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Etta Rowan and the Festival of Gears
Nora Levant
After a stormy festival, toymaker Etta negotiates a new life: short exchanges with a travelling troupe while keeping her workshop as a teaching space. The town hums with repairs, warm rituals, and small absurdities as Etta's bench becomes a shared place where craft knits people together.
ProseHub


    
The Quiet Shop
The morning in Etta Rowan’s workshop arrived wrapped in the small, honest smells that made the town smile: lemon oil, warm varnish, and the faint, comforting tang of old brass. Sunlight fell through the high window in a strip that dust motes liked to dance across, and the bench was a small kingdom of half-made things — a wooden fox with a wobbly tail, a pocket-sized carousel with one stubborn horse, and, in the very center, a wind-up bird whose spring had become more of a sigh.
Etta liked her kingdom best when it was only hers. She moved through it the way a careful gardener might move through beds of small machines: fingers steady, eyes patient, breathing measured. She wound the bird’s tiny key, listened to the soft click, then pried the back off and began to coax its spring into politeness. Her hands had a habit of knowing what to do before her head caught up; she filed, eased, and hummed as she worked.
“Is it ready?” Sam asked, huffing into the doorway with cheeks still pink from the run. He carried a paper kite ribbon and the kind of grin that made things easier to begin with.
Etta glanced up and smiled. “It’s sleeping, not broken. Give me a moment.”
Sam dropped onto the stool beside her and watched as if the gears belonged to a magician and not to a person who sold them for a living. “When it sings, will it dance? The kites need dancers.”
Etta wound the key again and the bird preened, testing each feather with a polite whirr. She tapped the tiny lever. The bird chirped a note like a small coin struck on a table and hopped one, very dignified step. Sam whooped a little, clapping with hands that smudged the varnish.
Outside, the square was a quilt of moving parts: bakers with baskets of honey buns, a fishmonger who announced cod as if he were naming kings, and a small crowd clustering by a stall that sold spiced nuts wrapped in thin paper. The weather had a soft, drizzling friendliness about it — the kind of mist that made everyone tuck their collars in together. Someone had tied blue ribbons to the lampposts that morning, a town habit for spring, and they twirled like sleepy blue flags.
Mr. Pindle’s voice came first as a grumble through the bricks. “Rowan, you’ll catch your fingers in there if you set off any more of those dancey engines.”
Etta laughed and kept working. She liked Mr. Pindle’s grumble. It was the town’s polite kind of thunder and it meant someone had come to check that she was still tending her corner of the world.
She worked with a kind of careful joy. Her fingers learned the language of little screws and surviving springs; she translated stubborn brass and tired wood into new movements. When a spring protested, she coaxed it with a small, patient pressure and a cheerful scolding as if it were a cantankerous hen.
“Tell me a story,” Sam demanded, watching the bird practice a tiny hop like a child testing a puddle.
Etta made the bird hop three times. “Once, there was a bird who wanted a ticket to the moon,” she said, half to the toy and half to Sam. “But the moon only sold tickets to those who could wind themselves as neatly as a teapot. So the bird learned to tuck its wing just so.”
Sam giggled. “Could birds even wear teapots?”
“No,” Etta said, unscrewing the bird’s cap for a moment and checking its tiny gears. “They don’t fit very well. Mostly it’s very windy under the brim.”
Their laughter fit into the workshop like a friendly object; it warmed the varnish and made the little fox seem to straighten its wooden spine. The town’s sounds pricked around the door: boots tapping, a distant bell announcing market hour, someone singing the old bread seller’s tune.
A sudden commotion cut through the market’s steady hum. At first it was a ripple of surprised voices; then a peal of laughter. Sam’s face peeked toward the window. “What’s that?”
Etta set the bird down and wiped her hands on her apron. “Probably a hat caught in a breeze,” she said, though her fingers itched to see. She had learned that small things in a town could tumble into larger ones, and that the best place for some of those tumbles was not always behind a workbench.
They both stood, Sam buzzing with curiosity and Etta with a slower, steadier pull. The shop smelled suddenly of rain, though the mist outside was soft and polite. Etta didn’t step out immediately; she liked to watch the square play its own little drama from the framed safety of glass. Her heart wanted to be involved and her feet wanted to be dry.
The sight in the square was better than a hat. A small clockwork automaton, painted like a green frog with brass eyelids, had slipped its tether from a child’s hand and was performing an impromptu parade. It hopped down the cobbles with the exaggerated dignity of a mechanical entertainer and kept bumping, with the politest apologies it didn’t know how to make, into the brim of a very fine gentleman’s top hat.
The top hat flew like a startled crow, sailing past the baker’s one clean establishment and landing on an elderly cat who was not pleased to be mistaken for furniture. The cat arched, the gentleman flailed, and a chorus of surprised chuckles burst from the crowd. Someone clapped. Someone else hissed politely at the frog-automaton. A hatless boy took a running leap and scooped the hat from the cat, returning it with a theatrical bow.
Sam shoved his hand into Etta’s. “Can we catch it?” he whispered.
Etta glanced at the shop, at the tools that glinted like patient fish in their little bed of brass. She could see, beyond the rooftops, a bright caravan rolling toward town: painted wheels, a banner with gears that spun as the cart moved, and a few people draped in color like confetti.
Mr. Pindle elbowed his way into the doorway, his mismatched glove waving like a flag. “You watch the show enough, Rowan, and you’ll start expecting applause for polishing your spoons.”
Etta pushed a lock of hair behind her ear and then, because the frog-automaton’s mischief had made something in her twitch, she stepped out. Her boots met puddled cobbles and sent up a small, obedient splash. Sam ran ahead in bright impatience and the frog did another upside-down curtsy that made the children roar.
Etta threaded through the crowd with a hands-on focus that felt like work and play at once: she steadied a vendor’s unsteady stack of tins, scooped a fallen apron back onto a flustered baker, and managed to slide past the gentleman who was still remonstrating with his hat. She reached the frog just as it chose to attempt a dignified bow and collided into a basket of radishes.
Radishes, of course, are dramatic. They tumble with the enthusiasm of marbles and make an excellent mess. The frog-automaton fell on its back and kept its limbs in a perfect, polite spread while a small boy pressed its tiny brass belly and it squeaked an apologetic tune. Etta crouched, palms on the cool cobbles, and eased the frog’s springs with a practiced touch. It was the kind of repair you could do with a spare hairpin and a patience born of many tiny mishaps.
“Is it broken?” Sam asked, solemn as a judge.
“Mostly tired,” Etta told him. “It needs a little schedule.”
She unlatched a small plate of its belly, slipped in a hairpin like an impromptu cotter key, and wound its key until its eyes blinked with brass respect. The frog sighed a mechanical sigh and then, with the dignity of one who had learned from performance to accept applause even when the crowd laughed at the wrong parts, it hopped into a neat bow. A little girl crowned it with a ribbon and the frog accepted, as if decorum and costume settled everything.
Mr. Pindle watched, his mouth quirked in a way that meant he was pleased and pretending not to be. “Don’t go thinking shiny curtains is all you’re missing,” he said. “There’s plenty missing in plain sight.”
Etta shrugged in a way that meant she both understood and meant to ignore the truth for a while. She had her reasons for staying tucked between benches: the comfort of correct screws, the promise that a toy would do exactly what it was told to do. People, by contrast, were notoriously unreliable, especially when they wore hats that could fly.
A small cart rolled up the lane with the cheerful clack of wooden wheels. It had painted sides and a little flag that read in looping script: THE LORRAIN TROUPE. People paused. Conversations slid into expectant hushes. The square smelled suddenly of treacle and rope, and the sound that came with the cart — a tinny, theatrical flourish — felt like another person arriving to see how the day would do.
Marcel Lorrain stepped down from the cart with the ease of someone who had practiced bowing in many towns. He wore a coat that had seen festivals and rain and always seemed to be smiling even when it was raining inside him. Behind him, the caravan unfurled like a many-colored story: puppets on poles, a small drum that played itself, and a larger puppet animal that twitched with the kind of exaggerated life that made children hush in wonder.
The troupe moved through the square with the careful choreography of people who know how to make noise without causing real trouble. They set up on a patch of cobbles as if the stones themselves were the proper kind of stage. A little crowd formed, including the baker, the fishmonger, and several children who smelled of sticky buns and climbed onto whichever adult had the most patient shoulders.
Etta stood by her shopdoor, hands in the pockets of her apron, watching. The goods on her bench caught the caravan’s light and made tiny promises of adventure that sounded faint but insistent. Sam tugged at her sleeve. “Will they leave a painted horse for us?” he asked.
“No,” Etta said, smiling; she knew the troupe did not leave horses in town. They borrowed gears and later returned stories. Marcel bowed with a small flourish that showed both confidence and curiosity; his eyes found Etta among the faces like a sea finding a single colored stone.
He crossed the cobbles and inclined his head. “You’re the toymaker for this corner, are you?” he asked. His voice was friendly, not too loud, like a bell that wanted to be heard but hoped not to shout.
“Etta Rowan,” she said, because names are like new tools and she liked to polish hers when she offered it. “I fix and make small things.”
Marcel smiled like someone returning a favor. “We travel with many small things. Sometimes we need a heart for the bigger show. Would you consider—” He reached into a satchel and produced a small card, its edges gilt and a little smudged with sawdust. “—crafting a centerpiece for our next set? A mechanical animal, perhaps, that can dance and tell a short joke?”
Etta felt a little surprise, like a bubble under varnish. A dance and a joke were not tools she offered very often. Her work tended to be honest and steady, the sort of thing that did not need applause; it needed hands.
The crowd waited a beat as if the square itself wanted to hear what she would say. Etta tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and glanced at her bench through the window. The bird she had just coaxed to chirp sat on its perch, beak slightly open like it, too, had something to say.
Marcel tilted his head. “We travel to places that forget how to applaud sometimes. We try to make them remember.”
There was a lightness to the offer that made the thought of leaving the workshop dangerous and delicious at the same time. Etta imagined a stage full of gears the size of her chest, of lights like small suns, and children in the front row holding their breath. Rustling came from the crowd, a soft, approving sound. Sam’s eyes were wide; across the square, a little boy traded his apple for a glimpse of cardboard confetti.
Mr. Pindle cleared his throat. “You could have the whole world in your pocket, if you’re not careful.”
Etta laughed, a quick, private sound. “I don’t think it fits,” she said. “My pockets are already full.”
Marcel’s smile widened and he allowed himself a small, conspiratorial look. “If you are interested, we will leave a note and a little token. No rush.” He tapped the card, and a pamphlet like a folded fan slipped out: images of the troupe under starry skies, a mechanical bird that spun like a coin, and a tiny, hand-drawn gear with the troupe’s crest.
Then he bowed and drifted back toward the caravan with the gentle swivel of someone who had both asked a question and been delighted to ask it.
Etta held the card for a while after he left. It felt heavier than paper should, as if it contained small expectations. Sam peered over her shoulder.
“You’ll go,” he pronounced with the certainty of nine-year-olds.
“No,” she corrected with a soft smile. “I don’t know.”
Mr. Pindle sidled closer, his mismatched glove tapping the edge of the door. “You don’t have to go to make something that makes people clap. Sometimes fixing what’s already here is the sort of applause that counts.”
Etta’s fingers smoothed the card. The square had resumed its business and the air smelled faintly of molasses and rope. Children chased the frog-automaton in a careful, respectful circle now that its dignified bowing had been restored. A woman offered Sam a honey bun, which he accepted with the kind of gratitude usually reserved for a rescued thing.
The caravan’s colors rolled on as it took up a new attention elsewhere, the troupe setting up small curiosities and asking questions about the town as if it were a friend they had not met yet. Marcel paused to speak with the mayor’s assistant and then, with a theatrical flourish, left a smaller envelope tucked under the town notice board near the fountain. He did not shout an invitation, nor did he stamp a demand. Instead, he left something that was the size of a possibility.
When Etta returned to her bench, the shop felt both exactly as she had left it and, somehow, altered. The light through the window seemed to have gained a sliver of curiosity. She set the gilded card beside a jar of tiny screws and looked at the bird she had finished. It cocked its head once, the way living things do before they decide whether to share a secret.
She cleaned the bird’s beak with a scrap of cloth and tightened a screw until it shone. The bird hopped twice, sang a bright note, and then tucked its wings like someone who had had just enough adventure for one morning.
There was a small, absurd thing on the bench that made her laugh: a little wooden soldier who, when tapped, saluted and then promptly forgot to stand back up. It lay on its side and glared at her, a ridiculous, rebellious thing. Mr. Pindle muttered from the doorway about young soldiers and worse attitudes.
Outside, life hummed with a hundred tiny rituals that did not belong to her problem: the baker folded dough with the love of someone who measured more than grain and sugar, neighbors traded gossip about which cat had slept on which doorstep, and a woman whose hair smelled of lemon peel and camomile swept her stoop with a broom made from willow and thrift. The town had rituals like a clock: small habits that were not dramatic but held the place together.
Etta pinned the gilded card to the corkboard above her bench, though she could have easily slipped it into a drawer and told herself she had forgotten about it. She left it where she could see it. It was a tiny provocation and a promise both. The frog’s small brass eye winked at her as she put a pin through the corner; for a moment she imagined the bird on a larger stage, chirping at an audience who did not yet know how to clap for small things.
She washed her hands, blew on them, and decided to make tea. The kettle on her stove had a polite whistle, and the town’s drizzle tapped the window like a steady, polite drummer. Sam sat on the floor with his back against her workbench and began to untie the ribbon of his kite with the focus of someone untying a knot in a quiet puzzle.
Etta poured them both a cup and held hers in both hands, feeling the warmth through the clay. Her heart was a small clock that ticked to the rhythm of tools. There was a curiosity inside it that had nothing to do with applause and everything to do with the way a new idea fit in the palm of her hand.
When the sun pushed a single bright beam through the drizzle and painted the bench in impatient gold, Etta pinned the card again with more care. The note sat there, quiet as a friend who had arrived with the wrong kind of bag and the right sort of question. She did not decide that night. She folded the tea towel, placed the bird on its perch, and let the town go on being itself outside: noisy, honest, and full of tiny, necessary rituals that had not yet asked anything of her at all.

    
A Shiny Offer
Etta woke with the gilded card leaning like a small promise against the jar of spare screws. For a moment she let the morning have her whole attention: the kettle’s polite whistle, the way steam smelled faintly of lemon rind because she always wiped her hands on the same towel her grandmother used, and the soft click of the town clock as it counted the quarter hour. Outside, rain had not yet decided whether it would fall; it hung in the air like a shy visitor, making the cobbles gleam. The shop smelled of wood shavings and the salt of the river, and for no good reason she hummed the tune the baker whistled when he made honey buns. That small melody felt like carrying a warm bun in her pocket.
Sam was first through the door, breathless as a wind-up toy, cheeks bright and hair sticking up in three directions that refused to be civilized. He plopped onto the stool and peered at the card as if it might open and offer him candy.
“Did the traveling people like you?” he asked before Etta could feed the kettle. He had the frankness of a child who measured value by how loud you could cheer.
“They asked me if I could make something for them,” Etta said, folding the towel and hiding her momentary flutter with the motion. She set the kettle back on the stove and twisted the little cap of the teapot until it clicked in place like it had an opinion about punctuality.
Sam’s eyes turned round. “A stage? Like, the kind with the big drum and the man who juggles vegetables?” He made a face as if he had once tasted a juggling carrot and could not forgive it.
“No vegetables juggling this time,” Etta replied, and smiled. “They asked for a mechanical animal, something that would dance for children. It’s…a possibility.”
Mr. Pindle rapped on the doorframe with his mismatched glove and wandered in, carrying a thermos that clung to him like an old friend. He sniffed the tea, made a face that meant he considered it acceptable, and then took a long look at the card pinned beneath a nail.
“Keep your pockets straight, Rowan,” he said, the way an old clock might warn a new one not to over-tick. “An offer is like a spring—nice to look at but it will coil if you don’t know how to hold it.”
Etta let the words sit with the steam. The town had a habit of offering wise, slightly crooked similes. She poured the tea and handed a cup to Mr. Pindle and one to Sam. The three of them drank in companionable silence, the kind that fills the air when tools rest and hands are clean. Outside, a woman passed by with a tray of seed cakes, wearing the town’s winter apron embroidered with tiny ships; those aprons were not for sailors but for people who liked things that smelled like ships.
The gilded card sat on the bench like a small, polite question. Etta wound the sample bird she had been tinkering with and watched it hop in a loop, each tiny gear making a deliberate note. She thought of stage lights as if they were creatures she had not yet met: loud, hungry things that blinked and wanted to be noticed. She also thought of the puppet that the mayor had asked her to look at the week before—the big, festival puppet with a wooden face and a skirt patched from old banners. It swayed on its stand in the town storehouse like a patient guest.
By noon the rain decided to politely commit to a drizzle and the square smelled like damp flour and frying apples. Etta locked up the shop, folded the towel neatly again, and took the short walk to the storehouse. The path by the river was bright with small, yellow ducks that the nursery kids released every spring—wooden decoys painted by their small hands that bobbed on the water like contented ideas. The ducks were a town fancy not directly related to the festival’s mechanics but beloved all the same; people came to the river just to watch them line up like tidy little soldiers.
She found Mayor Betsy inside the storehouse sitting on a low bench with her boots tucked to the side and a sewing needle between her fingers. The mayor had a steady way of being that made the room feel organized by invisible rules; even the crates seemed to obey her. The puppet lay on a pallet, sheets of patched banners puddled beside it. It was larger than Etta had recalled, its wooden cheeks dulled by years of sunlight and handprints.
“Etta,” Mayor Betsy said without fuss. “I’m glad you came. We have a festival to keep. The puppet’s shoulder slats are splintered and the arm cables fray like old shoelaces. The boat race mechanism down by the river—kids call it the current clock—has one gear that slips and another that hums with too much temper. If you could look, I would trust your hands.”
Etta bent to examine the puppet, feeling the weight of its wood like a small harbor. She tugged the arm and the wrist offered a little sigh; ropes rubbed against rough wood and a brass ring pin squeaked. She prodded gears in the boat rack and found that a little bronze tooth had worn away, a detail that would leave small boats spinning in circles instead of racing true. It was the sort of thing that mattered to play: a crooked race was a failed promise.
“I can look,” Etta said. She could feel the card’s question thrum in her pocket like a tiny spring waiting. Mayor Betsy nodded, gratitude warm as bread.
Etta worked with her hands the way a musician works with his instrument; she listened for the right notes and changed them until they sounded like the town wanted. She put the puppet gently on a stand and unwrapped the old banners, each square of fabric a little story: a bakery’s burnt mark, a child’s name stitched by a finger that had since misplaced its memory, a patch with a small, embroidered fox. These were not the kind of things you measured in hours and invoices. They were measures of belonging.
She tightened a wrist pin, sanded a splintered slat, and threaded a new cord where the old one had become knotted with time. While she worked, Sam pressed his small face against the crate and watched every movement as if it were a map he could draw later. He asked questions that were mostly about bits and mostly about why the puppet had a faint, polite smell of lavender even though no one in the storehouse had thought to perfume it.
“Do you think it will dance?” he asked, hopeful as a kite.
Etta paused and smiled, choosing her words like tools. “It will dance again if we give it space to hold a rhythm. If we make its joints polite and its ropes patient, it will remember how to bow.”
Sam nodded solemnly, convinced that patience could be stapled to a puppet like extra feathers. Mr. Pindle leaned against the door with his thermos and watched Etta’s hands move, occasionally muttering one of those small town proverbs that meant both instruction and affection.
“You’ll make them clap for the puppet?” he asked, not unkindly.
“I’ll make it safe, and if it claps, that will be a bonus,” Etta said. The work asked for quiet attention, not flourish. Her fingers smelled of sawdust and the iron tang of new cords.
After several hours in the storehouse Etta trudged back to her shop with a crate of spare parts and a list scrawled on the corner of a paper napkin. The list was the sort of thing that made her feel smaller and larger at once: replace slat three, rewire arm cable, adjust hip joint, inspect river gear. She set the crate down and opened it, finding precisely the right little bronze tooth tucked between a coil spring and a spool of red thread. She felt a small, private triumph and also a ringing in her chest the size of a gear.
That afternoon she set to making the small sample for Marcel. It was to be neither too tiny nor enormous; a mechanical fox that could trod and twirl and finish with a cheeky nod. Etta drew the fox with a pencil that had once belonged to her grandmother and measured the proportions as if she were arranging the townspeople in a small parade. She chose wood that had a warm grain and selected springs that pushed but did not shout.
As she carved, the shop filled with the smells of chip dust and caramel from the baking across the street; the baker, who always sang when he kneaded, hummed a second verse to a song Etta only half knew. The town had rituals that sat at a different table from the puppet problem: the baker’s song, a midday bell that meant it was polite to rest, and the old woman on the corner who sold candied peel folded into squares like tiny battlements. Those things did not decide Etta’s work but they wrapped around it, like ribbons around a parcel.
Sam joined her on and off as she worked, holding a little lamp to let her see the grain more clearly and occasionally offering expert opinions on the fox’s tail. “Make it sassier,” he advised, tapping the tail with a finger. “And make sure it can wink.”
Etta laughed and adjusted the mechanism for the fox’s eyelid. She had a pocket full of tiny screws and a head full of small worries. She felt as if she were balancing on a beam, toes gripping. She could do both projects, she told herself. She could make something bright enough for a stage and careful enough for the square.
Mr. Pindle came by in the late afternoon with two crumpled scones and a pair of glasses that more often than not sat atop his head. He sat and watched Etta work with the slow approval of someone who knew the joy of seeing a plan begin to hum.
“You don’t need to make it glitter like a fair display,” he said, lifting his thermos as if toasting the fox in progress. “You need to make it honest. Make it something the children will find in ten years and still smile at.”
Etta considered the fox’s nose, trimmed just so. The fox already had a character that made her smile—less spectacle than touchable. Yet the card in her pocket tugged at her thoughts with the promise of a different sort of applause: the kind that traveled with your footprints and paid not in smiles but in coin and the chance to see other horizons.
That evening she walked back to the square to check on the current clock by the river. Children were gathered around the wooden trough where the little boats sat, eyes bright. They tossed small pebbles into the fountain for luck, following a ritual where the town’s kids each left a tiny, painted stone. The town’s stones were not important to the puppet crisis but they were important to the town—another layer of habits and affections that the work had to respect.
Etta knelt and examined the river gear under the trough. It was an awkward bite in the mechanism—a missing tooth that made the boats stutter. She pried off a panel and slid a spare gear into position, then wound the main drum and watched the boats glide true for a breath. Children whooped. A small girl in a polka-dot scarf threw her arms wide and marched a wooden duck along the rails as if she were leading a parade. Etta felt the simple satisfaction of a problem solved and the complicated tug of choices unmade.
The next morning Marcel appeared at the shop with the kind of small smile that had been practiced in many stations. He did not come like a manager offering terms; he came like someone excited to find a craftsman who spoke his tongue. He peered at the crate where the fox slept in shavings and reached out to tap its ear with the gentleness of a man who handled glass.
“This is very pleasing,” he said, and there was nothing sharp in his praise. “We like the fox’s manners and its swagger. It will please a crowd.” He paused, looking past the fox toward the corkboard where the mayor’s list hung like a small map. “But a crowd asks for moments. Could you make one moment louder? A single trick that makes the audience gasp?”
Etta felt the familiar hum of a spring in her chest. Design for a stage asked for a single, bright motion—a trick, a flourish. Design for the town asked for trust and endurance. She saw Mr. Pindle in the doorway watching her, and the fox on the bench that smelt faintly of sawdust and orange peel. She could add a louder trick—a little puff of mechanical smoke and a spinning tail—but would that change the fox into something she didn’t intend?
“I could,” she said slowly. “But I’d rather make something that can keep dancing after the first gasp. Make it last, rather than only sing loud.”
Marcel regarded her, then nodded as if he had expected such an answer and liked it more for being honest. “We travel with a team of people who can dress a trick and make it bright. If you think the fox should have one louder step, we will help make the rest of the show gentle. I’m not asking you to change your hands; I’m offering a stage to show them.”
That offer was not a demand. It was a fold-out invitation, a pair of opened arms. Marcel’s enthusiasm was catching, like a bell of light being rung in a quiet room. Etta ran her thumb along the fox’s back and felt the grain respond under her skin. She pictured a stage full of faces and a puppet smiling in the square. The two images did not line up neatly; they overlapped in strange, tempting ways.
The day became a knitting of errands and small decisions. Etta spent the morning adjusting the puppet’s hip joint and the afternoon filing the fox’s cheek so the light would catch on it just right. Sam brought over a satchel of marigolds someone had left at the fountain; it was a silly town custom to pin a flower on any moving thing that needed luck, whether that was a puppet or a fishmonger’s cart. Etta let one of the yellow marigolds rest behind the fox’s carved ear and it looked, to her eye, entirely proper.
Mr. Pindle offered to help with the heavier lifting and spent an industrious hour untangling arm ropes with the sort of patience that had once been paid to untie a hundred knots on ships that never sailed. He grunted and hummed and when the ropes fell into order he announced it with a pleased, private noise that sounded like a thump of pride.
“You should tell Marcel how you make things,” he said at one point, handing her a coil of rope. “It’ll keep him honest. And you’ll learn what parts of the world enjoy a loud trick and which parts enjoy a quiet turn.”
There was a small absurd moment when one of the fox’s gears, not yet properly seated, made a sound like someone clearing their throat and then shot a paper hat into the air. A paper hat landed on Sam’s head at a jaunty angle and he struck a pose as if he were suddenly the fox’s agent. Everyone laughed, not because the hat was funny but because it was so perfectly ridiculous that it had to be true.
As evening swallowed the day, Etta sat with both projects before her like two animals that needed feeding. The card from Marcel was a light in her pocket; the mayor’s list was inked on a napkin at her elbow. She made a small plan—less a contract than a promise to herself: on odd days she would spend the morning at the storehouse, on even days she would build for the troupe, and every evening she would check the river’s boats. The schedule felt honest and precarious, like a bridge made of threads and small nails.
That night, as the town settled into the hush of late lamps, Etta wound the fox and watched it trot across the bench, tail flicking with a little theatrical flourish she had added at Marcel’s suggestion. The fox bowed at the end and gave a tiny wink, which Etta had designed by letting a small spring tap a painted eyelid. It was charming in a quiet way, the sort of charm that warmed your hands rather than surprised them.
She pinned the mayor’s napkin to the corkboard beside Marcel’s gilded card and stepped back. For a brief instant she felt the full tilt of choice: the stage offered a road to see how other places stitched together applause, while the town asked her to keep tending stitches that held neighbor to neighbor. Her hands were good at both; the question was where to place them first.
She placed a kettle on the stove, set two cups out, and wrote a small note to Marcel that said she would prepare a sample and that she might visit for a short time to learn tricks while keeping the workshop open at home. It was not a grand answer, but it was a plan that balanced both bright and steady. She folded the note and left it on the bench.
Outside, someone lit a row of small clay lamps that made the wet cobbles look like a string of tiny promises. A breeze came, carrying the smell of the river and a faint thread of the baker’s singing. Etta blew on her tea and felt the warmth spread through her fingers. She had chosen to try both, to hold that odd, coil-like possibility and to see how it unwound. It was not an end but a beginning; the work had started, and with it the small, steady sound of gears turning in a town that loved to clap whether the noise was loud or gentle.

    
Mismatched Gears
Etta woke before dawn with a list like a small town written in her head. She rose and padded to the bench, where the fox lay wrapped in shavings like a creature in a nest, and unwrapped it with careful hands. The fox’s carved smile looked like it had been made to please the world rather than to demand it. Etta set a spring against her thumb to test its voice and then pushed it gently into place. Her fingers moved in the exact, practical way of someone who has spent years turning stubborn things toward obedience: she pried a stubborn pin free, sanded a tooth until it sighed into shape, and fitted a slender gear that clicked like a tidy secret.
Outside the town yawned itself awake: the baker already sang two bars of his kneading song, someone in a blue apron tended a row of sugar-glazed buns on a window ledge, and the painted wooden ducks bobbed on the river, bright as a child’s promise. Those ducks were a pleasure not connected to gears or festivals but part of the town’s heart, and Etta always walked past them twice on her way to work. The smell of warm flour threaded through the shop’s doorway and made her think better thoughts about the world. She wound the fox once, then a second time, testing the way its tiny limbs took the world like a dancer learning the beat.
Sam burst in before the sun finished tiptoeing across the bench. He came with his usual loudness, hair like a storm that didn’t know when to stop, and his grin walked before him.
“Did you make it wink yet?” he demanded, as if winks were the most important kind of magic.
Etta tapped the fox’s eyelid and the carved eye bobbed like a polite acknowledgment. “It can wink and scoff in the same breath,” she said, smiling, and then resumed carving a tiny notch in the fox’s tail to give it a jaunty flick.
Mr. Pindle shuffled in with a mug of something that steamed suspiciously and a look like he’d swallowed a riddle. He peered at the fox and the puppet blueprints tacked on the wall and harrumphed, which in Mr. Pindle’s language meant both approval and a warning about vanity.
Etta had made a schedule. It was modest on paper but ambitious in practice: mornings at the storehouse to tend the festival puppet and the current clock, afternoons on the fox for Marcel’s troupe, and evenings to check the river’s boats and the town’s smaller devices. A schedule felt like a rope over a river; it might hold one steady step but too many steps could fray it. She wrote the hours in pencil so she could erase them if the town decided to demand something different.
By midday she had the puppet’s shoulder cable retied with a neat splice and had filed down a ragged slat. The puppet breathed easier under her hands, its wooden ribs more willing to bend, but when she tested the hip joint she noticed a small misalignment that made the torso hitch like someone tripping on a memory. She set the puppet to one side and walked home with a list in her pocket and marigold petals stuck to her boot in a cheery accusation.
In the square that afternoon, Marcel requested a small demonstration. He asked if she would let the troupe see the fox move so they could imagine it on a stage. Etta felt a small thrill like a hidden bell. She wrapped the fox in a lint-free cloth, pinned a marigold behind its ear—because town custom insisted on good luck—and carried it to the open patch of cobbles where the caravan liked to practice. The square smelled of rope, tinned cocoa, and the faint perfume of someone’s fancy hat. People drifted over to watch; children leaned forward like small maps that wanted to fold just so.
The demonstration was meant to be a gentle thing: a trot, a spin, a wink. Etta set the fox down on an old crate and wound its spring with the precise, careful wind of a person who has learned to keep promises to movement. The fox trotted at first in a manner that suggested it had manners and a schedule. It spun on the crate with a polite flourish that made a small cluster of children clap. Then—because mechanisms have minds of their own when coaxed into an audience—the fox took one extra eager step.
One extra step turned into two, and those two into a determined dash. The fox, meant to perform a single cheeky bow, instead found a habit of speed and decided to run. It leapt off the crate with a brassy squeal and shot across the cobbles like a small wind. A stall that sold paper hats was in its path. A paper hat flew, performed a somersault, and landed on an old cat’s head with the solemnity of a coronation. The cat, who had been minding its business, considered the insult and then — in an act of personal diplomacy — smacked the hat into the air with its paw.
Kids shrieked with delight. A pile of apples toppled like small red dominos. A canvas awning tilted askew. Etta sprang forward, boots striking the stones, hands out to scoop the fox before it un-bowed the entire square. Her fingers closed on the fox’s tail as it tried to make another run. She wrestled it down like someone corralling a thistle that would not behave. Her palms smelled of varnish and river mud and the fox’s little contraption gave one dramatic chuff and fell obediently still.
There was an embarrassing pause and then the square attracted a polite laugh, the kind that hides concern under amusement. Marcel smiled with the professional ease of someone who had seen many small catastrophes turned into spectacle. He clapped politely and said, “Unexpected energy.” His voice had the tilt of someone offering both praise and a gentle query.
“Unexpected,” Etta repeated, wiping sweat from her temple with the back of her hand. Her cheeks flushed like overbaked bread. Sam bounded up, brandishing a paper hat like a flag of victory, and handed her the fox as if presenting a rescued kettle.
“Are you all right?” Mr. Pindle asked, voice rough with care.
Etta nodded. “Mostly. The fox learned a new trick: running encores.” She laughed at her own attempt at humor, which made the neighbors laugh with her in the way people do when they want to cover up embarrassment.
They righted the stall, gathered the apples, and tucked the paper hats into the vendor’s basket. The vendor, who had been a fishmonger in younger years, grinned as he tied the awning back and said, “If it brings more business, I’ll forgive its manners.” The town performed a tidy cleanup as if this kind of thing belonged on the calendar. Marcel, however, watched Etta rather than the chaos; his gaze was not hungry but curious, as if he were making notes about more than the fox’s speed.
The misfire left a small ache in Etta. She had wanted to please without spectacle and instead had produced an unruly moment. The mayor’s napkin in her pocket felt heavier, as if ink could make things more binding than it had the right to be. She resumed work on the fox that evening in a mood that wanted to prove itself useful rather than showy. She tightened a small check-gear that would control the fox’s pace and milled a tiny ratchet that would insist on one deliberate bow. The fox accepted these limits like someone who prefers a predictable diet.
But the puppet in the storehouse grew worse in a way that was not fixed by tidy gears. Etta found frayed cords deeper than she had expected, and the hip slat, when she removed a splintered piece, revealed a series of mismatched gears: some bronze, some iron, different teeth worn to different songs. Someone had done quick repairs before with whatever metal came on hand rather than with a thoughtful design. Those mismatched gears did not sing together; they hiccupped, and each hiccup might become a tumble during the festival parade.
She sat on the storehouse floor and sorted the gears into piles, elbow-deep in metal and paper. The arrangement looked chaotic until she found a rhythm. She paired similar teeth, polished each surface, and labeled the spares with a pencil that had almost no lead left. The work was honest and small, the kind that asking for remark seldom. She felt like a surgeon, steady and necessary.
Mayor Betsy came in with practical concern folded into her hands. “The storm line is moving faster,” she said. She had a magnet for such news, an ear for weather like one who knows her town’s moods. “If the rain comes early, the ropes will swell and the boardwalk might slip,” she added, as if a puppet’s wardrobe and footbridge safety were statements in the same sentence. She folded herself onto a box and watched Etta work, a steady presence.
Etta tested a rope with a quick, practiced pull. It groaned like a tired animal. “These ropes have been trusted too long,” she said. “They’ll need fresh cable or they might snap when the puppet bows under a crowd.”
“That’s what worries me,” Mayor Betsy said. “We can’t have a half-tripped festival.” Her voice held a worry soft as moth wings.
They made a tidy plan: new cable for the puppet, a spare gear to be replaced in the current clock, and a rein for the footbridge—simple in words and not simple in practice. Etta left the storehouse at dusk, the list in her pocket heavier now and the town lamps lighting one by one like patient watchers.
That night the weather turned its face early. Clouds folded over the hills and pulled tight like a covering sheet. The wind, which had been companionable earlier in the week, gathered itself into something that hissed and argued with the lamplight. People closed shutters and tied strings to their gardens; a friend who kept bees tied extra boards around the hives because a gale could frighten even the bees into a bother.
Etta stayed in the shop with a lamp and a bowl of stew someone had left at her door. She worked late, sanding and fitting, weaving a new rope splice like a tailor hemming a brave coat. Sam snuck in at one point with a lantern and two steaming pasties and insisted she take a break. He spoke in the quiet way that kids do—practically, with kindness that flopped into her lap like a soft blanket.
“You’ll be all right,” he said. “You make the things, the things don’t make you.”
Etta smiled and felt something in her chest unlace a little. She tied the final knot on the puppet’s new cable and looked at the clockwork for the boats. The missing tooth she had kept in her apron shone like a small promise. She slept in a chair with a shawl over her knees, and the wind argued with the shutters until the town seemed to be contained in a soft, noisy box.
The storm arrived with a mannered fury that made the river speak louder than usual. Rain came first as a sheet and then as fingers that pulled at seams. The river, which had been a polite neighbor all spring, rose with a greed that took the little wooden ducks higher and sent them bobbing toward the opposite bank. A thin, whiplike sound grew as the rain hit the roofs and the market’s awnings sang like small, frightened choirs.
At two in the morning there was a report: someone had seen the bridge’s handrail tilt like a sick bird. Etta ran from her shop in boots and shawl, the map of her night’s work still faint on her palms. She smelled wet wood and the sour of something being undone. The bridge’s planks had begun to slip where the river’s force had undermined a bank. She crouched and tested a board. It gave with a parting sigh, and for a breath she saw the whole festival freighted on a string of rotten planks.
She did not think in wide ideas. She acted. With a lantern in one hand and a sack of rope in the other, she tied a temporary stay to a nearby post, testing the line until it held like a new promise. Her fingers burned and rubbed against the rope; she looped and tightened and set a spare gear against a sluice wheel to stop a small jam. But the storm wanted more than a few knots. A surge struck and the sound of splintering became real: a chunk of the boardwalk tore free and floated, bare and betraying, downriver.

    
The Festival Fix
By morning the storm had not yet finished its complaints. The river ran higher than Etta had ever seen it in spring, a wide, restless thing that licked at the walkways and turned familiar edges into new, dangerous lines. Rain still spat now and then as if the sky were sampling the taste of the town and deciding it liked it or disliked it. The lamps along the square threw small halos through the wet air and the bakery’s chimney puffed a stubborn promise of warmth: the baker had already been at his oven, and the smell of warm buns threaded up the lane like an old friend offering a hand.
The festival was due to begin by noon, and instead the town gathered in tight circles around problems. People pressed their wet coats close and exchanged news as if the exchange might stitch the day into safety. Someone had hung a child's painted duck from the market sign to keep it dry, not realising the duck looked alarmingly like a small admiral, staring at the rising water. The mayor moved like a conductor of small calamities: brisk, practical, and never wanting to frighten the children.
Etta ran from her shop as soon as she could stand the waiting. Her boots left neat splashes on the stones and she carried a coil of rope over one shoulder and a satchel full of spare gears and springs in the other. The list of things that might go wrong fit into that satchel like a loaf of bread—heavy and necessary. As she crossed the bridge, the river’s voice swelled. The boardwalk’s missing wedge still drifted downstream like a small island for drowned pigeons.
At the festival’s riverside stage the sight was worse than the rumor had painted. The puppet platform, which had been set up on a raised jetty to make it visible, sat now like an island in a fast, angry moat. Children and one or two adults were stranded there. The town’s boats bobbed against the supports, but the current slithered and shoved like a thing with elbows. The crowd’s faces turned toward Etta the way they often did now: full of urgent questions that hoped for steady hands rather than grand speeches.
Mayor Betsy was there with the practical calm of someone who has held the town together by the sleeve more than once. “Rowan,” she called out when Etta arrived, not waiting for a greeting. “We can’t risk them trying to swim. Boats are too dangerous with the current. The footbridge is unstable and the main gangway would snap under any extra weight.”
Etta took in the make and break of things in a single, quick sweep: the platform’s supports had turned into teeth of wet wood; ropes draped like tired snakes; the crowd’s improvised anchors were merely good intentions with no gear. She smelled the river and the iron of the emergency—smells that made her spine align with purpose.
Sam needed no more than a look. He was on the end of the jetty, small but steady, holding the hand of a younger girl who clung to his sleeve the way a sparrow clings to a twig. He looked up at Etta with eyes full of the kind of brave expectation children have. “Can you make something that’ll pull us across?” he shouted, wind and water tugging his hair.
Etta didn’t shout back. She didn’t have time for speeches. She set her satchel down, jerked open the lid, and began to lay out parts the way a gardener lays seeds: gears, short lengths of chain, a lantern, several springs, a bright little winch from an old cart and a coil of cord. Each object sat on the planks with an eager, familiar promise. The townsfolk watched her as if she were a hearth where warmth might yet be coaxed out of damp wood.
“We can rig a pulley across,” Etta said, voice low and quick. “Anchor it here”—she pointed at a stout iron post that had once held a lamp —“and at the far side to that oak.” Her finger tapped the oak’s bark as if greeting a patient ally. “We’ll use a harness for each person; a two-person loop at most for safety. I’ll need someone to feed rope, another to tend the brake, and a steady hand on the winch.”
Marcel, who had never been without a flourish but now seemed eager to be useful rather than admired, offered a cart axle and a stout hook. “Take my axle,” he said, and his voice sounded like a promise crossed with the relief of being given a job. “We carry things well.”
Mr. Pindle limped forward with his usual mismatched glove and carried an old handbrake he’d once salvaged from a cart. He set it down with the sort of pride that announced he had been right about many things all along. The fishmonger, sleeves rolled to the elbow, brought a coil of rope thicker than Etta’s usual line; the baker offered peppered buns stuffed in a cloth as if fuel for work. Little hands surged in with children’s ideas—spare ribbons to mark the harnesses, a tiny automaton drum that one of the troupe had left behind which had a tinny, stubborn beat.
Etta took each offering and turned it inside her hands, testing, punting, thinking in metal and tension rather than in fear. “We’ll need to keep the load balanced,” she muttered more to herself than to anyone else. She set the cart axle across two crates and lashed it fast to create a makeshift axle for her winch. She threaded a gear onto it and fixed a short chain to form a basic drum. Her hands moved without fuss: tie, loop, twist, tighten. People listened to her like a clock waiting for its next tick.
The first attempt showed how danger loves a loud entrance. They fashioned the harness from a spare banner strip and a coil of rope, making knots that Etta trusted, then she sent the harness across, sliding it over the water on a thin guide line. Sam hopped in with a younger child, and for a breath the town held a single, impossible breath—then the harness shuddered.
It wasn’t enough. The current tugged with an ugly insistence and the guiding line sagged like a tired arm. Etta felt the are of failure prick her as sharply as a splinter. She braced one foot against a crate and yanked the winch with both hands, palms working like bellows. The axle turned, the chain sang, and the harness edged forward until it thumped against the platform. Children on the shore cheered a little, then gasped: the harness’s guiding line gave way and a small boy’s hat floated past like a sad balloon.
Etta’s mind sharpened. The winch alone would not hold. She needed a brake that would not rely only on the friction of hands and hope. She looked for a drum, any drum, and her eyes found the automaton drum someone had left propped upside down on a crate; its spring still kept a faint, patient wound. She took it, seizing the absurdity of a toy that had a purpose now beyond parade music. She lashed it to the axle, drove a short peg through the rim so it could lock against a tooth, and made a ratchet with a spare gear. It was a clumsy solution—bristly, squeaky, not elegant—but it turned the winch into something that could hold under pressure.
With the ratchet in place, Etta tightened the main line, threading the rope through the pulley she had anchored on the oak. She adjusted the gear spacing to take more load per turn, judging distances with that peculiar eye makers get after a while—an ability to see not only where something is, but where it must be to be anything else. Her hands moved quickly, flipping a small lever, tightening a bolt with a borrowed wrench, pressing a spring into place to act as shock absorber.
“Hold the line steady!” she called. “Don’t let it slack.”
Sam and two adults gripped the guide line, knuckles white. The wind scraped at their coats and the rain’s fingers tapped an impatient tempo. Etta put one hand on the ratchet’s paw—a small, brass tooth that clicked only when the load tried to slip—and leaned her weight over the axle to steady the drum. She turned the crank with a slow, steady rhythm and felt the mechanism accept the load like a patient animal taking a weight upon its back.
The harness moved slowly across the water like a plodding idea. At the middle the line trembled as if the river were breathing. Etta’s muscles clenched against surprise and the cold. Her hands did not shake. She measured the tension with her skin as if her fingertips were tiny scales and adjusted the brake until it sang a small, controlled whine. The first child surged onto the bank and spat out a laugh that tasted like relief. The crowd let out a noise that was almost applause, but careful with gratitude instead of celebration.
They worked in trips, each crossing steady because Etta had taught the machine how to keep its temper. The town brought what it could: a barrow, an old shepherd’s sling, a folding plank that had once been the baker’s display. Etta braided two harnesses together when the puppet needed a wider cradle and padded it with burlap sacks to cushion the puppet’s wooden face from jolts. Marcel kept one hand on a block of rope, eyes darting like he was watching a play he loved, and offered jokes in small, useful moments to keep people breathing.
“Think of it as theatre in a very damp theatre,” he said, wiping rainwater from his mustaches. “Best kind of show—audience included.”
The puppet was heavy and oddly awkward, marred by years of hands and patched banners. It required both patience and a certain kind of clever brute force to make it obedient. Etta built a wider sling from the troupe’s spare canvas and rigged it to the carriage axle, using the winch as both lift and slow conveyor. She balanced the load across the axle with little washers and a pocketful of cunning—spare teeth and chain links that shifted the drum’s centre just enough to keep the puppet from listing.
All that tinkering required movement: she climbed, reached, tied, and stooped in a choreography that was all craft and no sermon. Children handed up bits of rope by the dozen, small faces set with the seriousness of aides. Miscellaneous helpers held lanterns and sang the baker’s half-remembered tune to keep time; the melody helped hands move together, like the way a carpenters’ chant keeps saws even. The tiny automaton drum beat oddly steady through it all, insisting, with comic bravery, on maintaining rhythm.
Midway through the rescues, water took a sudden greedy surge. The river slapped an extra wave against the platform, and the puppet’s cradle tilted. Whoever had made the original puppet had used a flourish of ribbons and not enough thought for storms, and now ribbons dangled like trailing question marks. The puppet’s head leaned toward the current and the harness groaned alarmingly.
A hush fell; a hush in a town is a living thing, and it pressed on Etta like weight. She saw the harness begin to creep on its guide rope—a slow, awful slide—and knew they were out of time. The ratchet barked once and then made a sound like it was protesting a law. She realized that the load was partially caught and partially sliding, creating a torque that would snap the guiding line if not freed.
Without hesitation she leapt forward. Not with a speech or a long, heroic pause, but with the brisk business of someone who knows what tools want. She grabbed a spare gear, jammed it under the slipping line as a temporary wedge, and then worked her way to adjust the guide pulley’s angle to change the vector of force. She braced her shoulder and wound the crank with both hands, brow puckered and throat tight, as the crowd held theirs. Sam shouted encouragement and the drum—stubborn little drummer—pounded its tinny cheer.
Etta’s fingers thumbed a tiny spring into a new tension position, altering the shock absorber she had fashioned earlier. The pulley took a cleaner line. The ratchet caught with a much braver tooth and the harness ceased its slide. The puppet steadied. The crowd inhaled as if they had all been carrying a shared pebble and set it down.
The last trips were slow because the river had decided it enjoyed making work theatrical. The puppet moved inch by inch onto safer boards, supported by burlap and hope. Children clambered up, faces bright and wet as if baptized by hard weather and gentler hands. Mr. Pindle, who always pretended to care less than he did, found his voice and said aloud what many felt: “By the hammer, you did good.”
Etta felt a simple, enormous exhaustion that was almost like warmth. She did not stand and take bows; instead she rubbed her palms together and began checking the knots as if satisfaction could be dialed in by tightening. The automaton drum, unruffled by its earlier elevated importance, sputtered a final, jaunty march and then stopped, as if it had been given permission to nap.
Marcel found her amidst the huddle of wet coats and offered an arm of admiration, not dramatic but honest. “You make clever things,” he said, voice softer than his usual showmanship. “Not just tricks. You make things people can lean on.”
Etta glanced at the drenched puppet, at the children who were already trying to arrange its patched banners into a new kind of dress, at Sam who had somehow acquired a soggy paper hat and wore it with the confidence of a prince. She felt, for the first time in a long time, the town’s warmth folding around her like a shared quilt. The choice that had sat like a small question in her pocket had shifted; it no longer felt like a split in two kinds of life but like a hinge that might hold both.
The crowd hummed, repairing their own spirits as they repaired their own bridge. Someone produced a crate of the baker’s golden buns and handed them round—an odd, comforting ritual—while an old woman offered small tea cakes she’d wrapped in newspaper. The fishmonger, cheeks pink from exertion, toasted them with a hand clasping a warm bun as if it were a medal. The town’s ducks bobbed somewhere downstream, having been rescued by a child with a skiff and a sticky tongue from the look of things.
Etta sat for a minute on a spare crate, her hands greasy with rope and varnish, and let the small absurdities settle into her like a pleasant ache. Mr. Pindle sat across from her, his mismatched glove resting on his knee as if to make a point that gloves have feelings. He produced from somewhere a small, dented tin whistle and blew a single absurd note that made two children giggle and a stray dog lift its head as if guessing a tune.
Marcel came near and, in a tone that was no longer merely theatrical, offered a change to his earlier question. “I came asking whether you’d craft a centerpiece for the troupe,” he said slowly. “You’ve shown something better than spectacle. If you are willing, we would ask that you join us briefly to share how you make things that last—teach us some of your temper. And in return, we’ll help reinforce the stage and the puppets when we travel. Not all of us are as keen on loud tricks as we once were.”
Etta chewed on the edge of a bun and looked at the card Marcel had given her. In her hands it felt more like an invitation to make a new kind of work together than an order to leave. Around her, the town began to fold the day back into itself—people picking up scattered hats, a child proudly carrying a repaired duck, and the puppet blacking out its patched cheeks with new timber-smelling polish.
By late afternoon the weather had calmed into a shy apology. The river lay back into itself like a pet that had been admonished, and the jetty was shored up enough to be called safe for now. The puppet sat as if a little embarrassed by its earlier theatrics, patched and cradled and slightly less threatening to the current’s ambitions. The town, as towns do, treated the day like a wound that must be dressed with conversation and garlic tea.
Etta stood by her shop doorway when people began to drift away, carrying stories like small parcels. Sam lingered and fitted a newly polished gear into the fox’s tail for no reason other than habit. Mr. Pindle cleared his throat and, with a small smile that made his whole face look less like a cliff, said, “You could go with him for a bit. The world might learn a thing or two from you. But if you do, bring back a trick that helps fix our footbridge.”
Etta laughed, and it sounded like a bell that had been wound and then let go. She told him she might go for a short time, to trade ideas and to see the places where people made their applause. It would be a small exchange, not a vanishing act. Marcel promised to leave a helper while she was gone—someone who could stand by the bench and pass along tools—and Mayor Betsy promised that the puppet would always have a place to come home to.
As the town put itself back together, Etta felt the loneliness that had wrapped around her like a small cloak loosen. Hands that had only known wood and springs had learned a new warmth; hands that had been strangers shared rope and sang the baker’s tune until it sounded like something new. The festival was not triumphant in the way a parade is triumphant—rather it felt like a shared, repaired hum. Etta looked at the fox on her bench, at the gilded card fluttering on the corkboard, and felt the hinge in her chest open a little wider. There was work to be done, and she would do it with other people.

    
A Workshop Full of Friends
The morning after the rescue tasted of wet wood and warm bread. The square hummed with small repairs and quieter songs: someone mended a tarpaulin with neat little stitches, another swept soot from a chimney as if sweeping away last night’s worries. The puppet sat on a low cart, wrapped in fresh canvas like a guest who had been given a clean coat. Children scrambled around it, rearranging patched banners into fanciful capes; one boy insisted the puppet needed a pocket for his lucky pebble.
Etta stepped back into her shop with the river’s damp still in her hair. The fox looked up from the bench, eyes painted bright now, tail neatly ratcheted to a respectful trot. Sam was there before she hung her coat, hair still sticking up from where the wind had argued with his comb. He waved a sticky honey bun like a flag of triumph.
“You did it,” he said simply, handing her half the bun as if half a victory were a proper share. The town had its own little rituals: you gave a half-bun when you shared responsibility, an old saying that meant “we did this together.” It was not about the pastry so much as the passing.
Mr. Pindle shuffled in next, oversized glove tucked under his arm. He set down a small, dented tin box with a flourish that pretended it had no meaning. “A gift,” he grunted. “From the old crowd.” He winked in his mismatched-glove way and did not bother to explain further.
Etta opened the tin. Inside lay a tiny, flat tool she recognized from the bench of her grandmother: a thin spanner, worn smooth in the middle as if held by generations. Her breath went small and private. “Where did you get this?” she asked.
“Found it muddled under a floorboard,
Mr. Pindle said, rubbing the back of his neck like someone dusting off pride. “Figured you’d like it.”
The gift made Etta’s hands feel a little less alone for reasons she could not name. She slipped the spanner into her apron pocket and felt its old weight. It fit there like a promise.
Marcel arrived that afternoon with the kind of easy grin that made a weathered coat look like costume instead of armor. He came not with a grand fanfare but with a small, sensible suitcase of tools and an extra pair of hands in the shape of a young woman named Anya, who introduced herself by tugging off her gloves and offering a steady smile.
“Anya’ll shadow your bench while you’re with the troupe,” Marcel said. “She’s quick with a bit and not afraid of dust.” He glanced around the shop and his eyes softened in appreciation. “Your work holds a patience a stage must borrow.”
Etta tested her yes like one tests a new hinge: slowly, a little suspicious of the sound. She had wanted to travel in a small, secret part of her heart—the edges of the map always looked friendly under the right light—but the town sat in her chest with its steady warmth. She set her palms flat on the bench and felt the ring of old screw-holes, the faint scent of lemon oil, and the rabbit-who-won’t-be-ruled by the toy soldier propped against the lamp.
“Could we write down a plan?” she asked. “A schedule. Short weeks away, an assistant here, and a promise that—” She looked up and added, more quietly, “—that when I return, the puppet will still have hands.”
Mayor Betsy, who had been listening from the doorway, nodded like someone who sorted storms and pies with the same hand. “We’ll put a small fund by, and the troupe will help with repairs when they can. The puppet has a home here.”
Sam sat on the floor and arranged a parade of little soldier toys into two lines, a comically stern general at their front. “You’ll come back, won’t you?” he asked in that way children do: a question that wraps itself around your ankles until you answer.
Etta crouched to meet his gaze, feeling the weight of a hundred tiny decisions press like coins in a pocket. “I’ll come back,” she promised, and the words tasted like sawdust and tea. “For short stretches. I’ll teach and I’ll learn. We’ll trade fixes for stories.”
Anya clapped, which startled one of the automata asleep on the shelf and sent it blinking into movement, accidentally performing a little jig that made everyone laugh. The small absurdity broke any stiff cords of formality and turned the agreement into something bright and human.
They sketched a calendar on a scrap of cardboard: two weeks with the troupe in midsummer, a travelling exchange where Etta would show how to steady small mechanisms and Marcel’s troupe would show ways to make a piece louder without breaking it. Anya would remain as an apprentice by the bench and practice the sorts of repairs Etta tended to in the town. Mr. Pindle signed the plan in his own, grumpy way by offering to store supplies and keep the kettle honest.
When the paper was pinned beneath the gilded card on the corkboard, it did not feel like a deed that would erode the shop’s comfort. It felt like a hinge being oiled: movement without loss. Marcel promised to leave a traveling tutor—someone who knew the troupe’s way of mending glitter without stealing craft—and Mayor Betsy promised the town would rally with extra hands to keep the puppet safe.
Etta wound the little fox in a private celebration and watched it trot precisely across the bench. The wink she had installed flashed in the light, quick as a secret. Outside, the river ducks bobbed like little leaders of parades not connected to the puppet’s fate, reminding her that the world still held ordinary delights.
Over the next days her workshop reshaped itself into something new: half-shop, half-classroom. She cleared a corner and lowered a small bench where children could sit shoulder-to-shoulder with the tools laid out like friendly foreigners. The town’s customs contributed to the atmosphere: someone brought a tin of candied orange peel in exchange for a lesson, an old woman provided neatly folded cloths embroidered with tiny ships that weren’t at sea but were good at looking important. A vendor set up a little table across the street selling river-sedge tea that tasted faintly of honey and dawn; it had nothing to do with gears and everything to do with the way a smell could steady a nervous hand.
On the first afternoon, six children arrived, each with an urgent face and hands that liked to be busy. Sam dragged along a neighbor’s younger sister who had a splinter she wanted removed by no one else but Etta. They sat, wide-eyed and ready. Etta began with the simplest tasks: how to hold a file so a thumb wouldn’t slip, how to listen to a spring before winding it, and how to measure without hurrying.
She had expected their attention to wander; instead, the bench filled with a hush made of curiosity. Little hands pried open toys and discovered small conspiracies of gears. Etta guided fingers to find the correct screw and showed how a gentle turn could turn a quarrel into a bow. Humor made its way in: one toy soldier insisted it preferred to nap and refused to salute, forcing a small debate over the best posture for wooden folk. The children argued about whether soldiers deserved naps and then voted by handing him a tiny blanket, which the soldier accepted with absurd dignity.
Dialogue threaded through the session, warm and practical. “If you tighten too much,” Etta told a boy with freckled knuckles, “the spring will sigh and break. Treat it like you would a nervous friend.” The boy looked at her as if this was the most sensible advice he had ever heard.
By dusk, the bench held three small completed toys: a skittering beetle that used a hairpin for legs, a wind-up rabbit that blinked politely, and a paper-hat boat that sailed more faithfully after Etta adjusted its keel with a sliver of scrap wood. Sam stood proud beside them, as if the whole town’s repair had been built from their afternoon’s work.
Word spread in the way it always did in that town: quietly, with a series of practical exchanges. The troupe practiced in the square, now repaired and less inclined to theatrical collapse, and sometimes they'd invite the children to watch the behind-the-scenes of a prop being mended. Etta found herself teaching not just the children but adults who had always assumed their hands were meant for other kinds of labor. A cobbler learned to file a stubborn cog; the baker learned to weave rope’s end into steadier knots for the puppet’s harness.
Marcel sent postcards—small, sketched announcements that included tips on using a simple ratchet—and Anya reported back helpful notes about how the troupe trimmed costumes so that gears did not catch on fringe. The partnership became a tidy network of small favors: the troupe leaving a repair kit when they moved on, Etta sending a small trick that made a stage prop breathe a sigh at just the right moment.
There was a funny little ritual each Wednesday when the old woman who sold candied peel would send a jar to the workshop, claiming it was payment for the “spare smiles” everyone had contributed. The jar always had a note: For the hands that stitch the town together. People began to leave tiny things by the door—a spool of thread, a wink of ribbon, a flattened copper washer—that had more heart than value and were taken up with gratitude.
One evening Etta took the fox apart, not to fix it but to teach a visiting boy how to smooth a wooden curve. She passed the worn spanner Mr. Pindle had given her into his small, sure fingers and watched as he tightened a screw with a look like a gardener who had just learned to prune. There was an absurd little moment when a wooden soldier, who had declared himself allergic to work, rolled onto his side and apparently fell asleep with a tiny sigh that sounded suspiciously like a sentence.
When Etta packed to go with the troupe for her short exchange, the town treated it like lending a favorite book to a cousin. They gathered in a spill of umbrellas by the square, and Mayor Betsy handed her a small satchel of town-made provisions: thin slices of candied peel, a cloth of embroidered ships, and a neatly folded note reading, Fix the puppet if it starts to tell bad jokes. Etta laughed until she had to wipe tears away from her cheeks.
She left with a knapsack lightened by goodwill and heavier by expectation. Marcel’s caravan rolled out with a cheer that sounded like bells and a nuisance of pigeons. Anya waved from the doorway of Etta’s shop where she’d left the bench set up and a small sign: Etta’s Open Bench—Afternoons for Tinkers. The sign felt like a storefront promise.
The troupe traveled to a nearby town where their show stretched under a low, star-heavy sky. Etta taught them how to build reliable joints and gentle brakes; in the middle of a performance when a large stag puppet’s antler jammed against a painted tree, Etta improvised a clever spacer made from a candy tin and a scrap of leather. Her hands turned a crisis into an extra bow for the stag. Children cheered for the resourceful little fix and the show went on with an added flourish that no one predicted but everyone enjoyed.
She learned as much as she taught: a trick for hiding a squeak with a puff of smoke that smelled faintly of cinnamon; a way to sew fringe so it never snagged a gear. She watched how a small troupe folded its life around travel—how they mended costumes on the road and traded stories for screws. It was a bright, dizzying exposure to the other side of her craft, where things were made to be seen first and held second.
After two weeks Etta returned with pockets full of new patterns and a head heavy of ideas. The shop welcomed her with the smell of lemon oil and a line of curious faces. The fox trotted out a greeting of its own, precise as ever. Anya had left the bench tidy and a small ledger with notes about repairs she’d done; her handwriting was neat and firm.
Mr. Pindle met her with both gloves on and an expression that denied pride but could not hide it. He pushed into her hands a small, battered case. Inside, neatly wrapped, was a little brass compass—nothing like the grand instruments travelers bragged about, but perfect for keeping small hands pointing home. “For the times you need a way back,” he said gruffly, and the way his voice softened made Etta feel lighter than she had all month.
She set up a rota, a modest schedule written in chalk on a board above the bench: mornings for commissions, afternoons for open bench, one fortnight a year reserved for short travels with the troupe to swap ideas. Marcel and Mayor Betsy signed it with flourishes that pleased Etta because they meant it was a plan people would keep. Anya stayed on as the shop’s second pair of hands and began to teach a gentle trick for securing small springs that no one had thought to patch before.
On the day of the town’s next small festival, they set out a tiny performance that combined the troupe’s flair and Etta’s neat durability: the fox danced precisely and then performed one small, deliberately loud bow that sparked the children’s glee. The puppet sat proudly on its cart without threatening to topple, and when the crowd clapped it was not a applause that flattened into nothing afterward; it was a sound that felt like the town folding itself into a blanket.
Etta stood in her doorway that evening with her hands still smelling faintly of oil and orange peel. The workshop door was propped open; lanterns bobbed in the square, painted to look like fish that swam through lamplight. The bench was full of tools, faces, and small machines that whirred quietly like an agreeable chorus. Children scampered in and out, a procession of little apprentices who wore smudges like medals.
Sam climbed up beside her, clutching the wooden soldier who had long ago decided naps were superior to discipline. He plunked the soldier down beside the fox and looked at Etta with an expression that held everything the town had taught him about bravery. “Are you happy?” he asked simply.
She looked at the bench, at the fox who winked in the lamplight, at Mr. Pindle who pretended not to notice he’d been humming the baker’s tune with the wrong words, and at Mayor Betsy who was sorting a stack of new ribbons for next year’s puppet’s new trousers. Etta felt the hollow place loneliness had once occupied fill with a different kind of quiet—one made of laughter, shared work, and the clatter of tools.
“I am,” she said. “Busy and warm and oddly less alone.”
A faint absurdity unfolded: the tiny automaton drum, which had been loaned back to the shop, suddenly struck up a triumphant march at the exact moment a gust sent a paper hat spinning into Mr. Pindle’s face. He pretended to be affronted and then began to tap his foot, and within seconds everyone was laughing at the ridiculousness of a day that had nearly drowned but had chosen instead to come back shining.
Marcel, passing through on his way to another town, stopped and tipped his hat. He left behind a small, neatly painted sign with the troupe’s crest and one line in curling script: "Share the craft, keep the story." He promised to return with a new set of tools for the community chest and to drop off a traveling apprentice whenever Etta needed an extra hand.
Etta pinned the sign above the bench. It was not the end of a chapter so much as a door left open. The fox clicked its tail, and the wooden soldier snored softly beside it. Outside, the river ducks bobbed on their own parade, only loosely concerned with puppet politics. Inside, in the small, honest warmth of a workshop, Etta set her palm on the little spanner Mr. Pindle had found and felt the steady pulse of a life that would be rich with work, friends, and the small, stubborn music of gears turning together.
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