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The Grumble on the Stairs
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Maya had a rule about new places.

She always counted the stairs.

It wasn't a rule anybody had told her. It wasn't in any book. It was just her rule, because Maya had decided long ago that if you counted the stairs in a new place, you were already learning its secrets. And learning secrets made you feel a little bit less like a stranger.

The lighthouse at the edge of Prickwillow Port had eighty-seven stairs.

She knew because she had counted every single one, twice, just to be sure.

They were old stairs, made of grey stone that had been worn smooth by hundreds of years of feet going up and going down. The walls on either side were curved, because the whole lighthouse was round, and the staircase coiled upward like the inside of a snail shell. It smelled like cold sea air and something faintly coppery, like old pennies. And every so often, when the wind blew in off the water, the whole tower gave a low, deep moan, like a very large dog that was not quite comfortable.

Maya thought this was magnificent.

Her mother did not agree.

"Maya!" her mum had called from somewhere far below, her voice bouncing up the curved stone walls. "Don't go past the third landing! The upper stairs haven't been checked yet!"

"I know, Mum!"

"And don't touch anything rusty!"

"I know, Mum!"

"And if anything moves —"

"Mum."

There had been a pause. Then: "Just be sensible, please."

Maya was always sensible. She was also eight years old and had just moved to a town where she knew absolutely nobody, and the only interesting thing within walking distance was this lighthouse, so she was going to explore it thoroughly, thank you very much.

She sat down on stair number forty-four — right in the middle, which felt important — and opened her notebook.

It was a wonderful notebook. The cover was dark blue, like the sea on a clear day, and the pages were thick and slightly bumpy, the good kind that didn't bleed when you drew on them. Maya had filled nearly half of it already: sketches of a machine that could sort socks by colour, plans for a better umbrella that opened upward so the rain went away from you instead of into your face, and a very detailed diagram of a sandwich-making robot she intended to build when she was older.

She flipped to a fresh page and wrote at the top, in her neatest handwriting:


The Lighthouse. Prickwillow Port. Things I have noticed so far.



Then she chewed her pencil thoughtfully and began to write.


1. 87 stairs (checked twice).

2. The walls are damp but not wet. Like they are thinking about being wet.

3. Someone has polished the brass rail on the banister. It is very shiny. But nobody has lived here for years. WHO POLISHED IT?



She underlined WHO POLISHED IT? three times, because it was the most interesting observation and she felt it deserved the emphasis.

She had noticed the brass rail the moment she stepped inside. Her dad had noticed it too, and scratched his head in a puzzled sort of way, because he was a historian and puzzling things were his favourite, and he had said, "That's odd. The caretaker records haven't shown a visit in over fifteen years." Then he had taken a photograph of the rail and written something in his own notebook, which was much less interesting than Maya's notebook because it only had words in it.

The lighthouse had been empty for a very long time. That was why Maya's parents were here. They were historians — the kind who didn't just read about old things but actually went to old things and tried to save them. The Prickwillow Port Lighthouse was very old and had been dark for just as long, and the town had finally found the money to restore it, and Maya's parents had been asked to come and help.

Which meant Maya had been un-asked-about brought along.

She didn't mind, exactly. She just wished the town had a few more children in it.

She was writing a fourth observation (4. Strange smell on stair 31. Like the sea but also like something that has been sitting very still for a long time) when she heard it.

It was very faint at first. She almost thought she'd imagined it. But then it came again, and it was unmistakably a sound — a low, grumbly, muttery sound, like someone talking to themselves in a very irritated way.

Maya went very still.

The sound was coming from above her.

She looked up. The staircase coiled away into dimness. The little torch she'd clipped to her notebook cast a warm yellow circle around her, but beyond that, everything was shadow and grey stone.

The muttering continued. It was too quiet to make out words, but it had a definite flavour to it. It was the flavour of someone who had found something extremely annoying and was telling nobody in particular exactly how annoying they found it.

Maya's pencil hovered over her notebook.


5. GRUMBLING. From somewhere higher up. Investigate.



She stood up, brushed the dust off the back of her jeans, and began to climb.

Stair forty-five. Forty-six. Forty-seven.

The muttering grew a little louder. She could almost catch words now. Something that sounded like "...dreadful business..." and then "...no respect whatsoever..." and then something that might have been "...tracked in more sand, I shouldn't wonder..."

Stair fifty-two. Fifty-three. Fifty-four.

The muttering stopped.

Maya stopped too.

The silence was very complete. Even the wind seemed to be holding its breath. The only sound was the very distant crash of waves far below, which never really went away, just got quieter sometimes, like the sea reminding you it was still there.

Then, from somewhere just around the next curve of the staircase, there came a sound that was very specific and very clear.

A harrumph.

The kind of harrumph that meant: I know you're there and I am not pleased about it.

Maya had a choice, right at that moment. She could go back down the stairs. She could call for her mum. She could decide that the lighthouse was perfectly ordinary and the grumbling had been the wind and the harrumph had been a pigeon, because lighthouses sometimes had pigeons.

She thought about all of these choices for approximately four seconds.

Then she climbed the next three stairs and peered around the curve.

There was nobody there.

Just the empty staircase, coiling upward, the walls smooth and grey. A narrow window at this level let in a blade of pale afternoon light. There was the brass railing, gleaming just as brightly as it had been below. There was a step — stair fifty-eight, she noted automatically — that was slightly wider than the others, almost like a little landing, just big enough to sit on comfortably.

And on that step, there was a small dent in the dust. The kind of dent that something — or someone — had been sitting in for a very long time.

Maya stared at the dent.

She looked up the stairs. Nothing.

She looked down the stairs. Nothing.

She looked at the dent again. She crouched down and peered at it very carefully. It was exactly the right size and shape for a person who was not very large and who sat with their knees drawn up and their arms around them, the way you might sit if you were watching the world from a perch you had sat on for a great many years.

She took out her notebook and wrote: 6. Someone has been sitting on stair 58. They have been sitting on it A LOT. The brass nearby is the shiniest of all. Someone cares very much about this spot.

Then she sat down on her own step — forty-four, all the way back down below — and thought about things.

By the time her mum called her for supper, Maya had thought about quite a lot of things indeed.

That night, in the small rented cottage that smelled of other people's cooking and had curtains with a pattern of very enthusiastic lobsters on them, Maya lay in bed and listened to the sound of the sea.

Prickwillow Port was the kind of town that was completely full of sea sounds. Even with the window shut, you could hear it. The whisper of waves on the shingle beach at the bottom of the hill. The faint clink of boats in the harbour. And from further out, further than she could see in the dark, a low and rhythmic boom as the waves met the cliffs.

She had looked up the lighthouse in the library book her dad had lent her — a slightly musty volume called Lighthouses of the Northern Coast — and found a whole chapter on Prickwillow Port Light. It had been built in 1847, she read, and had been tended by a succession of lighthouse keepers for over a hundred years. The last keeper, the book said, had been a man named Silas Crabbit, who had been appointed in 1952 and had remained at his post for some years before the lighthouse was finally decommissioned.
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