I rang the woman and asked if she minded us taking the legs off after all.
“If you have to.”
“Just to make it easier.”
“Keep the screws.”
Upstairs, Callum had taken off his gloves. There were red lines across his palms.
“Go and have some water.”
“I’ve got water.”
“Then have it.”
I took the legs off. The threads weren’t good, but there was enough left to put them back. I kept each set of screws in a separate plastic bag and taped the bags to the legs.
I lifted the top onto its edge without help. Callum held the door.
Six inches from the threshold, it pulled away from me.
I brought it back. Light again.
I moved it forward.
“Don’t,” Callum said.
I let it lean against the wall.
He crouched down and put his fingers under the edge. He shuffled sideways, lifting a little at a time. At the door he stopped.
“Well?” I asked.
He looked at me.
I did it myself.
The top was easy to lift beside the radiator. Near the threshold I could not get it off the floor. I moved it back with my shoulder. It became light enough to carry in one hand.
We tried the kitchen door. No change. We carried it through the bedroom and back. No change. At the flat’s front door it was too heavy for us.
I got the trolley.
Callum went to the window.
“What are you doing?”
“Looking at the other way out.”
“We’re not lowering it out of a window.”
“I didn’t say we were.”
I strapped the top to the trolley. The wheels turned perfectly well until the front pair reached the threshold. Then the tyres flattened against the floor.
I stopped pushing.
The next job rang. I let it go.
Callum took the handle from me and brought the trolley back into the room. One hand. He parked it by the radiator and unfastened the strap.
I rang the woman.
“Is something broken?”
“No.”
I looked at the dent.
“There’s a mark on the floor. I’ll sort that separately.”
“What’s happened?”
“We can’t get the table out.”
“Is the door too small?”
“No.”
I could hear a kettle boiling at her end.
“It gets too heavy.”
After a while she said, “What do you mean?”
I told her about the radiator, the threshold and the trolley.
She asked if I could send a video. Callum held my phone. I lifted the top by the radiator, moved it towards the door and stopped. On the screen it looked like a man pretending.
We sent it anyway.
She rang back.
“I don’t know what I’m supposed to do with that.”
“No,” I said.
“Can you bring everything else?”
“Yes.”
“Then do that.”
We put the legs back on. Callum found the bus ticket under the blanket and folded it into place. The table stood level.
The keys would not go through the letterbox. They were on a big ring with a bottle opener. I took the flat key off and put it through by itself, then stood there holding the rest until Callum reminded me they belonged to her.
We were late for Wakefield. I did not let him drive.
At the new place the woman checked the boxes against her list. We carried the bed upstairs and assembled it. When she came to sign, she put the delivery sheet against the wall.
“What do I write?”
I drew a line through the table.
She read the total at the bottom.
“I’m not paying for that.”
“I know.”
I deducted the table. Then I wrote the damage to the floor on a separate sheet and gave her our office number.
On the way back, Callum slept. At a red light I saw the marks on his hands again.
I had nearly said he should wear better gloves.
The Second Occupant
The council first learned of Mr. Vale’s ghost when he applied for a parking permit.
He had been dead for nine years but had only recently acquired a car.
At the counter, Denise read the application twice.
“Are you the registered keeper?”
“Yes.”
“And you reside at this address?”
“Since 1963.”
She turned to the second page.
“There’s already a permit issued to this property.”
“That’ll be my wife.”
“Does she still live there?”
“Of course she does.”
Denise looked up.
“Does she know you do?”
Mr. Vale became difficult to see.
Denise had worked at the council for twenty-three years. She knew when to offer someone a private room.
Over tea, he explained that his wife knew perfectly well he was there. She left his chair facing the television. She spoke to him while washing up. On their anniversary, she had put on the green dress.
“But I don’t think she’ll let me drive,” he said.
Denise glanced at his transparent hands.
“Can you?”
“I passed in 1958.”
“That wasn’t quite what I asked.”
The vehicle was a blue Ford Escort, also deceased. It had appeared in the garage the previous autumn, after a young couple in Doncaster finally sent it for scrap.
“Why your garage?”
“I don’t know. Perhaps it remembered me.”
He had owned it for eleven years.
Denise rang Vehicle Licensing. They transferred her to Bereavement, who transferred her back. At lunchtime she went outside and found the Escort beside the pay-and-display machine. Its ticket had expired in June 1987.
Mr. Vale stood next to it.
“I only want to take her somewhere,” he said.
“Your wife?”
“We used to go out on Sundays.”
Denise walked around the car. There was a tartan blanket on the back seat and a packet of barley sugars in the door.
“The permit isn’t your main difficulty,” she said.
“I know.”
That evening, Mrs. Vale found a council envelope on the kitchen table.
Inside was a form headed REQUEST FOR ADDITIONAL RESIDENT PARKING, with a note asking her to confirm that the applicant lived at the property.
She read it, then looked towards the empty chair.
“You might have asked me.”
The chair creaked.
“And I’m driving.”
The following Monday, Denise received the completed form. In the space marked Relationship to applicant, Mrs. Vale had written:
Still married.
Denise issued the permit.
She left the expiry date blank.
The Interval
May had three minutes to find a replacement wineglass, change the batteries in the bell and persuade Colin that the audience did not need another five minutes.
“They’ve only just got their drinks.”
“They’ve had twelve minutes.”
“It’s a long queue.”
“There are forty-three of them.”
“Forty-four. My sister’s come.”
From the stage came a soft, continuous rustling.
May looked through the wings. The front curtain was closed. It was supposed to be closed. A yard of red velvet lay on the floor where its hem should have been.
“Stop pulling,” she told Dev.
“I have.”
He stood beside the curtain rope, holding both hands up.
More cloth descended.
The curtain belonged to the council. The theatre hired the hall on Thursdays, Fridays and Saturdays, with an extra hour on Sunday to get everything out. Colin had written, directed and partly financed the play. May had agreed to run the stage because he had once given her a job when nobody else would. She was beginning to think he considered this a lifetime arrangement.
She went up the stepladder and looked at the track.
Nothing appeared to be moving.
Below her, the cloth gathered in a fresh fold.
“Has this happened before?” Dev asked.
“No.”
He had been sent by the college. Until that evening, he had mostly made tea and said he didn’t mind.
May clipped a wooden peg to the curtain at shoulder height. They watched it descend. When it reached the floor, she found a second peg at shoulder height, identical except that the spring was rusted.
She climbed down.
“Right.”
“What’s right?”
“Leave it alone.”
Colin came round the corner.
“Is that meant to be there?”
May looked at him.
They tried opening the curtains. The rope moved, and a clean fold of velvet emerged from the middle. They tried lifting the hem. There was more behind it. Dev crawled under one fold and came out from under another six feet away, looking annoyed.
“The stage is still there,” he said.
“That’s something.”
The second act was set in the dining room of a house being sold. There was a table, six chairs, a sideboard and a door Dev had spent the previous afternoon painting. Three entrances depended on that door. Colin had given it a little frosted window through which the audience could see someone waiting.
May looked from the door to the heap of cloth.
Then she went out to the foyer.
The woman behind the bar was rinsing glasses.
“Have you got anything plastic?”
“How many?”
“Six.”
“Wine?”
“Just glasses.”
When May returned, Colin was on his phone to the caretaker.
“Yes, red,” he was saying. “The usual one.”
May took the phone.
“We’re not touching the track. Come when you can.”
She handed it back.
“What did he say?” Dev asked.
“He wants to know if we’ve overloaded it.”
“With curtain?”
“Yes.”
May stepped over the velvet and went to the front of the stage. There were about four feet between the growing heap and the edge.
That would not be enough.
She went into the hall.
She left the side aisle clear. The audience had begun drifting back. An older man was reading the programme with his coat on. Two people in the front row were sharing a bag of sweets.
“I need to move these chairs,” she said.
“How far?”
“Back two rows, if that’s all right.”
“Is this part of it?”
“No.”
The man stood, pocketed the programme and helped her.
They cleared a space on the floor in front of the stage. Dev brought the table round through the side passage. It caught on the fire door, and they had to take it back and turn it. May could hear the actors talking behind them, the particular pitch of people trying not to sound frightened.
Colin followed the table into the hall.
“We can’t do it down here.”
“We can’t do it up there.”
“The set is part of the play.”
“I know.”
He stared at the red cloth spilling over the stage.
“I spent three hundred pounds on that door.”
Dev put the table down harder than he needed to.
May set six plastic glasses on it.
“We can offer refunds.”
“They’ll leave.”
“Some might.”
The actress playing the eldest daughter came down the aisle carrying her shoes. Her name was Pauline. She had a sore foot and had been standing on it since seven.
“Where am I coming in?”
May pointed towards the foyer.
“Fine.”
Pauline put one shoe on, considered the other, and took the first off again.
Colin put his phone away.
They lost three people. One had a train. The other two said this was not what they had paid for. May got their names and ticket numbers. She did not argue.
The curtain had stopped growing, or was growing so slowly she could no longer tell. Red folds hung down the front of the stage behind the table. May folded the loose edge back from the nearest chair.
Colin went to the middle of the cleared space and apologised.
A man at the back called, “Can’t hear.”
Colin began again, louder.
May rang the bell.
For the first minute of the second act, the actors spoke too loudly. They were used to sending their voices past a row of lights. Now the audience sat close enough to see the label on the bottle.
Then Pauline came through the foyer door without her shoes.
“You’ve started without me,” she said.
It was her line, but the woman with the sweets moved her feet out of the way.
The dinner began.
May stood beside the bar with the script. On page sixty-two, the youngest son was supposed to slam the frosted door. He reached for it, found nothing, and stood with his hand in the air.
His father went on eating.
The son lowered his hand.
“I’m going,” he said.
He went out through the foyer.
The door there had a soft closer. They all watched it take its time.
Someone laughed. Then the father stopped eating.
May looked down at her script. She had missed a cue.
She did not give it late.
Afterwards, the actors stayed in the hall to talk to people. Colin stood beside the abandoned sideboard while the caretaker prodded the curtain with a broom.
“Never seen that,” the caretaker said.
Dev sat on the edge of the stage, looking at his painted door.
May offered him one of the remaining sweets.
“We’ll get it out tomorrow.”
“I know.”
“It was a good door.”
He ran his thumb along the join in the frame.
“It opens both ways,” he said. “You asked for that.”
She had. They had spent half an hour discussing the hinges. He had brought two kinds for her to choose from.
May sat beside him. From the foyer came Pauline’s laugh. The caretaker laid down the broom and went to find a longer one.
The velvet shifted beneath their feet.
Neither of them moved.
For One
On the morning the chair moved, Eva blamed the floor.
The café had once been two shops. Where the wall between them had stood, the floor sloped. A pound coin set on the counter would roll towards the till. Her father said this was good design.
She wedged a beer mat under the short leg of table seven.
The chair moved again.
Not far. Just enough for someone to sit down.
Eva was twenty-eight. She had been running the café for five weeks while her father recovered from an operation he described to customers as nothing. He rang every morning to ask whether the freezer was making the noise. There had been three different noises, and she was expected to know which one.
She pushed the chair in.
A spoon rose from the table, turned slowly in the air and came down.
Eva went into the kitchen.
“Come and look at this.”
Her cook, Martin, was cutting tomatoes.
“Can it wait?”
“No.”
He came out with the knife still in his hand.
They stood beside table seven. It was near the window, beneath a photograph of a football team neither of them could identify.
“Watch.”
Nothing happened.
“It moved.”
“The chair?”
“The spoon.”
Martin looked at the knife in his hand, then put it on the counter.
The spoon tapped the tabletop twice.
“All right,” he said.
A customer came through the door. Eva turned towards him so quickly that he apologised.
“Are you open?”
“Yes.”
Martin went back into the kitchen.
The customer sat at table three. Eva took his order and brought him tea. When she returned to the counter, a menu was open at table seven.
She watched a page turn.
“Can I get you something?”
The menu closed.
Eva waited.
A knife slid across the table and came to rest on the words FULL BREAKFAST.
“Tea or coffee?”
Nothing.
She pointed to the teapot printed at the bottom of the menu.
The spoon tapped once.
“Tea?”
Once again.
She took a pad from her apron.
“Anything you don’t want?”
The knife moved to the photograph on the menu. It rested on the tomato.
“No tomato.”
Once.
Eva wrote the order.
Martin read it.
“Who’s that for?”
“Seven.”
He looked through the serving hatch.
“Right.”
She took out the tea first. The cup lifted an inch from the saucer. When it came down there was less tea in it.
The man at table three stopped buttering his toast.
Eva met his eyes.
He went back to the toast.
The breakfast disappeared gradually. Eva saw a piece of bread rise towards the window and cease to be there. She stayed in the kitchen doorway, watching, until Martin had to ask her to move.
When she cleared the plate, the chair drew back.
“It’s eight pounds ninety,” she said.
The chair stopped.
She put the bill on the table.
No money appeared.
Eva waited. In the kitchen, Martin switched on the extractor.
“I can take a card.”
Nothing.
“Or cash.”
The spoon lay still.
Her father rang.
She looked at the phone and let it ring.
“I’ll leave that with you.”
At half past ten, a woman with a pram asked for the table by the window.
“That one’s taken.”
“By who?”
“There’s somebody there.”
The woman looked at the empty chair.
Eva brought another table closer to the window. They shifted the pram between them until there was room to sit. The woman pulled the pram nearer her chair. Eva took her order.
At eleven, Eva took the bill back to table seven.
There was a wet ring beneath the cup.
“Look,” she said quietly. “I don’t know if you’re still here.”
The spoon tapped.
“Right. I need the table.”
The chair came forwards. She felt something pass beside her, a movement of air against her wrist.
The bell over the door rang.
Martin came out.
“Did they pay?”
“No.”
He took the cup.
“Do we put it through?”
“Yes.”
“As what?”
“A breakfast.”
At home that night, her father asked whether anyone had come in.
“Quite a few.”
“Anyone I know?”
“I don’t think so.”
He tried to stand up without using the arm of the chair. She pretended to look at the television.
“Cash up all right?”
“I was eight ninety short.”
“Check under the till drawer.”
“I did.”
“Notes get folded behind.”
“It wasn’t a note.”
He sat back down.
“You want to be careful, Ev.”
She took the plates to the kitchen.
The next morning she put the menu on table seven. She set out the other tables, filled the sugar bowls and checked the freezer. Then she went back and straightened it.
At ten past nine, the doorbell rang.
The chair moved.
Eva stood at the counter. Martin was watching her through the hatch.
She went over.
“Breakfast?”
One tap.
“No tomato?”
One.
She did not write it down.
“Yesterday wasn’t paid for.”
The spoon turned on its side.
“I can’t keep doing that.”
For a moment she thought the chair would draw back. Instead, the salt cellar moved across the table. It stopped at the edge nearest her.
“That isn’t money.”
It moved another inch.
She put out her hand.
The salt cellar tipped. A pound coin fell out, followed by a small stream of salt.
Eva set it upright.
Another coin struck the glass inside.
She fetched a tray from the counter and unscrewed the lid. Coins fell out with the salt: pounds, fifty-pences, a twenty, two tens. One pound coin lay balanced on the mouth of the cellar. She tipped it again.
There was more salt.
She counted.
Eight pounds ninety.
At the other table, the man from yesterday lowered his newspaper.
“That’s a good trick.”
Eva brushed the salt away from the money with a clean pastry brush.
“Do you want the same again?” she asked him.
He nodded.
Martin leaned through the hatch.
“What about seven?”
She looked at the empty chair. The spoon was poised over the table.
“Today as well,” she told it. “Before you go.”
One tap.
She wrote down two breakfasts.
When she carried the plates out, table seven was in sunlight. She put the toast on the side where the hand seemed to be.
The knife shifted towards it.
“Tell me if I’ve got that wrong,” she said.
